
 DOWN THE DIGITAL TRAIL 
Where’s My Horse? 
There you are, armed with your shiny new, mega-pixeled, multi-functioned 
digital camera so you mount your trusty steed and head out into the wild 
beyond to shoot everything in sight. Notice I said 'pictures' and not 'snaps' and 
hopefully, that means artistic ones. Is it just me or, do many people have no 
idea how to take quality photographs.  It's a bit like golf as, I have a friend who 
can play a sub-par round of golf using a  7 iron and a putter while many others 
can't play for nuts with the full compliment of 14 top class clubs and fluffy 
covers.  I'm not claiming to be Ansel Adams but, I have been a keen 
photographer for 30 years (especially in the horticultural field) and have 
provided innumerable photographs for books, magazines, catalogs and lately 
websites over this period. In a concise form, I will try to share with you some of 
my experiences since I became a convert to the digital 'art' form about 10 
years ago.

 In The Field 
Let's presume that you're going to take many of your horticultural photos in the wild beyond which, includes your 
own garden, you will need certain accouterments to make life easier. Because you're not stage-managing the 
photos in a studio environment some portable aids can come in handy. 
•      Spare memory sticks and batteries. There's nothing worse than discovering yourself somewhere in the 
garden of Eden and then, after a short time, find your out of memory (film) or petrol in the camera (power).

•      Clothes pegs - Yes the humble clothes peg can be used to peg back foliage to assist in obtaining a clear 
shot of a flower and/or clear it of irregular 
shading which, only results in a mottled, badly 
exposed photo. Irregular shading of the 
intended subject makes it difficult for the 
camera to accurately gauge and locking in 
correct exposure levels. Pegs also allow you 
to avoid those shots with the mystery hand 
that often appears holding the flower. Warning 
#1 - Don't take the fluoro orange or yellow 
pegs as they are hard to hide in the bush and 
obviously spoil the photo.  I use weather aged 
old-fashioned wooden ones or, at the very 
least green ones.  Don't forget to remove your 
pegs from the bushes between shots as you 
will soon find you have none left and you won't 
remember where you left them.  

 •      Small secateurs and/or Swiss army knife - In many situations to best bloom on the bush could be at the 
bottom and hanging upside down. This is especially so with flowers like camellias and old fashioned roses etc. 
Having some type of cutting device allows you to relocate the bloom to a more suitable part of the bush for shot 
and exposure convenience, unless you like lying on the ground that is.  Warning #2 - Make sure your 'stage-
managed'/relocated blooms still look as though they have a natural disposition on the plant. Otherwise the 
resultant shot can look artificially composed. I often add blooms to a bad spaced truss or to make a three-some. 
Odd numbers of blooms seem to create a soft triangulation effect which to me, usually look better than a 
squared off effect. I know blooms are here today and gone tomorrow but, many botanical gardens may frown on 
you pruning their bushes or, even trampling all over their garden beds so, common sense and an unobtrusive 
technique work best. Relocating flowers can also be of great assistance when the scourge of all photographers 
is present – wind (Er! Atmospheric that is)

•      Small atomiser of water. While I don't advocate spraying every flower with water, some blooms in certain 
light angles and situations can be enhanced with a light misting of water.  Notice I said misting and light, not 
drowned.  Sometimes the misting can even enhance the lustre, sheen and colour of a bloom. © Barry Johnson



•      Nylon or terylene curtain scrim  - The subtle opacity of this material can be used to create a makeshift 
tent over blooms to cut back excessive light e.g. over-exposure of whites and flaring of reds. This can be a real 
problem when shooting flowers in brighter summer months.  

Also see 'Going Digital' article re circular polarising and neutral density filters. 
•      Mini tripod or mono pod - If you are contemplating extreme macro photography or shooting in lows 
light/slow shutter speed situations some sort of tripod would be essential. 

I have been known to cobble up make shift tripods out off rocks, bricks and logs of wood etc. If suitable for the 
shot, bracing the camera against branches, fence posts etc. can also assist. 
•      Notepad and pencils - A notepad to record what you photographed. Why? Because every photo taken on 
your digital camera is differentiate by and designated a successive, numerical reference number which, also 
transfers to you computer upon downloading the images.  Unless you know exactly what flower 000345.jpg (or 
similar) is you're going to be sitting there scratching you head like Oliver Hardy. Some written clues of key 
features of flowers or scenes such as colour and form or, town or place may help decipher the photos later.  This 
can be very beneficial If your taking pictures of lots of flowers. Why a pencil?  Because if there is any moisture 
about ball point pens can be extremely unreliable and you can always sharpen a pencil. Matter of fact, take more 
than one pencil, they're easily lost and it will save you using your own blood.  

•      Camera strap. Preferably a neck strap. Out in the field it is not desirous to put your camera in the dirt while 
you're composing your shots and making notes. Dust and water is the enemy of all cameras.

•       Soft lens cleaning cloth. For obvious reasons. 

"Stop or I'll Shoot!" 
Now you're standing in the garden of the O.K. Corral, you've 
located your target, your trigger finger is itchy, how do you finish 
the job?  Ask yourself one question "Do your really need this 
photo punk, do you?"  If the answer is yes, start using your 'minds 
eye' to draft a rough mental assessment of the intended subject 
matter and how you think it should be photographically presented 
in its best light. Looking at or through the viewfinder and trying 
different angles and positions can help.  I'm amazed at how many 
people just stand and deliver from the same relative position for 
every shot. How many times do we see flowers photographed 
from directly overhead whereas, if taken at an angle, would result 
in an almost three dimensional perspective and depth.  This is particularly so of big boofy camellias and similar 
flowers. You have to be careful that this technique does not distort the shape of the subject so much as to render 
it as ugly. © Barry W. Johnson

 Too much water on an imperfect bloom Tasteful amount of misting



 Angled photography can be trickier for single-formed flowers as 
they, by nature, tend to be more one dimensional.  However, some 
experimentation can also yield exciting results. 

Similarly, I'm amazed how many people only see the subject in the 
viewfinder and don't look at other peripheral composition issues 
around the subject.  I'd like dollar for every pic I've seen with the 
photographer's own shadow in it and/or, power poles and wires etc. 
In relation to camellias, I have been on the 'New Camellia 
Registrations Committee' and I am constantly astounded by the 
'quality' or should I say 'lack thereof', of photos being submitted of 
the applicant's flowers.  One would think some of the applicant's 
had leaned out the bathroom window, while cleaning their teeth, to 
obtain unfocused, distant shot of the flower submitted. Such poorly 
represented shots now preclude such cultivars from being 
registered as, often these photos can be the only pictorial record of 
their existence held by the National Registrations Database. 

Shooting Modes

Now that you’ve found your likely subject, you now have to decide what camera shooting 
mode you’re going to use. Or, “Are you just feeling lucky punk?” Will I chance it in auto 
mode, preset macro, or on self-adjustable program modes?  The great part about digital 
photography is that you can give them all a try and instantly appraise the results. Although, 
you still need to have a good reviewing environment eg. strong shade and an critical, 
artistic eye. 

Not The Polka Dot Wide Fronts 
In my 'Going Digital' article I spoke at length about the principles of macro 
(close-up) photography and 'Depth of Field'. In simple terms, we mainly 
want the subject in sharp focus and not the flower and your underwear on 
the clothesline behind taking center stage. Apart from engaging the 
macro setting on your camera, you have to read the manual and know 
the operating range and/or limitations of your cameras pre-set macro 
setting.  i.e. if you operate outside this range (usually too close), the 
camera can gain a focus lock on the subject.  Hence, blurry out of focus 
shots.  Better quality cameras can give you a range of selectable and 
adjustable shooting modes and for macro this can be A or Av which 
stands for aperture value or, if you like, variable depth of field.  This mode 

allows you to select how much of the photo will be in focus each side of the focus locking range, e.g. the centre 
of the flower. These are figuratively represented  similar to f 2.8, or f 16.00 etc.  As a guide, one dimensional 
single flowers can be shot at about f.2.8 – f 3.2 and say a truss at about f.5.6 – f.6.3. The smaller the number, 
the less depth of field and the larger number widens it. © Barry W. Johnson
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Flash Jack 
Using the built-in flash on digital cameras for horticultural photography can be quite 
problematic in that, the flash emitter is fixed to the body of the camera and hence, in 
close proximity to the lens and in macro mode the intended subject.  This usually 
results in heavily over-exposed and washed out photos. Many cameras allow you to 
vary the flash output or the camera exposure values to compensate somewhat for 
this effect.  However, in macro photography, this can be very hit and miss.  Often if 
you try to shoot in low light situations digital image ‘noise’ becomes an issue (See 
Going Digital).  

This can vary according to the sensitivity and/or quality of your camera.  When 
using my compact camera, sometimes I stand back from the subject a bit and use a 

little bit of zoom in macro mode to give me some distance from the flash and the subject. Hence, lessening the 
intensity of the flash effect on the subject.

A Dud Is Still A Dud Dude

A photograph of a poor quality flower etc. remains what it is.  The same applies to a badly composed, out of 
focus photo. The camera doesn't lie.  Sometimes we wish it could when we see photos of ourselves.  Fortunately 
with digital photography, good computer photo editing packages allow you some adjustment modes to correct 
minor imperfections but, they have limitations.  Any over-adjustments will result in degradation in some aspect/s 
of the original image.

©  Barry W. Johnson
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Fuzzy Logic

One of the most common faults of occasional photographers is shutter jumping and 
camera shake.  As most people use the auto-focus mode in their cameras they 
forget to lock in the focus in the first place.  On most digital cameras, once you 
frame the intended shot in the viewfinder, you then have to half depress the shutter 
button until the focus lights stop flashing and/or an audible beeper sounds.  This 
tells you that a focus lock has been obtained and then can squeeze the shutter 
button fully down.  Notice I said 'squeeze'.  Getting your body into as comfortable 
shooting position as possible will also assist.  Breathing out gently when you 
squeeze the shutter and/or employing the camera's 'anti-shake' compensation 
mode will also give more consistent results.

For the next step, go to Opus #3 –  Fun With Your Digits – How to Deal with Your digital Photos.

© Barry W. Johnson

 Get out their & shoot up the town Tex
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