CLOSE TO HOME

Finding Great Photographs In Your Own Back Yard

STUART SIPAHIGIL

INTRODUCTION
Recently, a photography blog asked its readers to supply some
questions to ask travel and humanitarian photographer David
duChemin during an upcoming interview. There were the usual
questions of “What kind of gear do you shoot?” and “What’s it like
to travel all over the world?” but one commenter’s question stood
out to me among the others:

“Everything seems so ‘ordinary’ where I live compared to other
people and other places around the world. What can I do to create
something original or different; something out of the ordinary?”
Does that ring a bell with you? It did for me, but perhaps not in
the way you might think. The thing is, where you live isn’t ordinary;
it’s just… well, familiar. You look at everything with eyes that are
glossing over the surface of things because you’re telling yourself
you’ve seen it before. But have you really?
Here’s another thing to consider. Other people who live in other
places struggle with exactly the same problem: how to make where
they live look different or better… or just not ordinary. It’s a variation on “the grass is always greener on the other side of the fence.”
Right now, there’s an urban New York City dweller who longs to
photograph the green, wide-open vistas of the Irish countryside—
and an Irish villager who thinks her photography would be so much
more interesting if she could only get to New York City. Both of
them, however, might just need to look a little closer at the place
with which they’re most familiar.

A decaying leaf is trapped in the ice on the surface
of a frozen lake in a state park about five miles from my house.
Nikon D40, 18-55mm len at 55mm, ISO 200, 1/500 sec. at f/5.6

I’ll bet you’re thinking, “How can that be? They live in New York
City and Ireland, for goodness’ sake!” But it’s become as familiar
to them as your town is to you. Uninteresting. Boring, even. It’s
said that “familiarity breeds contempt” and that’s what’s happened
to all of you.
Why has this happened? What could possibly cause someone to
think New York City is banal and boring? That’s what we’re going
to explore here, along with how you can reinvigorate your photography to find new images in familiar territory. It’s not about trying
a new camera or lens and it’s not about learning a new post-processing technique or downloading a software preset. It’s all about
digging a little deeper and seeing things around you a little more
openly and clearly.
I live in rural Indiana, a place frequently referred to by many as “flyover country”—and “the-middle-of-nowhere” by my fellow Hoosiers when they are being kind. But it’s also where I can almost
never fail to find an interesting photograph, despite its seeming
banality. Almost all of the photographs in this book were taken
within five miles of my house; some within only a few yards.

A small bush with its brightly colored berries lies partially buried in the snow
in the woods behind my house.
Canon Powershot S90 6-22.5mm lens at 15mm, ISO 200, 1/500 sec. at f/7.1

But finding good photographs isn’t necessarily easy. It requires the
discipline to slow down and look deeper into your world to find
the image that speaks to you. Your city, your neighborhood, and
even your backyard are all full of opportunities for great photographs. This book is designed to help you see those opportunities
and the photographs that lie within them.

“To me, photography is an art of observation. It’s about finding
something interesting in an ordinary place… I’ve found it has
little to do with the things you see and everything to do with
the way you see them.” – Elliot Erwitt
You can’t turn the ordinary into the extraordinary.
You have to find the extraordinary that’s already there.

A boiling, fiery sky at sunset—right across the road from my house.
Nikon D80, 18-135mm lens at 26mm, ISO 200, 1/60 sec. at f/5.6

WHY ARE THINGS SO ORDINARY?
What is it about our everyday surroundings that makes them seem
so ordinary to us? That makes us feel we can’t find a good photograph where we live? I think there are two answers to this question.
One answer lies in what you think makes a good photograph.
I would venture to say it’s because you’re thinking only of your
subject and not about your photograph. In the end, your subject
is not your photograph.
Let me repeat that. Your subject is not your photograph.
Now that’s just crazy talk, isn’t it? How can a photograph not be
about the thing you’re making the photograph of? Because a
photograph isn’t just about the subject you see in the viewfinder
or on the LCD screen; it’s about how you feel about them. It’s
about showing everyone why you wanted to take that photograph.
You’re pointing to something and saying “Look at this. Look how
the light appears here. Look at this funny moment.” That’s what
makes an interesting photograph, and those photographs can occur
wherever you are.

A winter treeline is reflected in the creek that runs behind my house.
Olympus GF1, 20mm lens, ISO 800, 1/80 sec. at f/1.7

For example, with the image on this page, I wanted you to feel how
cold and stark it is in winter. I could have photographed the trees
themselves along the snow-covered bank of the creek, but my
purpose was to convey the abstract idea of cold, so I focused on
the water of the creek and the snow along the banks. I chose to
include the reflections of the bare trees to remind you of the
season, but my photograph is about winter and cold and not about
the trees and creek.

The other answer to the question lies in our resistance to dig a
little deeper and work a little harder to find good photographs.
Like many people, sometimes we tend to follow the path of least
resistance when it comes to finding subjects for our images.
Making good photographs isn’t easy. In fact, it’s pretty hard—
and even harder in a place that seems so familiar to you. You have
to look beyond the surface of things and really concentrate on
what you see; not just on getting the shot and moving on to the
next subject.
That’s why the lure of traveling somewhere to make photographs
is so powerful. It makes it easy to collect photographs like trophies.
But constantly traveling from place to place seeking new subjects
and photographs keeps you swimming only along the surface of the
art and the craft of photography. How can you tell someone how
you feel about a place when you’ve only been there for a few days?
Impressions change over time and a town or city will reveal its true
nature to you only after you’ve been there for quite a while. This
is why your home can give you the richest photographic rewards—
because you know its true nature. The combination of your
photographic vision and your connection to the soul of a place
is a powerful combination that can result in exceptional images.
After returning from a trip to Chicago where she hoped to
photograph the “real” version of it, my friend Sabrina Henry
talked of going back there in the future. At first, she thought
she had captured the city in her photographs, but after reviewing
them later she felt there was still something missing. She wrote,
“The more I experience it, the better I will be able to express
photographically what it means to me.”

A white and yellow iris from my wife’s flower garden
Olympus GF1, 20mm lens, ISO 800, 1/80 sec. at f/1.7

Lift Up the Ordinary
Many photographers—and many artists in general— revel in the
mundane; the everyday things that most of us take for granted.
The difference is that they try to show us how they felt and how
they want us to feel about their photograph—or painting, or sculpture, or other expression of their art. The old clichéd advice for
writers is to “write what you know.” Why? Because it gives your
writing an authenticity that no one else can duplicate. Many
photographers and other artists have applied the same guideline
to their work.
Henri Cartier-Bresson is considered to be one of the best
photographers who ever lived—the master of the “decisive
moment”—and one of his most famous photographs is of a man
jumping over a puddle. A man jumping over a puddle?
How boring!
Claude Monet, probably the most recognized of the Impressionist
painters, made over fifteen paintings of haystacks near his home at
different times of year and in different kinds of light. Seriously…
fifteen paintings of haystacks. That’s working a subject! Some of his
most famous paintings—the “Water Lilies” series, for example—
were painted from scenes in his own back yard. In fact, Monet
went so far as to plan and design the gardens and the grounds
around his house specifically to provide himself with fresh subject
matter for his paintings. He knew the value of using the places he
knew and loved to refine his vision.
Sunset on the frozen lake of a nearby state park, five miles from my house.
Nikon D700, 17-35mm lens at 20mm, ISO 200, 3 sec. at f/11

A spring thunderstorm moves off to the east after drenching my neighbor’s field
Nikon D700, 50mm lens, ISO 200, 1/125 sec. at f/8

And of course, many photographers know of Ansel Adams’ incredible photographs of Yosemite National Park, but did you know that
he lived near the park? He spent most of his life looking deeply
into a place that was very familiar to him. Many of his photographs
reflect his love for Yosemite and his vision of the power and
grandeur of nature—and all were found within four hours of his
home in Carmel, California. For Ansel, Yosemite was his back yard.
You too can find great photographs nearby. You just have to look
beyond the surface of things and find the deeper messages in the
moments of everyday life. Ever-changing cloud formations, the
patterns of shadows made by the evening sun striking a building,
children at play in a park—all of these can provide rich material for
bold, moving photographs.

“To photograph truthfully and effectively is to see beneath
the surfaces and record the qualities of nature and humanity
which live or are latent in all things.“ —Ansel Adams
Great photographs are about life, and life happens everywhere.

Nikon D700, 70-200mm lens at 86mm, ISO 800, 1/750 sec. at f/8

Layers of clouds, trees and grass in my backyard.
Nikon D700, 50mm lens, ISO 400, 1/350 sec. at f/16

Exercise: Free Your Mind
Remember the part in the movie The Matrix where Morpheus tells
Neo that in order to make the jump to another building, “you must
free your mind”? Why did he say that? Neo needed to understand
that the limitations he had from his experience in the “real world”
didn’t apply in the Matrix, right? That’s what you need to understand, too. You’ve set limitations for yourself about what there is to
photograph where you live—and they really don’t exist.
Try to do something to trick your brain into allowing you to see
past the familiar surface of things. Break your routine. Find a way
to make yourself just a little uncomfortable; just enough to feel a
little self-conscious. You might wear your shirt inside-out for a day,
or wear a different shoe on each foot—something that makes you
look around to see if anyone notices.
Now you’re more paying attention to people and things than you
did before. The next thing you know, you’ll start to see things
differently and noticing things you didn’t notice before. Go with
this mindset and pretty soon, you’ll see photographs where you
didn’t see them before. Those self-imposed limitations don’t seem
so real now, do they?
This photograph is of a view I see every day from the windows of
my house. But on this day, billowing clouds blew in and I saw a photograph about the layers and the textures of the clouds, the trees,
and the grass in the field… literally right in my back yard.

SEEING BEYOND THE ORDINARY
So, if you can’t turn something ordinary into something extraordinary, what are you to do? How do you find the extraordinary
where you live?
Well, here’s the good news. You don’t need a new camera, or a
new lens, or a new book or two about lighting or HDR—and you
certainly don’t need to spend several thousand dollars traveling to
exotic places to find great photographs. It’s much simpler than that,
and much harder at the same time. You need to look at your world
with new eyes; to learn to see the extraordinary where you saw
something ordinary before. You need to understand how the camera looks at the world differently than your eyes do and, by
understanding your camera better, how you can pay more attention
to and capture the deeper meanings and moments right in your
back yard.

“The only real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking
new landscapes but in having new eyes” – Marcel Proust

Early autumn morning fog highlights sunbeams and envelopes trees in my back yard.
Nikon D700, 17-35mm len at 30mm, ISO 200, 1/250 sec. at f/8

A STRANGER IN YOUR HOMETOWN
Think about how it feels to visit a new place. Everything is new
and exciting, right? You can’t wait to get out there and explore the
canals of Venice, the streets of San Francisco, or the highlands of
Scotland. It all feels so exotic and different from your drab little
town! The sights, the smells, and the colors all pull you around the
city or through the countryside and you don’t have nearly enough
time for all of the photographs you want to make. You seem to
see them all around you. You stop to take so many pictures that
everyone is getting a little annoyed about it, but you can’t help it.
They’re everywhere!
Now, think about your town or city. What if another photographer
traveled to your neighborhood? How would they react? What
would they photograph… and why? Remember our bored Irish
photographer? What if she came to visit you in your city and
wanted to photograph it? What would inspire her about it?
Where would she go to photograph it? Look at your part of the
world as she would; as if you were visiting it for the first time. Walk
around your neighborhood with a stranger’s eyes. Is there something that makes it unique? Perhaps there’s an old diner that might
represent a time gone by or an abandoned steel mill where your
grandfather used to work that’s crumbling and decaying. Maybe
that old factory has been revived and is building solar panels for
alternative energy sources. What do these things represent to you?
How would you describe them to your Irish visitor?

The side entrance to an abandoned sign-making business in a nearby town.
Panasonic GF1, 20mm lens, ISO 200, 1/50 sec. at f/5.6

There’s an added bonus to learning to see with the eyes of a
stranger in your neighborhood or town. When you learn to look
at your surroundings more deeply and identify the things that
make it unique, you’ll be that much better prepared to do the same
thing in new places, too. You’ll be able to see those things that
define a city or a landscape and unearth the photographs to show
others how a place feels beneath its surface.

Ever seen a clover close up before? Neither had I.
Nikon D700, 105mm macro lens, ISO 800, 1/45 sec. at f/32

SLOWING DOWN
It’s been said many times that the hectic pace of modern life and all
of its distractions are robbing us of our ability to focus on one thing
and see deeply into it. These distractions can contribute to the
perception that there’s nothing to photograph in your town
because they cause your eyes to skim across the surface of things.
Take a little time to slow down and really look around you. Look
closely into your surroundings. Instead of chasing your kids around
to get their picture, sit and watch them. Wait for the moment to
arrive and be prepared to take the photograph. You may miss a
few of them, but you’ll capture far better photographs by waiting
for the moment to come to you.
If you’ve ever been on a photographic safari in Africa, one of the
first things that happens when the participants sight a lion or a
cheetah is they start madly snapping away at it. The air is filled with
the rattle of shutters and drives blasting away. “Pray and spray,” it’s
called, reflecting the hope that you’ll get one good photograph of
that lion out of the 27 you just blasted through. The best nature
and wildlife photographers do the opposite. They study the
animals they’re after to learn their behaviors, set themselves up
near where this behavior occurs most often… and wait.
Sometimes, like the wildlife photographer, you really have to stalk a
good photograph. You figure out what you’re looking for, where it
occurs, and wait for it to happen. You have to think about what it
is you’re trying to say about a place or an event or a moment, then
A fungus grows from the side of a tree in the woods near my house.
Nikon D700, 85mm PC lens, ISO 200, 1/60 sec. at f/2.8

look for the elements and conditions that match that vision.
Slow down. Make the time to just sit still and watch the images
come to you. When was the last time you took a slow walk around
your neighborhood or town? Start by just walking around the block.
Make notes about what you see and how you feel about it. Let it
simmer in your mind.
Then go out and make a photograph that tells us about this place.

An image of days gone by. This car belongs to the restaurant owner.
Nikon D700, 50mm lens, ISO 200, 1/125 sec. at f/8

Your place. Your neighborhood. Your town.
See like the camera
One of the biggest struggles I had as a beginning photographer was
learning the difference between what I saw with my eyes and what
the camera “sees”. You have to remember that you’re transforming
a three dimensional world into a two dimensional photograph, and
that things like depth, texture, and perspective are much harder to
represent. You’re also freezing a moment in a world of motion, and
given the limitations of still photography, how do you show the passage of time—or not?
Good craft is very important in capturing the moment and feeling
you wish to convey. You must understand how your camera will
represent the elements of your photograph in order to accurately
represent your original intent. As with any craft, there are certain
fundamentals that you’ll need to know regardless of the kind of
photography you want to pursue. For example, does your image
benefit from limited depth of field or do you want the majority of
it in focus? Which aperture do you need to use to achieve this?
What corresponding shutter speed will give you the exposure you
need? What is the “right” exposure in this instance anyway?
All of those questions can have different answers depending on
what you’re trying to say with your photograph. It’s critical that
you can answer them and can change your camera’s controls to
correspond with the answers—sometimes within a few seconds

Tree trunks rising through a frozen lake are juxtaposed against the horizontal shadows on the snow.
Nikon D700, 70-200mm lens at 100mm, ISO 200, 1/45 sec. at f/22

or the moment you saw may be gone.
There are many ways to learn about the craft of photography:
printed books, ebooks, web sites, workshops, online and DVD
tutorials, etc. Find those that speak to the kind of photography
you love and use them to improve your craft. Read your camera
manual cover-to-cover (really!) and learn to change your camera’s
settings with your eyes closed.
THINKING WITHIN THE FRAME
After pushing yourself to look deeper than the obvious, this is
probably the most critical thing you’ll need to practice in order to
make great photographs around your home, or anywhere for that
matter. Remember, the rectangular (or square) viewfinder restricts
what elements you can include in a photograph, as well as determining what must be left outside of the frame.
You need to observe closely what falls within the frame and make
conscious decisions about what you want to include and what
you don’t. Most of the time, we try to include too much in the
photograph and you need to make the effort to reduce those

Wild daisies growing at the edge of a field near my house.
Nikon D700, 105mm macro lens, ISO 200, 1/350 sec. at f/8

elements to only the ones you need to support your intent
for that photograph.
EXERCISE: FRAME CUTOUT
Here’s a frequently-used exercise you can try to help get yourself
in the right… ahem, frame of mind. (Sorry.) Get yourself a piece
of cardboard that’s at least 6” x 8” and cut a 4” x 6” opening in the
center of it, like a matte for a frame. Now take that cardboard
with the opening and head out into your neighborhood or town.
Whenever you see something that looks interesting enough to you
to photograph, take the cardboard and look through the cutout at
your subject. Hold it closer and farther away from your face. (See?
It’s a zoom lens, too!) Rotate it vertically or horizontally and take a
long, hard look at what is contained within that frame.
What do you see? Is it a good photograph? No? What can you
do to make it better? Back up? Move left or right? Look at the
objects and how they are arranged within the frame. Do they
make a good photograph?
Take the time to really pay attention on what falls within that 4” x
6” window on the world, and you’ll begin to understand better
the things I talked about here. Use it to discover extraordinary
photographs that may have eluded you before because you were
distracted by all of the other things that you could see outside of
that frame.
Blowing snow creates abstract patterns on the frozen lake in the state park near my house.
Nikon D40, 18-55mm lens st 35mm, ISO 200, 1/30 sec. at f/22

Rows of handmade bird houses for sale at a local July 4th festival.
Nikon D700, 50mm lens, ISO 200, 1/2000 sec. at f/2

Finding the Extraordinary
As I mentioned earlier, you don’t somehow change the ordinary
into the extraordinary, you find the extraordinary that’s already
there; whether that’s your back yard, your neighborhood, or your
city. However, there are certain factors to look for that can help
you turn a normally ordinary scene into something extraordinary.
The time of day, the time of year, the weather, and many other
influences can all contribute to the photograph you want to make.
It’s exceptionally rare that a photographer is able to be present
at the right time or in the right conditions to capture a extraordinary photograph in a place he’s only been to a few times. Only by
knowing a place thoroughly can you predict when the light will be
right or the weather will provide a dramatic or subtle effect that
makes an image stand out.

“I really believe there are things nobody would see if I didn’t
photograph them.” – Diane Arbus

Fall color in the state park five miles from my house.
Nikon D700, 70-200mm lens at 105mm, ISO 200, 1/10 sec. at f/16

Time of day
As you know, light is the key element in photography. The intensity,
the direction, and the color of light all contribute to a photograph
and these characteristics of light change throughout the day. What
may appear as a flat, colorless landscape in the mid-day sun comes
alive with color and texture from the low angle of light at the end
of the day. Even the absence of light can influence the look and
feel of a photograph.
The light at the beginning and the end of the day can be dramatic
and can produce extraordinary photographs of what were seemingly ordinary vistas a few hours before. Sunset and sunrise can
produce some of the most moving photographs of nature and its
beauty, but there are many other photographs to be made at
what are called “the edges of day.” Sometimes looking the
opposite direction from the sunset or sunrise can result in
spectacular photographs. The low angle of the sunlight through
the atmosphere creates a warm, soft light that causes a building or
a lake or a mountainside to seemingly glow.

The low angle of the sun causes the grass in this field to glow with light.
Nikon D700, 24mm PC-E lens, ISO 200, 1/30 sec. at f/32

This is not to say that you should avoid the light during the middle
of the day. You’ve probably heard of the “rule” not to photograph
during the harsh light of the middle hours of a sunny day; that it’s
“bad” light. Like many so-called “rules” in photography, great things
can result when it’s ignored. You can use this high contrast light to
isolate your subject among dark and detail-less shadows, show
patterns between alternating light and shadow, or emphasize the
dramatic grandeur of a landscape.
And when the sun has gone completely, there are still many photographic opportunities. City streets and skylines can be dramatic at
night. So can a night sky in the middle of a farmer’s field, where the
stars are the only lights for miles.
All of these places—these photographs—are nearby; some probably within walking distance of where you are right now. Spend a
little time there at different times of the day. Watch how the light
changes, and how photographs you might have never seem before
emerge from the light.

A morning glory seems to glow as it stands out from the dark shadows.
Nikon D700, 85mm PC lens, ISO 200, 1/45 sec. at f/16

Time of year
I’m lucky enough to live in a region where we get all four of the
traditional North American seasons, each for about 3-4 months.
Winter can be fairly mild some years, but have serious blizzards
another. Personally, I love winter and I try to spend as much time
as possible out shooting when it comes around. There’s a state
park within five miles of my house and in the winter the lake there
freezes over to where you can walk from one side to the other.
Standing on that lake with no one around, there’s a peacefulness
that’s a rare treat. It’s like a drug to me; I crave it whenever I can’t
get it.
The low sun angles during winter can also provide nice dramatic
contrast between light and shadow or add color to an otherwise
drab winter landscape. Ice and snow can add beauty to trees,
buildings and even parking lots. The stark contrast between the
white snow and the rest of the world can present opportunities
for dramatic black & white photographs of patterns, textures, and
abstractions—whether you live in London or the plains of South

Winter ice and snow in my back yard.
Canon EOS Digital Rebel, 18-55mm lens at 22mm, ISO 400, 1/400 sec. at f/16

Dakota.
Spring and summer can bring thunderstorms with boiling cumulonimbus clouds and spectacular sunrises and sunsets. Cloud
formations, in particular, can provide ever-changing subject matter
for photographs, even in the city, where you can juxtapose the soft,
billowy cloud shapes against the hard, angular edges of skyscrapers
and other buildings.
Flowers begin to bloom, birds and animals become more active in
spring and soon begin to produce their young. A trip to a city park
or to a nearby farm can often provide opportunities to photograph
birds in the nest or newborn animals frolicking in fields of wildflowers. If you’re interested in bird photography, for example, but can’t
yet afford the big lenses you need to get those frame-filling shots,
simply setting up a few bird feeders outside the windows of your
house or apartment will let you get pretty close, even with just a
200mm lens.
In autumn, there’s a frenzy of color in the trees, along with cooler
mornings that can begin with a shroud of fog. The early morning
sun rising through the fog in my back yard can create a soft orange
glow that colors the entire scene.
Many of these seasons and conditions take place all over the world,
but show themselves differently in each town or city or countryside. Try to discover the nature of these times of year where you
live. Learn to look for scenes that show the peacefulness of a
snow-covered lake or the fury of a spring thunderstorm—common
Autumn color adds a golden hue to the light in the woods of the nearby state park.
Nikon D700, 70-200mm lens at 130mm, ISO 200, 1/30 sec. at f/8

occurrences that can be turned into memorable photographs.
Weather
It’s been said that “bad weather makes for good photographs,” and
I’ve found this many times to be true. Spring and summer thunderstorms, the early morning frost of autumn, and winter snow and
ice can all contribute to a the making of a good photograph. Taking
advantage of the weather when most people are looking for somewhere else to be can produce some of your most memorable photographs. As a friend of mine once wrote on his blog, sometimes
you just need to “put on your boots and go shoot.”
Snow is a great equalizer. Early winter can be a drab and dull, with
very little color or interest. (Some folks I know refer to it as “stick”
season.) Ah, but when the snow flies, the world is transformed.
Snow can simplify a landscape where no lens or camera angle
could before. The stark contrast between the snow and the rest
of the world can lead to some terrific opportunities for abstract
images, too. Many times I’ve ventured out into a snow-filled winter
day and come home with a nice black and white abstract photograph. In the city, snow can give a street scene a cleaner look—or
it can provide a counterpoint to the grittiness of some urban landscapes, especially if you can photograph it before people or vehicles
mar the pristine conditions.
Snow doesn’t necessarily mean an absence of color, though. On
a clear day, shadows on the snow take on the distinctive cool blue
hue of the sky, which contrasts against the warmer brown tones of
tree trunks and limbs. It can also provide a clean, white background
A fallen tree limb creates a graceful curve in the snow in the state park five miles from my house.
Nikon D700, 70-200mm lens at 90mm, ISO 200, 1/15 sec. at f/16

against which other colors can pop.
If you can photograph right after a winter snow storm has passed,
you can capture dramatic landscapes with the fresh snow and passing storm clouds. Think of Ansel Adams’ “Clearing Winter Storm,”
in which the Yosemite Valley has a coat of freshly fallen snow and
the sky is still full of clouds.
The same holds true for rain—or more specifically, the aftermath
of rain—which can turn ordinary scenes into extraordinary ones.
Again, clearing storms are particularly good to photograph, since
the sun may break through the clearing clouds and provide some
pretty dramatic lighting of the now drenched landscape, as well as
on the few remaining storm clouds. (Also, your chances of getting
wet have mostly passed.)
Of course, sunshine after a rain storm can also create rainbows, a
phenomenon that can be used for some amazing images. Don’t
just take a snapshot of the rainbow, though. Combine it with other
elements of the landscape to create an unforgettable image, such
as Galen Rowell’s famous photograph, “Rainbow Over the Potala
Palace.”
Fog, like snow, can be effective in cleaning up a scene that may have
unwanted elements in it. A patch of flowers in the fog can hide the
fact that they’re right next to an interstate highway. Early morning
light and fog can be an effective combination, too, emphasizing the

Towering thunderheads hover over a wetlands about 8 miles from home.
Olympus EP-1, 14-45mm lens at 17mm, ISO 200, 1/400 sec. at f/11

A cloudy, grey winter day turned into a brilliant purple and magenta sky at sunset.
This is about three miles from my house, along a nearby county road.
Panansonic GF1, 20mm lens, ISO 400, 1/13 sec. at f/1.7

rays of the sun as they cut through the misty dawn.
Exercise: Changes
Here’s a great way to learn to pay attention to the dramatic and
the subtle changes that can occur over time in your part of the
world. Start with an object that changes slowly, like a tree—or not
at all, like a building. Find a spot where you can observe your subject multiple times during the day. Over the next day or two, pull
up a chair and watch what happens to that tree or building as the
day goes by. How does the light differ from early morning to late
evening, or at night? Does the color of the light change the way
you see the tree or building?
Take a series of photographs of that subject to record these changes over this period and compare them afterward. Which ones do
you like? Why?
By recording these events over time, you can learn when is the
best time of day to photograph certain subjects in your town or
city and because you live there, you can come back again and again
to find that moment when the light is exactly right to make a great
photograph.

A dilapidated barn right next to the highway, about 20 miles from where I live.
Nikon D700, 16-35mm lens at 26mm, ISO 200, 1/45 sec. at f/16

Finding Good Photographs
Close to Home
Now that you’re training yourself to look more deeply at your
surroundings, where can you go that’s close to you to find good
photographs?
Whether you live in the city, on a farm, or in the suburbs, there are
many places nearby to find good photographs. Every place has
different opportunities and a different character to explore. As
you’ve discovered, the key is to try to see more of what exists in
all of the places around you: your house, your yard, your neighborhood and your city. These places have hidden stories; hidden
photographic treasures waiting to be unearthed.

“I enjoy traveling and recording far-away places and people with my
camera. But I also find it wonderfully rewarding to see what I can
discover outside my own window. You only need to study the scene
with the eyes of a photographer.” – Alfred Eisenstaedt

Sunset in the farmer’s field across the road from my house.
Nikon D700, 16-35mm lens at 16mm, ISO 200, 1.5 sec. at f/11

My morning bowl of ceral and fruit.
Panasonic GF1, 20mm lens, ISO 100, 1/100 sec. at f/1.7

In your house
Perhaps one way to look deeper is to purposely limit your subject
material. By reducing the number of things there are to photograph,
you force yourself to look deeper into the subjects around you.
There are many good places to start right within your house. You
could look for a great stock photograph, perhaps of your morning
bowl of cereal. Or how about an abstract photograph of the angles
and shadows of the late afternoon sun on your staircase?
The best thing about your house is that you have quite a bit of
control over your shot selection, lighting, and more. If you’re interested in portrait photography, grab one of your kids or your spouse
and subject them to a half an hour or so of modeling for you. (Of
course, then you better spring for pizza!)
Your house can also provide a great opportunity for still life
photographs. Get some wine bottles or fruits and vegetables in
colorful dishes—or both!—and arrange them, light them, and see
what you can come up with. Push yourself to really pay attention
to the details—the way the light reflects off of the glass, or the
juxtaposition of the smooth texture of an apple and the rough
weave of a basket.
Your house is full of elements to put together to create compelling
photographs, and the best part is you can keep trying again
and again until you get the great photograph you’re looking for.

In your yard
Now try the same thing outside, but near your house. Take a walk
around your yard and see what you can see. Go slowly and look
closely at what’s there. Use the frame cutout you made earlier, if
that helps, and simply take a stroll.
Be sure to look at both large and small scenes, You might see the
beautiful colors of sunset over the trees, or the glow of a single
backlit leaf or blade of grass. Are there patterns in the grass or
trees? Is the light harsh or soft? What do you find interesting about
it? Would that make a good photograph?
Even if you don’t have a yard, it’s usually fairly easy to find a place
nearby with a bit of the natural world. Try a nearby park or field.
Of course, the natural world is not the only place to find good
photographs. If you live in the city you can still take a walk around
the block and look for photgraphs. Again, take your time and look
deeply. Try exploring different times of the day, getting up early
before most of the city awakens, or late at night when most are
asleep. Look for photographs that show this side of your city and its
character.
Finding good photographs in a small area isn’t easy, but it can be
immensely rewarding.

Green grass, blue sky and a fiery orange sunset in my front yard.
Nikon D700, 70-200mm lens at 70mm, ISO 100, 1/6 sec. at f/22

Volunteer firemen battle each other in a contest of skill at a local July 4th festival.
Nikon D700, 70-200mm lens at 100mm, ISO 200, 1/750 sec. at f/8

In your neighborhood
Once you’ve mined your house and its immediate surroundings, it’s
time to expand your range of material to include your entire neighborhood. Use the things you’ve learned from the photographs you
took inside and outside your home and apply them to a broader
scope of subjects.
This is where you can also begin to include more people as subjects.
Your friends and neighbors can provide a rich variety of faces, forms
and gestures to capture in your photographs. Because you see them
often, it can make it easier to ask them to sit for you and for them
to agree to let you take their photograph. As with your children
and/or spouse, you can also spend a good deal of time working
on a particular kind of photograph you’d like to make or that they
would like to have.
If you’re nervous about approaching others to ask them to let you
take their photograph, try to “turn your fear into curiousity. “ This is
what my friend, Ray Ketcham, tells his photography students, especially about approaching others. Use your curiosity about them to
overcome your fear of rejection. Approaching people can be daunting, but by focusing on what made you notice them to begin with
can help break the ice and let you establish a little bit of a relationship with them. In the end, that will make it easier for you and them
to make a great photograph.

If you live in a city, you may find yourself overwhelmed by the
possibilities, so try to give your self some constraints to narrow
things down a bit. At first, limit yourself to shooting with a block of
your house or apartment. Maybe use only a single focal length for
a day or a week or a month. If your camera allows you to, change
your LCD display to only show you black and white and postprocess your photographs that way.
If you’re interested in portrait or people photography, try asking
the various shopkeepers or newsstand operators if you can photograph them. Of course, you must be mindful of their time, but you
could create a powerful series of portraits of the people whose
workplaces you walk by everyday. Some photographers, like my
friend Mark Krajnak, have gone so far as to make it a personal goal
to photograph 100 strangers. That’s turning fear into curiosity!

A manhole cover and the surrounding brick provides a nice study of texture.
Nikon D700, 50mm lens, ISO 400, 1/90 sec. at f/8

Exercise: One Mile Project
Let’s put all of these things together, shall we? This exercise is designed to try to help you take all of the things we’ve talked about
so far and use them to discover the photographs that are right
around the corner.
Head over to Google Maps or MapQuest and find your address.
Make the scale of the map large enough to show approximately a
one-mile radius around your house or apartment and print it out.
(You can also use a printed map if the scale is large enough for you
to see all of the streets and roads around your home.)
Now, limiting yourself to that area, shoot for a week; perhaps even
a month. Try to set yourself a challenging but reachable time goal.
Use weather, the time of day, and other factors we’ve explored in
the previous sections to add impact to your photographs. Slow
down and pay attention to why you want to make a particular
photograph, then think about how best to accomplish it.
When you’re completing this exercise, think about how you might
apply these methods when you do travel to other places. I think
you’ll find yourself making better photographs than before, simply
because you’ve begun to try a little harder and dig a little deeper
into your choice of subjects.
No matter were you live, you have the advantage. I think you’ll find
that like Cartier-Bresson, Monet, and Adams, some of your best
work can be close to home.

The textures of freezing and thawing in the ice on a frozen lake in the nearby state park.
Nikon D700, 70-200mm lens at 85mm, ISO 200, 1/45 sec. at f/16

Three doors contrast with a brightly painted brick wall in a nearby town.
Panasonic GF1, 20mm lens, ISO 200, 1/25 sec. at f/5.6

CONCLUSION
So, what can you do, as our original commenter asked, “to create
something original or different; something out of the ordinary”?
Look to your own back yard. Find the extraordinary that is everywhere. You only have to stop for a moment and look deeply into
the world around you.
Use your intimacy with your nearby surroundings to your advantage and make photographs of a back yard, a neighborhood, and a
city that no one else knows. And if you don’t quite get it the first
time, you can go back when the light is better, or when the sky isn’t
so dull and grey.
Learn your craft, too. Understand your camera and lenses so well
that you can see what combination of composition, exposure, focal
length, and framing is best to make the photograph you desire; the
one that says “here’s what I saw and felt at this moment.”

“You just have to live and life will give you pictures.”
– Henri Cartier-Bresson
Whether you live in the city, on a farm, in the suburbs, or on the
open plains, there are photographs—great photographs—right
outside, waiting for you to find them.
So grab your camera, a couple of your favorite lenses, and perhaps a
tripod and go out into the world—your world.

A red-bellied woodpecker works on a new home in the woods behind my house.
Nikon D40, 70-300mm lens at 270mm, ISO 200, 1/250 sec. at f/8

The sun breaks through the clouds and highlights the ice-covered trees.
This is right across the road from my house.
Nikon D40, 18-55mm lens at 55mm, ISO 200, 1/100 sec. at f/22
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