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My trial-and-error methods
can help you explore a
range of intriguing photo
blind setups.

Article and photos by
Joe Mac Hudspeth, Jr.




y infatuation for ph otographing

wildlife dates back to high schoal

when [ took my Rrst portrait shot of
a screech owl smoozing in a honeysuckle thick-
et. The owl was very cooperative and allowed me
to walk within a couple of feet of him and take
his photograph with a 110 Instamatic. At that
time, I'd never heard of depth of field and did-
n tknowa 10 wouldn't fecus that close, but the
experience stoked the fire that kas burned with-
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| soon discovered a well-placed,

well-camouflaged blind increases the
likelihood of getting those up-close shots.

This partially submerged
alligator profably mever
maticed ffee pliotographer
hieling nearby i c i
made of nerive vegenaion,
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I've come & long way since that high school
portrait and my Instamatic camera, Today, my
Favorite weapon isa 500mm F4 lens and my pas-
ston for wildlife photography has grown from a
hobby to o means that puts “bread on our table,”

Foor o few years after the screech owl portrair,
I successtully concentrated on photorraphing
butterflies, spider webs, frogs, lizards, flowers
amd anything else that would allow me to
approach with a 90umm macrs or 7002 10 zoom
lens, Unfortumately, the waterfowl and other
wildlife that I wanted o photograph were still
pretty elusive, It didn't take me long to realize

that the old screech owl had been very kind 1o
me. Moat wildlife, especially waterfowl, do not
take Rindly to your walking right up to them.
Even with a 300mm ar 50tmm lens, vou have
to be within a matter of feet, not yards, from
your subject to photograph it

When I finally had a few photos published, 1
decided it was time to move up to the big league
and bought "Big glass.” [ just knew that my new
J00mm F2.8 would allow me 1o reach oot and
take full-frame photos of wood ducks and other
wildlife at grear distances.

For about a year, [ attempted to take watee-
fowl photographs that someday would grace the
cover of Diecks Unlinrited, But it quickly became
apparent that I had 1o get closer 1o my subjects.
J.'-cl'::-ndi:.'l:m'ureﬂ:|.-.w,:IJ-p|:3|:|:|:l,'.-.'|:|I-u:lmﬂlﬁlaged
blind increases thelikelihood of getting those up-
close shots.

lexperimented with several blind eoncepts and
spent hours watehing wood ducks feed, swim,
el preen on the other side of my favorite beaver
dam. When I'd get my slides back, the “specks™
[subjects) were unidentifiable. T blamed my
Blind, even though it had been there for 5-|:'..'|:|:':|.]
months. Then one day it hit me that the loca-
tion of the blind was just as important as the
Blind itself.

Ieame to the conclusion that the wood ducks
just liked being on the other side of the beaver
dam better than where Twas, so [ moved myblind,
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carmnouflaged it with natural vegetation and,
curcka, two weeks later [ had wood ducks and
great blue herons landing on top of my blind!
That first weekend, | got more good photos than
I had the entire previows year!

That was 10 years ago and 'mstill at it 1've
discovered that, while there are places where
wildlife is approachable, most of us have to phio-
tograph true “wildlife” close to home, Mow Lspend
a great deal of time scouting for locations, The
ideal location has the three essentinl elements
that make a successtul photo blind; congregn-
tion of wildlife, substantinl carly sunlight, and
approximately knee-deep water, which allows the
lens to be placed closer to water level,

prime example of a good Iocation is the
beaver dam where 1 have been pho-
tographing woed ducks for almaest 10
years, My favorite “hole” is the thicd of four dams
thatjoin cachother, Together, the damsare almost
amilelong. My “hole” always hos had more wond
ducks in it than the rest of the dams pot togeth-
er. This dam also provides quality early momn-

ing light; and, it has a knee-deep water level,
As [ explained earlier, blind placement is crit-
ical, Even 1|:.n1:||::|1 | movwe uze o 500 mm lens, my
.-:l.ﬂ:-j-e'c‘. must he 20 ko 40 feet from me for full-
rr:Ln1|.' ]:ﬂ'lfl.filh Hl'll::llh. Thu ..I.'Ii'::'“] i.'i Lix Hl.rl. HL l'_l'::l!t'

tor the eve level ol my subject as possible. By set-

En:r aifr yaner Bl 1m
Jreshwinter mgreh wiliz
Uiy praasls aard yiva raigiel
et d shor of e
beauerifid purple
gallinile.

Successiul photo blinds all share a
congregation of wildlife, ample early sun-

light, and approximately knee-deep water.

ting my blind in knee-deep water, [ can sit on o
folding chair with the water up to my waist and
the camiers lens will he about 12 inches ahaove
the water. Once [Pve found the ideal spol, [ ael
the blind facing north w get eacly morning Light
on my subject as the sun rises in the east and
miintain the light 25 it sets in the west,
."l.'II:h-:_'ul.lgh Talinucl |:I|:||:ﬂ|'|1|.'1:|[ iz eritical, the make-
up of the blind iself also is very important.
Bastcally, you have two options buying blinds
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building a blind

Blinds don't have to be expensive or
complex; they can be simple and cheap.
What matters is that wildlife accept them.

[ use CP'VC pipe for the frame as it
is lightweight, can be cut and repaired
at the blind site and is Aexible enough
te bend in the wind, (I've had rigid
blinds blow down in heavy winds.)

My blinds are approximately 42 inch-
s wide and five foct tall. This gives one
personample roodn inside, | useacam-
ouflaped material to match the lecal
vegetation: for example, [ aseatree bark
pattern when there are trees and/or
stumips and o cattal] pattern when cat-
tails andfor grasses are predent.

Typically, vou will be shooting with
the sun to your back, so the blind mate-
rial showld be dark and thick cnough
te prevent shadows, (If shadows
appear, you can add an additional picce
of material behind you. ) The materi-
il used can cither be sewn to fitor tied
tothe frame, What's important is thit
voul get it as tight as possible fo the
frame so that it will not fap in the wind.
Flapping material can keep the wildlife
fram coming around the blind or
scare subjects away if they are ncarhy
whien the wind picks up. Once the blind
is sctup, Luse natural vegetation such
as tree limbs, cattails and bushes 1o
provide even more camouflage. You
know you've got a geod blind when
wind ducks and great Blue herons land
on it while youo're inside!

Shortly after hianting seasomn, water-
fowl can be “camera shy,” o | often
abo add s phony camera lens made from
4 camouflaged coffee can to the blind.
The waterfowl become accustomed 10
thiz large “camera lens™ constantly
sticking out of the hlind; so, when show
up with my reallens, they aren't afraid,
I also sct up a perch or two, abowt 15
1020 feet from the blind, for birds, After
the blind is constructed and camou-
flaged, I generally leave the area for a
week or two to let the wildlife become
accustomed to it
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U camonfiaged material to march
dive Toca! vegehariom,

Place your Hind in knee-decp water
and sif on a folding chair,

When ke warer is Fowr deep fora
blird | e a poke boal, which &5 o
oress betwedn o canoe and o kayak,

or making them yourself. At present, | use
both types for photographing wildlife, [ tend
1o ke Iy stiog r-'lmugh: blinds on private prop-
erty where I'm somewhat comfortable that
they will not be stolen. 1 use my homemaide
blinds everywhere else.

1 ;!-r-.'rl'r to shoot from a Blind in the -g'.lr::.'
merning. [ usually get in the blind 15 1o 30
minutes before sunrizse. Thism ay secm early,
but I'd rather be there waiting on my sub
pecis to wake up and ammive at the blind sie
than Lo be kate and scare the ducks away
not knowing if they will return that day or
net, And vou have to remember that vou can-
not start shooting until your subject is com-
fortable with its surroundings — this includes
you and your blind. 5o, you generally have a
one= o bwo-hour wait before ¥OL ¢an start
'l.|'||.|-|'-t|.|:|;_.:.

When I #¢t out for my blind, I take only the
gear that's necessary; there is Limited storage
in knec-decp water. One nocessany piece of
cquipmentisa 'l'.'.'ll.l‘i.i:'l;; stick. Intheoy !|:|'||'|||!|'|-
ing darkness, wading in ald beaver dams can
|'ll.' tT'.L'k'_t' becanse of fallen trees, :q.l.l.||1'|p !|41||_'L.
cte., &0 [ use the stick for balance, [ also use
ity from time (o time, to discournge snakes.
With my stick in hand, [ transport my cam-
era and lens attached to my tripod. | put a
strong garbage bapg over the camera and lend
and ¢ the bag tightly; so, if | do fall and go

under, my gear will not take a complete bath.
Orher gear 1 take includes a folding camp
stool with a back; an extra camera body; a
cable release; an incident meter; & 1.4 con-
verter; an extension tube for close-ups o somg-
birds; a 55 mm micro lens; camo gloves and
head net; a flashlight with a headband; insect
repellent;a handkerchief; lens cleaner and tis-
sues o Swiss army knife/Leatherman tool; a
rain poncho/garbage bags (just in casel);
nylon siring, a needle and dental floss; drink-
ing water; and game calls. (I have called wood
ducks into photo range that were proening
on the other side of the beaver dam.) 1 also
carry film, extra film and more film, | always
carry at least 10 rolls, Remember, you can't
go get more. | also toss in some batteries.
When the water is too deep for a blind, |
use a poke boat, which is a cross between a
canoe and a kayak. It weighs less than 30
pounds, floats in three inches of water and &s
ey sialile :".1:.' maunied [:i:'\.ﬂi.l“l.l"l-'i:'il'l'l:'"- A~
era and lens to be 12 to 18 inches above the
WILlLE.
hen I'm after ducks, [ camo the
boat, camera/lens and myselfand
back into natural vegetation amnd
|~|,1:.' a walting gane. Dwuring the "-priﬁ:‘-: and
suppmmes, i areas where fishermen .I-rl:Frw:hlL:-\.'ll[
visilors, some wading birds become tolerant
of people in boats and are not as camera shy.

They can be approached with the boat set up
and only partial camouflage, Purple gallinules,
common moeorhens, least bitterns, green
herons, and great cgrets generally are more
approachable this time of year before their
voung fledge from the nest. On a few occa-
sions, I've had purple gallinules come right
up to me to check me out.

My methods of “getting close™ to my sub-
jects aleo allow me to closely observe their traits.
You'll never appreciate what I'm saying until
you've spefil & mormning just a few feet from
a flock of wood ducks, Warching them feed,
preen, fighting over terntory and a new mate
is something you'd have to sec up close to

n. E’l'!l"_ll-ln'l';l“f"' ot e st
prrrghd put your e position for
a beauriful shop of resting
witire pefienmns, lefL

Wi wititirRg for e [Rinds
fo sl i, ke your eyes
open forather species to
phodograph such as this red-

wutred sider, fiar left.

1 carry film, extra film and more film.

Remember, you can't go get more.

really appreciate. Sure, there are casier ways
of capturing wildlife on film, but I prefer to
“get my feet muddy™ for unforgettable shots

and memories. 4

[oE Mac HUDSFETHL, J&. has beert paeklishhed
i mLIgazines imcluding Birder’s World,
Mational Wilkdlife Federation, Ducks Unlimited

and several state game and fish piublications.
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