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Introduction

Barcelona, Spain, July 25, 1992

In 1992, the XXV Summer Olympic Games were held in Barcelona. I flew in from Los Angeles on a Wednesday, two days before the Games were scheduled to start. After a long trip, I was tired and hungry, and all I wanted to do was have a quick dinner and a long sleep. But my boss and good friend Steve Fine (then Deputy Picture Editor at SI) had a different idea. He insisted that we attend the dress rehearsal of the Olympic Opening Ceremony.

Opening Ceremonies are when the host country makes a statement to the world about who they are and how these games will reflect the culture of the country. It is always a really big, elaborate show with a good part of the world watching. It’s also when all the world’s media compete for the best pageantry pictures on a day when there are more than 1,000 photographers in the stadium and no sports are being played. It’s the ultimate win-or-die moment for photographers.

So instead of chewing on some paella and then resting on a soft pillow, Steve and I sat through a beautifully surreal rehearsal performance. At the end we learned one important fact: The Olympic torch was to be lit with a flaming arrow.

If the Opening Ceremonies are the host country’s statement to the world, the lighting of the torch is the exclamation mark. It is also the official beginning of the Games. In other words, it’s a big deal and a visually dramatic one that Steve and I were determined to catch in a way no one else would.

After the rehearsal, Steve and I hiked around the stadium until we found a spot—not, I should add, in an approved photo area—where I could mount a remote camera that would, with a sufficiently long exposure, cover the entire flight of the arrow from the archer’s bow all the way to the torch.

On the night of the actual Opening Ceremony, I was in position as the archer drew back his bow and I made a tight shot of him with a 500mm lens. At the same time my remote camera with the wide angle (28mm) lens fired, and I made the overall shot of the arrow’s flight. The picture ran as the opening spread of our first week’s coverage of the Games, with the shot of the archer on the preceding page.

This photo illustrates a number of the elements that I believe make a great sports photo. There was planning and forethought; that is, we had a concept. I had the technical knowledge to set up and fire the remote camera, and I had a good bit of luck.

The hardest thing to do when you are shooting an Olympics is to make a photo that no one else has made. By dragging me—jet-lagged, hungry, and tired—to the Opening Ceremony rehearsal, Steve enabled me to make that rarest of Olympic images: a unique one—a memorable one.

[image: Image]
Paralympic archer Antonio Rebollo draws back a flaming arrow to light the Olympic Torch during the Opening Ceremony of the XXV Olympic Games in Barcelona, Spain, July 1992. This was the first time the Olympic Cauldron was not ignited by a handheld torch.

Analog SLR, 500mm lens.


[image: Image]
Long exposure (approximately 3–4 seconds) of the arrow as it passes through the torch.

Analog SLR, 28mm lens.



About This Book

When I was approached about writing a book, I was reluctant. What would I write about? I’m a photo guy, not a word guy, so cranking out 250–300 pages of tips about sports photography seemed daunting.

Then Ted Waitt of New Riders saw me speak at a photo trade show, and in an ensuing conversation he suggested I do a book based on that talk, which featured several hundred of my pictures accompanied by my comments, stories, and some technical tips.

So this is what you have here. This is not an ego-driven coffee table book of my greatest hits (unless you drink your coffee on a TV tray), and it’s not Sports Photography 101—for that you’ll have to take my workshop.

Instead, I’ve pulled together photos from my 30-plus years as a photographer for Sports Illustrated, the NFL, and my various advertising clients.

My goal is to show some of my best photos and tell the stories behind them, but I also talk about and include some pictures that were not what I’d hoped they’d be. In other words, I hope you can learn from my mistakes. I even show some shots on occasions when I just got lucky.

Throughout my life people have given me one great piece of advice: Whether you are photographing, speaking, or writing, be sure to shoot, speak, or write about something you love. Explore your true passions. Otherwise, you’re wasting your time and not achieving your true potential.

To that end, I have focused this book on the three areas of my career that have been the most satisfying to me: shooting the Olympics, photographing football, and making portraits of athletes. These are the areas of photography that have defined my career and given me the most satisfaction.

Throughout my long career I’ve given a lot of thought to what makes a great sports photograph. Many factors come to mind, but the simple answer is this: A great photo makes you stop turning the pages of the book or magazine you are reading. Like all authors, I hope you find this book to be a page-turner, but I also hope you find within these pages images that make you pause and enjoy them for a moment.


1. Football: Shooting on the Field

[image: Image]
USC’s Reggie Bush leaps over a UCLA defender for a touchdown in the 2005 USC/UCLA game. This is a low-angle shot with my camera resting on the ground. I’m looking through the viewfinder by using a Canon Angle Finder C.

Canon EOS-1D Mk II N, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L at 90mm, f2.8 @ 1/2500, ISO 250.


Because I’m a pretty big guy, people often ask me if I played football when I was in school. In fact, I did not. Why? Well, my father had injured his knee while playing football in high school, and he didn’t want me to play (not that I would have been any good anyway). Not being allowed to play may account for some of my passion for shooting the game, but there’s a lot more to it than that.

I started shooting football in high school. I continued to shoot football in college, and in 1973, after leaving school, I started shooting for the NFL. And then in 1976, I became a Sports Illustrated photographer. This makes my career path sound much smoother than it actually was; nevertheless, in addition to hard work and desire, there was definitely an element of being in the right place at the right time.

To me, the most rewarding aspect of photographing football is that you have the ability to move freely all around the field (or a good part of it). Unlike basketball, where you are pretty much stuck on the baseline, or baseball, where you can usually shoot only from first base, third base, and maybe behind the plate, football allows you to choose the spot on the field where you think the action will happen. (The only exception to this freedom of movement comes in the Super Bowl or BCS Championship game when shooting for Sports Illustrated, and I’ll talk about that in Chapter 4.)

To me, the most rewarding aspect of photographing football is that you have the ability to move freely all around the field (or a good part of it).

Football allows you to gamble—especially when you are covering a close game. When you pick your shooting position, you are betting—based on your head, your heart, or more likely your gut—on which team will come out on top and what play will put them there: the long bomb, the run to set up the winning field goal, or the sack that either puts that field goal out of reach or leads to the fumble and maybe even the “pick six.” Just like gambling, it’s great when you win, capturing that pass across the middle that turns into a 55-yard TD run coming right toward you. And it sucks when you bet wrong and you watch through your lens as that player who recovered the fumble gets smaller and smaller as he rumbles toward the other end zone.

[image: Image]
Gene Upshaw (63), Jim Otto (00), and George Buehler (64) formed the center of the 1973 Raiders offensive line, and their expressions pretty much sum up the Raider attitude in those days.

Analog SLR, 300mm lens.


[image: Image]
Matt Millen’s bloody hand and helmet on the sideline of a Raiders game made for an iconic Raider image. The Raiders liked it so much they used it for a year in their print ads, in their program, and in display advertising all over L.A. When they called me at the start of the following season, I thought perhaps they were calling to discuss payment—or at least to thank me. Instead, the Raider official just said, “We are kind of tired of the Millen shot. Do you have anything else we could use?”

Analog SLR, 50mm lens.


[image: Image]
A magical Southern California sky over the L.A. Coliseum during the Raiders’ early years in Los Angeles. There is always a moment when the exposure of the sunset sky just matches the stadium lights. Tip: It happens much later than your eyes would have you believe.

Analog SLR, 20mm lens.




My Early Years Shooting the NFL: A Study in Contrasts

In August of 1972, I shot my first pre-season NFL game in the L.A. Coliseum. Johnny Unitas, the Colts Hall of Famer, was playing a swan-song season with the San Diego Chargers and led the Chargers against their former QB John Hadl, who had been traded to the home-team Rams. I was thrilled to have finally made it to the NFL. In the ensuing weeks, I shot in San Diego, San Francisco, and then Oakland. And I believe I made my first trip to Denver that season, because I recall what a shock it was to this California boy when my plane landed in a snowstorm with me dressed in a blue jean jacket and tennis shoes.

Of all the stadiums where I shot those first few years, the two that stand out in my mind are the L.A. Coliseum and the Oakland Coliseum. Those two stadiums—and the teams that played in them—were a study in contrasts.

[image: Image]
Merlin Olsen—one of my all-time favorite NFL players—was as fierce on the field as he was kind and gracious off it. He became a successful actor after he retired, and I shot him through his acting career and even did a story on him when his son played at Stanford. When I last saw him at the 2006 Hall of Fame game, our conversation started up as if we had just talked the day before when, in fact, it had been years since we’d seen each other.

Analog SLR, 600mm lens.


At that time, the Rams wore bright blue-and-gold jerseys, and the players were tough but cool and nice: Merlin Olsen (yes, “Father Murphy”), Tom Mack, Jack Youngblood, Jack Snow, and Fred Dryer (crazy, but in a good way). Up north the Raiders wore silver-and-black jerseys and had a pirate as their logo. Their players were also cool, but not in a nice way (or at least so it seemed): George Atkinson, Jack Tatum, Otis Sistrunk, and Cliff Branch, and their brilliant QB, Kenny “the Snake” Stabler, who was famous for missing bed checks and racing speedboats with a six-pack in his hand.

A writer friend of mine once asked Raiders coach John Madden what he thought a certain one of his defensive backs would be doing if he were not playing football for the Raiders. Madden answered, “He’d be in jail.”

The scene under the East stands at halftime was a cross between a Roman bacchanalia and Dante’s Inferno.

The L.A. Coliseum was open and sunny, and the tailgate picnics in Exposition Park were so Southern California. Fans dressed in bright colors, and the beautiful, late afternoon sun always seemed to produce magic light that poured down the field.

I’m sure there were sunny Sundays in Oakland, but I don’t remember any. The games I recall were all played under dark foreboding skies. The fans were blue collar at best and criminal at worst. The scene under the East stands at halftime was a cross between a Roman bacchanalia and Dante’s Inferno.

In these early days—well before I was ever given a coveted parking pass for the game—I would head down to the L.A. Coliseum around 9:30 or 10:00 a.m. for a 1:00 p.m. game. In the warm stillness before the chaos of a game, I would often take a nap on the grass on the field. In Oakland, such behavior would have gotten me mugged or arrested, or both.

Ironically, the Rams deserted the L.A. Coliseum for the soulless Anaheim Stadium, and the Raiders took it over. They proceeded to tear out the track where two Olympics had taken place and lower the field (negating some of that great Southern California light), and bring in their brand of general mayhem, which back then consisted of stabbings in the stands and mounted police on the field—and that was after they won! After 12 years of scaring the laid-back L.A. fans, the Raiders went back to Oakland.





What Makes a Football Photo Great?

Everyone is entitled to his or her opinion of what makes a great football picture. But surely we can all agree that a good football photo should be sharp (unless you get lucky with an amazing, slow shutter speed pan shot, where you have followed a player or group of players so they remain sharp and the rest of the players are blurred by the camera motion—see the cover of this book) and well exposed.



In my opinion, three additional elements come together to make a football photo truly remarkable: eye contact, sense of depth, and peak action.


Eye Contact

Establishing eye contact and being able to see facial expressions are important to great football photos because they humanize the players. Football players are often perceived as hulking, almost robotic gladiators. So a photo that reminds viewers that these imposing figures are, in the end, human can be quite compelling.



The emotions of the game—joy, disappointment, anger, desperation, and fear—all play out on the faces of the players. A great football photo shows you these emotions.

[image: Image]
Nebraska’s TE Tracey Wistrom (87) reaches out for a catch against Kansas State’s Jarrod Cooper in 1999. In addition to peak action, this photo shows some of the “magic light” I talk about in Chapter 6.

Analog SLR, 400mm lens.


[image: Image]
Arizona Cardinals defensive end Chike Okeafor has his eyes on Green Bay’s Aaron Rodgers in a 2009 playoff game. This shot is from the sideline but from behind the line of scrimmage.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/2000.



Sense of Depth

Football is a three-dimensional game, but unfortunately, all we have today to document it is a two-dimensional image (except of course for David Klutho—Sports Illustrated’s master of 3-D). Showing the context of a play in a shot can make the viewer feel as if he or she is in the midst of the action. When looking at a photo, if the quarterback is throwing, you want to know to whom he is throwing. And even if the receiver will probably not be in focus, I want viewers to feel they are there. The best shots of any running back show who is chasing him and who is blocking for him.



It should be noted that Sports Illustrated doesn’t always run photos that have a sense of depth. Often, if we are featuring a single player in a story, the magazine will run what is known as the classic Sports Illustrated action portrait—a clean, sharp, tight shot of only one player. This type of picture is also known as a bubble gum card.


Peak Action

My Canon EOS-1D X can shoot 12 frames per second (fps). But looking back to early works of great shooters, such as Walter Iooss, Neil Leifer, John Zimmerman, or Robert Riger, their photos were taken with cameras that shot 2, 3, or sometimes even just 1 fps. And if you look back even further to the photographers who shot football with 4 x 5 Speed Graphic cameras, they had one shot per play.



There is one moment in every sequence of sports action that is the moment. Whether the photographer is shooting at 12 fps or one frame per play, the great football photo captures that moment.

[image: Image]
USC QB Matt Leinart looks off a Colorado State defender in beautiful Los Angeles Coliseum light during a 2004 game.

Canon EOS-1D Mk II, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L lens, f4 @ 1/3200, ISO 200.


Whether the photographer is shooting at 12 fps or one frame per play, the great football photo captures that moment.


Last Thoughts on What Makes a Great Football Photo

This first thought seems obvious: Try to have the ball in the frame. I won’t say that there has never been a great football shot without the ball; as I write this, I can think of several memorable images that do not contain a football. But by and large, a great football image shows the ball. That’s what the game is about—catching the ball, moving the ball, holding on to the ball and, in the end, getting the ball over the goal line. So let’s see the damn thing!



Another point that is perhaps not quite as self-evident: Try not to cut off any limbs. Cropping tight is fine. You can crop a quarterback or a running back from the waist up or even tighter, but if there is an arm in the shot, you should have the attached hand (and all the fingers) in the shot as well. If there is a leg in the shot, you should show the feet. If a player is jumping over another player or players, you really should show the top of his helmet. Many near-killer images have succumbed to the fate of the Delete key for failing to meet these standards, and many photographers’ hearts have been broken.

[image: Image]
Kansas City Chiefs WR Andre Rison beats a 49er defender in a 1992 game in Kansas City.

Analog SLR, 600mm lens.


[image: Image]
A USC defensive back outleaps a Notre Dame receiver for an interception in the 1980 USC/Notre Dame game in the L.A. Coliseum.

Analog SLR, 600mm lens.



My Gear and Settings

The following information on gear and technique applies to almost any action sport I cover (I’ll talk about portraits later). Sometimes I’ll use shorter telephoto lenses (Canon EF 300mm f2.8L or Canon EF 200mm f2.0L) for indoor sports, such as basketball or gymnastics, or I’ll use extra cameras and various lenses for remote cameras (discussed in Chapter 5).



I realize that most amateur photographers do not have the gear that I have, nor an assistant. But this is how I shoot football, and hopefully you can take something from my setup that will apply to the situations you shoot in and the gear you use.


Cameras and Lenses

My basic setup for shooting football consists of three or four camera bodies (currently the Canon EOS-1D X). My first body will have my main long lens, which is usually a Canon EF 400mm f2.8L Series II, although I’ll sometimes shoot with a Canon EF 500mm f4L Series II or a Canon EF 600mm f4L Series II as my primary telephoto. Whichever lens I use, it will be on a monopod for two reasons: First, tripods are not allowed on most football sidelines for safety reasons (and rightly so); second, as lightweight as the latest Canon telephotos are, you do not want to be hand holding them for an entire game. The monopod gives you the best of both worlds, providing good support for sharpness and framing, and the mobility needed to follow the play...and get out of the way when the action is getting a little too close.



My second body usually has a 70–200mm lens on it, most often the Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L II, although I’ll sometimes use the f4 version of this lens. When I’m sure I’ll have enough light, I may go with the Canon EF 70–300mm f4–5.6L because it’s a sharp, fast-focusing alternative, and it’s nice to have the extra 100mm. My third camera body stays around my neck with a Canon EF 24–70mm f2.8L Series II lens, and thank goodness the new one is a little lighter than its predecessor (sometimes I’ll go with the Canon EF 16–35mm f2.8L II). This camera is the one I grab when the action drops right in my lap (see “The Camera-Around-the-Neck Technique” in Chapter 3). Nothing is worse than trying to make your 400mm act like a 24mm when it’s not a zoom.

[image: Image]
My gear, ready to be shipped off to the next game.


[image: Image]
49ers Coach Jim Harbaugh in his playing days as a quarterback for the Chicago Bears.

Analog SLR, 400mm lens.


[image: Image]
San Diego quarterback Philip Rivers throws a touchdown pass to WR Vincent Jackson in a 2008 game versus the Patriots. Here we see Rivers, the ball, the line blocking, and Jackson.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L at 125mm, f2.8 @ 1/800, ISO 1600.


If I’m lucky enough to have an assistant with me, I’ll use a fourth body with a Canon EF 600mm f4L Series II or a Canon EF 800mm f5.6L lens, also on a monopod. I did spend a season in the early 1990s shooting football with the massive Canon EF 1200mm f5.6L. It weighs 36 pounds, so not only did my assistants hate me, but we spent a lot of time filling the divots that the monopod dug into the field. It wasn’t much fun to travel with, either; you couldn’t check it as baggage so it was sent via FedEx or air freight. At the end of that season, I concluded that 1200mm is a little tight for football.

At the London Olympics in 2012, I was given an opportunity to shoot with Canon’s new EF 200–400mm f4L telephoto zoom lens, which also has a built-in 1.4X tele-extender, allowing the lens—at the flip of a switch—to become a 560mm f5.6. The lens was fantastic, and I shot with it almost every day during the games. When each day in London involved a minimum of four different bus rides (my personal record for one day was ten buses and one train to cover four events) plus a mile or two of walking, carrying one lens that did the job of two or three was a blessing. Although I’ve not had a chance to shoot football with this lens, it has the potential to be a game-changer in football photography gear.

For those who want way, way too much detail about how I set up my EOS-1D X camera bodies, head to sportsshooter.com (www.sportsshooter.com/news/2678) for an article I wrote for them, where I detail every menu setting you could possibly want to know.


Everything Else

Aside from the cameras and lenses I take to a game, what else do I have in my bag? First of all, I try to avoid carrying a bag at all. When I travel, I pack my gear in a couple of Versa-Flex shipping cases and, if at all possible, I ship my gear ahead of time using FedEx. It is sent either to an assistant or to be held at a FedEx locale. This saves me time and hassle at the airport.



On the field I will at most have a small Think Tank Photo “Speed Freak” belt/shoulder pack. And I try to carry most everything I need in the pockets of my cargo shorts or in my jacket. So what else do I carry?

• Canon 1.4L Extender III. I’ve never been a big fan of extenders, but the Canon Series III extenders with the Canon Series II lenses are a great combination for sharpness and AF speed. If you are shooting solo, this is a great way to add range without adding weight.

• Canon Angle Finder C. See “Getting Down: The Low-angle Shot” in Chapter 3.

• Hoodman HoodLoupe. I always wear this loupe around my neck during the game. Although my distance vision is still good, I do need glasses to really see things up close. The HoodLoupe fits over the camera’s LCD and allows me to check my images without digging out my glasses every few minutes. It is also invaluable on bright days when it can be difficult to read the LCD screen.

• Extra CF (CompactFlash) cards. Even as memory cards grow ever larger and cameras have multiple card slots, it still never hurts to have an extra pack of them in your pocket.


Focusing for Sports

All pro DSLRs offer photographers a choice in the method of controlling the auto-focus (AF). The AF can either be linked to the shutter button so that the camera is always focusing as long as your finger is pressed halfway down on the shutter, or AF can be controlled separately, usually with a button on the back of the camera. My preference, and the preference of pretty much every sports shooter I know, is the back-button method. It allows you to control when the camera is focusing and when it is not. Such control is especially useful in a sport like football (or soccer) when a player crosses in front of the player you are shooting. If the shutter button controlled the AF, the focus would shift off your subject and onto the crossing player. With back-button AF control, you can lift your finger to stop the camera from focusing until the player passes, and then resume focusing when you have a clear shot of your subject.



With back-button AF control, you can lift your finger to stop the camera from focusing until the player passes, and then resume focusing when you have a clear shot of your subject.

My AF mode of choice is AI Servo. In this mode, the camera focuses continually whenever you are pushing the AF button (or depressing the shutter halfway down if the focus is being controlled by the shutter button). I’ve never really understood the advantage of “One Shot” auto-focus. This is where the focus locks on a point and does not move until you release and reengage the AF. Camera manufacturers keep making cameras with this option, but I’m not quite sure why.

Another feature available on most modern DSLRs is the ability to move the focusing point around the frame or select more than one point. The first AF SLR I ever shot with was the Canon EOS-1. It had one focusing point in the center of the frame, and that was that. As auto-focus cameras (SLRs and eventually DSLRs) evolved, most AF systems added more focusing points surrounding the center spot (and today my Canon EOS-1D X has 61 focusing points). Until recently, however, the center spot still provided the fastest and most accurate focus. Now, most pro DSLRs offer a number of cross-type focusing points—which provide the highest performance—around the image frame, and this allows you the freedom to move your point of critical focus to the left or right of the center of the frame, as well as above and below it.

Examples of when you might want to do this include shooting a tight horizontal of a quarterback throwing. If he is throwing left to right, you could put your focusing spot to the right side of the frame to focus on his face while his hand and the ball are to the left side of the frame. Vertical shots almost always can benefit from raising the focusing spot in the frame so the camera is focusing on or near the athlete’s face rather than his or her belt. Most newer, high-end cameras allow you to set different focusing point positions for horizontal and vertical shooting. The camera will sense its orientation and select the appropriate point. A word of caution about moving your focusing point, especially the horizontal point: You may get a great tight shot of the QB throwing, but you may miss the catch if the receiver ends up in another part of the frame.

[image: Image]
USC wide receiver Robert Woods stretches out for a pass during the 2012 USC/Stanford game.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L Series II w 1.4 Extender III, (equivalent to 560mm), f4 @ 1/3200, ISO 800.




Exposure Now and Then

When I shot film, I never shot a game or any assignment without an exposure meter. From a Weston Master V to the Gossen Luna-Pro through Minolta Meters III, IV, and V, I always shot with a meter around my neck. In fact, I still have muscle memory of the action of grabbing my meter with my right hand and bringing it across my body and over my left shoulder with the cell pointing behind me to take an incident light reading. With no exaggeration, I probably did this 50 times during a day football game.

The first month that I shot digital for Sports Illustrated (August 2002) I continued to carry that meter, but I haven’t used one since then. That said, I still use a meter on portrait shoots when I’m using strobes. For any other type of photography, I completely trust the meter in my Canon cameras.

Of course, that is not to say that I don’t occasionally throw in a little correction; for example, if the sun is high, I like to open up the shadows a little bit (+1/3). I will also use exposure compensation when my background is extremely dark—using minus (-) compensation to avoid overexposing the subject as the camera tries to open up the overall exposure—or when shooting against a background much lighter than the subject. For example, when the stadium’s shadow is on the players on the field but the stands in the background are still in the bright sun, this requires opening up (+) at least a stop or more to keep the players from becoming silhouettes.

[image: Image]
San Francisco 49ers defense sacks Rams quarterback Dan Pastorini and forces a fumble.

Analog SLR, 1000mm lens.





I try to keep my shutter speed at about 1/2000 of a second or higher in good light. At night, I try to stay above 1/1250.


Shutter Speed, Aperture, and ISO Settings

One of the biggest differences that I’ve found when shooting football with a digital camera (as opposed to film) is the need for higher shutter speeds to freeze action. With film, 1/1000 of a second was almost always enough to freeze football action. At night, 1/500 worked well and sometimes even 1/250 (keep in mind that when I started shooting, the fastest color film we shot was Kodak High Speed Ektachrome ISO 160, which we pushed to a whopping 400 ISO). With digital, it seems that the more megapixels a camera’s sensor has, the higher the shutter speed required to freeze action.



For this reason, I try to keep my shutter speed at about 1/2000 of a second or higher in good light. At night, I try to stay above 1/1250. In addition, I shoot with my lenses at or close to wide open (maximum aperture, or lowest “f” number). I do this for two reasons: First, it helps me get the fastest possible shutter speed; second, it gives me a shallow depth of field (the area in a photo that is sharp), throwing the background out of focus and making the player or players I’m shooting stand out against the background.

So with my lenses wide open and my shutter speed high, the final variable of the exposure settings is the ISO. Every new generation of DSLRs seems to have more amazing high-ISO performance. With my Canon EOS-1D X camera, I’m comfortable going up to 6400 ISO, knowing that my images can stand up as a double-page spread in Sports Illustrated. That being said, I do try to shoot with the lowest ISO that will give me the shutter speed I require. Using an f4 lens (like the 600mm f4) for a day football game, I usually shoot between 200 and 400 ISO in full sun and then go up to 800 to 1600 as the shadows start to cover the field.

Because I usually shoot with the aperture wide open and I want the highest possible shutter speed, I generally shoot in Aperture Priority (Av) mode while keeping an eye on my ISO. I’ll raise the ISO when the shutter speed starts to drop, or I’ll use the Auto ISO setting. At night or indoors, I switch to Manual mode after determining the exposure by checking the histogram on my LCD.


My Pregame Checklist

During the course of my football photography career, I have forgotten to bring pretty much every piece of gear that I use to shoot a game—fortunately, not all at the same time. Batteries, memory cards (or film), monopods, and lenses have all been left behind with varying effects on my ability to shoot the game. You can usually beg or borrow someone’s spare camera battery or take up a collection of memory cards in the media room, or maybe even find some kind soul’s extra monopod—but lenses? Not so much.



[image: Image]
Here I am, geared up and ready to go!

Photo credit: Jeff Bottari


As a result, I have developed somewhat of a checklist of things to do or check before every game. On a good day I try to do almost everything the night before, especially when I’m packing for travel. In the worst case, I’m still checking things during the national anthem. Here’s a list of the things I try to do or think about before every game.

First of all, I consider my overall strategy for the game and which cameras and lenses I’m going to take. If I’m working with an assistant, I’ll almost always take all the gear I described in the “Camera and Lenses” section (600, 400, 70–200, 24–70, and 16–35mm). If I’m not, I’ll pare down to three cameras—usually with the 24–70mm around my neck, the 70–200mm over my shoulder, and a 400 f2.8 (with a 1.4 tele-extender) in my pocket. I might have a special shot in mind that requires more gear (for example, see the sidebar “The Ultimate Low-angle Shot” in Chapter 3), or I might need some super tight action on an individual player, in which case I’ll dust off my 800mm. Whatever the situation, I try to plan my shooting and only take what I need. Leaving extra gear on the sidelines or in a media room is something I prefer not to do.

Now, here are the nuts and bolts of what to check prior to the game:

• Batteries. Charge one for each camera body, as well as two spares. Battery technology has come a long way, and my EOS-1D X bodies can easily make it through a game on one battery. But there’s always the camera you forgot to turn off when you packed it, and by the time you pull it out, the battery is DOA.

• Memory cards. Always take more than you think you will need. The day will come when you will need them all.

• Format your cards. Not only is it good practice to format your cards in the cameras you will be shooting (not on your computer), but there is nothing worse than getting a “Card Full” notice halfway through the first quarter of a game and realizing that your card is mostly full of last week’s game (or your aunt Mary Lou’s 70th birthday). At that point you’re stuck with pulling the card and editing out the old images later or spending halftime deleting files one by one on the back of the camera, which is another reason to have extra cards with you.

• Camera settings. Last week you might have shot a night game at ISO 4000 in Manual exposure mode. But now it’s sunny, and you need to be at ISO 200 and Aperture Priority. Last week you might have shot your yoga teacher’s daughter’s soccer game on medium JPEG. Now it’s time to get back to RAW.

• Lens cleaners. I like to use the Hoodman Lens Cleanse, but I also keep a soft lintless cloth handy for a quick wipe down.

• Additional items. I also try to always throw in a spare pair of glasses, a small roll of gaffer’s tape, and an energy bar. A water bottle is also a must if you think water won’t be provided.

[image: Image]
This is the wettest game I ever shot—L.A. Rams vs. Minnesota Vikings NFC Divisional Playoff in 1977. After the first half, the only way you could tell the teams apart was by their helmets. You are not likely to see mud like this at an NFL or major college game these days. Today, fields are either artificial turf or have proper drainage, unlike the L.A. Coliseum on this miserable afternoon.

Analog SLR, 300mm lens.



Neither Rain Nor Snow: The Elements of Shooting in the Elements

One of the things I love about football is that it is played in almost any weather (lightning storms, hurricanes, and tornados being exceptions). The plus side of this is that you can make some very cool photos. The minus side is getting wet and cold, or having your gear stop working and getting no photos. Of course, with more indoor or movable roof stadiums, we lose more opportunities to test ourselves and our gear against Mother Nature.



Living in Southern California, I have dealt with far less than my fair share of environmental challenges while shooting football (and other sports, of course). Nevertheless, every season I seem to find myself shooting on a couple of rainy weekend afternoons (or Monday or Thursday evenings) and usually at least one game in Denver, Chicago, Green Bay, or Eugene that calls for me to break out my Sorel boots and Capilene long underwear.


Shooting in the Rain

The basic goal of shooting in the rain is to keep yourself and your gear dry. Canon and other pro DSLR bodies and lenses are surprisingly well waterproofed these days. I am told that you could drop a Canon EOS-1D X body with an L Series lens on it into a bucket of water and it would survive, albeit briefly. Do not try this at home—or anywhere else! My point is that shooting in a light shower might require nothing more than a towel to dry off the gear and a soft cloth to clean the water off the lens. The assumption here is that you are not switching lenses. Getting the electrical contacts wet on either the camera’s lens mount or the rear mount of the lens is very bad and will quickly result in your gear not working. Changing memory cards is a little less delicate, although keeping things dry is still important. With the advent of larger memory cards and multiple card slots in cameras, chances are you won’t be changing cards in the rain anyway.



Of course, keeping yourself dry is a priority if it’s raining a little harder. Hat, rain jacket, rain pants (if necessary), and Gore-Tex shoes are all important. As for keeping the gear dry, you can start with the cheap and simple solution: trash bags. For a long lens on a monopod, a 33-gallon bag is perfect. Drape it over the whole setup, tear a hole in the bag for the front of the lens, gaffer tape the bag to the lens, and you can simply pull the other end of the bag over your head to shoot, keeping your head and your camera dry. Shorter lenses work well with smaller bags, even Ziploc-style bags. The key to keeping everything dry is taping the bags to the lens before anything gets wet. Once your lens has water on it, the gaffer tape will not stick at all. This method has served me well many times over the years. Again, use a small towel to wipe anything that does get wet and keep your hands dry (keep the towel in your belt under your raincoat). I have a large selection of hotel hand towels that are perfect for this purpose and a chamois or lens-cleaning cloth to clear the water off the front element. Keep it dry.

So what do you do if you don’t want to shoot games looking like a homeless person (especially if you’ve forgotten your raincoat and are also wearing a trash bag to stay dry)? A number of manufacturers make fitted camera rain covers for most cameras. My personal favorites are made by Think Tank Photo. Think Tank makes a version of its Hydrophobia Camera Cover for long lenses (300–600mm) and another version for the 70–200 zoom (with or without a flash). Like all Think Tank gear, they are well designed and well made. But by no means are they cheap; however, for anyone who will be regularly shooting in rainy conditions and wants the best in protection and ease of use, they are well worth the price.


Shooting in Snow and Cold Weather

Why should you take cold weather advice from a guy who—notwithstanding his Chicago roots—has lived in Southern California for the last 40 years, who doesn’t ski or snowboard, and who avoids cold weather at all costs? Because I hate being cold, and I really hate being cold when I work, so I’ve devised measures to make sure I am comfortable when I’m working no matter how harsh the weather is. All the shooters I know have their own strategy for dealing with the cold. Those of you who live and shoot in colder climates may scoff at my various preparations. That’s fine, go ahead! This is what has worked for me.



I recently shot a game in Denver where the wind chill was near zero degrees. Here’s what I wore, starting with my feet: silk sock liners under neoprene socks under thick wool socks, and toe warmers in Sorel boots. Covering my legs I wore Capilene long underwear under fleece long underwear under North Face snow pants. On my torso I wore a Capilene T-shirt under a wool zip-up under a fleece zip-up, with a down-lined Gore-Tex shell on the outside. On my head I wore a silk balaclava under a neoprene nose warmer under a fleece balaclava. On my left hand I wore a light Mountain Hardware stretch glove under a heavy North Face glove filled with several hand warmers; on my right hand I wore just the light stretch glove with hand warmers. I also fill my right jacket pocket with hand warmers and keep my right hand in the pocket when I’m not shooting.

These preparations have helped me survive several zero-degree or near-zero-degree games, although my right hand did freeze up for the first half of a Packers/NY Giants NFC Playoff game in Green Bay. I could not feel the rear focus button, so I shot the entire half with the AF controlled by the shutter button—not my favorite way to shoot. Fortunately and inexplicably, my hand recovered for the second half and I was able to make some decent photos of an exciting game.

[image: Image]
There is nothing like a cold, wet, wind-driven snow blowing off Lake Michigan at Chicago’s Soldier Field. The Bears are taking care of the New Orleans Saints on their way to Super Bowl XLI in this NFC Championship game in 2007.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/1250, ISO 2000.



2. Football: Xs and Os

[image: Image]
University of Oregon running back Kenjon Barner fends off UCLA DB Sheldon Price in a 2009 game at the Rose Bowl.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L, f4 @ 1/4000, ISO 400.


So, you have the right gear for shooting football and some technical information on exposure settings, focus, and so on. You also have some general thoughts on what makes a great football photo. Now let’s head down to the sidelines and talk about different assignments, shooting positions, and some game-time strategy.


Approaching the Game

How I approach a game depends entirely on the type of assignment I’ve been given. At Sports Illustrated, we might be doing a game story on two top teams battling it out for a playoff berth or a championship. Or, we might be focusing on one player who is having a particularly great season. (With luck, that player is a quarterback, running back, or linebacker, not an interior offensive lineman.) In my opinion, the worst type of story to try to illustrate—regardless of the sport—is one where the emphasis is on how bad a team is or how poorly a player is doing. Those stories are never fun.




Pinpoint the Story

Determining what type of story we want to tell is the first step. Is it a pure game story? If so, that’s easy. All I need to do is just nail all the big plays, the winning score, any stand-out players, and both coaches, along with the winner’s joy and the loser’s dejection. As I said, it’s easy!



Of course, achieving this type of coverage requires you to move quickly and deliberately around the field with the highest awareness of the game situation and nail every bit of action that comes your way. In other words, it’s the opposite of easy.


Focus on a Particular Player or Coach

Shooting for SI can be a bit different. When we are doing a story on one or two players, or a coach, my job is to stay on those players and shoot everything they do on the field and on the bench. These games can be a lot of fun—or not. When the assignment is to shoot an explosive running back, a great QB, or a killer defensive player shredding an offensive line, then it’s fun. But when the assignment is to shoot a receiver who gets only four or five balls a game or a D-back who is so good that the other team never throws his way (paging Deion Sanders or Darrelle Revis), well, then it’s not so much fun.



Some of the best football shoots are when the assignment is to “make a Leading Off.” A Leading Off photo is one of the three great action photos that each run across a two-page spread that opens Sports Illustrated every week. The magazine also publishes a beautiful iPad edition where it often runs six or more of these great images.

[image: Image]
A classic shot of a classic player. San Francisco Hall of Fame QB Joe Montana throws over the rush of the Vikings’ Keith Millard.


Analog SLR, 600mm lens.

[image: Image]
Head Coach Bill Belichick celebrates Rodney Harrison’s interception as New England clinches Super Bowl XXXIX.

Canon EOS-1D Mk II, Canon EF 500mm f/4L lens, f4 @ 1/640, ISO 1250.


When we go out to shoot for a “Leading Off” photo, we are usually covering the game because it features a particularly good team or some especially good players, and we hope that the light will be good. On a day like this, you just take the good light (ideally, low sun or backlight against a dark background), follow the best players, and have fun.


Capture the Action Off the Field, Too

Before I break down shooting football action, it’s important to remember that at any football game not all of the action takes place on the field. The fans, the coaches, the players on the bench, and even the cheerleaders can be worthwhile subjects, and sometimes you find better pictures on the sidelines than on the field.



In 1974, my second year shooting for the NFL, I was part of a group of photographers (Dave Boss, Michael Zagaris, Herb Weitman, Rod Hanna, Ross Lewis, Manny Rubio, and James Flores) who worked all season on a book titled A Game of Passion (The National Football League, 1975). It was shot entirely in black and white; the famous science fiction author Ray Bradbury wrote the introduction; and the great football writer Bob Oates Jr. wrote the text. My assignment for this project was to turn my back on the action on the field and shoot only what was happening on the sidelines. Although frustrating at first, this project gave me a far greater appreciation of the total game of football, both on and off the field.

[image: Image]

Along with the Leading Off photos, SI also runs great double-page action photos as its “Inside: The Week in Sports” column section. Here USC’s Vidal Hazelton makes a one-handed grab in USC’s 2007 season opener against the Idaho Vandals. This shot was taken from the rear corner of the end zone.

Canon EOS-1D Mk II N, Canon EF 24–105mm f/4L lens at 50mm, f4 @ 1/1250, ISO 2500.

[image: Image]
A Game of Passion cover. Working on this book taught me that action happens off the field as well as on it. Getting shots like this tells a more complete story and offers a different kind of context to the sport.

Analog SLR, 180mm lens.


[image: Image]
Merlin Olsen and Terry Nelson celebrate the L. A. Rams Playoff victory over the Washington Redskins.

Analog SLR, 28mm lens.


[image: Image]
A miserable day in Denver for both photographers and players.

Analog SLR, 24mm lens.


[image: Image]
San Diego Chargers players receive the usual warm welcome from Oakland Raiders fans.

Analog SLR, 24mm lens.


[image: Image]
Raider George Atkinson feels the pain of the Raiders’ loss to the Pittsburgh Steelers in the 1975 AFC Championship game.

Analog SLR, 24mm lens.


[image: Image]
While outside on the field, the Steelers’ Dwight White celebrates his team’s win.

Analog SLR, 24mm lens.


[image: Image]
Post game at the Oakland Coliseum.

Analog SLR, 24mm lens.


What do you do when the game is on the line? You retreat to that kind and gentle place known as the end zone where all plays are clearly visible...unless the action suddenly goes the other way.


Sideline Rant: The Pitfalls of Shooting from the Sidelines

It’s getting harder and harder to shoot an NFL game from the sidelines. At most NFL and major college games these days, you’ll be wiggling your way among a forest of security guards, sound people with big translucent discs, friends of friends, the homecoming queen from the class of ’97, the third-string quarterback from the ’92 team that went to the Sorghum Bowl, Tiger Woods, SI swimsuit model Marisa Miller, Ray “Boom-Boom” Mancini, and Lee Corso (who as a former coach turned TV commentator feels that he has a special dispensation to stand on the field). All of these folks actually were on the sideline of a 49ers game I shot a few years ago.



In other words, you’ll be jockeying for position among a bunch of entitled people, all of whom feel that they have more of a right to watch the game from the sidelines than you have to do your job and shoot the game from the sidelines.

But wait, it gets better. When you finally do get through all of those sideline extras, you are still behind the chain gang—the ball boys (how many boys does it take to hold a ball?) and the timing crew—and then you’ll encounter several TV crews—NFL Films guys at an NFL game, and possibly a Steadicam guy who will actually run with the play and possibly out onto the field. (To their credit, though, the NFL Films guys are the hardest-working men in the stadium, and almost all of them sit so low when they’re shooting that even when you are kneeling, you can shoot over them. Most of the TV guys do this as well.)

My point is that you cannot count on a clear view from the sidelines, and even if you think you have one, someone can move in front of you right before or even during the play. At some point you just have to give it up on the sidelines unless you’re shooting a high school game—although I’ve been to some high school games in the last few years that were just as bad as a 49ers game.

So what do you do when the game is on the line? You retreat to that kind and gentle place known as the end zone, where all plays are clearly visible...unless the action suddenly goes the other way. That’s when your proficiency at the 110-yard sprint comes in handy. No, you’re not going to beat the play to the other end of the field, but after a turnover in a close game, you need to be in the other end zone as quickly as you can. The good news here is that the bigger the game—college or pro—the more play reviews and commercial timeouts. Learn to use these moments to make your moves.

And, by the way, as you make your passage from one end zone to the other, you’ll be dealing with all the same people you dealt with on the sidelines; plus TV dollies, cranes, and gigs; as well as cables, cables, and more cables, and all of the people pulling them. That assumes you are not shooting somewhere like Oklahoma—where passing behind the bench is a single-file operation, often requiring intimate contact with the person going the other way—or Colorado, where you actually have to go through the crowd in the stands to get around the bench.


Xs and Os: Tips for Shooting Positions

It should already be obvious that I’m not a big fan of shooting from the sidelines. Not that I don’t do it, but in so many stadiums at so many games, it’s just too darn hard. Game after game and year after year, I find that I do most of my shooting from the area running from the goal line to the end line and about two or three yards around the corner. So let’s take a look at how I think through my shooting positions relative to the game, and then work our way through how I shoot various positions.




Shooting Position Playbook

With any luck, plenty of scoring will come your way. For whatever reason, more and more players seem to be breaking for the corner instead of running up the middle these days. This is not to say that there isn’t any scoring in the middle of the end zone, but if a score does happen in the middle, you still have a shot at it from the corner. You even have a pretty good view to the far sideline.



When the offense is outside the 20-yard line, I like to start on the sidelines right around the goal line; however, as the offense comes closer, your shots are more likely to be blocked by the officials covering the goal line. Television cameramen also like the corners, and they’ll move in as the line of scrimmage approaches. As you move to the rear corner and even around to the end line, you start to give up the far corner at the other side of the end zone because you’ll probably be blocked by other shooters and the goal post.

[image: Image]
The Chargers’ LaDainian Tomlinson flies through a hole in the Jets’ defensive line in a 2008 game in San Diego. This is a low-angle shot; I discuss this shooting technique in Chapter 3.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L lens at 70mm, f2.8 @ 1/1000, ISO 2000.


That is not to say that the middle of the end zone is not a good place to get a great shot of a diving score. It is, especially if you go for a low-angle camera-on-the-ground shot (see “Getting Down: The Low-angle Shot” in Chapter 3). Your chances of getting a shot are decreased, but if you get something, it can really rock. This is yet more proof that picking your shooting position is a matter of anticipation, game and player knowledge, a hunch you might have, and luck. It’s always a gamble. In Super Bowl XXVI, I moved from my corner spot to the middle of the end zone three times when the teams were in scoring position, and all three touchdowns went out to the corner I had moved away from.

When I’m shooting defense, I actually prefer the middle of the end zone, and I’ll talk about that in a little bit. If I have a choice of sides when shooting from the end zone (assuming I’m not splitting the field with another SI shooter), I like to be on the side of the QB’s throwing arm. As I face the field from the end zone, I prefer the left side as a right-handed QB faces me. Hopefully, he’ll be more likely to roll out toward my side, or at least I will have a clearer view of his throw. This is by no means a hard and fast rule, but it’s the way I tend to bet.

In most games the specific assignment will more than likely determine the shooting positions. For example, if I’m in general game coverage, I hang out more down by the goal and end lines. But if I’m covering one particular player, I’ll be moving up and down the field with him for most of the game, fighting those ever-present sideline crowds.

Now break down shooting positions by player. As you’ll see, as much as I like to hang out in the end zone, for most positions you’ll need to sharpen your elbows, head into the sideline crowds, and set up near the line of scrimmage.


Quarterback

Although the quarterback may seem like one of the easiest positions to shoot, there are plenty of nuances you need to consider. When I’m shooting a QB for the first time, I always try to watch him warming up and will even shoot him throwing a few times. Here are the characteristics I look for to help me get quality shots:



• Where does his nonthrowing hand end up?

• Does it block his face?

• How quick is his release?

• Does his faceguard obstruct his face?

[image: Image]
Brett Favre cocks back to throw in the warm Wisconsin fall light at Lambeau Field in 1996. I have no idea who the Packers were playing that day, but does it matter?

Analog SLR, 600mm lens.


Peyton Manning, for example, looks best if you shoot him from a standing position rather than kneeling, because his facemask blocks his eyes from the lower angle. Most important is the quarterback’s expression as he throws. Some players stick out their tongues, others bite their lips, and some even seem to close their eyes—it’s not pretty. It is safe to say that if SI were to do a cover story on any of these guys, the magazine wouldn’t use a shot of them throwing.

Your safest shot of a QB is from a couple of yards behind the line of scrimmage on the side of his throwing arm. With a little luck, he’ll even roll out in your direction. After you have something solid from the side, try moving downfield 10 or 15 yards to get an image with a little more depth. Although it’s great to get a straight-on shot of the QB from the end zone, the size of today’s offensive linemen and the fact that they are trying to protect him—plus a field full of receivers, linebackers, DBs, and refs between you and him—makes the end zone angle a lower-percentage shot.

Unless the QB you’re shooting has a little (or a lot) of foot speed and the desire to use it, you won’t make that money shot from the end zone. Steve Young and John Elway in their day, and Michael Vick, Tim Tebow, and the 49ers’ Colin Kaepernick today come to mind when I think of this sort of speed and agility. When shooting this type of QB, your best position is probably a good 20–30 yards downfield (if possible) or in the corner of the end zone.

[image: Image]
San Diego QB Philip Rivers under pressure in a 2011 game against Green Bay.

Canon EOS-1D Mark IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L Series II lens, f4 @ 1/1000, ISO 400.


[image: Image]
Pittsburgh linebacker Mike Merriweather flies in the face of Denver’s John Elway in a 1984 Playoff game.

Analog SLR, 300mm lens.




Expose for the Face

When the sun is high in the sky, it creates deep shadows under the rim of a helmet, making it very hard to expose properly for the players’ faces. In this situation, try moving to the side or end of the field away from the sun—in other words, the side where you are facing the sun and the players’ shadows fall toward you. This is referred to as the “backlit” side of the field. If you open up your exposure (lower f-stop, higher ISO, or slower shutter) around 1 to 1½ stops, the faces will be more visible and the players will have a nice glow.





Running Back

As with QBs, the safest shot of a running back is from a yard or two behind the line of scrimmage. If you’re fortunate, he’ll cut your way and you can nail a few clear frames before he sweeps by you for a 40-yard gain or disappears under a pile of defenders. If a team has a good running game and is moving the ball well, head for the end zone and let the players come to you.




Receivers and Defensive Backs

Modern football passing schemes tend to rely on shorter passes either across the middle or to the outside. Most of these plays involve the receiver running a short route and then turning back to the QB to make the catch. And it follows that the DBs are also looking back at the QB to try to figure out where he’s throwing. That’s not to say that a speedy receiver beating the coverage and grabbing a long bomb never happens anymore; it’s just that you have a far better chance of getting shots of receivers and DBs by shooting from behind the line of scrimmage (that is, behind the offense, facing the defense) instead of in front of it.



[image: Image]
Chicago Bears running back Matt Forté sails over blockers and tacklers alike in a 2010 game against the Detroit Lions at Chicago’s Soldier Field. Shoot from 40 or so yards downfield from the corner of the end zone. This is also a good example of how shooting “backlit” gives you much better detail in the players’ faces on a sunny day.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 600mm f/4L lens, f4 @ 1/2500, ISO 1600.




Get Behind the Line of Scrimmage

You may have noticed by now that in all of the situations I have discussed so far, the place to be for the highest-percentage shot is behind the line of scrimmage. The perspective from this position is also very helpful in seeing where the ball is going, because you’re looking at the play the way the QB is seeing it.




[image: Image]
Chargers linebacker Randall Godfrey intercepts a Charlie Frye pass in a 2006 game against the Browns.

Canon EOS-1D Mark II N, Canon EF 400mm F2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/2000, ISO 400.


[image: Image]
Going old school. Raiders receiver Cliff Branch beats two Seattle Seahawks defenders to catch a Kenny Stabler bomb.

Analog SLR, 600mm lens.


[image: Image]
Oakland Raiders center Dave Dalby drops into classic pass protection for Ken Stabler. Dalby played center for the Raiders for 14 years and never missed a game. This shot is from well downfield, and I was lucky to get a clear shot of Dalby’s face.

Analog SLR, 600mm lens.



Offensive Line

A dramatic shot that rarely singles out one lineman but can be representative of a game can be taken from as close to the line of scrimmage as possible. Get as low as you can, and you’ll see the offensive linemen face to face with the defense. Shoot the moment before the ball is snapped. Once they all launch, you won’t be able to make out much.



Offensive linemen often disappear in the middle of a play. So, it’s best to shoot them from downfield on the same side of the line that they play on. If you are lucky, you can isolate them in a one-on-one battle with a pass rusher or pick them up lead-blocking on a running play to the outside.

[image: Image]
Down the line. The Chargers and Cleveland Browns face off in this 2006 game. It takes a bit of work and luck to find a clear shot between the chain gang, the ball boys, and the TV people standing on or near the line of scrimmage. This shot is taken with the camera on the ground (see Chapter 3) to get a better look at the player’s faces.

Canon EOS-1D Mark II N, Canon EF 300mm f2.8L lens, f3.5 @ 1/2000, ISO 250.


[image: Image]
Hall of Fame linebacker Mike Singletary stares down Phoenix Cardinals quarterback Timm Rosenbach.

Analog SLR, 600mm lens.


Offensive linemen often disappear in the middle of a play, so it’s best to shoot them from downfield, on the side of the line they play on.


Defensive Linemen and Linebackers

As with receivers, the best angles on defensive players are usually from behind the line of scrimmage. If you’re shooting a particular defensive lineman, especially a pass-rush specialist, your best bet is behind the line on the opposite side of the field from where he lines up. He’ll then come toward you as he rushes the QB.



Sometimes I’ll move to the center of the end zone when I’m shooting the defense. The advantage of this position is that you’ll have defensive players coming at you from either side. The disadvantage is that your shots will often be blocked by the referee—the official who is positioned behind the offensive backfield. But no matter where you’re positioned in the end zone, the intensity of the linebackers will be evident.

Often, the best photo of a linebacker can be captured before the ball is snapped as he studies the offensive formation and tries to stare down the QB.

Throughout the history of the NFL, the linebacker position has been played by some of the most passionate men on the football field. Matt Millen, Jack Youngblood, Jack Lambert, and Dick Butkus were linebackers when I started shooting the NFL. Following in their footsteps have been players like Mike Singletary, Junior Seau, and Lawrence Taylor, and today’s greats like Ray Lewis, Clay Matthews, and Patrick Willis.

[image: Image]
Sacking the quarterback is one of the ultimate goals of every defensive player. Minnesota Viking Jared Allen knocks the sweat out of Arizona Cardinal Kurt Warner in a 2007 playoff game.


Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/1000, ISO 1600.

[image: Image]
The late Junior Seau in September of 1993, the third of 12 seasons he played for the Chargers. In this moment right before the snap, Seau displays the ferocity and passion that characterized his entire 19-year NFL career. This shot is taken from the corner of the end zone.

Analog SLR, 600mm lens.


[image: Image]
UCLA’s Sheldon Price blocks a fourth quarter field goal attempt in the 2012 USC/UCLA game. Although a blocked field goal or extra point is a fairly rare occurrence, the effort that special teams players make to block those kicks almost always makes a good visual.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 600mm f/4L Series II lens, f4 @ 1/1250, ISO 4000.



Kickers

Anyone with a good knowledge of football will tell you how important the kicking game is, but for a photographer, kickers seem to only matter when they make mistakes. Although grace and athleticism are apparent in every successful punt, kickoff, and field goal, it’s usually the blocked punts, missed snaps from center, and the blocked field goals that make the majority of memorable photos involving kicking the football.



In that perfect world I keep mentioning, you would head for the end zone behind every punt and field goal kick, and be prepared for the block and ensuing scramble. Being in that position also puts you in the best spot for a big punt return or score off the recovery of the blocked kick. If the kick is not blocked, you can still get a nice shot of the effort to block it.

[image: Image]
San Francisco wide receiver John Taylor outjumps two Minnesota DBs in the 49ers’ 1990 Playoff victory over the Vikings.

Analog SLR, 600mm lens.



The Flow of the Game: When a Score Really Matters

Every football game, and every game in sports for that matter, has a pattern—a flow. It manifests as a blowout, a back-and-forth game with a slow but steady tilt in one direction (say, a 38–31 game), or as a seemingly one-way game followed by a last-minute, wacky reversal—a come-from-behind thriller. Most of the time, these patterns only emerge clearly after the final play and through the benefit of 20/20 hindsight.



Sometimes, however, you can get the sense of a game while you’re shooting and adjust your coverage accordingly. Of course, you might get it wrong. In a blowout, it’s obvious. Anytime a team has a lead of 20 points or more, it’s time to stop shooting the other team and go all-in on the leading team unless your assignment is to shoot someone on the losing side. (And if his team does lose, you can be sure the story will be killed anyway.)

If the team that is behind starts to close the gap, you have to think about when the losing team’s score will matter. The answer is simple: The score that matters is the one that gives a team the lead. Prior to that point in the game, there may be some great shots, but photos of the losing team rarely run (see “Thinking Cover All the Way” in Chapter 4).

In a close, back-and-forth game, you just have to move with it. If both teams are scoring frequently, staying well downfield with the offense coming toward you is your safest bet. In a low-scoring game, it may pay off to drop back and hope for the turning point of the game to come from a defensive play.

As much as you may be making your shooting decisions based on your sense of the game in the moment, there is no substitute for knowledge and experience. Knowledge of the teams and players on the field—their strengths, weaknesses, and tendencies—and the experience that comes from shooting many games can combine to give you the confidence and skill to make great football photos.


Play by Play: The Anatomy of Shooting a Football Game

Going back to my first NFL game in 1973, I estimate that I have shot more than 500 pro football games. Throw in even more college games, the occasional high school game, the Canadian Football League, the USFL, World League, NFL Europe, and of course the XFL, and that’s a lot of football.



Out of all those games, a few will always stand out in my mind—some for good reasons. Memorable games include several that were just plain great games—USC’s amazing comeback against Notre Dame in 1974, the 49ers’ last-second victory over the Bengals in Super Bowl XXIII—or games that marked career milestones, such as when my photos from a game were first published in a national magazine (Pat Haden, Charles White, and Sam Cunningham of USC in Newsweek in 1972).

Then there are games I recall for, shall we say, other reasons, such as the 1991 NFC Championship game between San Francisco and Dallas. One of the most frequently shown film clips in NFL history is the Joe Montana-to-Dwight Clark touchdown pass that has come to be known as “The Catch.” Look carefully in the background and you’ll see a guy in a green rain jacket struggling mightily with his 400mm lens trying to get his around-the-neck camera up to his face to shoot. I never did get a shot of the catch, but I got a nice shot of DC spiking the ball.

I recall one game from the 2011–2012 season for its exciting finish and the fact that I had a solid shoot—in other words, a complete game, not a perfect game (when I shoot that game it will take place in the great stadium in the sky, and I will nail “The Catch”). On January 8, 2012, the Denver Broncos hosted the Pittsburgh Steelers in an NFL Wildcard Playoff game. The Steelers, with a 12–4 record, were playoff veterans, although somewhat banged-up; the Broncos, at 8–8, were coming off an up-and-down season highlighted by Tim Tebow’s amazing, yet horrifying, yet again amazing and ultimately (to this point at least) horrifying play at quarterback.

[image: Image]
“The Spike” that followed “The Catch.”

Analog SLR, 28mm lens.


[image: Image]
Isaac Redman gains 13 yards to set up Pittsburgh’s second field goal.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L Series II lens, f2.8 @ 1/2000, ISO 1600.


I had covered the Broncos once earlier that season. The game was a come-from-behind overtime victory over the Bears that netted me a Sports Illustrated cover of Tebow and the Broncos, and led to a three-game losing streak, courtesy of the SI cover jinx (see “A Tale of Two Covers” in Chapter 4).

In an effort to bring together all of what I’ve been discussing here, I’ll give you an approximate account of some of the pictures I made that day and where I was when I made them. My setup was pretty standard: I used the Canon 400mm f2.8 Series II and the 70–200mm f2.8 Series II lenses, and had the 24–70mm f2.8 around my neck. The 16–25mm f2.8 was in my pouch, and all camera bodies were the Canon EOS-1 Mk IV. Almost all the action photos shown here were shot with the 400mm except the last one.

The first quarter was fairly unexciting until Pittsburgh’s Isaac Redman (#33) broke a third-down-and-one-yard-to-go play off the right guard for a gain of 13 yards to the Broncos’ 21-yard line, setting up Pittsburgh’s second field goal.

For that play, I was in Denver’s end zone about halfway between the sideline and the goal post. Third-and-one is a pretty safe bet for a running play, and Redman’s strength seemed to be more up the middle.

In the second quarter, Tebow first hit Demaryius Thomas (#88) for 51 yards and then connected with Eddie Royal for a touchdown to give Denver a 7–6 lead.

[image: Image]
Tim Tebow throws to Demaryius Thomas.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, EF Canon 400mm f2.8L Series II lens, f4 @ 1/3200, ISO 400.


[image: Image]
Thomas’s catch.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L Series II lens, f2.8 @ 1/2000, ISO 1600.


[image: Image]
Eddie Royal’s TD catch.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L Series II lens, f2.8 @ 1/2000, ISO 1600.


For the first two of these shots, I was positioned around the Denver 5-yard line. The Royal touchdown was shot from the sideline in the corner of the end zone. Although my shot shows the ball coming into Royal’s hands, I was blocked on the actual catch by one of the officials.

Then Larry Foote (#50), a Steelers linebacker, gave me a nice photo as he flipped in midair going after Tebow.

[image: Image]
Pittsburgh’s Larry Foote gets airborne.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L Series II lens, f3.2 @ 1/2500, ISO 1600.


With Denver now leading, I moved to the center of the end zone behind the Pittsburgh offense, looking for a big defensive play by Denver. Roethlisberger fumbled, which would have been significant had the Steelers not recovered.

[image: Image]
Roethlisberger fumbles, but Pittsburgh recovers.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L Series II lens, Canon 1.4X EF Extender III (effective focal length 560mm), f4 @ 1/1600, ISO 2500.


I always like to try a low-angle shot (see “Getting Down: The Low-angle Shot” in Chapter 3) when a team is backed against its own goal line. Although there is not much happening in this next image, you never know what you might get. The second half proved to be a bit more action-packed.

[image: Image]
Although not much is happening in this low-angle shot, it does give you a feel for the offensive and defensive alignments.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L Series II @ 120mm, f2.8 @ 1/2000, ISO 2000.


As the second half progressed, both Roethlisberger and Tebow did their fair share of scrambling. Here, I was shooting from the sidelines between the 10- and 20-yard lines, trying to stay well ahead of the offense because both teams had shown the ability to score on long plays.

[image: Image]
Ben’s scramble.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L Series II lens, f2.8 @ 1/2000, ISO 2000.


[image: Image]
And Tebow’s scramble.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L Series II lens, f2.8 @ 1/1600, ISO 2000.


[image: Image]
Ben’s late-game sack.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L Series II lens, f2.8 @ 1/1600, ISO 2000.


Pittsburgh tied the game late in the fourth quarter, but a sack and a fumble derailed the Steelers’ last possession and left the game tied in regulation time.

Denver won the toss and started on its own 20-yard line after the kickoff went into the end zone. Again, I was on the opposite 20-yard line looking for the big play.

[image: Image]

And his fumble derailed the Steelers’ last drive.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L Series II lens, f2.8 @ 1/1600, ISO 2000.

On Denver’s first snap, I got it. Tebow hit Thomas on a crossing pattern near mid-field, and Thomas straight-armed Pittsburgh cornerback Ike Thomas and took off on his way down the field.

[image: Image]
Thomas’s catch at mid-field.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L Series II lens, f2.8 @ 1/1600, ISO 2500.


[image: Image]
Thomas straight-arms the Pittsburgh defender and takes off for the goal line.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L Series II lens, f2.8 @ 1/1600, ISO 2500.


I immediately dropped my 400mm and grabbed my 24-70mm as he ran by me toward the end zone, giving Denver the win.

Then it was into the fray with my 16-35mm for some jubilation.

[image: Image]


3. Football: Light, Lenses, and the Lowdown

[image: Image]
The Patriots QB Tom Brady eyes a hostile San Diego crowd during the 2007 AFC Divisional Playoff. The Pats were behind and were backed up against their own goal line, but Brady drove the team downfield for a score and eventually the win. This is an example of low-angle shooting discussed in this chapter.

Canon EOS-1D Mk II N, EF 70–200mm f2.8L lens at 70mm, f2.8 @ 1/1600, ISO 640.


In the previous two chapters, I discussed my philosophies and strategies for shooting football. I talked about the gear I use, reviewed my checklists, and broke down football shooting by position and by game situation. Now I’ll cover a few more aspects of how I approach the game.


A Trick of the Light: Finding the Magic

Every football stadium or field is different. One of the most important ways in which they vary that can truly make a difference in a photo is the light. Many variables can affect the light in a stadium or on a field:



• Shape, size, and structure of the stadium

• Compass orientation of the field

• Time of day

• Time of year

• Latitude and longitude

• And, of course, the weather

In a perfect world, every football game would be played on a sunny day in a stadium with an east–west orientation on the last weekend of October before daylight saving time, and it would start in the early afternoon. Oh, and the stadium would have no stands or seats on the west end. This would provide—at least from the west end of the field—wonderful, warm light reaching under the players’ helmets and giving them a beautiful catch light in their eyes. The images would have beautiful painterly backgrounds showing the east end zone stands of the stadium filled with colorfully dressed fans. Of course, shooting from the east end zone would prove increasingly difficult until not even a six-foot-long lens hood would prevent lens flare.

In reality, shooting a game under such ideal conditions has become increasingly unlikely. More and more games now start in the late afternoon or at night, or they are played in indoor stadiums.

[image: Image]
Raiders cornerback Charles Woodson breaks up a pass play to Mikhael Ricks of the Chargers in a 1998 regular season game. This is a great example of low-sun, late-season light.

Analog SLR, 600mm lens.


[image: Image]
San Francisco 49ers quarterback Steve Young drops back in the 1995 NFC Championship game against the Dallas Cowboys. Note how the edge light on Young separates him from the dark background.

Analog SLR, 400mm lens.


At night or indoors, about all you can hope for is bright lighting that falls off quickly on the stands so you have good separation of the action from a darker background. Stadium lighting is better than ever, and modern digital cameras can easily handle night games in any NFL and most major college stadiums. As discussed in Chapter 1, I use Manual exposure mode for night or indoor games. I determine my exposure by checking the histogram on the camera’s LCD screen.

In a stadium with a north–south orientation, the sun will come from one side of the field; as it sets, a shadow will start to cross the field. In an east–west stadium, the shadow will move down the field starting in the west end zone. In either case, once direct sunlight is no longer on the players, you should start shooting from the backlit side (into the sun). This will minimize the difference between the lit and shadowed sides of the field. Shooting backlit also helps when the field is completely shadowed, because for a time the stands behind you are sunlit and act as a giant reflector kicking light onto the players. Simultaneously, the sun is not illuminating the opposite stands, so you are shooting into a dark background.

Once in a while you’ll find a stadium, a ballpark, or a field that has a little magic spot of light—a spot that, when the time is right, the light is right, and the action is in the right place, can give you a great picture.

[image: Image]
Denver Broncos QB John Elway rolls out against the Cleveland Browns during the AFC Championship game in January 1988. Elway took this snap in shadow and finished the play in shadow, but in between he passed through this sliver of light. Sadly, this shot is from the old Mile High Stadium. Its replacement, now known as “Sports Authority Field at Mile High,” is like most “modern” stadiums and doesn’t get this kind of nuanced light.

Analog SLR, 800mm lens.


[image: Image]
Oaks Christian High School quarterback Jimmy Clausen passes in a 2006 game against Saint Bonaventure in Ventura, California. Clausen went on to play at Notre Dame and currently plays in the NFL.

Canon EOS-1D Mk II N, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/500, ISO 1600.



Nighttime High School Football Tricks

The number one question that I’ve been asked during my career is, “Do you shoot the bathing suit issue?” (The answer is no.) But the second most frequently asked question goes something like this: “I’m trying to shoot my son’s high school football games, and the pictures always come out dark and blurry. How can I fix that?” Ah, the conundrum of high school football.



The games are almost always played at night on poorly lit fields. The easy answer—and the one I hate to give—is to throw money at it. Buy a superfast telephoto lens—a 300mm f2.8, or better yet a 200mm f2—and the latest and greatest super-high-ISO-performing DSLR, and rock on. So what if you have to dip into your son’s college fund to afford the gear? With any luck he’ll get a football scholarship.

A less dramatic solution would be to rent the lens (and camera) you need to cover the game properly. Currently, there are a number of lens rental services online that make equipment rental easy and relatively economical. This is also a great way to try out a piece of gear to decide whether spending the extra money for a higher level of photo gear is right for you.

If you have any budget at all for gear, try to get a lens with a focal length of at least 200mm and a maximum aperture of f2.8. The least expensive way to do this is to purchase a fixed focal length 200mm f2.8 lens—better but pricier would be a 70–200mm f2.8 zoom lens. Whatever you do, you’ll be far better off at f2.8 than f4, f4.5, or f5.6. To me, 200mm is a minimum focal length to get any consistent football action unless you’re shooting a team that scores 60 points a game; in that case, you can just sit in the end zone with a 50mm. Of course, you have to pick the right end zone.

Although you have many software options for reducing high ISO noise in a photo, there is no way to fix motion blur in a photo that was shot at too low a shutter speed.

The good news is that most modern DSLRs have amazing high-ISO performance, and they keep getting better. So set your camera to Manual, set your lens at its widest aperture, and take up that ISO as high as necessary to get at least 1/500 of a second shutter speed. Although you have many software options for reducing high ISO noise in a photo, there is no way to fix motion blur in a photo shot at too low a shutter speed.

One last technique that can be a big help is to set your camera to shoot RAW files. RAW files contain all the information from the camera’s sensor without any in-camera processing, unlike JPEGs, which are at the very least compressed while still in the camera. Although RAW files are much larger than JPEGs and require more post-processing, with a little practice and the right software you should be able to pull a usable image out of a RAW file that was two or three stops underexposed. That’s the difference between shooting at f2.8 and f5.6 and shooting at 1/500 rather than 1/125 of a second. For this reason, we always shoot RAW files at Sports Illustrated (see “Why We Shoot RAW at SI” in the next chapter).



Backgrounds at High School Games

At an NFL or major college football game, you can usually count on fairly good backgrounds. By and large your backgrounds are either crowds (much preferred) or monochromatic walls (with advertising banners, of course). Shooting high school, small college, or youth football is a different story. Keep cars, chain-link fences, and moms in beach chairs out of the photo. Find the trees, the shaded area, or even a building, especially one with some dappled light on it. Dark is good, and patterns are good if they are out of focus. Shoot with your lens at its widest aperture.




[image: Image]
Oaks Christian wide receiver Sean Wiser makes a catch against Saint Bonaventure DB Chad Kurz.

Canon EOS-1D Mk II N, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L lens at 200mm, f2.8 @ 1/800, ISO 1600.


[image: Image]
Miami Dolphins WR Brandon London and Denver Broncos defensive back Karl Paymah battle for the ball in a 2008 game in Denver.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, EF 24–70mm f2.8L lens at 70mm, f2.8 @ 1/1250, ISO 800.



The Camera-Around-the-Neck Technique

As mentioned in Chapter 1, I always have a camera body with a short to medium focal length lens around my neck. Although I may shoot only a few frames a game with this camera, when something comes my way, I’m ready and what I shoot is often a keeper. Shooting with a five-pound camera and lens around my neck for most of a four-hour football game is not fun, but it can be very rewarding (and it keeps my physical therapist busy).



Unlike the other bodies I use at a football game—all of which are set for AF control using the AF button on the back of the camera—I set my around-the-neck camera to control the auto-focus (AF) on the shutter button. (Check your camera’s instruction manual to learn how to change these settings.) Before AF, I used to tape the focus ring on the lens at some ever-changing distance (usually 10–30 feet) with mixed results. Now I find that the Canon auto-focus does a great job of nailing a sharp image.

In addition to being able to capture great action that happens right in front of you, having a wider lens available allows you to make an image that sets the scene at a game.

Aside from the AF control, the camera I wear around my neck is set pretty much the same way as the rest of my camera bodies. Shooting mode is set to Continuous/High. At day games the exposure mode is set to Aperture Priority (Av); at night games it is set to Manual. Aperture may be a little less than wide open to pick up a little depth of field. The ISO may be set a little higher to make sure I have a high shutter speed, because the camera may not be stock-still at the moment I start shooting. I may add some exposure compensation on the plus side if I am shooting from a shadowed area into a brighter background.

If I’m shooting with a zoom lens, I’ll try to keep the zoom adjusted according to my position on the field. This generally means around 24–50mm on the sidelines and 70–100mm in the end zones.

In addition to being able to capture great action that happens right in front of you, having a wider lens available allows you to make an image that sets the scene for a game. Sometimes you need to tell more of a story than tight action photos can convey. For whatever reasons, you may need to put the game in context: The weather, the stadium, the fans, and the other players on the field are all elements that a wide shot can sometimes render quite eloquently.

[image: Image]
San Francisco’s Brandon Lloyd makes a flying catch against the Rams.

Canon EOS-1D, Canon EF 70–200mm f4L lens at 70mm, f4 @ 1/1600, ISO 400.


[image: Image]
Detroit Lions All-Pro wide receiver Calvin Johnson beats Denver Broncos cornerback André Goodman.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 16–35mm f2.8L II lens at 34mm, f2.8 @ 1/1600, ISO 2000.


[image: Image]
USC’s Matt Barkley (#7) rolls out against Oregon State in this 2009 game in the Los Angeles Coliseum, with yet another beautiful Southern California sunset sky as the backdrop. This is a low-angle shot.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 24–105mm f/4L IS lens at 47mm, f4 @ 1/800, ISO 2000.


[image: Image]

[image: Image]
USC tight end Anthony McCoy scores against Oregon State on a foggy night in Corvallis, Oregon, in 2006. A nice picture (on the left), but it’s so much nicer showing the fog and the OSU players’ despair.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 16–35mm f2.8L lens at 24mm, f2.8 @ 1/800, ISO 2000.



Getting Down: The Low-Angle Shot

One of my favorite ways to add a different kind of shot to football game coverage is to go for the low-angle shot. When the action comes your way, the low angle can make a unique image of a play, even though everyone at your end of the field has the “same” shot. Players look more heroic when shot this way—a player striding a foot off the ground looks like he is hurdling; a player who is leaping looks like he is flying. The photo of Reggie Bush that opened Chapter 1 was shot at the 2005 USC vs. UCLA game. Many great sports shooters are in Los Angeles, and most of them had a shot of his leaping touchdown, but the low angle made my shot special. The shot of LaDainian Tomlinson going over the 49ers was another picture that everyone in that end zone made, but in my image he looks like he is Superman flying.



To execute a low-angle shot, you simply put the base of your camera on the ground. How you frame the shot from this angle depends on how limber you are. If you’re under 30 years old or do a lot of yoga, you can just lie down and look through the viewfinder (or you might find LiveView helpful, if your camera has that feature). If you are a little creaky, like me, you use a right-angle finder (I use the Canon Angle Finder C, but a nice third-party angle finder is also available from Hoodman that fits several different brands of camera). The finder slips over the camera’s viewfinder and uses a prism to bend the image 90 degrees so that you look straight down through the finder. This does take some getting used to, especially when you’re trying to follow the action.

When the action comes your way, the low angle can make a unique image of a play, even though everyone at your end of the field has the “same” shot.

[image: Image]
LaDainian Tomlinson goes up and over the San Francisco 49ers in this 2006 game. From this low angle, it looks like he is up in the second deck of the stadium.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L lens at 118mm, f5.6 @ 1600, ISO 1000.


[image: Image]
USC defensive end Lawrence Jackson rushes the Nebraska QB as he tries to throw out of his own end zone.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 70–200 f2.8L lens at 70mm, f2.8 @ 1/800, ISO 2000.


[image: Image]
Oregon QB Darron Thomas heads one way while RB LaMichael James heads the other in the 2010 “Civil War” game.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 70–300mm f4.5-5.6L lens at 88mm, f4.5 @ 1/5000, ISO 2500.


My choice of lens for this kind of shot is usually the 70–200mm, with the focal length on the shot closer to 70mm than 200mm. I’ve done the low-angle shot with a 300mm lens and even a 400mm lens, but the different perspective becomes less noticeable the farther away the players are. A big factor in the success of this type of shot is the topography of the field. Some fields are as flat as a pool table; others are so heavily crowned—that’s when, for drainage purposes, the level of the field arches up in the center—that the players’ feet disappear by the 10-yard line.

Framing is key in a low-angle shot. Although you are looking up at the action, you need to be sure to leave a bit of the ground in the lower part of the frame. This will give you the context and perspective you need to sell the shot. If no ground is in the shot, you have no sense of height and therefore no sense of drama.

Something else to consider is the weather. On a warm day, visible heat waves will radiate up from the ground, causing everything shot through them to look soft and muzzy (that’s a technical term). These heat waves are more of a problem the closer you are to the ground. On a day when you see heat waves coming off the field, not only should you avoid shooting from the ground, but I suggest shooting from a standing position if possible. Also, consider using shorter focal length lenses, because the longer lenses will be more affected by the heat waves.

So, if you have a flat field on a cool day, when do you lay your camera down in the dirt, mud, snow, or freshly painted grass and bet on the slim odds of making a really great image against the strong possibility of missing a touchdown? The two most obvious situations are when the offense is coming at you within the 10–15 yard line and when a team’s offense is pinned back to within 10 yards of its goal line, moving away from you.

A passing play can work if a lane opens up and you’re able to see the QB, the ball, and the receiver, which to me is an amazing illustration of a complete football play.

What are you looking for in these situations? In the former situation you’re looking for blockers opening up a hole and a running back coming at you—or better yet, diving at you; alternatively, a passing play can work if a lane opens up and you’re able to see the QB, the ball, and the receiver, which is an amazing illustration of a complete football play. In the latter situation you are hoping for a big pass rush, a sack, a blocked pass, a fumble, or even a safety. The low-angle shot can also be a scene-setter: Because you are shooting up into the far stands, your shot reveals more of the stadium, the fans, and the sky.

But there is one drawback with low-angle shots: You will miss some of the action. It’s one of those shots that can pay off big, but it is a gamble. You’ll have a very hard time swiveling your camera for a quick pass to the corner of the end zone. Or the play can come right at you, but all you’ll see are butts and elbows until a player emerges from the scrum and holds up the ball.

Practice doesn’t make perfect, but it sure helps. If you are going to do this shot with any hope of regular success, you’ll have to fail at it more than a few times. Learning to follow a football play from an unnatural angle takes repetition and patience.

The more you know about the players, the more successful you’ll be. Knowing a team’s tendencies and the moves of the key players may not make you a defensive coordinator, but it will help you to know when some action might come along that would look good from down low.

In addition, keep your right-angle finder handy. There’s nothing worse or more anxiety-producing than digging frantically through your bag or belt pouch for your finder when you have a notion that something good might happen. Getting into position and being settled by the time the ball is snapped is crucial.



From the Archive: The Ultimate Low-Angle Shot

In August 2011, my friend Jody Grober from Roberts Camera in Indianapolis (a great camera store that caters to the needs of pro shooters) told me that he had the new Canon EF 8–15mm f/4L zoom lens in stock. I immediately said, “Send me one!” I had been waiting for this lens since it was first announced and was excited to try it out.

Once I had it, the dilemma was what to shoot with it. I had shot with fisheye lenses back in the film days but hadn’t really tried anything wider than Canon’s 15mm f2.8 since going digital.

Looking at the preseason NFL schedule, I realized that Dallas would open its season against Denver in Texas Stadium the following Thursday night. To me, the new Texas Stadium is a stadium “writ large.” I was sure I could find something there to make a great picture using the new fisheye lens. After an email to my boss, I was on my way.

[image: Image]
There I am hiding behind Dallas #82 and one of the officials. The camera is on the ground in the center of the star. Photo credit: James D. Smith/Dallas Cowboys.


To make a successful picture with a fisheye lens, you need a recognizable foreground object (or objects) that will stay recognizable despite the fisheye’s massive distortion, and you need a background big enough to fill in the rest of the image.

The coin toss was an obvious choice, but I wondered if I’d be allowed out there. This brings me to the second reason I chose Texas Stadium: Rich Dalrymple, the Dallas Cowboys’ Vice President of Public Relations. I’ve known Rich since he started with the Cowboys. Jerry Jones had just bought the team and hired his friend Jimmy Johnson as head coach. Rich and the Cowboys allowed me to shoot in the “war room” for Jimmy Johnson’s first NFL draft. It was the beginning of a beautiful friendship.

I called Rich a few days before the game with my request, but I didn’t hear back from him, which was understandable considering the craziness going on in the NFL after the signing of the latest Collective Bargaining Agreement (CBA). When I arrived at the game, the first thing I saw was Cowboys photographer James Smith mounting a remote camera on the goal post. I took that as a sign that Rich was in a generous mood that day. And he was.

When Rich saw me, he said, “Officials meeting is in 15 minutes. I’ll take you in.” At the officials meeting, Rich introduced me to Head Referee Terry McAulay, and I told him what I planned to do. His reply was, “That sounds great. NFL Films did something like that in Jacksonville one time. It was cool.” With that endorsement, I was set.

Three minutes before game time, I was standing at the 30-yard line with Terry and the “Green Hat” guy (formerly the Red Hat guy—the man who controls all on-field activities at the behest of the television broadcast). As the national anthem ended, Terry said, “Get out there and get set up.” Next thing I knew I was kneeling in the middle of the famous Cowboys star lining up my camera.

I had given a lot of thought to mounting the camera on various floor plates or other remote mounts and then realized that the fisheye would get everything in the shot as long as I kept it flat. So, I just attached a PocketWizard MultiMAX to the camera and laid the camera down flat on its back on the field. Simple is usually best.

Terry McAulay came out joined by the Broncos and Cowboys players, and the odd group of video and still shooters. The players immediately began shaking hands—and kicked the camera. Terry, my new best friend, cajoled the players by saying, “Boys, boys, come on, we want this picture to look good!” Then he turned to me and said, “Come on in and fix it.” So I went back in, knelt down in front of God, television, and 80,000 Cowboys fans, and readjusted the camera.

As Terry showed the coin to the players and prepared to toss it, I tried to hide behind a player while still peeking out to follow what was going on. I was somewhat successful in hiding out, but you can see me in my red vest between the field judge and the Cowboys’ #82.

All in all, I was very happy with the picture. I had originally hoped the Texas Stadium roof would be open, but because Dallas was experiencing its 48th straight day of 100-plus-degrees temperatures, the roof was closed.

A fisheye lens isn’t practical to use every day, but it’s a great creative challenge to come up with ideas for situations when you can use it. In this case, the combination of a cool piece of gear, a majestic setting, and a cooperative team all came together to allow me to make a compelling and, more importantly, unique picture.

[image: Image]
“The Flip.”

Canon EOS-1Ds Mk III, Canon EF 8–15mm f/4L lens at 8mm, f/5.6 @ 1/320, ISO 1600.






4. Football: Shooting for Sports Illustrated

[image: Image]
San Francisco 49ers Hall of Fame receiver Jerry Rice grabs a deep ball for a touchdown in the Niners’ 1995 NFC Championship Game win over the Dallas Cowboys. This is a great example of a scene-setting photo that captures not only the action, but a sense of the game. The inset image shows how the shot ran in SI. One of the magazine’s trademarks is the ability to blend a great photo with a clever headline; another reason why art directors like wide shots, such as this one, is that there is plenty of room for copy.

Analog SLR, 50mm lens.


[image: Image]
My first digital photo to run in Sports Illustrated. Arizona State was playing at Nebraska in September of 2003.

Canon EOS-1D, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/800, ISO 1600.


In the previous three chapters, I covered shooting football. In this chapter, I’ll discuss some of the aspects of shooting football (and sports in general) that are specific to Sports Illustrated: how SI has adapted to changes in technology, what makes a picture work (or not work) for the magazine, and how SI covers the big games.


Sports Illustrated Goes Digital

Sports Illustrated came late to the digital party. We didn’t feel the need to go digital as soon as the first pro DSLRs were available. Being a weekly publication, we had an extremely refined system for moving film to our offices in the Time-Life Building in New York City, processing and editing the film, and publishing the images in the magazine. When shooting a Sunday game on the West Coast, all we had to do was get the film to an airline counter-to-counter office an hour before the 10:00 P.M. red-eye flight, and it would be in New York by 6:30 A.M. Monday morning. Then it would be picked up at the airport, driven to the SI office, processed by the Time Inc. lab (conveniently located in the Time-Life Building), and be ready for editing by 9 A.M. when the editors came into the office Monday morning.



What if we couldn’t make it an hour before the flight? Well, we’d jump on the plane with it! Then we’d have lunch in New York City and fly home Monday night—those were the days! For an even tighter deadline, we’d charter a Learjet—those really were the days!

We started using digital mainly because the shots looked better at night. As television drove the scheduling of major sporting events deeper into the late afternoon and evening hours, we at Sports Illustrated struggled to find ways to shoot sharp, well-exposed photos under ever-worsening conditions.

When I started at SI, we shot on Kodak High Speed Ektachrome film. It had an ISO of 160, but our lab pushed the film to ISO 400. (“Pushing film” means developing it for a longer time or at a higher temperature to increase its sensitivity to light.) The only lens longer than 180mm with an aperture of f2.8 was the 300mm f2.8 lens made by Topcon. Technicians like Marty Forscher in New York or Rudy Ling in Los Angeles would cut down the mount to adapt it to our cameras. The Topcor was a great lens; at f2.8 it had a beautiful bokeh (the way the lens renders the out-of-focus areas in an image) and surprisingly pleasing vignetting (a slight darkening of the corners of the image). The problem was that the focusing mount turned backward relative to any other lens we used, and those were the days of totally manual focus.

We started using digital mainly because it looked better at night. As television drove the scheduling of major sporting events deeper into the late afternoon and evening hours, we at Sports Illustrated struggled to find ways to shoot sharp, well-exposed photos under ever-worsening conditions.

Our film choices evolved from Fuji 400 (pushed to 800) to Kodachrome 200 (pushed to 640 but with great quality) and then to color negative films from Kodak and Fuji, ending up at around ISO 2000–3200. Prints or contact sheets were never made from the color negatives because there was no time. Instead, our editors edited directly from the negatives; of course, all the colors were reversed, and the negatives had an overall orange cast so nothing looked right.

Finding a great shot or even getting the right team while editing a game shot on color negative film was truly an amazing feat of editing. When I pull out an old take of mine on color negative film, I marvel that anyone was able to make any sense of it at all—not to mention pulling out the key plays and action under extreme time pressure. This is yet another tip of the cap to all the picture editors who plowed through my takes over the years.

SI’s current workflow has come a long way from those days of color negative film and Learjets (I miss the latter, but not the former). Now each SI photographer is issued a laptop computer equipped with proprietary software developed at Time Inc. called Opus. To use Opus to transmit an assignment, the photographer first creates a small XMP file containing the basic caption for the assignment. This includes the photographer’s name, the assignment, the date, the location, and a number (referred to as an “X” number because the first character is X) that is the unique identifier for each assignment.

The photographer then sets up the computer to ingest image files. Opus can ingest directly from memory cards through card readers, which is the most common and straightforward way to use the system. It can also ingest files from an external drive or from a folder on the laptop. As Opus ingests the RAW image files (see the next section, “Why We Shoot RAW at SI”), it creates a small JPEG file from each image and adds the caption data from the XMP file. It also renames the RAW file to match its JPEG counterpart.

By this point, the photographer hopefully has his computer connected to the internet with a reasonably fast connection. Media room wi-fi, hotel room internet, 4G cards, airplane wi-fi, and Starbucks—SI shooters have used them all with varying degrees of success and failure. At the end of the day, wherever you are, you need to get those JPEGs uploaded to the SI servers as quickly as possible.

Once the JPEGs are on the server, SI picture editors make their selections. Opus will then retrieve the RAW files of the selects from the photographer’s laptop. Smartly, this avoids moving the tons of data that make up a complete take of RAW files, which for a football game shot with a pro camera like a Canon EOS-1D X can be upward of 50 GB.


Why We Shoot RAW at SI

Since I began shooting digital for SI in 2002, almost everything I’ve shot has been in the RAW format. This has been the policy of the magazine, and although it has proven frustrating from time to time, all in all it is a good strategy.



When you shoot a RAW file (a “CR2” file on a Canon camera), you can use all the image information that has been recorded by the camera’s sensor. This gives you the most possible information from which to produce your final photo. When you shoot a JPEG file, at the very least it will be compressed. In addition, your camera will add a white balance (either one you select or an auto white balance), and it may sharpen the image, adjust the contrast, or apply noise reduction. Although these adjustments are convenient and they make producing a decent-looking image quicker and easier, they all reduce your ability to control the final image.

[image: Image]

[image: Image]
This image from a 2003 Steelers/Broncos game in Denver illustrates the power of RAW processing in recovering improperly exposed images. This was my first season shooting digital, and I had not yet learned to trust my camera’s auto-exposure; so when this play headed into the shadowed area of the field, my exposure was a little dark. However, with a RAW file, bringing up the exposure in post-processing later was no problem.

Canon EOS-1D, EF Canon 500mm f/4L lens, f4 @ 1/2000, ISO 200.


[image: Image]
This shot of the Giants’ defense smothering Dallas RB Marion Barber in a 2008 playoff game is an example of SI editors spotting a potential “Leading Off” shot and SI’s imaging department making it happen.

EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 600mm f/4L lens, f4 @ 1/1000, ISO 2000.


The trick to shooting RAW is in knowing when to shoot and when to save your bullets—and that comes from experience, practice, and knowing the game and its players.

Skilled imaging technicians (like those at SI) can produce amazing images from a RAW file. Not only does working directly from a RAW file allow correction for underexposure and overexposure through a five-stop range (two-and-a-half stops in either direction), but SI’s techs also do a terrific job with noise reduction and cropping. Many of the two-page spreads and “Leading Off” images in SI are cropped from less than one third the area of an image—often an image shot at high ISO.

Although SI’s imaging folks tend to be a bit tight-lipped when a mere mortal asks them about their technique, there are lots of powerful software tools available to correct exposure, reduce noise, sharpen, and generally enhance images. The most important thing to remember about using any image enhancement software is not to overuse it! Oversharpening, too much noise reduction, and other “enhancements” (no HDR—please!) almost never benefit a sports photograph.

There are, however, several downsides to shooting RAW. The files are big—more than 50 MB in the Canon 1D X. As a consequence, they will fill your memory card quickly. In addition, the larger RAW files require more storage space (usually in the form of external hard drives) and powerful post-processing software—usually Photoshop, Lightroom, or Aperture—that is capable of opening and processing RAW files, and is compatible with your current camera.

If you’re not shooting RAW, most modern DSLR cameras these days will pretty much shoot the whole memory card on continuous “burst” mode without stopping, even if you’re shooting large JPEGs at the highest setting. Having those extra frames can make a big difference when you’re shooting a play that involves a long run that ends in a fumble, followed by a fumble return for a touchdown, followed by jubilation, and so on. So if your main concern is getting every bit of the action, shooting JPEGs rather than RAW files is probably the way to go. However, if you’re striving for the highest possible quality and the ability to control your final image, shooting RAW files is for you. The trick to shooting RAW is in knowing when to shoot and when to save your bullets—and that comes from experience, practice, and knowing the game and its players.


Covering the Super Bowl (and Other Big Games) for SI

When I showed Dave Boss, the Creative Director at NFL Creative Services, the photos from my first Super Bowl—Super Bowl IX between Pittsburgh and Minnesota at Tulane Stadium in New Orleans (who knew New Orleans could be so cold and rainy?)—I told him how disappointed I was. (It was Dave Boss, along with John Wiebusch, who gave me my start shooting the NFL. I shot for them at NFL Properties, which was then the publishing arm of the League.) It’s not that the shots were particularly flawed in any way; they were fine action shots. It was just that the Super Bowl was the biggest game of the season, and I should have had the best photos, right? Dave, who started shooting Super Bowls at Super Bowl I and continued through Super Bowl XXV, reassured me that was not necessarily so. As important as the Super Bowl is to the players, the league, and millions of fans, to a photographer it’s just another game—or it should be.



However, it’s more crowded, has annoying security, and places more pressure on you to perform because you’re shooting with the best sports photographers. Although some Super Bowls have been exciting games with thrilling finishes (Super Bowls XIII, XXII, and XLII), many have not (Super Bowls XX, XXIV, and XXXV). But to a photographer, the task remains the same—shoot key players and big plays. With every game since Super Bowl XXII played indoors or almost entirely at night, finding the good light is no longer a factor.


Shooting with the SI Flex System

Super Bowl XII (in 1978) was the first Super Bowl I shot for SI. The game was between Denver and Dallas, and it took place in the Superdome in New Orleans. (Who knew Hurricanes had alcohol in them? They tasted so good!) At that time, John Dominis was the Director of Photography at SI. John was, I believe, the originator of the coverage game plan that came to be called the SI Flex.



[image: Image]
Jerry Rice in Super Bowl XXIII. This was my first Super Bowl cover. Rice had just caught a pass over the middle from Joe Montana late in the fourth quarter. This play set up Montana’s game-winning pass to John Taylor in the end zone.

Analog SLR, 300mm lens.


[image: Image]
Ed “Too Tall” Jones puts a hurt on Broncos QB Craig Morton in Super Bowl XI. This was the first Super Bowl that I worked for Sports Illustrated.

Analog SLR, 400mm lens.


[image: Image]
Tampa Bay’s Mike Alston rolls over the Raiders in Super Bowl XXVII.

Canon EOS-1D, Canon EF 600mm f/4L lens, f4 @ 1/1000, ISO 1000.


[image: Image]
Aaron Rodgers’ “Super Bowl hop.” Green Bay’s QB takes to the air to avoid a sack in Super Bowl XLV.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon 70–200mm f2.8L lens at 70mm, f2.8 @ 1/2000, ISO 2000.


[image: Image]
Super Bowl spike. Ricky Waters of the 49ers leaps up to spike the ball after a touchdown in the Niners’ Super Bowl XXIX rout of the San Diego Chargers.

Analog SLR, 24–70mm lens.


The modern evolution of the SI Flex system for covering the Super Bowl as it has been implemented by Steve Fine, SI’s Director of Photography for 17 years, requires 11 photographers.

One shooter roams on each sideline (see “Sideline Rant: The Pitfalls of Shooting from the Sidelines” in Chapter 2), four shooters head to the end zones (one on each side of each end zone), and four more are in seats as close as possible to each corner of each end zone. At some time in the early fall, Fine attends a “walk-through” at the host stadium to select the seats. It’s a tricky business because equipment like boom cameras—and entire stages—that were never mentioned in any NFL game plan tend to appear at game time.

[image: Image]
This is the surprise onside kick that the Saints used to start the second half of Super Bowl XLIV—and yes, it is a bit overexposed. Why, you might ask? Well, because at halftime I decided to shoot the on-field performance by The Who (or at least some elderly gentlemen pretending to be The Who), and to do so I raised my ISO to 6400. Of course, I forgot to change it back for the first play of the second half, proving once again that we all make mistakes.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/2000, ISO 6400.


The eleventh photographer spot—filled for years by the incomparable Bill Frakes—is the “eye in the sky” overhead spot. This position is usually at or near mid-field and is seemingly higher every year. It requires someone with a triathlete’s lung capacity to retrieve memory cards, and it’s not glamorous. But once in a while something happens in the game that no one at field level has a clear shot at. That’s when Bill would save the day. Bill also filled this role at hundreds of big college and non-Super Bowl NFL games. All of SI’s Super Bowl shooters slept better at night knowing Bill was up there. In 2013, Dave Klutho took over Bill’s spot, continuing the tradition.

Depending on the stadium, we may use a few situational add-on photographers. If it’s physically possible (and security allows it) for someone to actually be over the field in an indoor stadium that has catwalks (Phoenix or New Orleans, for example), we’ll position a photographer up on these walkways. If there are catwalks but we cannot have a live shooter on them, we will set up some remote cameras up there.

[image: Image]
I felt pretty good about my take from the first half of Super Bowl XLIV in Miami in 2010. I had good coverage on both the Colts and the Saints, including the Colts’ Clint Session stopping the Saints’ Pierre Thomas at the goal line.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L II lens at 125mm, f2.8 @ 1/1600, ISO 2000.


Another recent addition to the game plan is the Gigapan camera. This camera, which is on a computer-controlled mount, takes numerous shots of the game and the crowd. The shots are digitally stitched together to create a monstrous file of over 1000 megapixels. SI then puts the file on the internet, and everyone can zoom in to find themselves in high resolution. I’m usually the one picking my nose in the photo.

So everyone has a designated spot from which to shoot. Mine is almost always in the end zone on the side of the QB’s throwing arm. With the Flex system, the Super Bowl becomes a game of what comes your way or what doesn’t. You’re covering the game, sure, but from one particular spot. What are the rules? There are only two of them: Don’t miss anything that comes your way, and don’t leave your spot. Well, we all know that rules are made to be broken. I broke them once in Super Bowl XXX and my photo made the cover, and then I broke them again in Super Bowl XXVI and missed one of the biggest plays of the game, Ty Law’s interception of a Kurt Warner pass returned for a Patriots TD.

As it turned out, Super Bowl XLIV was all about one play—and it happened to come my way. Here are five shots from that play’s sequence (the entire play, shot on high-speed continuous mode, comprised roughly 60 shots).

What are the rules? There are only two of them: Don’t miss anything that comes your way, and don’t leave your spot.

[image: Image]


A Tale of Two Covers

“Sports,” as my former boss Steve Fine has often said, “is messy.” To this I will add, “Shooting for Sports Illustrated can be messy, too.” The following stories describe two games I covered for SI in recent years. Neither one came out as expected—on the field or in the magazine.




Thinking Cover All the Way: The Oregon/Auburn 2010 BCS Championship Game

In January 2010, the University of Oregon Ducks brought their “Quack Attack” to Arizona to face the Auburn Tigers in the BCS Championship Game. Auburn led for most of the game, but with less than three minutes left in the game Oregon’s LaMichael James came right at me, scoring and then jumping in the air in jubilation. Oregon scored the two-point conversion to tie the game, and I was thinking “cover” all the way. However, the Ducks forgot their basic tackling skills and allowed Auburn to run the ball almost to Oregon’s goal line. After a slam-dunk field goal, the game was Auburn’s and my LaMichael James shot never made it beyond my photo editor’s light-box.



A photo like this only means something to SI if the team pictured wins.


Not Thinking Cover at All: Tim Tebow in the 2011 Bears/Broncos Game

One weekend in the fall of 2011, I had requested to shoot the Giants at Cowboys game. I’d just watched the Giants’ last-second loss to the Green Bay Packers, and I thought that their traditional rivalry with Dallas would make for an especially good game. Plus, I really liked shooting in Cowboy Stadium, and I’d have a chance to see some of my Texas friends. However, the word from our office in New York was, “Go to Denver for the Bears at Broncos,” for a “possible” cover-shoot of Tim Tebow and his amazing run of last-second wins.



The other game being covered by SI that week was Oakland at Green Bay for a story on The Pack’s unbeaten season. Either way, the cover was to be a gatefold, meaning the inside flap folded out to accommodate a double-page advertisement on the inside of the cover. Because of that, all the photographers shooting these games had strict instructions to shoot only horizontals, with the main action on the left side of the frame facing left to right to draw the reader’s eye into the magazine. Oh, and we also needed to cover the entire football game.

[image: Image]
“One that got away.” A photo like this only means something to SI if the team pictured wins.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L lens at 70mm, f2.8 @ 1/2500, ISO 3200.


[image: Image]
An ingenious solution for a gatefold cover of a left-handed QB—thanks to Director of Photography Steve Fine.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L II lens at 200mm (left), 70mm (right), f2.8 @ 1/1250, ISO 2000.


Anyone who watched the Bears/Broncos game will surely agree with me that for 59 minutes and about 30 seconds it was one of the most boring NFL contests ever played, and the Broncos were losing to boot. Meanwhile, I was watching the score of the Green Bay game skyrocket; the Packers were killing the Raiders. At that point, all thoughts of a cover left my head.

Then, of course, the Bears’ running back ran out of bounds, giving the Broncos just enough time for Tebow to drive them into field goal range. Denver tied up the game at the end of regulation and went on to win in overtime, aided by a miraculous fumble by the same Bears player who had given the Broncos time to tie the game in regulation. Was this divine intervention? Who knows, but it sure was exciting.

Nevertheless, when I left the game to head for the airport, I had no thought that the game was worthy of the cover. In a “can’t see the forest for the trees” moment, I totally underestimated how Tim Tebow and the Broncos had captured the country’s imagination. Fortunately, the folks at SI did see it.

Unfortunately, because Tebow is left-handed, he usually rolls out right to left; this was not what we needed for the gatefold. But I was in the right spot in the back of the end zone to shoot him for throwing for the one and only touchdown scored in the game, and I was able to zoom wide enough with my 70–200mm f2.8 to nail the receiver making the catch in the next frame.

So the front cover shows Tebow throwing the touchdown pass and the receiver catching the same pass on the fold-out flap. It wasn’t exactly what we set out to get, but all in all it worked and, in the end, it looked pretty darn good.



From the Archive: Dorsey High School

In 1992, SI wanted to do a story about Los Angeles’s Dorsey High School. It was in a neighborhood considered so dangerous that opposing teams refused to play games there.

Before the season started I began shooting the team, and then I covered most of Dorsey’s games and many of its practices throughout the fall. The players, coaches, and students I photographed were as warm and friendly as any subjects I had ever worked with.

I shot the photo shown here during a fall practice. It reminds me of playing football on a sunny fall afternoon in Evanston, Illinois, where I grew up. We’d have played forever if it hadn’t gotten dark.

[image: Image]
This photo reminds me of the many autumn afternoons I spent playing football in the parks and alleys of my hometown in Evanston, Illinois.

Analog SLR, 60mm lens.






5. The Olympics: Faster, Higher, Stronger

[image: Image]
Enzo Lefort of France and James-Andrew Davis of Great Britain in the Men’s Team Foil in London. This photo was made using the Canon EOS-1D X’s in-camera multiple exposure capability. This image works well as a multiple exposure for two reasons: the contrast between the fencers’ light-colored uniforms and the dark background, and the linear nature of their motion.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 24–70mm lens at 50mm, f3.2 @ 1/2500, ISO 2000.


Covering the Olympics has given me some of the greatest thrills of my career. In this chapter, I’ll talk about what makes the Games so special, some of the gear and techniques I use while covering them, and a few stories about each of the Olympic Games I’ve covered. But first, another Opening Ceremony story.


Beijing, China, August 8, 2008

Fast-forward 16 years from the Barcelona Opening Ceremony in 1992 to Beijing in 2008. My spot was outside the Beijing Olympic Stadium, which is now known around the world as the Bird’s Nest. Standing on a bridge over a reflecting pool about 200 yards from the stadium, I hoped to make a beautiful reflected shot of the fireworks and the amazing stadium. My local Chinese assistant, Bill, grabbed this spot for me at around 10 A.M. and I joined him an hour later.



Not long thereafter, I began to share this bridge with an ever-growing group of photographers. Among those of us who arrived early enough to get a clear spot on the railing there was a camaraderie. However, among those shooters who arrived after 2 P.M. when the front-row spots were gone, camaraderie was far less in evidence. By the start of the Opening Ceremony at 8:08 P.M., the crowd of photographers would grow to at least 300.

[image: Image]
My gear for the Opening Ceremony.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 24mm f1.4L Series II lens, f1.6 @ 1/800, ISO 2500.


[image: Image]
Fireworks during the Beijing Opening Ceremony reflected in a pool outside the stadium.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 16–35mm f2.8L lens at 16mm, f11 @ 2 seconds, ISO 100.


My neighbors on the rail—a Brazilian on the right and a German on the left—and I got along just fine. We had resolved that we each had just enough room to shoot—in other words, nobody would get in between us. Our solidarity would be tested many times throughout the day.

This was my first full day in Beijing’s stifling summer heat. From the heat of the pavement blisters had formed on the bottoms of my feet through the soles of my shoes. I learned quickly that even the most modern-looking Chinese Porta-Potty was just a hole in the floor. And by early evening I became slightly delusional when I saw a photographer in a portable chair and seriously considered offering him $100 for it.

My setup consisted of three Canon Mk III bodies—one with a 16–35mm zoom, one with a 15mm full frame fisheye, and one with a 14mm lens. One camera was on a tripod, and the other two were clamped to the railing of the bridge. The cameras were wired so that I could fire them simultaneously with one button. This setup not only enabled me to get different perspectives and framing, but kept me from touching the cameras and shaking them during the long exposures.

As slick as my setup was, with all its heat shrink-wrapped cables, ball-heads, and clamps, the Brazilian to my right had no tripod, no clamps, and no discernible way to securely mount his camera. I spent the afternoon and early evening wondering how he planned to shoot the fireworks.

During the first hour of the ceremonies we got some good fireworks shots, and I was able to send images back to the office to make our early deadline. (When the fireworks started, my Brazilian neighbor wrapped the strap of his camera around the bridge railing, hung the camera beneath the rail, and very carefully fired off slow exposures of the stadium during the fireworks. I never saw his photos, but I wondered if they were very much different than mine.) The big stuff, however, was scheduled to be set off at the end of the event, almost three hours later—after the March of the Athletes, which is when all the Olympic athletes march into the Olympic Stadium by country. In the Los Angeles Olympics in 1984 there were 140 countries (and Territories) competing, but in Beijing there were more than 200.

I have two thoughts on how to reduce this country count to a more manageable number. The first is to reunite the Soviet Union (for the Olympic Games only)—which would knock out a couple of dozen countries. My second idea is to combine all the countries with the word “Island” in their name, because their teams usually consist of only a few athletes.

And so we watched over 200 teams and flags trudge by. Finally, the athletes from Zimbabwe appeared and we were ready for the big finale. Things started out well, but within seconds a combination of smoke from the massive amount of pyrotechnics and Beijing’s nearly lethal air pollution completely obscured what I was told was an amazing fireworks display. To add insult to injury, those of us on the bridge were covered by falling ash and debris from the spent fireworks.

August 8, 2008 (the number 8 is considered a very auspicious number in Chinese culture) was a long, hard day, but when I finally fell into bed at 2:30 the next morning, it was with the satisfaction that I had made the memorable, iconic image of the start of the Beijing Olympics.


The Olympics: Faster, Higher, Stronger, Better Jube! (Jubilation, That Is)

The Olympics are unique among all the sporting events I’ve covered. The fact that athletes only compete in their events once every four years brings intensity to the competition unlike any other.



In seasonal sports everybody wants to win the championship, but for those who don’t there are always those hopeful words “we’ll get ’em next year.” Not so for Olympic athletes; for most of them this is a one-shot deal. That means emotions are high, and the expressions of joy and despair are extreme and often unforgettable, which can lead to great shots.

But you have to know what to look for. As SI’s Steve Fine is fond of saying, “The Olympics is like 17 straight Super Bowls—there’s no stopping, there’s no going back.” You have very little time to get up to speed. To those who think photography is mostly luck, I disagree. Photography is mostly preparation. And at the Olympic Games, where everyone is looking for a different angle and a new way to tell the story, it’s advantageous to scout out locations in advance. One advantage SI has is that the editors will participate in a number of pre-Olympic walk-throughs, so there is at least a sense of where a picture can be made. In the days before the Games begin you want to get out to as many venues as possible. Check the shooting spots, meet the photo personnel, and maybe catch a practice.

To those who think photography is mostly luck, I disagree. Photography is mostly preparation.

[image: Image]
Liván López Azcuy of Cuba celebrates his win in the Men’s 66kg Freestyle Bronze Medal match in London.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 232mm, f4 @ 1/1250, ISO 3200.


[image: Image]
Great Britain’s Jessica Ennis wins the Gold in the Women’s Heptathlon. Big wins by host country athletes always electrify the country, and Jess’s victory in London was no exception.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 200mm, f5.6@ 1/1000, ISO 3200.


[image: Image]
Nataliya Dobrynska of the Ukraine reacts with disbelief after winning the Heptathlon in Beijing.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 400 f2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/1600, ISO 2000.


[image: Image]
USA Wrestling Coach Cael Sanderson hoists Jacob Stephen Varner in victory after Varner wins the Gold in the Men’s 96kg Freestyle in London.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 250mm, f4 @ 1/1600, ISO 4000.


[image: Image]
U.S. swimmers Brooke Bennett and Diana Munz hug after they place first and second in the Women’s 400M Freestyle Final at the 2000 Summer Olympics in Sydney.

Analog SLR, 400mm lens.


[image: Image]
Andrew Turner of Great Britain after failing to qualify for the final in London in the Men’s 110M Hurdles.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 366mm, f4 @ 1/1600, ISO 3200.


[image: Image]
Alexi Grewal exalts after winning the Men’s Individual Road Race at the Los Angeles Olympics. This was the first medal for the United States in Los Angeles.

Analog SLR, 600mm lens.


[image: Image]
South African swimmer Cameron van der Burgh relaxes after setting a World Record winning the Men’s 100M Breaststroke Final in London.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 560mm, f5.6 @ 1/1600, ISO 4000.


[image: Image]
Australian Sally Pearson wins the Gold in the Women’s 100M Hurdles in London.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 297mm, f4 @ 1/1600, ISO 1600.


[image: Image]
Brigetta Barrett walks on air after winning the Silver in the Women’s High Jump in London.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 24–70mm f2.8L Series II lens at 70mm, f3.5 @ 1/400, ISO 1600.



Olympic Gear Notes

In Chapter 1 I described the gear I use to shoot football. When I’m covering the Olympics, I use the same camera bodies (currently the Canon EOS-1D X) and many of the same lenses, but the physical and logistical challenges of covering the Olympics make selecting the right equipment especially important.




In My Bag and Over My Shoulder

Although there are days at the Olympics when I might use six cameras to cover the 100-meter finals or take my Canon EF 800mm f5.6L lens if I know I’ll be shooting from a high overhead spot at a swimming competition, most days I’ll cover two to four different events using basically the same gear. Between venues I’ll sometimes travel by train, bus, car, and golf cart. But most of the time I’ll be walking, climbing up and down stairs, grandstands, and ladders, and wedging myself between my fellow shooters into cramped photo positions. That all means my gear must be versatile and easy to transport.



Sports Illustrated does have assistants at the Olympics, but because they have different credentials, they cannot accompany photographers into the photo shooting positions adjacent to the field of play. In addition, most of SI’s Olympic assistants are assigned to setting up remotes or transmitting images rather than helping specific photographers move their gear around. Therefore, we are on our own.

Hard wiring a remote camera is the best way to make sure it fires.

So what gear do I carry on an average day of Olympic coverage? I start with three EOS-1D X camera bodies. My Think Tank “Speed Freak” stays with me, as do the CF cards, Hoodloupe, Right Angle finder, and Canon 1.4L Extender III. If I think I’ll have an opportunity for a very wide shot, I’ll take along my Canon EF 16–35mm f2.8L Series II lens. If not, I’ll rely on my Canon EF 24–70mm f2.8L Series II. On the full frame EOS-1D X, 24mm is usually wide enough.

My Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L Series II is almost always with me. If I know I’ll be shooting outside or in brightly lit venues, I may swap it out for the Canon EF 70–200 f4L IS to reduce some weight. This is a sharp, fast-focusing lens and significantly lighter than the f2.8 zoom. In the past my long telephoto lens was usually a 400mm f2.8. In London, 2012—as discussed in Chapter 1—Canon introduced the EF 200–400mm f4L USM with Extender 1.4X telephoto zoom lens. The lens’s built-in 1.4X extender gives you a range of focal length from 200mm to 560mm. This lens simplified and improved my Olympic shooting immeasurably. Now that the production models have been released, I’m eager to use this lens to shoot non-Olympic sports, especially football.

[image: Image]
A Overxposed.com Floor Plates (two sizes) and Red Riser Modular Riser Posts
B Manfrotto Variable Friction Magic Arm with Camera Bracket
C Manfrotto 405 Geared Head with Quick Release
D Foot Switch
E Shawn Cullen Dual Release Camera Remote Button
F Shawn Cullen Pre-Release Cable for PocketWizard
G PocketWizard MultiMAX Transceivers
H Extra Batteries—“Never leave home without them!”
I Gaffers Tape—gray for securing gear, orange for marking gear
J Manfrotto Super Clamp with Standard Stud with 3/8″ Screw
K Safety Cable—VERY IMPORTANT!


How do I move my gear around? Many Olympic shooters favor a photo backpack, but I like to take the weight off my back whenever possible. The Think Tank “Airport TakeOff” rolling backpack is a perfect solution for me. When I need to schlep the pack on my shoulders, it has padded straps; when I am on a smooth surface, it has wheels and a handle.


Remote Cameras

Remote cameras are a big part of covering the Olympics. These cameras are placed or mounted by a photographer (or assistants) and fired remotely either by radio or hardwire, as opposed to the “robo-cameras” used in some venues during the London Games. Those robo-cameras were permanently fixed in the ceilings above events in robotic mounts controlled by computers.



Plenty of information is available on setting up specific cameras and setups for specific sports, so I won’t go into great detail regarding remote setups. The basics of remote shooting involve mounting a camera, usually using a clamp (such as a Manfrotto Super Clamp) and arm (such as a Manfrotto Magic Arm) or some sort of floor plate. Floor plates are available from manufacturers like OverXposed, but most folks make their own using aluminum or wood. The camera is usually connected to the mount by a tripod head: My favorite heads are the Manfrotto geared heads (models 405 and 410).

You can trigger a remote camera in two ways—wirelessly, using a radio or infrared device, or by hard wire, that is, running a wire from the photographer to the trigger and the camera. Among wireless devices, PocketWizard radios are by far the most popular—I use the MultiMAX. Although MultiMAX units ship with 32 discrete channel frequencies available, they also offer personalized frequencies. Having a personalized frequency ensures that no one will ever be firing your camera by mistake.

PocketWizards are convenient and reliable in almost any situation. That said, if I have the time and it is physically possible, I prefer to hard wire my remote cameras. Hard wiring requires modifying the cord that connects to the camera’s remote socket to use regular household plugs and fixtures. You then simply use 18/2 gauge lamp cord or “zip wire” and male and female adapters. Options at the trigger end to fire the camera include a push button or a foot switch. Hard wiring a remote camera is the best way to make sure it fires—unless someone cuts your wire.

When you’re shooting a remote camera, you need to keep a few important factors in mind. First, a remote shot is always the secondary or tertiary angle. A great shot from a remote is a bonus. The photographer must always take the best possible position he or she can physically access. Second, safety, safety, safety is essential! Always secure remote cameras with safety cables. I use metal clip-on cables or very heavy-duty cable ties. In addition to the risk of injuring someone (and the ensuing litigation), consider that the first time a remote camera injures someone at a major event could be the last time anyone mounts a remote camera at any event.

Third, check everything twice. Then check it again. Take it from someone who has made every possible mistake that can be made setting up remote cameras. Is the camera on? Is there a memory card in the camera? Is the battery charged? Is the memory card formatted? Focus? Exposure? Check them all. Setting up a remote camera takes a lot of time and energy, so why risk wasting all that effort?


My Nine Olympic Games

I’ve had the great good fortune to cover nine Olympic games—Summer Games in Los Angeles, Seoul, Barcelona, Atlanta, Sydney, Athens, Beijing, and London and the 2002 Winter Games in Salt Lake City. Here are a few thoughts on each one.




Los Angeles, 1984

My first Olympics was in Los Angeles in 1984. It was wonderful, exciting, and in my hometown! Despite dire predictions of gridlock and mass confusion, those 16 days in August were the high point of civilization in Southern California. Traffic was nonexistent, the weather was wonderful, Angelenos have never been nicer, and the Opening Ceremony featured a guy flying a jet pack. It doesn’t get much better than that in L.A.!



On Saturday, the day before the end of the Games, I took a break from my assignment shooting boxing in the L.A. Sports Arena and walked next door to the L.A. Coliseum to follow a hunch I had that Carl Lewis might drop the baton in the Men’s 4 x 100 Meter Relay (I wasn’t being spiteful—he had never practiced with the team!). Fortunately, he proved me wrong. Not only didn’t he drop it, but the U.S. team won. I sent in my one roll of film and returned to boxing without giving it another thought.

Two days later, I received an early-morning phone call telling me that my shot of Lewis winning his fourth Gold medal was that week’s SI cover. Being wrong on a hunch never paid off better.

[image: Image]
An athlete in the Men’s Marathon runs through a shower on Exposition Boulevard as he heads for the finish in the L.A. Coliseum.

Analog SLR, 300mm lens.


[image: Image]
The Los Angeles Olympic Opening Ceremony kicks off with Bill Suitor flying over the L.A. Coliseum with a jet pack.

Analog SLR, 300mm lens.


[image: Image]
Carl Lewis does not drop the baton in the Men’s 100M final in Los Angeles and wins his fourth Gold medal of the Games.

Analog SLR, 400mm lens.



Seoul, 1988

My clearest memory of the Seoul Olympics is of being hauled out of bed early Tuesday morning of the second week of the Games—the only day we could sleep in (the magazine closed on Monday night)—to the news that Men’s 100-meter winner Ben Johnson had failed his drug test. Because Korea was on the other side of the International Date Line, we could still change the story and photos in that week’s magazine. So we scrambled like we were going to war. Writer Shelley Smith and photographer Johnny Iacono made it onto Johnson’s flight back to the States while writer Kenny Moore and I spent the morning staking out the lab where the drug tests had been done.



Fortunately, the editors did not change photographer Ron Modra’s brilliant panning shot of Johnson on the cover; they just changed the headline from “t/k” to “Busted!”

I spent most of the last night of the Games location-scouting for a 6 A.M. cover portrait with Jackie Joyner-Kersee and Florence Griffith Joyner who, with six medals between them, were two of the USA’s biggest stars of the games. The morning sky was the perfect background for these two beautiful, powerful, talented women.

[image: Image]
Jackie Joyner Kersee and Florence Griffith Joyner starred in the Seoul Olympics, winning six medals between them—five Gold and one Silver. This portrait was taken around 6 A.M. the morning after the Seoul Games ended.

Analog SLR, 135mm lens.


[image: Image]
World Champion Sergei Bubka misses on his final attempt in the Pole Vault in Barcelona. Bubka was expected to win the event easily.

Analog SLR, 200mm lens.


[image: Image]
U.S. swimmer Tom Jager on the blocks for the 4 x 100M relay in Barcelona.

Analog SLR, 1200mm lens.



Barcelona, 1992

Barcelona was one of my favorite Olympic Games. Starting off with the arrow shot from the Opening Ceremony (see the “Introduction”), highlights included shooting swimming outdoors (in daylight!), covering most of the track and field competition from the infield as one of a handful of photographers allowed inside the track, and shooting with Canon’s new/old 1200mm lens (Canon had first introduced a manual focus version of this lens in its older FD mount at the L.A. Games; for Barcelona Canon replaced the rear-focusing mechanism of the lens with an EOS mount auto-focus unit, and voilà!—a great super-telephoto lens with modern AF.)



In addition to great action inside the venues, Barcelona was fantastic. It had amazing architecture, friendly people, and great restaurants that stayed open late! It was never a problem to be seated for a wonderful dinner at 1 A.M. The only downside was that the laid-back nature of Castilian service meant that you might not finish your meal until 4 A.M.


Atlanta, 1996

The 100th anniversary of the modern Olympics should have been celebrated in Greece, the birthplace of the Games, but due in no small part to the “influence” of a large American soft-drink company headquartered there, the 1996 Games took place in Atlanta, Georgia.



Shooting Muhammad Ali lighting the Olympic flame during the Opening Ceremony was one of my most memorable Olympic moments, but even that wasn’t enough to expunge the memory of the 16 silver Chevrolet pickups that were part of that same ceremony.

[image: Image]
Donovan Bailey set a new World’s Record in winning the Men’s 100M in Atlanta.

Analog SLR, 300mm lens.


[image: Image]
Muhammad Ali holds the Olympic torch prior to lighting the Olympic flame to start the Atlanta Games.

Analog SLR, 24–70mm lens.


Atlanta’s Olympic volunteers were the embodiment of “Southern hospitality,” but they never seemed to know quite what to do or where to go, and there never seemed to be anyone around who could tell them.

Despite the disorganization and the fact that the only liquid refreshment available in any of the photography areas in any venue I attended was Blue PowerAde (Coca-Cola’s version of Gatorade), my shot of Donovan Bailey’s reaction upon winning the Men’s 100M is among my all-time favorite jubilation pictures.

[image: Image]
U.S. Coach Béla Károlyi carries Kerri Strug to the medal stand because she sprained her ankle on her last vault in the team competition. Already injured, Strug’s successful vault was the difference that allowed the U.S. team to win the Gold.

Analog SLR, 300mm lens.


[image: Image]
Marion Jones reacts to winning the Women’s 100M in Sydney. Laid out as a cover for the week’s issue, it was replaced the next day when her shot-putter husband was found to have used performance-enhancing drugs.

Analog SLR, 200mm lens.



Sydney, 2000

After a fabulous summer shooting the “Gold Portraits” for SI’s 2000 Olympic preview issue (Chapter 8), going to Sydney was almost anticlimactic. Almost. A beautiful setting for the Games, Sydney is populated by some of the world’s friendliest people. Plus, I got great photo positions courtesy of Photo Chief Gary Kemper and Deputy Joe Traver.



The Sydney Olympics did hand me one of the bigger disappointments of my Olympic shooting career, however. My shot of Marion Jones jumping for joy after winning the Women’s 100-meter race was laid out as the cover, only to be replaced by a more “serious” image (shot by Heinz Kluetmeier) of her in the starting blocks after it was revealed that her husband had been caught using performance-enhancing drugs. That was the first crack in a collapse that eventually ended with her being disgraced and in prison.

[image: Image]
Korean athlete Kim In-Sub on top of Yuriy Melnichenko (of Kazakhstan) in a Greco-Roman Wrestling match at the Sydney Olympics.

Analog SLR, 200mm lens.



Salt Lake City, 2002

The Salt Lake City Games were my only Winter Games. Despite not being much of a winter sports guy, I had a great time in Salt Lake City and made some pretty good pictures. Fortunately, I had spent the previous winter shooting various test events in the area so I was familiar with many of the venues.



As SI had done in Atlanta in 1996, we published a daily magazine with photos and results from the previous day’s events, along with heat sheets previews of the upcoming events. Thanks to either superb preparation or beginner’s luck—actually, a lot of the former—I ended up with the covers of six of the 15 issues—not bad for a SoCal beach bum.

The Winter Games are always more intimate and relaxed than the Summer Games. My friendship with Photo Chief David Breslauer and several of the venue photo managers was instrumental in my gaining access to a number of great spots, which allowed me to make some unique images. My favorite is a head-on shot of Tristan Gale, the U.S. Women’s Gold Medalist in the Skeleton—a kind of crazy, head-first, hair-on-fire version of the Luge.

[image: Image]

[image: Image]
Polish skater Zagorska Siudek during the Pairs competition in Salt Lake City. In shooting figure skating, as in shooting gymnastics, watching the practices and warm-ups is crucial to anticipating the highlights of the routines.

Analog SLR, 400mm lens.




The Winter Olympics

Covering the Summer Olympics is a tough job both physically and mentally. Covering the Winter Games is even tougher. You head out every morning with 50 pounds of gear and wearing several layers of winter clothes into sub-zero weather to hike up and down hills in the snow or—worse—rain. Why is rain worse? Because it means the event you’ve gone through so much effort to cover will probably be cancelled.

Another challenge of covering the Winter Games is establishing a sense of place. The indoor events, such as hockey or skating, don’t give you much in this regard—a big sheet of ice in a building looks like pretty much any sheet of ice in any building. Outdoors, you need blue skies: Images of an outdoor winter event, such as skiing or snowboarding, on a cloudy day might as well have been shot on a white seamless background.

[image: Image]
Beautiful mountain light illuminates this competitor against the shaded grandstands in the Aerials event of Freestyle Skiing.

Analog SLR, 70–200mm lens.


[image: Image]
Knowing the venue photo manager was a big help in getting unique angles, like shooting from beneath the lip of the ski jump.

Analog SLR, 15mm lens.


[image: Image]

[image: Image]
Cross country skiing was one of the many sports I had never shot before Salt Lake City, but it provided me with some cool photos.

Analog SLR, 400mm lens and 24–70mm lens.


The Winter Olympics are about weather and gravity. You are at the mercy of the elements, as well as when, where, and why people fall down. It’s hard enough to make a picture—much less a great picture—under these circumstances. But some people are determined enough and smart enough to overcome all these obstacles. When Carl Yarbrough (one of the best winter sport shooters on the planet) made his amazing SI cover photo of Hermann Maier’s spectacular crash in the downhill during the Nagano Games in 1998, he shot from a ladder he had carried up the mountain and buried in the snow.





Athens, 2004

Athens was another great city with delightful people and wonderful food. The Greeks were slow to warm up to the Games, and many of the first week’s events were not well attended. That changed when Greek runner Fani Chalkia won the Women’s 400-meter Hurdles. The win woke up the country and Olympic events became hot tickets.



[image: Image]
Fani Chalkia is overcome by emotion as she becomes the first Greek athlete to win a Gold Medal in the Athens Olympics.

Canon EOS-1D Mk II N, Canon EF 400mm F2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/800, ISO 640.


[image: Image]
Greek runner Fani Chalkia wins the Women’s 400M Hurdles. It was after this win that the Greeks started to embrace the Olympics in Athens.

Canon EOS-1D Mk II N, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/800, ISO 640.


In Athens I was granted “pool” access to Gymnastics. The photo pool was made up of a small group of photographers (usually members of the major photo agencies and major publications from the host country) who were granted access to the “field of play.” In other words, I was able to shoot from designated areas next to the various apparatuses instead of being behind a barrier surrounding the competition floor. It was great to be up close to catch Americans Paul Hamm and Carly Patterson win Gold medals in the Men’s and Women’s All-Around competition, and to shoot the disappointment of the U.S. Women’s emotional loss to Romania in the Women’s Team All-Around.

As exciting as all that was, my greatest satisfaction came when my assistant (the brother of the Athens Olympic Press Chief) befriended the soldiers guarding the Olympic Stadium, so that by the second week of the Games we were parking within about 50 meters of the finish line—in a space reserved for us.

[image: Image]
The U.S. Women’s Gymnastic team loses the Gold medal to Romania in Athens. Photos of losers are often more interesting than those of winners.

Canon EOS-1D Mk II N, Canon EF 24–70mm lens at 43mm, f2.8 @ 1/640, ISO 800.


[image: Image]
Paul Hamm on the Vault during the Men’s Team competition in Athens. The U.S. Team took Silver, but Paul went on to win the All-Around. Note the empty seats in the stands behind Paul. This was before Fani won the 400M Hurdles.

Canon EOS-1D Mk II N, Canon EF 24–70mm lens at 32mm, f2.8 @ 1/640, ISO 800.



Beijing, 2008

The Chinese went all-out for these games, and spent boatloads of money—from the spectacular Opening Ceremony to the eye-catching architecture of the venues, such as the Bird’s Nest Olympic Stadium and the “Water Cube” swimming stadium, to their athletes, who won 100 medals, including 51 Gold.



Sports Illustrated’s coverage of the Games was made more complicated by the fact that we had recently started publishing a version of our magazine in China—SI China. This meant there was a significant change from our usual ethnocentric policy of “no Yanks, no thanks.” That is a slight exaggeration, but at SI we have always concentrated our Olympic coverage on U.S. athletes and in Beijing that policy definitely changed. This meant I was shooting a lot of the Chinese gymnasts who—between the Men’s and Women’s teams—medaled in 12 of 14 events with a total of eight Gold medals. It was pleasure to shoot this group of talented and graceful young athletes, although some news stories suggested they weren’t all as old as they claimed to be.

[image: Image]
Chinese gymnast Yang Wei on the High Bar in Beijing.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 200mm f2L lens, f2.5 @ 1/1600, ISO 1600.


[image: Image]
Shooting for SI’s Chinese edition allowed us to cover more than just the U.S. athletes. My favorite thing about SI China? The photographer’s name is on the cover.

Canon EOS-1D Mark III, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/1600, ISO 1600.


[image: Image]
Yelena Isinbaeva of Russia vaults on her way to Gold in Beijing.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 500mm f4L lens, f4 @ 1/1600, ISO 2000.



London, 2012

The 2012 London Opening Ceremony over-the-top-of-the-top extravaganza was, depending on your point of view, a clever and quirky celebration of English culture, or as one of my British friends called it, “everything that is boring about Britain.”



Either way it underscored a trend that I find distressing—treating the Olympics as a television show. As beautiful as the London Games may have looked on TV, “backstage” at Olympic Park was mostly made up of speed rail, cargo containers, and razor wire. And as photographers lurking in the background of these television studios masquerading as venues, we were considered annoying distractions while we tried to do our jobs. However, we had a secret weapon in Bob “Bubbles” Martin as Photo Chief, who provided the best possible positions for still photographers in the history of the Summer Games. It didn’t hurt that he used to be a longtime staffer at SI and a good friend.

To me the highlight of the London Games was Sports Illustrated’s super-cool iPad app “Live from London.” The app featured results and photos from each day’s events, and it was a thrill to get up every morning, turn on my iPad, and see some of my previous day’s shots along with the work of the other SI shooters.

The London Olympics volunteers were courteous and knowledgeable, and great effort had obviously been put into transportation plans. Nonetheless, logistics in London were a nightmare. A photographer often spent at least two hours each day on buses and trains. My record day involved traveling on ten different buses and one train—all to cover three events.

[image: Image]
London’s Opening Ceremony featured sheep, fools on a hill, big scary monsters, and of course, fireworks. The Closing Ceremonies included a concert with George Michael, Annie Lennox, the Spice Girls, and John Lennon.

All photos Canon EOS-1D X.



6. The Olympics Big Three: Swimming, Gymnastics, and Track and Field

[image: Image]
Australian Martin Roberts swims the butterfly in the Barcelona Olympics. This photo was taken with a remote camera on the pool deck.

Analog SLR, 600mm lens.


Over 10,000 athletes competed in 26 sports at the 2012 London Olympics. For each of those athletes, their sport was the most important event at the Games. However, to most Olympic fans (and to those of us shooting for Sports Illustrated), three sports are paramount in the Summer Olympics—swimming, gymnastics, and track and field (“athletics” in Olympic parlance). As much as I enjoy an evening shooting badminton, the “big three” are what I come to the Olympics for.

After covering these sports in eight Summer Games, I have quite a few thoughts on shooting all three, which I’m about to recount in mind-numbing detail. I hope you all get the chance to photograph the world’s greatest athletes in races decided by hundredths of a second and events decided by a fraction of a point in front of cheering crowds and watched by millions of folks at home—but then all the photo positions in Rio would be really crowded. In truth, I hope I see some of you there (but not too many), and for the folks who don’t make it, I hope my ramblings give you some insights into photographing these sports regardless of the stage.


Swimming

There is probably no louder venue at the Olympics than the swimming pool. Seating for the fans goes up at a steep angle and seems to focus the cheering from the crowd onto the pool deck like a bullhorn. Whether it was during the Aussie vs. USA battles in Sydney or Phelps swimming against Lochte in London, the noise during the last 25 meters of a close swimming final can best be described as “rolling thunder.” My job as a photographer amidst this din is to pick the winner—in a race that will be decided by a hundredth of a second—and nail his or her immediate reaction while keeping an eye out for the disappointment of the losers. Easy, right?




Lenses and Angles

The good news about shooting a swim meet, whether a high school or college meet or the Olympics, is that photo positions are almost always close to the water and the athletes. The bad news is that you and your camera are probably going to get wet. This proximity might lead you to think that a shorter lens—say a 70–200mm—would be adequate. The problem is that when you shoot swimmers, you really only see their head, shoulders, and maybe some of their arms. Therefore, your best lenses for shooting swimming are 300mm or longer lenses. In the past, when I was shooting at an outdoor pool with good light—such as at the 1992 Barcelona Games or the Santa Clara Invitational, where many of the photos in this chapter were shot—I could go really long with a 600mm or 800mm. However, the high ISO performance of today’s cameras makes these lenses much more viable for use at indoor pools.



[image: Image]
Swimmers touch the water on a start at the 2006 Santa Clara Invitational Swim Meet.

Canon EOS-1D Mk II N, Canon EF 300mm f2.8L lens, f4.5 @ 1/1250, ISO 200.


[image: Image]
Ryan Lochte swims the butterfly in the 2011 Santa Clara Invitational. Although it is acceptable to crop the butterfly tight to just the shoulders, never cut off any fingers or hands in the full “wingspan” shot.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L Series II lens, f3.5 @ 1/6400, ISO 640.


Focusing is not as easy as it might seem. How hard could it be to shoot athletes moving a little faster than a walking pace, going back and forth, confined to a narrow lane in a 25- or at most 50-meter pool? Fish in a rectangular barrel, you think, except for the splashing. Every stroke pushes water in front of the swimmer’s face; freestyle and breaststroke are the worst of all. The better your camera’s auto-focus, the more likely it will lock focus on those water droplets, and although you may check your camera’s LCD screen and think you are getting some sharp shots, enlarging them later on your monitor will show that you have some incredibly sharp shots of water and a lot of soft faces of swimmers.

Solutions include paying close attention to exactly where you are placing your auto-focus points and reducing the number of focusing points, if your camera has that option. Some cameras have the ability to make the focusing spot smaller, which may help. Depending on your camera’s features, you may have the option of slowing your camera’s auto-focus acquisition—that is, the speed at which the AF switches focus when something new appears in the frame. (On the Canon EOS-1D X, this is Case 2 on the AF menu.)

[image: Image]
Although this looks like a remote shot, I am holding the camera right above water level, framing the shot using a right-angle finder and then pulling it up and out of the way before the splash from the swimmer hitting the water.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 15mm f2.8L lens, f5.6 @ 1/2500, ISO 400.


Your best angle for swimming is usually on the pool deck as low as you can get, either looking straight down the lane of the swimmer you are shooting or to the side. Be sure to bring a towel to kneel or lie down on. And you will get wet, towel or no towel.

Your best angle for swimming is usually on the pool deck as low as you can get, either looking straight down the lane of the swimmer you are shooting or to the side.

[image: Image]
A high angle, when available, can give you great patterns and eliminate the busy backgrounds usually found at swimming pools.

Canon EOS-1D Mk II, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L lens at 185mm, f3.5 @ 1/1600, ISO 640.


[image: Image]
Olympian Natalie Coughlin comes off the block at the Santa Clara Invitational. The starting block can be a great place for a remote camera—if meet officials allow it.

Canon EOS-1D Mk II, Canon EF 16–35L lens, f4.5 @ 1/2000, ISO 200.


[image: Image]
The magic moment in the breaststroke.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L Series II lens, f3.2 @ 1/6400, ISO 1600.


[image: Image]
A slow shutter speed pan on an otherwise ordinary freestyle stroke shot.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L Series II lens, f18 @ 1/60, ISO 100.



The Strokes

Shooting the freestyle can be challenging, because you will only see the swimmer’s face when he or she turns his or her head to breathe. Your best angle for this stroke is from the side of the pool. Try to get a sense of the rhythm of the swimmer’s breathing and the stroke. In the 50M freestyle, swimmers never take a breath and the field is so close and the water so churned up that you would not see it if they did. So forget about stroke shots in the 50M freestyle—just shoot swimmers on the starting blocks and get the winner’s reaction.



Freestylers turn their heads back toward their shoulders to breathe, so your best shot comes after the swimmer has passed you. Unlike for the breaststroke and the butterfly, being a little elevated can help because you will be able to see more of a swimmer’s face over the wake caused by his head pushing through the water. You will also want to get a full arm as it comes out of the water for a stroke. And even when you get the best angle, good focus, and good arm position on a swimmer, a freestyle photo is usually crazy eyes (often behind goggles), an open mouth, and a soggy armpit. With luck, you will get a wild expression, some cool light, or at least a colorful reflection off the goggles.

The breaststroke is the least exciting stroke visually because almost all the physical action takes place underwater, but you can still make dynamic images. Shooting this stroke calls for a long lens because all you are shooting are the swimmer’s head, shoulders, and possibly hands. I think the breaststroke looks best from straight ahead. Try to get as low to the pool deck as possible. Watch your focus because breaststrokers make a big splash as their heads come out of the water to breathe. A high shutter speed (1/3200 or above) can help you get some cool “frozen” water splashes.

[image: Image]
The backstroke shot from a slight elevation.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 600mm f4L lens, f4 @ 1/4000, ISO 2500.


The toughest stroke to make a good picture of is the backstroke. Except for the start, which in a 50-meter pool is at least a 600mm or 800mm shot, the swimmers face straight up with their arms swinging by their faces, creating constant walls of water. You can make a photo of a swimmer’s face and hopefully an arm, but it won’t convey much of the feeling of the stroke. A slightly high angle down the lane as the swimmer goes away from you is your best bet on this stroke.

[image: Image]
The breaststroke in the 2010 Santa Clara Invitational. This ¾-angle on the stroke shows the swimmer’s head and hands as he surges out of the water on a breath. The high shutter speed (1/6400) freezes the splash.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L lens, f4.5 @ 1/6400, ISO 400.


[image: Image]
The backstroke bubble photo as the swimmer completes a turn and coasts underwater.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L lens, f4.5 @ 1/5000, ISO 400.


[image: Image]
Michael Phelps in the 200M fly in the Pan American Championships in 2010.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/5000, ISO 1600.


[image: Image]
Dutch swimmer Inge de Bruijn on the starting blocks before winning the Women’s 100M Butterfly in Sydney.

Analog SLR, 400mm lens.


A straight-on, low-angle butterfly shot is one of the iconic images of swimming and Olympic competition in general. When shooting this stroke, it is again important to have a feeling for the swimmer’s breathing rhythm. Some butterfly swimmers breathe every stroke and some every other, and some breathe to the side. The key is to get as close to water level as possible and watch out for the splash when focusing.

A shot common to all the strokes and races is the reaction shot. In a tight race swimmers often have no idea where they are finishing, so at the end of a race swimmers will turn toward the scoreboard to see how they’ve done. Your best bet for a good reaction shot is to find a position on the line between the end of the pool (where the swimmers finish) and the scoreboard. The reaction shot serves as a good counterpoint to the action shots that, no matter how dynamic they are, don’t show much of the athlete’s personality. Speaking of personalities—most swimmers are teenagers or in their early 20s, and when they win a race, they tend to go a little crazy. Thank God.

[image: Image]
Michael Phelps loosens up in the warm-up pool at the Santa Clara Swim Club. This shot was taken from the 10-meter diving platform.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L Series II lens at 155mm, f4 @ 1/6400, ISO 400.



A Last Note on Swimming—Identifying Swimmers

When I shoot a swim meet for Sports Illustrated, a picture editor in New York edits my take. It is essential that he or she be able to identify every swimmer I’ve shot. In the past this was a complicated process that involved sending a full set of start sheets (lists of swimmers and their lanes for each race) to the office, bagging all the film from each race separately and shooting the scoreboards after each race. Today, things are a little easier—although we still bag and download the cards from each race separately, the start lists are available online and I use the voice caption feature on my Canon EOS-1D X. I will say something like “Men’s 200M IM, Ryan Lochte in Lane 4, black Florida Gators cap.” This works for my editors at SI, and it will work for you at any swim meet you shoot.



[image: Image]
Adrian Moorhouse celebrates his win in the Men’s 100M Breaststroke at the Seoul Olympics in 1988. An overhead position in swimming will often give you the best angle on jube.

Analog SLR, 400mm lens, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/1600, ISO 1600.



Gymnastics

Over the years it has been my good fortune to witness some of the most electrifying moments in modern Olympic gymnastics. Kerri Strug’s superhuman vault (see Chapter 5)—sticking her landing on her badly sprained ankle in Atlanta; Paul Hamm’s fall on the vault during the all-around in Athens and his subsequent recovery to win the Gold; and, of course, Gabby Douglas and the “Fierce Five” U.S. Women’s team triumphs in London are some of the highlights. Gymnastics is a sport of power, grace, precision, and speed. It is the ballet of sport—only a lot more exciting.




Lenses and Angles

Shooting gymnastics is about capturing very fast action in very low light. You need to keep your shutter speed as high as possible to freeze the action. I like to be at least at 1/1000 or higher. Until recently, the only lenses that would allow you to get shutter speeds that high were the fast primes (fixed focal length), such as the 85mm f1.8, 135mm f2.0, and the 200mm f2.0. However, the high ISO performance of newer digital cameras has changed things. Now, it’s possible to shoot with the 70–200mm f2.8, 300 f2.8, and 400 f2.8 lenses. At the gymnastics events in London in 2012 I was even able to shoot the Canon EF 200–400 f4L Extender 1.4X with the extender at f5.6 on my Canon EOS-1D X cameras thanks to the good lighting in the arena and the amazing high ISO abilities of the camera.



[image: Image]
Gabby Douglas reaches for the uneven bars on a Tkatchev release during the individual apparatus competition in London.

Canon EOS1-D X, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L Series II lens at 145mm, f4.5 @ 1/1600, ISO 3200.


[image: Image]
Aly Raisman grasps the bar in the unevens in London.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 200mm, f4 @ 1/1600, ISO 3200.


Anticipation is the most important element in shooting gymnastics action. Unless you know what is coming in a routine, chances are you’ll miss the moment. The good news is that you do not have to be an expert in the sport to anticipate the best action; you simply have to watch the gymnasts warm up. They are usually on the floor about two hours before a session starts. For an hour or more the gymnasts will practice their routines as they rotate through the various apparatuses. If you watch the people you plan to shoot, you should be able pick out the parts of their routines that will make the best images. Think of it as homework. In gymnastics, good anticipation comes from preparation.

Backgrounds in gymnastics can be a challenge. Signage, railings, empty seats, television cameras, and officials are all challenges in most arenas. You’ll be shooting with your lens wide open (at the maximum aperture, or lowest f number) to get the highest possible shutter speed to freeze the action—this will help clean up your backgrounds—and the shallow depth of field will reduce some distraction by taking things well out of focus. Shooting as tight as possible also helps, but there is a risk of cutting off a foot or hand, which is a big no-no.

[image: Image]
The arm of an unidentified gymnast at the Atlanta Games. This image was shot as part of a photo essay on athlete body parts for the Olympic Daily that SI published that year.

Analog SLR, 400mm lens.


[image: Image]
Kyla Ross does a sheep jump on the beam during the U.S. Team’s Gold medal win in London.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L Series II lens at 125mm, f4 @ 1/1600, ISO 3200.


[image: Image]
McKayla Maroney reaches for the vault during a Yurchenko entry approach in London. This angle is the high angle from the seats.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 400mm, f4 @ 1/2000, ISO 3200.


A good background in gymnastics is usually a big chunk of black. At non-Olympic meets I always try to find a flag for a background, although some call that shot a cliché. At the Olympics it is great to have the Olympic rings or at least the logo of the host city as a background.

Another issue when shooting gymnastics is that although the gymnasts’ bodies look graceful and powerful as they perform routines, their faces are often distorted into masks of fear, stress, pain, or just plain weirdness. Add to this the fact that no one looks good upside down, especially women. Faces wrinkle in odd ways, hair flies wildly, and eyes bulge. I’ve captured many amazing moments in a gymnast’s routine, but the facial expression made the image comical.

Although I might set up a remote on the field of play to frame the gymnasts with a particularly interesting background (a flag or big video screen), my favorite spot for remotes in gymnastics is overhead. This requires access to the catwalks (if there are any) and depends on where the catwalks are in respect to the apparatus on the floor. In the interest of safety, you will be required to hang your remote before anyone is on the floor and not remove it (or access it to remove the memory cards) until everyone has cleared the floor. In safety-obsessed London, remotes had to be placed at 7:30 a.m. for a 4:00 p.m. session and could not be accessed until 11:30 that night. I was fortunate that SI tech Shawn Cullen did this for me. The shooters who placed their own remotes and covered all the sessions were zombies by the end of the first week.

If you watch the people you plan to shoot, you should be able pick out the parts of their routines that will make the best images.

Even with a well-placed remote, the overhead is a low percentage shot in gymnastics. Gymnasts rarely look up, and a routine that looks good from ground level can look awkward from above. Some apparatuses, such as the pommel horse and the rings, never look good from above. I am thrilled if I get one or two good overhead images from four days of shooting gymnastics.


Shooting a Meet

Shooting a gymnastics meet is a bit like shooting a four- or six-ring circus: The gymnasts are divided into groups and rotate through the apparatuses. Depending on the meet, the athletes may perform simultaneously or nearly so. You’re not allowed to change positions on the floor except during the rotations. All this calls for careful planning. The first thing I do when I get to an arena meet is to pick up a start list. This tells me which gymnasts are in which group and which apparatus they will be competing on during each rotation.



[image: Image]
Nastia Liukin does a layout stepout on the beam in 2008. Nothing solves your background problems like a big American flag.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 70–200 f2.8L lens at 182mm, f2.8 @ 1/1250, ISO 2500.


With this information in hand I map out my positions for the session. I’ve already determined the best shooting spot for each apparatus, so it becomes more of a matter of whom I want to shoot and where I want to shoot them. Unless you are assigned to cover one gymnast, shoot the athletes on the apparatus on which they perform the best. For example, if I were shooting the women from the U.S.’s 2012 Olympic team, the “Fierce Five,” I would want to get Aly Raisman’s floor exercise, McKayla Maroney on the vault, and Gabby Douglas doing, well, doing most anything, but probably on the beam because the beam is my favorite apparatus to shoot.

Gymnastics is a great deal about control, so jubilation comes after the fact. Fist pumps from a man after sticking his landing or a bigger smile and an extra curtsey at the end of a woman’s floor routine are about all you will see on the floor. Conversely, the clenched smile or the “maybe they didn’t notice how badly I screwed up” look on a gymnast’s face are painful signs of failure. Once they reach their coach and teammates, however, the smiles, hugs, high-fives, or even tears come.

[image: Image]
Courtney Kupets’ front aerial walkover is mirrored on the scoreboard screen at the 2004 Olympic Trials.

Canon EOS 1-D Mk II, Canon EF 24-70mm lens at 33mm, f2.8 @ 1/800, ISO 1250.


[image: Image]
Overhead remote angle of Paul Hamm on the parallel bars in the World Championships in 2003.

Canon EOS-1D, Canon EF 300mm f2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/1000, ISO 640.


[image: Image]
Gabby Douglas celebrates her Gold medal in the All-Around in London with her coach Liang Chow. Note the two television cameras in front and the photographers behind them.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 200mm, f4 @ 1/1600, ISO 3200.


[image: Image]
The overhead remote camera captures Nastia Liukin in the floor exercise in Beijing.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 135mm f2L lens, f4 @ 1/2000, ISO 2000.



The Apparatus

There are eight apparatuses used in “artistic” gymnastics (as opposed to “rhythmic” gymnastics, which is a whole different ball of ribbon). Both men and women compete on two of the apparatuses (the vault and floor exercise); women compete on the uneven bars and the beam: and it’s men only on the rings, pommel horse, parallel bars, and the high bar.




The Vault and Floor Exercise

The vault and floor exercise are the two events performed by both men and women. The classic vault shot is straight-on as the gymnast dives onto the apparatus. Depending on the vault being attempted, the gymnast will either be stretched out, face-down like Superman, or face-up on the approach. I like to shoot the face-down approach straight-on or slightly off to the side with just enough elevation to see the gymnast’s face over the apparatus; when the athletes come in face-up, I prefer to be higher so I can see more of the gymnast’s body.



Once the vaulter is in the air it becomes more difficult to make a strong picture. Aside from the facial expression issues mentioned earlier, it is hard to relate the tumbling body to the apparatus. A gymnast who sticks the landing on a difficult vault can be very expressive and will head back down the runway toward teammates (in the team competition) and coach. Hopefully, you can get enough distance from the vault apparatus to shoot with at least a 200mm lens—I prefer a 300mm or 400mm if there is room. The vault is also a good candidate for a high-angle shot or an overhead remote.

[image: Image]
Yang Wei of China on the parallel bars in Beijing.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 200mm f2L lens, f2.2 @ 1/2000, ISO 1600.


If I’m not shooting a specific gymnast, my preferred spot for floor exercises is at the corner of the mat; unfortunately, this is usually where the television cameramen set up. If that corner is unavailable, the two things that determine my shooting position are background and the routine of the gymnasts. If you can find a spot where something good happens in the routine and you have a good background, you are set.

[image: Image]
Kohei Uchimura dismounts the parallel bars in London.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 200mm, f4 @ 1/1600, ISO 3200.



The Still Rings, High Bar, Pommel Horse, and Parallel Bars

Shooting the rings can be tough if you are at all close to the apparatus because you are shooting at such a sharp upward angle. I prefer a straight-on shot from as far away as possible—even across the floor—with a longer lens (300mm or 400mm). There is not a lot of variety to be had shooting the rings, but the images can be very powerful and they are made even more evocative by the incredible definition of the upper body muscles of the gymnasts.



My choice spot to shoot the high bar is at the height of the bar, at a right angle to the bar so the gymnast faces me when he is on the opposite side of the bar. The best shot is when the gymnast is grasping for the bar. As with the uneven bars for the women, the men’s expressions on the high bar tend toward fear and pain.

It is difficult to make a really good pommel horse photo because the gymnasts almost always have their heads down. It is also hard to get a long angle on this apparatus because it is fairly low—athletes, coaches, and other apparatuses often block a long shot. So you find yourself shooting with a short lens and hoping for the gymnast to fall and hand you a picture.

My favorite men’s apparatus is the parallel bars. There are good shots from the end of the bars, there are good shots from low on the side, and this is the only men’s apparatus that looks good from the overhead remote. The dismount can also make a picture, and nothing is cooler than catching a shot showing the bars flexing.

[image: Image]
Guillermo Alvarez twists in mid-air during a dismount from the still rings at a meet in 2008.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/1000, ISO 2500.



Uneven Bars and Balance Beam

The best shots are when the gymnast is in mid-air or just grasping the bar, and the expressions can vary from intense concentration to fear. My preference for a shooting spot is at a right angle to the bars, with the shorter bar closer to me so the gymnasts will do most of their routine facing me. I like to have enough distance to shoot a 300mm or 400mm. Also, some very nice pictures can be made from the side; many of the moves the women make look great in profile.



The best shots are when the gymnast is in mid-air or just grasping the bar, and the expressions can vary from intense concentration to fear.

The beam is my favorite apparatus. It is often where medals are won or lost. The girls are doing jumps, flips, and turns on a four-inch wide wooden beam and sometimes they fall. The beam is about power and grace, with a splash of danger. Good pictures can be made from the end of the beam (unless you are blocked by TV cameras), the side—low or high (depending on background)—and overhead.

[image: Image]
Kyla Ross transitions from the low bar to the high bar in London.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 519mm, f5.6 @ 1/1600, ISO 4000.


[image: Image]
Hollie Vise on the beam at the 2003 World Championships. Hollie was unsurprisingly unable to compete in the 2004 Olympics due to a back injury.

Canon EOS-1D, Canon EF 200mm f2L lens, f2 @ 1/800, ISO 640.


[image: Image]
Shawn Johnson performs a Gienger release from the uneven bars at a meet in 2008.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 200mm f2L lens, f2.5 @ 1/2000, ISO 2500.



Track and Field

When aboriginal runner Cathy Freeman ran the 400M at the Sydney Olympics, she carried the hopes of all Australia. The crowd of 112,000 in the Olympic stadium let out a 50-second roar, and the camera flashes gave the race a continuous illumination. In that stadium I felt the energy of an entire country poured into one woman. This is the kind of exhilarating moment that occurs so often in Olympic Track and Field events. Carl Lewis’s fourth Gold medal in the 4x100 Relay in Los Angeles, Usain Bolt’s double Gold in Beijing, and Mo Farah’s in London were similarly magical. The sense of excitement and anticipation, along with the multiplicity of events and shooting angles, are the reasons track—on any level—is one of my favorite sports to cover.




Lenses and Angles

A track meet presents the photographer with what you might call a “target-rich environment.” You can use any lens from 14mm to 800mm. You can shoot high or low, loose or tight, pan or blur. Every track and track stadium offers a different set of shooting angles and backgrounds. If you can’t make a good picture at track, you should go to law school.



[image: Image]
Dionne Ross clears a hurdle at the 1996 Prefontaine Classic in Eugene, Oregon. The “Pre” is a great meet to shoot—beautiful track, great fans, and always a strong field.

Analog SLR, 600mm lens.


[image: Image]
Tyson Gay running in the Men’s 100M final at the 2008 U.S. Olympic Trials in Eugene, Oregon. A panning shot like this really conveys a sense of the runner’s speed. This is a pan at 1/200; although the hands and feet show movement, Gay’s face is sharp. A sharp face is essential for any pan.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L Series II lens at 97mm, f8 @ 1/200, ISO 400.


[image: Image]
The start of a heat in the Men’s 100M at the 2004 Olympic Trials. I got this angle by clamping my camera to a Nike sign behind the starting blocks. Not only is this a unique angle, but it also sets the scene of the event.

Canon EOS-1D, Canon EF 15mm f2.8L lens, f5.6 @ 1/2000, ISO 200.


[image: Image]
Quincy Watts, Butch Reynolds, and Michael Johnson run the final turn in the Men’s 400M at the 1993 U.S. Track and Field Championships.

Analog SLR, 85mm lens.


[image: Image]
The steeplechase at Barcelona. This shot is a low-angle remote. Note the Olympic flame in the background.

Analog SLR, 15mm lens.


If you can’t make a good picture at track, you should go to law school.

Aside from finish-line remotes, which I will discuss next, my basic kit for track is about what it is for most events—a long lens (400mm, 500mm, or 600mm), my 70–200, and a wide zoom—either my 16–35mm or 24–70mm. When I’m shooting on the infield, however, I like to mount my wide-angle lens and camera on a floor plate, use it as a low remote, and move it around for the various events. This gives me a second angle on the events I’m covering.

There are several important points to keep in mind when shooting track. The first and foremost is the same point I have belabored throughout this book—watch your backgrounds! Try to avoid advertising, the ubiquitous tents, television cameras and paraphernalia, and officials. I know this sounds hard to do, and it is, but it’s not impossible. It is also important to be aware of the light. If you are fortunate enough to be shooting in the late afternoon on a sunny day, go find some “magic” light or shoot backlit into the shadow of the grandstands. Find a way to make the light work for you.


Remotes for Track

I like to set up several remote cameras for a sprint finish. If possible, I prefer to mount the cameras low to the ground to give the runners a more heroic look. The focal lengths depend on how far away from the finish line the cameras are set up, but assuming you are near the outside of the track, something in the 200mm to 300mm range should give you three or four lanes across, and 70mm to 135mm will cover the full eight lanes. Focus your cameras a step or two past the finish.



If there is a high angle behind you looking down on the finish—such as a grandstand, building, or even a television platform (ask nicely)—you can mount a camera looking down on all eight lanes. You can also mount a remote looking down on the finish line from high on the side. This spot can be tricky because if there is any room for a camera with that angle, television has already claimed it, and there may be timing equipment mounted as well. But it never hurts to ask.

Another spot for a remote camera on the finish line is low on the inside of the track, just past the finish. This should give you a nice view of the runners crossing the line, with the stands as a background. Focus this camera slightly past the finish line. The full eight-lanes shot is never exciting, but it offers you protection against a surprise winner in the outside lanes. Generally, the fastest runners are given the center lanes (three through six), and a four-across shot of those lanes should give you a dramatic shot of the important runners.

Wherever it is possible I try to hard wire my remote cameras. Obviously, the cameras across the track or high in the stands need to be fired with PocketWizards. Whether you are setting up one camera or eight, and whether you have someone to help you or not, I cannot overstress the importance of getting to a meet early to get set up, mark your spot, and scout angles and backgrounds. Even at a meet on a track where I have shot for years, I am usually the first photographer out there.


Shooting a Track Meet

During a track meet, multiple events are going on simultaneously. Some are over, decisively, in as little as ten seconds, and some go on for hours. Again, the start lists are essential, as are meet schedules. The start list will give you the lanes for the sprints, so you will know where to set up your remotes, and the meet schedule will help you to make a rough plan of where you want to be and when you want to be there.



The field events, especially the high jump and the pole vault, can be the wild cards in your plan. Those two events continue until the winning jumper fails to clear a height or decides to pass, so the best policy if you need a particular athlete is to shoot her early in the competition and then keep an eye on her as her competition progresses. It is also essential to keep an eye on any world-class athletes in the meet. They might set a new record or might not even qualify. Both possibilities are big news.

In Barcelona in 1992, I was covering the infield at track. The men’s pole vault had just started, so I was at the other end of the track setting up a remote for the Men’s 3000M steeplechase when I noticed that the world-record holder Sergey Bubka had two misses at his first height and was on the runway for his third (and final) attempt. I ran across the infield (good thing there was no javelin competition that night) and slid to the ground in time to catch him failing to clear on his last attempt, with the big screen behind him.

[image: Image]
A wide view of the hurdles at the 2005 Prefontaine Classic.

Canon EOS-1D Mk II, Canon EF 15mm f2.8L lens, f5 @ 1/2500, ISO 640.


[image: Image]
Women runners (all of whom happen to be blonde) take a tumble during the 800M at the 2008 Prefontaine.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/2000, ISO 200.



The Events

Track and field events break down into three simple types of timeless human activity: running, jumping, and throwing. Here are some thoughts on each.




Running

The 100M, 200M, and 400M races can be the most exciting events at a track meet and the toughest to shoot. You only have seconds to make a photo, and the runners only come by once. Your meat-and-potatoes picture from these races—as from every running event—is the finish-line shot. If I were shooting from the finish line, my handheld camera would be a 400mm or 600mm. It is more likely, however, when shooting a sprint race that I will leave the finish line to my remotes (and hopefully have my assistant fire them) and choose a spot elsewhere on the track.



For the 100M race I like to shoot a slow shutter speed (somewhere between 1/60 and 1/250, depending on my focal length and distance from the track), and pan from either the inside or outside of the track, depending on backgrounds. For me, panning has always been hit or miss, so when I try a pan on a big race, it is only when I am confident that I have it well covered with remotes, or another SI shooter is taking the head-on angle. The start of the 100M can also be a cool picture, but it is important to be very still if you are near the start and not start shooting until the gun because you really do not want to be the cause of a false start by the runners. For the 200M and 400M, I am a big fan of shooting the runners on the turn. Something about the runners leaning into the curve adds to the feeling of power and speed.

Some of the most compelling images of track are the Men’s 110M and Women’s 100M hurdles. You can shoot tight on a single hurdler straight-on or slightly from the side. Your finish-line remotes should be focused on the last hurdle because it is a much better picture than the finish line. The elevated angle looks good eight lanes wide, or you can shoot from the side on the first or second hurdle when the runners are still in a tight group. When shooting the 400M hurdles, I usually concentrate on a single hurdler, because the hurdles are staggered until the final 100 meters.

[image: Image]
High-angle view of the Women’s 100M hurdles in London. This kind of shot gives you a real sense of the race.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 200–400 f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 200mm, f4 @ 1/1600, ISO 1600.


I like to shoot the last turn for the middle distance (800M, 1500M, and 3000M) and long distance (5000M and 10,000M) races, especially if there is good light or a clean background. The only problem with this angle in the middle-distance races—especially the 1500M—is that you may not see the leader until the last lap because there is often a runner in the race (known as a “rabbit”) who sets a fast pace in the early laps and then falls out. (He may be the leader you shoot until the final lap!) Aside from the turn, your best shot in the distance races is the finish. Hope for a close finish and a good reaction by the winner. The steeplechase is all about the water jump. I like to shoot straight-on with my handheld camera and put a wide remote at the side of the jump.


Marathon

Covering the marathon is all about setting the scene and creating a sense of place. Most big marathons have a photo vehicle for photographers, but all you’re going to see from that are the leaders, and you are stuck on that thing for the entire race. I prefer to scout the course for several iconic locations and then move from spot to spot ahead of the race. During the marathon in Los Angeles, I dragged a 12-foot ladder into the middle of Wilshire Boulevard to shoot the runners coming down the street toward Santa Monica. This approach requires a lot more work, but it beats the heck out of sitting in a truck for two hours watching the same people run 26 miles.



I prefer to scout the course for several iconic locations and then move from spot to spot ahead of the race.


Jumping

The angles for shooting the long jump and the triple jump are basically the same. Shooting down the runway from the end of the pit should give you a graceful shot of the jumper with an extended hand in the air as he or she takes off, and then a cool shot as he or she extends feet and arms for the landing. Be sure to keep your auto-focus spot on the face, not the extended feet, and remember that if you have a clear view of the pit, you may get a landing with a splash of sand. Depending on how close to the end of the pit you are, these shots are between a 200mm and 400mm lens. I prefer to be farther away from the pit and use a longer lens, but television cameras tend to camp right at the end. The long jump is also good for a low, wide-angle (16–35mm) remote camera—either at the end of the pit for the landing splash or if the pit is close enough to the grandstands (and the stands are high enough), a side shot of the jumper flying by in front of the crowd. And note that any remote you set up near the edge of the long jump pit might get kicked by the officials who measure the jumps or the folks who rake the pit after every jump.



[image: Image]
U.S. long jumper John Moffitt makes a sandy landing at the Athens Olympics.

Canon EOS-1D Mk II, Canon EF 24–70 f2.8L lens at 35mm, f2.8 @ 1/1000, ISO 800.


[image: Image]
The result of that landing, or why we borrow gear from Canon at the Olympics.

Canon EOS-1D Mk II, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L lens at 115mm, f2.8 @ 1/640, ISO 800.


[image: Image]
Carl Lewis in the long jump at Barcelona. Carl won this event in four consecutive Olympics from 1984 to 1996.

Analog SLR, 70–200mm lens.


[image: Image]
Heike Henkel of Germany won the Gold medal in the Women’s High Jump in Barcelona.

Analog SLR, 400mm lens.


Making good photos of the high jump is a function of two things—the jumper’s style and the backgrounds. High jumpers have many different looks going over the bar, and it’s important to know how the jumper you are shooting does it. Once you’ve figured out which direction the jumper approaches the bar from and where they turn their head, you need to find a clean background that works with all that. The ideal high jump shot captures the jumper floating over the bar with his or her upper body arching downward and the lower body on the way up and over. High jumpers, like pole vaulters, can have great reactions when they hit the pit after clearing a big height, or after failing to clear.

I’ve been photographing pole vaulting since my college days, and I cannot say I have ever found the “perfect” spot from which to shoot. If I had to pick one, it would be from the catwalk under the lip of the roof of the Olympic Stadium in Sydney in 2000. At that location, I was looking almost straight down on the bar. As each vaulter approached and planted the pole he or she would look past the bar directly up at me with the pole bent dramatically. This was very cool, but is not a spot you come across very often. Even on ground level, however, I like to shoot straight down the runway from the opposite side of the bar as the vaulter bends the pole back before it flings him or her over the bar. (This moment can also look good from the side if you have a clean background.) From the side you will probably be shooting with a 300mm or 400mm; if you’re down the runway, a 400mm or 600mm. You may also be shooting over or around a television camera, because this is also a favorite spot for them.

[image: Image]
Australian Tatiana Grigorieva vaults in Sydney. This angle is from the catwalk just under the lip of the stadium roof.

Analog SLR, 600mm lens.


[image: Image]
Kurtis Roberts throws at the 2012 Olympic Trials. Shot putters are always good for some wild expressions.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 600mm f4L lens, f4 @ 1/2000, ISO 800.



Throwing (Shot Put, Discus, Hammer Throw, and Javelin)

The shot put is my favorite throwing event to shoot. You have a good clean shot of the athletes from the side and straight-on as they throw. With the world record in the shot at a little over 75 feet, if you are shooting from the top of the throwing sector, you will likely be no more than 80 feet or so from the shot putter. This position will give you a good tight shot with a 600mm or 800mm lens. Shooting this tight also will help you eliminate any distracting backgrounds. I like to shoot head and shoulders with room on top for the release of the ball. Shot putters make great faces as they release and as they watch their throw. They also use baby powder or cornstarch to grip the shot, which gives you a nice puff of powder on the release.



[image: Image]
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[image: Image]
Faces shot putters make. Whether an expression of relief or an effort to urge the shot farther, every shot putter has a different look. Adam Nelson, Christian Cantwell, Reese Hoffa, and Dan Taylor all have their own unique, wacky expressions.

All photos—Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 800mm f5.6L lens, f5.6 @1/1600, ISO 800.


When shooting the javelin, you want to be as close to the side of the throwing vector as the officials will allow and low enough that you have a decent angle of the thrower. The javelin is definitely a full-body shot, because the throwers do some amazing contortions as they release, and the moment after release is usually punctuated with a jump and a yell. This is, again, a 600mm or 800mm shot. It is important to be alert when you’re shooting the javelin because you don’t want to get skewered, and javelins can take some improbable flight paths. At the 2012 U.S. Track and Field trials, a warning shout from a volunteer saved me from being impaled.

[image: Image]
Trey Hardee and Ashton Eaton of the U.S.A. after the final event in the Decathlon in London. Hardee took the Silver medal, while Eaton won the Gold and set a new world record.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 519mm, f5.6 @ 1/800, ISO 4000.


The hammer and the discus are the toughest throwing events to shoot because the throwers wind up and release from a cage made of netting—not the best thing to shoot through. The size of the opening of the cage and where the officials will allow you to shoot will vary, but it can be a challenge to make a good shot of the release in either of these events. And if you do get a good look at the thrower, you will have the back of the cage in the background. Getting hammer and discus cage shots is a good time to try to use a low, wide-angle remote camera. Try a 15mm full frame fish-eye or a rectilinear wide angle, such as a 14mm or a 16-35mm. Be sure to get permission from the official in charge of the event before you put the remote in the cage. It is also preferable to have the camera set up before any of the throwers start their warm-ups, so they will be used to the camera. Try not to fire until they are into their wind-up.


The Decathlon and Heptathlon

Shooting the Decathlon and Heptathlon events is about reaction and jubilation. You can shoot the leaders in all ten (or eight for the heptathlon) events, but those shots are rarely very good. Although these are some of the world’s greatest athletes, they are not necessarily the greatest in any one of the events that make up the competition. And because these events run over two days, several events take place in the mornings and early afternoon (in the Olympics at least) in front of nearly empty stands, and the sprints and hurdles are run with empty lanes between the competitors, which makes a lousy picture. The best picture from these events comes at the end of the final middle-distance race (800M for women and 1500M for men) when the overall winner crosses the finish line (they rarely win this race) and all the competitors collapse on the track in a state of what I call “ex-lation”—a mix of exhaustion and elation.



It is important to be alert when you’re shooting the javelin because you don’t want to get skewered, and javelins can take some improbable flight paths.



React Position

Covering the 100M and 200M in the Olympics is an “everybody in the pool” operation for Sports Illustrated. Every photographer we have at the Games is at the track the nights of those races. In addition to the obvious head-on shot, we shoot the start, the finish line from both inside and outside the track, and whatever high angles we can access. For the past three Olympics I’ve taken a spot on the outside of the track about 30 yards around the curve. This position is known as the “react spot.”

[image: Image]
Usain Bolt wins the Men’s 100M in Beijing, but Silver Medalist Richard Thompson has the best reaction.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 300mm f2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/2000, ISO 1600.


Let me explain: In the preceding chapter you saw a photo of Marion Jones winning the Women’s 100M in Sydney: She is leaping into the air with her fist clenched and has a big smile on her face. This picture was not made when she crossed the finish line. When runners with world-class speed run the 100M and 200M, there is no way they can pull up before plowing into the mass of video and still cameras set up at the end of the straightaway. Instead, the runners follow the curve of the track for another 20 to 50 meters. This means that most of their jubilation comes out somewhere between 5 and 20 meters past the finish line, on that curve.

The react spot is not a high-percentage spot. You are at the mercy of who wins and how and where they react. In Beijing in 2008, Usain Bolt won the Men’s 100M easily and turned away from me and pointed at Richard Thompson, the Silver Medalist from Trinidad-Tobago—very underwhelming. In the Women’s 100M, Bolt’s fellow Jamaican runner Shelly-Ann Fraser gave me some great stuff, but a non-U.S. winner of the Women’s 100M isn’t going to make the cover of SI.

[image: Image]
Jamaica’s Shelley-Ann Fraser gives it up after winning the Women’s 100M in Beijing.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/2500, ISO 1600.


[image: Image]
That’s more like it! Usain Bolt sets a world record in the Men’s 200M in Beijing.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 200mm f2L lens, f2.8 @ 1/1600, ISO 1600.


Six days later in the 200M, it was a different story. Bolt was expected to win, but no one expected him to break Michael Johnson’s world record. When he crossed the finish line, looked at the clock, and saw that he had bested Johnson’s mark, he exploded, looking right in my lens. It was as if I had a sign over my head saying, “React here!” Bolt was far less emotive in London–winning must get boring—but I did make a nice shot of him crossing the line after running the last leg of Jamaica’s Gold medal Men’s 4x100M relay.

[image: Image]
Bolt’s best reaction in London was in the Men’s 4x100M Relay.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 311mm, f4.5 @ 1/1250, ISO 4000.


[image: Image]
Olga Kaniskina of Russia winning the Women’s 20K Walk in Beijing.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 500mm f4L lens, f4 @ 1/1600, ISO 1600.






Smaller Sports—Away from the Fray

A little more than a day after the world watched Bolt set the 200M record, in a pouring rain, 48 women started the 20K Walk in a mostly empty stadium. One hour and 26 minutes later Olga Kaniskina of Russia crossed the finish line to win the Gold medal. It was still raining and the stadium was still nearly empty, but to Olga the moment of victory was just as sweet as Bolt’s.



Despite my remarks at the beginning of this chapter, I do take great joy in shooting the “non-big three” sports at the Olympics. You can make some very cool pictures shooting these sports. Not only do the smaller sports tend to be visually interesting, but people viewing these images (especially the U.S. readers of Sports Illustrated) are not usually familiar with most of these sports, so the photos are fresh and unique to them.

Add to this the simple fact that these events are more relaxed and less crowded. After an evening of battling elbows and (often smelly) armpits in the moat at track or fighting for a choice spot at gymnastics, a nice seat on a bench on a sunny morning for a game of women’s field hockey is the kind of thing that keeps you sane during the Olympics. Morning light, a cool breeze, and women in Hannibal Lecter masks—there’s no better way to start another day of what can sometimes seem to be a never-ending Games.

[image: Image]
Athletes come off the start in the Women’s 20K Walk in Beijing.

Canon EOS-1D Mk III, Canon EF 500mm f4L lens, f4 @ 1/1600, ISO 1600.


[image: Image]
Bojana Popovi[image: Image] of Montenegro fires a shot against a tough Croatian defense in a Women’s Handball match at the London Games. We need this sport in the U.S.!

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 200mm, f4 @ 1/1600, ISO 2500.


[image: Image]
American Middleweight Paige McPherson kicks her way to a Bronze in Taekwondo at the London Games.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 200mm, f4.5 @ 1/1250, ISO 1600.


[image: Image]
Ruslan Nurudinov of Uzbekistan lifting in the 105kg in London. Little known fact—for its size, the tongue is the strongest muscle in the body.

EOS-1D X, Canon EF 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 400mm, f4 @ 1/1600, ISO 3200.


[image: Image]
Members of the Korean Women’s Field Hockey team guard the goal in a match against Germany at the London Olympics. Paging Hannibal Lecter.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 560mm, f6.3 @ 1/1600, ISO 800.



7. Portraits: Beyond the Numbers

[image: Image]
Olympic runner Allyson Felix shot in a studio. For this photo we built a 32-foot ramp of plywood with a crashpad at the bottom. The background is a hand-painted rental. To capture this sort of movement with complete sharpness, you need to use strobe lights with very short durations: I used Elinchrom 500R Monoblock units here.

Canon EOS-1Ds, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L lens at 115mm, f9 @ 1/250, ISO 50.


When I was just starting out, I shared a studio with another photographer. Tony Korody was a terrific photographer who shot news and celebrities for many major magazines, including People. One day I asked him why his portraits for People were so much better than the ones I shot for Sports Illustrated. Tony said, “It’s simple: My subjects are actors; they know how to pose.” This was a great insight, but not one that I found particularly useful at the time. And I’ve spent decades trying to get around that problem. Athletes don’t, for the most part, know how to pose for the camera. They are trained to perform on the field or in the gym. Stop the action and take off the uniform, and they are just normal people. And most normal people are not comfortable in front of a camera. My job is to get them to relax and to trust me.

The key to any good portrait is getting the viewer to care about the subject. It doesn’t matter if he or she is an MVP, Rookie of the Year, or a high school athlete, the portrait should reveal something about the subject’s nature or character, preferably something that will make the person viewing the portrait want to sit down to dinner with the subject or at least pause and give the picture a second look.


Working with Your Subject

People often ask me what it’s like to work with famous (and some not so famous) athletes. They’ll ask: “What are they like?” The answer is, “It depends.” Like any other group of people, athletes range from complete ass-hats to really cool folks. My job is to find a way to relate to all of them for 15 minutes (or an hour) and get them to do what I need them to do for the shot.



Whether you are in a 3000-square-foot studio with three sets, six assistants, two stylists, and a catered lunch for 20, or shooting outdoors just looking for good light and a clean background, it is essential to remember the relationship between you and the subject. You are not there to hang out; you are there to make a picture.

Most athletes are used to taking orders or direction, so the first thing you need to establish is that you are in control of the set. To have the athlete’s complete focus, all the ancillary aspects of the shoot—the lighting, the background, and the props—need to be completely tested and ready. I consider two to three hours the minimum amount of time to set up; you’ll need more time if the shoot involves complicated lighting, backgrounds, or props. There is nothing worse than having a subject walk onto your set while you’re fumbling to get the cameras organized or trying to get your computer working; it not only looks bad, it is a distraction and it wastes time. Because you get only about 15 minutes on average to shoot a star athlete, you’d better make every second count. If there are problems during the shoot, you need to keep your cool. Portrait subjects are like horses: You can never let them smell your fear.

So let’s imagine your subject is on the set and so far none of your assistants has dropped a 35-pound sandbag on his or her foot. What can you do to make that subject more relaxed? Music on the set is a great place to start. I always try to have something playing when I shoot. Even if it doesn’t relax the subject, it sure as hell relaxes me. Food or at least something to drink is a good idea. The athlete may not be hungry or thirsty, but the offer is a sign that you care about his needs. Whenever possible, I like to have a stylist on my shoots. The athlete may not need any styling, and it does take time, but I’ve found that just the fact that you are working to make the person look as good as possible makes the subject feel better about the experience, and about you. The last, and perhaps most important, thing to do before your subject arrives is to do your homework. Find out all you can about him or her, on and off the field. If you can, talk to the writer of the story that the photograph will be accompanying. Find out the angle of the story, and more important, look for the reason you are shooting this picture.

Portrait subjects are like horses: You can never let them smell your fear.

SI usually expects a photographer to deliver at least two different-looking photos: one vertical for a cover and one for a horizontal lead shot, which we call an opener. Ideas for those poses or concepts may come from the photographer, but more often than not they come from the editors. Of course, you will have some ideas that may be different than those that have come from your editor. Nevertheless, it is essential that you execute your editor’s ideas before you do your own. Even if that idea looks bad—and that happens a lot—you need to be able to show your editor that it looks bad. Saying, “That idea didn’t work out” is not enough. You can shoot the greatest portrait ever taken, but if editors do not see the pictures they asked for, your picture will be a hard sell. On the other hand, if your editors see that you made a better shot than the one requested, they’re happy. You have made them look good, and you are a hero. Briefly.

[image: Image]
Swimmer Gary Hall Jr. competed in three Olympics (1996, 2000, and 2004) and won ten Olympic medals. He was an iconoclast and approached the starting blocks more like a pro wrestler entering the ring—not your typical swimmer. I wanted this photo to convey his independent spirit.

Analog SLR, 300mm lens.


[image: Image]
Gary stepping up to the blocks before the 50M Freestyle in Athens.

Canon EOS-1D Mk II, Canon EF 400mm f2.8L lens, f2.8 @ 1/800, ISO 640.



Lighting

I won’t go into great detail about lighting techniques for portraits; that’s really not the focus of this book. Although there is some discussion of lighting in the captions in this chapter, I suggest you check out the excellent lighting books by Joe McNally, Syl Arena, and Brian Smith if you want to get into the minutiae of lighting.



The most important thing to consider with light is how it falls on your subject, not where it comes from. The source of light can be a window, a 20-foot by 10-foot softbox, or an on-camera speedlite—it doesn’t matter. A Playboy photographer I once knew told me he liked to light his models by shooting his strobes through hotel bed sheets. He said he liked the ones from Marriott best because they had a warm tone. I never tried that trick, and I suspect I never will.

It’s far too easy to get hung up thinking about your light source or light modifier. In the end, all that matters is how it illuminates the subject.


My Lighting Gear

Although I’ve tried most every manufacturer’s lighting equipment, I always seem to come back to Dynalite. Its units are compact and durable. After traveling hundreds of thousands of miles all over the world with my Dynas, they continue to be consistently reliable.



The most important thing to consider with light is how it falls on your subject, not where it comes from.

When I am shooting on location, I use Dynalite M1000 power packs. These packs are no longer in production, and I’ll soon be replacing them with Dynalite’s MP800. This pack is amazingly small and light for its power output. Although it is rated at 200 w/s less than the M1000, I find that shooting digital requires less power from your strobe than shooting film did; there are two reasons for this. First, digital camera ISO ratings are not really equivalent to the ISO ratings for film—for example, a digital camera set at ISO 100 will give you about the same exposure that you would get on film at ISO 200. Second, the reason you need less power is that the incredible performance of the latest DSLR allows you to shoot at higher ISOs with no visible loss of image quality. I have no problem shooting a portrait at ISO 400 or higher with my Canon EOS-1D X, something I would never have thought of doing when I was shooting film.

In the studio I use the Dynalite SP1600 power packs. They have a very quick recycle, and when used with the SH4080 heads, they have an extremely fast flash duration (the amount of time that the flash tube is actually illuminated). Although all strobes’ flashes seem almost instantaneous—hence the word flash—they are not. Some flash units flash as slow as 1/300 of a second. Although this allows them to deliver more power, this kind of duration will not freeze action, because most cameras are limited to 1/250 shutter speed. When you’re shooting with flash, it is the flash duration that does the freezing. Just like when you’re shooting in available light, you really need something above 1/1600 to stop motion on a modern high-megapixel DSLR. The Dynalite SP1600 with the SH4080 heads delivers the flash duration I want—1/3200 of a second—more than fast enough to freeze anything or anyone I’m shooting.

After years of shooting portraits using rectangular softboxes as the main light, I now favor large round light sources. This is a better way to light human faces, because most faces are more round than square. I started out using the Elinchrom OctaBox (a 75-inch diameter silver umbrella with an optional front diffuser), but I now use the Rime Lite 200cm Grand Octagon (as shown in the shot of Trent Richardson on page 229). This is a deeper parabolic softbox (it’s called that even though it’s round); a center diffuser gives you a soft spot of light, and the silvered area gives you a more specular edge light. I also have a smaller version of this box that I use for side and occasional rim lights. My standard top/rim light modifier is a small or medium Chimera Super Pro softbox.

As important as the power packs, heads, and boxes are to my lighting kit, I also consider my Chimera collapsible light panels to be essential. These frames are made of aluminum tubing, and they come in a variety of sizes. I have several: the 42 x 42-inch, the 42 x 72-inch, and the 72 x 72-inch frames. There are a variety of skins available (black/white, translucent, silver, and gold), but I almost always use the skin that is black on one side and white on the other. The Chimera frames are invaluable; I cannot remember doing a setup for which I didn’t use frames as a fill panel or to scrim light off a subject. Because they are collapsible, I can travel with them in my grip kit. As far as the rest of my grip gear, I have a large assortment of light stands, C-stands, booms, sandbags, and apple boxes. However, given the logistical challenges of travel these days, when I’m shooting on the road, I find that it is far easier to rent grip gear in the city where I’m shooting.

[image: Image]
Running Back Trent Richardson of Alabama for SI’s 2011 College Football Preview cover. This shot ran as a part of a foldout cover that had the images of five players digitally combined. This format allowed me to be a little more creative with my lighting, so I added a strong rim light on Richardson’s left side. Lighting: Dynalite 1600SP packs with Dynalite SH4080 flash heads.

Canon EOS-1Ds Mk III, Canon EF 70–200 f2.8L Series II lens at 105mm, f13 @ 1/250, ISO 200.


[image: Image]
Here is the setup in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, that we used to photograph Richardson. One of the most important aspects of shooting multiple subjects is being able to re-create the lighting regardless of the environment. I had my assistants use a lighting diagram and a tape measure to make sure we had precisely the same setup each time. Note the Rime Lite Octagon Softbox light modifiers: I like Rime Lite Octagons because they give a soft center light with a hotter, more specular edge.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 16–35mm f2.8L Series II lens at 16mm, f2.8 @ 1/40, ISO 1250.


[image: Image]

[image: Image]
Photo: Kevin Kunishi


San Francisco Pitcher Tim Lincecum for SI for Kids. Shooting SI for Kids is usually a fun assignment. The athletes, many of whom read the magazine as kids, are more willing to pose for us, and they seem to have more fun with the poses. Here we are using foam core boards to simulate the popcorn box Lincecum will be popping out of on the cover. Lighting: Dynalite 1000M power packs, Dynalite 2040 flash heads.

Canon EOS-1Ds Mk III, Canon EF 24–105mm f4L lens at 40mm, f11 @ 1/250, ISO 200.

[image: Image]
LeBron James has always been a tough “get” for Sports Illustrated, but he was happy to pose for SI for Kids. Here we are placing “King James” on a life-sized chessboard. Again, because of the need to freeze his motion, I used very short duration Elinchrom 500R monoblock strobes. We were given just ten minutes with James—timed by his PR director—to complete this shoot, but LeBron is a consummate pro and immediately grasped the concept. We finished in seven minutes, leaving me three minutes to throw a ring-light flash on my lens and make a cool portrait.

Canon EOS-1Ds Mk III, Canon EF 24–105mm f4L lens at 45mm, f11 @ 1/250, ISO 200.


[image: Image]
Portrait.

Canon EOS-1Ds Mk III, Canon EF 24–105mm f4L lens at 40mm, f22 @ 1/250, ISO 200.


[image: Image]
I was lucky to be able to shoot Joe Montana both on and off the field for most of his NFL career. Joe was a great guy to be with (back in the days when athletes actually interacted with photographers in a meaningful way), but he was never that comfortable in front of the camera. This was shot in Joe’s front yard.

Analog SLR, 300mm lens.


[image: Image]
Montana’s Sportsman of the Year cover. This was one of his favorite photos because he did not have to pose for it. Montana and fellow 49er QBs Steve Young and Steve Bono are trying to throw rolls of athletic tape above a goal post and drop the tape into the hole in the top of one of the uprights. This is what qualifies as great fun for quarterbacks.

Analog SLR, 200mm lens.
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Another quick shoot (as most are these days); I was given 15 minutes to shoot Ichiro Suzuki at noon in the Arizona spring sun. Inspired by the cover art on an old Bob Dylan album (Nashville Skyline), I had Ichiro stand on a stool so that I could shoot up at him without perspective distortion making his head seem too small. Lighting: Dynalite power packs and heads.

Canon EOS-1Ds Mk III, Canon EF 24–105mm f4L lens at 40mm, f14 @ 1/250, ISO 100.
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At 5’5” Earl Boykins is one of the smallest players to make it to the NBA. When I shot him in college, Boykins was a good sport about the oversized props I rented, although when I shot him years later in the NBA, he said, “This time, no jokes.” Ouch. Lighting: Speedotron power packs and heads.

Analog SLR, 180mm lens.
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When SI asked Kevin Durant to pose for the 2010 NBA Preview cover, he insisted his teammates on the Oklahoma Thunder be included. The shoot was scheduled directly after a closed practice, so my assistants and I went to the Thunder facility before practice, set up and tested all our gear, then tore it all down and went to breakfast. After practice we had only minutes to get set up again, but things ended up going well and I got a cool cover out of it. I used the Dynalite 1600 SP power packs and Dynalite AH4000 sport flash heads to make sure that there was no motion blur on the hands or the basketballs.

Canon EOS-1Ds Mk III, Canon EF 24–105mm f4L lens at 40mm (cover) and 88mm (group shot), f11 @ 1/250, ISO 100.
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Photo: Grant Leighton


Chris “Birdman” Andersen in 2009, when he played for the Denver Nuggets. I wanted a gritty background to go with his tats and attitude so I shot him against the oxidized metal wall of a very modern Denver residence (with permission, of course). A shoot like this requires that you build a studio onsite. We set up in the morning, but by the time of the shoot the sun had crept over the building and we were lucky to be able to borrow a scissors lift from the museum next door to scrim him from the sun. Lighting: Elinchrom and Dynalite.

Canon EOS-1Ds Mk III, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L lens at 200mm, f14 @ 1/250, ISO 200.
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I did both action shots and portraits of Magic Johnson since his rookie season as an L.A. Laker in 1979. These photos are from 2001 for a story about his life ten years after retiring from the NBA. When I make a photo like this—one that seems to capture the genuine joy Magic takes in life—I feel proud.

Analog SLR, 65mm lens.
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Magic Johnson, back in the day, tossing a no-look pass to James Worthy.

Analog SLR, 135mm lens.
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“I Love L.A.” cover

The L.A. Lakers’ blockbuster acquisition of Dwight Howard and Steve Nash seemed to Sports Illustrated to be worthy of the 2012–2013 NBA Preview cover. The Lakers requested that we shoot the two of them at a hotel near the team’s practice facility. I checked out the hotel and rented a conference room for the shoot. Then word came down from SI that my editors wanted a low-angle shot looking up at the two players. Because Dwight Howard is 6’11” and the hotel conference room’s ceiling was not a lot higher, we ended up shooting in the hotel lobby where the ceilings were at least 20 feet.

Nash and Howard, two veteran NBA players, were comfortable on the set. We knocked off the boring shots the editors had requested, and then Dwight—who is quite the entertainer (read: clown)—started playing around. When he spread his enormous wingspan and grabbed the top of Steve’s head, I asked Steve if he was okay with the shot; he said yes and we now had a great horizontal picture for the story’s opening spread. As time wound down (we had a full 30 minutes!) I suggested they sing the Lakers’ unofficial anthem, Randy Newman’s “I Love L.A.” They got into it, and I got a lively, slightly wacky cover shot.

For all photos, lighting: Dynalite 1600SP power packs, Dynalite AH4000 flash heads.

Canon EOS-1D X, EF 24–70 f2.8L Series II lens at various focal lengths, f16 @ 1/250, ISO 100.
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Shooting in the lobby of the Hilton Garden Inn. Photo: Kohjiro Kinno.
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Matt Leinart, QB.


[image: Image]
Steve Smith, WR.


[image: Image]
Keith Rivers, LB.
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Fred Matua, OG.
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Anasheh Abramiyan, Cheerleader.
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Pete Carroll, Coach.
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Winston Justice, OT.
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Sam Baker, OT.
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Rashaad Goodrum, DE.

In November 2005, the USC football team was undefeated, ranked number one in all the college football polls, and on course to play Texas for the National Championship in the Rose Bowl in January. I wanted to shoot a series of portraits of the USC players at this magical moment in their lives.

USC’s coach, Pete Carroll, felt that my shooting around the practice field would be an unwanted distraction, so my assistants and I set up our gear along the walkway between the practice field and the locker room. Every evening for three days we would buttonhole players as they headed for the locker room for a quick portrait.

Over the three days we shot more than 50 players.

I did this shoot using a 4 x 5 view camera (4 x 5 refers to the size in inches of the film the camera uses). A view camera is a completely mechanical camera—no auto-focus, no auto-exposure, no motorized film advance. It is essentially a bellows with a lens on one end and a film holder on the other. You focus on a glass screen on the back of the camera—before you put the film holder in. Then you put in the holder, remove the dark slide that prevents the film from being exposed during loading, cock the shutter in the lens up front, and only then are you ready to shoot your one frame of film. Take your one shot and repeat the whole process for the next player. Technologically, the view camera is much closer to Mathew Brady’s camera than to my modern DSLRs.

So why use this slowest of shooting modes in a situation that would seem to require speed? Tired, sweaty, hungry young men are not usually the most patient subjects. It has been my experience, however, that there is something about using a camera like this in a portrait situation that brings a gravitas to the shoot. To the subject you are no longer just another photographer sticking a camera in his or her face, snapping away. Each shot with this camera is a unique event—and the athlete can see all the work the photographer and his assistants are doing to get the camera ready. This seems to have a settling effect on subjects. They sense that the photo will be something special, and they are more patient, more serious, and more cooperative.

I shot only two to four frames of each player. When they asked, as they inevitably did, “What do you want me to do?” I replied, “Do whatever you want”—and they did.

Unhappy ending: Unfortunately USC lost to Texas in the BCS Championship Game, so SI did not run the photos. They have never appeared in print until now.

For all photos, lighting: Dynalite power packs and flash heads.

4 x 5 View Camera, 300mm lens.
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Rey Maualuga, USC.

4 x 5 View Camera, 300mm lens.
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“Big Joe” Thomas, Wisconsin.

4 x 5 View Camera, 300mm lens.


[image: Image]
Sidney Rice, South Carolina.

4 x 5 View Camera, 300mm lens.

After my disappointment over the USC portraits not running, I was excited when in the summer of 2006 my editors at Sports Illustrated suggested I try shooting college football players with a large-format camera again, this time for our College Football Preview issue. The plan was to shoot top players from different schools around the country. As much as I enjoyed getting out the 4 x 5 again and traveling with my assistants, the energy coming from these portraits is much different than what I’d gotten in the USC shots. Although we shot the players right after they had worked out, a summer workout is far different than a late fall practice as you prepare for the biggest game of your life.


[image: Image]
USC linebackers Brian Cushing, Rey Maualuga, and Clay Matthews before the 2009 NFL draft. The shoot was going well—I knew all of the players, we were in a comfortable studio, music was playing, and everyone was in a good mood. There was just one problem: The pictures sucked. Shooting groups of people becomes exponentially harder as the number of people increases. Not only does each person have to relate well to the camera, but they also have to relate well to each other. We had tried all the poses suggested by my editors, but none of them were working. In the end, the players took this natural pose on their own accord and it turned out to be the best shot of the day.

Lighting: Dynalite M1000 power packs and Dynalite 4080 flash heads.

EOS-1Ds Mk III, Canon EF 24–105 f4L lens at 65mm, f11 @ 1/250, ISO 200.
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I cringed when my editors told me that we were going to shoot an NBA player. It seemed impossible that we would find any basketball superstar who would do what we were asking, not to mention the 12 super-superstars on the Dream Team, but Jason Kidd could not have been more cooperative—both in allowing us to paint him and in working hard to make a stunning photo.

Analog SLR, 70–200mm lens.
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One of the photo essay concepts for the Sydney 2000 Olympic Preview issue my editors at SI and I came up with was getting Olympic athletes from around the world and photographing them painted gold. (For some reason, no one wanted to be painted silver or bronze.) I had done a similar shot the previous year with sprinter Maurice Greene, and the results were very cool.

When I found out that the athletes selected included a Chinese diver, a Dutch swimmer, an Australian triathlete, and a Belarusian gymnast, I started planning an around-the-world photo safari. We shot the diver at a meet in Miami, the swimmer as she was training in Oregon, and the triathlete not far from my home in Southern California. My assistants and I did get to go to Minsk, Belarus, to shoot gymnast Ivan Ivankov.

Painting the athletes, their clothes, footwear, and the instruments of their sports gold presented many challenges. The least of which was painting their skin and hair. The paint we used was applied with an airbrush and washed off easily—or at least that’s what we told everyone as we hurriedly packed up and left. Painting the skin was relatively easy, but painting everything else was hard.

Ivan Ivankov in an iconic Olympic image for the Preview Issue cover.

Analog SLR, 300mm lens.
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Stylist Perri Veganes tackles the delicate job of applying gold paint to Dutch swimmer Inge de Bruijn’s eye.

Analog SLR, 35mm lens.


[image: Image]
My stylist, Perri Veganes, had to figure out how to apply gold paint to different uniform fabrics, including cotton, nylon, and spandex. She had to paint triathlete Michellie Jones’s watch (she wouldn’t let us paint her bike), Jason Kidd’s basketball shoes (warm soapy water cleans off the mold release), and a softball player’s aluminum bat (she had an automotive painter bake the paint on).

Once everything was painted, the shooting was straightforward. The gold athletes lit up with a beautiful glow under broad, soft light. The project was supposed to culminate with a cover shoot with American sprinter and track superstar Marion Jones. Unfortunately, that shoot did not go well. Jones was tired and not into doing the shoot, despite my best efforts to make her feel comfortable. In addition, we shot her in the hooded body suit the American runners were trying out at that time. The suit made her look like an angry, wrinkly alien.

SI shot her again—I didn’t do that one—but things still didn’t click, and through a kind twist of fate (the rarest kind) the editors eventually chose my Ivan Ivankov shot for the cover. It was a very satisfying ending after a long summer of hard work.

Dutch swimmer Inge de Bruijn.

Analog SLR, 300mm lens.
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Fire. I didn’t know what he was going to do when he started pouring liquid over his gloves.

Canon EOS-1Ds Mk III, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L lens at 100mm, f6.3 @ 1/250, ISO 200.
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Mephisto. The wrestlers’ eyes are their only way of conveying expression from behind the mask.

Canon EOS-1Ds Mk III, Canon EF 24–105mm f4L lens at 88mm, f6.3 @ 1/250, ISO 200.

My assistant Max Morse and I flew down to Mexico City for this story on Mexico’s Lucha Libre masked wrestlers. We set up our lights and background in the beautiful Arena Mexico home of Lucha Libre in Mexico. There we shot over 60 wrestlers in four days. The “luchadores” were uniformly friendly and easy to work with. Not all of them spoke English, but it was easy to direct them because each one had his or her own schtick. “Good” wrestlers were referred to as “técnicos” and evil ones as “rudos.” I kept the lighting and background simple to allow the attitude and costume of the wrestler to make the picture. Lighting: Dynalite M1000 power packs and Dynalite 4080 flash heads. (For a video of this shoot, go to my website at peterreadmiller.com.)
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Little Boxer. While teaching a workshop in Santa Fe, New Mexico, the class and I went to shoot at a boxing club based in a double-wide mobile home. I shot this young fighter in the doorway of the club.

Analog SLR, 100mm lens.



The Last Word: Gabby Douglas, The Fierce Five, and the 2012 London Olympics

For 35 years at Sports Illustrated I had the extraordinary opportunity to shoot both portraits and action. Most photographers are specialists in one or the other type of photography; I was allowed (and paid!) to develop skills in both forms. During the summer of 2012, in one four-week burst, I was able to use everything I’d learned in all of my experiences to make a few pictures that I think represent the best of what I have been trying to achieve my whole career behind a camera.



Because I had been shooting gymnastics for the magazine since 1976 and was scheduled to “anchor” the magazine’s gymnastic coverage for the London Games, I was assigned to cover the U.S. Olympic Gymnastics Trials in San Jose in late June.

Prior to the trials, America was ready to crown Jordyn Wieber the new Golden Girl of gymnastics, but out of nowhere a dynamic new star emerged—Gabby Douglas—and I, like much of America, was captivated by her energy and her grace.

In addition to shooting the usual Men’s and Women’s action on the floor at the Trials, I set up an overhead remote camera looking straight down on the balance beam. Although the overhead is usually a low percentage shot, I made a near-perfect shot of Gabby on the beam. Her arms and legs were in ideal positions, she was looking up directly into the camera, and the footprints and patterns in the white chalk on the blue mat beneath the beam gave the photo an impressionist feeling. As soon as I saw the image on my monitor, I knew I had something special.

My editors at SI in New York agreed. If fact, they were so happy with the shot that they held the photo out of the Trials coverage in that issue and considered using it on the cover of the Olympic Preview issue the following week. (Originally, the cover was to be a shot of Jamaican sprinter Usain Bolt, but because he lost both the 100M and 200M at the Jamaican Olympic trials—we now know he was just lying low—Bolt was out and women’s gymnastics was in.) When the folks at SI learned that Time magazine had just put Gabby on its cover, however, they asked U.S. Gymnastics to set up a shoot with all five girls on the women’s team.

[image: Image]
Gabby Douglas at the Olympic Trials in San Jose, June 2012. The overhead remote on the beam is a high-risk, high-reward shot, but I got lucky this time.

Canon EOS-1D Mk IV, Canon EF 70–200mm f2.8L Series II lens at 200mm, f4 @ 1/1250, ISO 2000.


A date and time for the shoot was worked out, and my assistant and I flew off to Houston, heading for Béla Károlyi’s gymnastics camp. Although Béla had retired from coaching following the 1996 Olympics, his wife Márta was still the National Team Coordinator, and the U.S. Team still trains at his ranch.

Béla’s ranch is about 60 miles north of the Houston airport and in the middle of a large forest. If you weren’t sure where you were going, you would be certain you were lost long before you arrived. But we knew where we were going. The day we arrived, a heavy mist clung to the pine trees, giving everything a ghostly air.

Once we got inside, however, everyone was friendly and warm. We set up our lights and dropped our 12-foot white seamless background behind the balance beam. The girls came in and immediately started digging through piles of newly arrived leotards with all the enthusiasm of a group of teenage girls finding a sale at the mall. And that’s what they were—a group of teenage girls who just happened to be some of the best athletes in the world. Jordyn, Kyla Ross, Aly Raisman, and McKayla Maroney were friendly and bubbly, but Gabby, who arrived several minutes later than the other girls, was cool and standoffish. There was clearly some tension between her and the other girls, particularly Jordyn. Maybe they were jealous of her recent ascent; or maybe they were fighting over the normal stuff teenagers fight over. I didn’t know, and I didn’t want to ask.

Despite this tension, the shoot went well. I posed three of the girls standing on the beam, with Gabby at the center (of course) and two on the floor. Gymnasts, especially the women, know how to pose. Everyone had big smiles, with chins up, toes and fingers pointed, and wrists cocked. The girls worked hard during the shoot, which lasted about 40 minutes, and were very attentive throughout, but there was one moment when they seemed extra alert. I turned my head to the left and Márta Karolyi was behind me; then I turned to my right and there was Béla over my other shoulder giving me his little half smile—a shiver went down my spine. We all seemed to know we had just captured something very special.

Once my editors in New York sorted out all the images in which it looked like someone had a leg growing out of her head, we had our Olympic Preview cover. The overhead remote shot of Gabby ran on the Contents page and was used for the “SI Live from London” app in the Apple App Store. It had been a great couple of weeks for me, and now I was flying to London for the Games.

The Olympic gymnastics competition always begins with the qualification for team competition. I started by shooting McKayla on the vault; then it was Jordyn in the floor exercise, Aly in the uneven bars, and Gabby on the beam. The U.S. team excelled during the second (and final) night of the team competition: With Gabby competing on all four apparatuses, the team took the Gold medal by a huge margin over Russia.

A few days later Gabby finished her individual floor exercise with a big smile, went on to win Gold in the individual all-around competition, and became the first American gymnast to win team and all-around Gold in the same Olympics. As I shot her receiving her medal alone on the podium that night in London, I thought of how the last four weeks had brought us both a very long way from San Jose.
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[image: Image]
Our setup at Béla’s ranch. Photo credit: Jerry Ward.
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Our first try.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 24–105L lens at 93mm, f11 @ 1/250, ISO 100.
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The girls on the cover. The red leotards look so much better.


[image: Image]
Gabby Douglas on the beam during the team competition in London.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 245mm, f4 @ 1/1600, ISO 4000.


[image: Image]
Gabby receives the Gold medal for the Individual All-Around.

Canon EOS-1D X, Canon EF 200–400mm f4L Extender 1.4X lens at 400mm, f4 @ 1/800, ISO 3200.
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Gale, Tristan, 150–151

A Game of Passion, 33–34

games

approaching, 30

flow of, 59

focusing for, 18

focusing on coaches, 30

focusing on players, 30

patterns of, 59

pinpointing stories, 30

Gay, Tyson, 195

gear

Canon 1.4L Extender III, 17

Canon Angle Finder C, 17

CF (CompactFlash) cards, 17

Hoodman HoodLoupe, 17

gear and settings

cameras, 14–17

lenses, 14–17

Gigapan camera, using, 118

Godfrey, Randall, 48

Gold Rush issue, 250

Goodman, André, 90

Goodrum, Rashaad, 247

Green Bay game, 2011, 44

Grewal, Alexi, 135

Griffith Joyner, Florence, 143

Grigorieva, Tatiana, 207

gymnastics

angles, 178–182

apparatus, 187

backgrounds, 180–182

balance beam, 190–192

element of anticipation, 180

Gienger release, 192

high bar, 188–189

jubilation, 184

lenses, 178–182

parallel bars, 188–189

pommel horse, 188–189

shooting meets, 182–186

still rings, 188–189

uneven bars, 190–192

vault and floor exercise, 187

H

Hall, Gary, 224–225

Hamm, Paul, 159, 185

hammer throw events, 208–211

Harbaugh, Jim, 15

Hardee, Trey, 210

Harrison, Rodney, 32

Hazelton, Vidal, 32

Henkel, Heike, 206

Heptathlon events, 211

high jump, photographing, 207

high school football, shooting, 85–88

Hoffa, Reese, 209

Hoodman HoodLoupe, traveling with, 17

Howard, Dwight, 244–245

I

In-Sub, Kim, 149

Isinbaeva, Yelena, 161

Ivankov, Ivan, 250

J

Jackson, Lawrence, 96

Jackson, Vincent, 16

Jager, Tom, 145

James, LaMichael, 97, 120

James, LeBron, 232–233

javelin events, 208–211

Jets game, 2008, 40

Johnson, Calvin, 90

Johnson, Magic, 242–243

Johnson, Michael, 196

Johnson, Shawn, 192

Jones, Ed, 112

Jones, Marion, 148

Joyner Kersee, Jackie, 143

JPEGs versus RAW files, 106

jumping events, 204–207

Justice, Winston, 247

K

Kaniskina, Olga, 216–217

Károlyi, Béla, 147, 258, 260

Kidd, Jason, 250

Korean Women’s Field Hockey, 219

Kupets, Courtney, 184

Kurz, Chad, 87

L

Law, Ty, 118

Leading Off photo, making, 30, 33

Lefort, Enzo, 127

Leinart, Matt, 12, 246

Lennon, John, 162–163

Lennox, Annie, 162–163

lenses. See Canon lenses

Canon EF 200-400mm f4L telephoto, 17

choosing, 14–17

Lewis, Carl, 142, 205

lighting football stadiums, 80–84

lighting portraits. See also portraits

Dynalite power packs, 226–228

gear, 226–227

light panels, 227

light sources, 227

light stands, 227

Rime Lite Octagons, 229

Lincecum, Tim, 231

line of scrimmage. See also football photos

defensive linemen, 53–56

kickers, 57–58

linebackers, 53–56

offensive line, 50–53

perspective from, 48

Liukin, Nastia, 182, 186

Lloyd, Brandon, 90

Lochte, Ryan, 168

London, Brandon, 88–89

London Olympics, 2012, 17, 162, 166, 210, 215, 218–219

López Azcuy, Liván, 131

loupe, traveling with, 17

Lucha Libre masked wrestlers, 253

M

Mack, Tom, 9

Magic Johnson, 242–243

Maier, Hermann, 155

Manning, Peyton, 44, 118

marathon events, 204

Maroney, McKayla, 181

masked wrestlers, 253

Matthews, Clay, 249

Matua, Fred, 247

Maualuga, Rey, 248–249

McAulay, Terry, 100

McCoy, Anthony, 93

Melnichenko, Yuriy, 149

Men’s events

200M, Beijing, 214

Decathlon, 210

Mephisto portrait, 253

Merriweather, Mike, 45

meters, using, 20

Michael, George, 162–163

Mile High Stadium, 83

Millard, Keith, 31

Millen, Matt, 6

Moffitt, John, 204

Monito, Ke, 254

monopod, using for football photos, 14

Montana, Joe, 31, 60, 110, 234–235

Morton, Craig, 112

multiple exposure, example of, 127

Munz, Diana, 134

N

Nash, Steve, 244

NBA Preview cover, 2010, 238–239

Nelson, Adam, 209

Nelson, Terry, 34

NFC Championship games

1991, 60

1995, 82, 103

2007, 27

NFL games

shooting, 7–10

shooting from sidelines, 39

study in contrasts, 9

Nurudinov, Ruslan, 218

O

Oakland Coliseum, 38

Oates, Bob, 33

Okeafor, Chike, 11

Olsen, Merlin, 8–9, 34

Olympic gear

carrying, 138–140

remote cameras, 140

Olympic Preview issue, 259, 261

Olympics

Athens, 2004, 156–159, 204

Atlanta, 1996, 146–147

Barcelona, 1992, 145, 163–164

Beijing, China 2008, 128–130, 160–161

jubilation, 131–137

London, 2012, 162, 166

Los Angeles, 1984, 141–142

Men’s Team Foil in London, 127

Salt Lake City, 2002, 150–151

Seoul, 1988, 143–144

swimmers, 134

Sydney, 2000, 148–149

Winter, 152–155

Oregon/Auburn 2010 BCS Championship game, 120

P

Pastorini, Dan, 20

Paymah, Karl, 88–89

Pearson, Sally, 136

Phelps, Michael, 175–177

Pittsburgh Steelers vs. Broncos, 2012, 60, 63

players

focusing on, 30

working with, 222–223

PocketWizard radios, using with remote cameras, 140

Popovi, Bojana, 218

Porter, Tracy, 118–119

portraits, working with subjects, 222–223. See also lighting portraits

Prefontaine Classic, 2005, 198–201

Price, Sheldon, 29, 56

pushing film, explained, 105

Q

quarterbacks, shooting, 42–44

R

Raiders

1973 offensive line, 5

early years in Los Angeles, 7

rain, shooting in, 25–26

Raisman, Aly, 179

Rams vs. Vikings, 1977, 24

RAW files

downsides, 109

versus JPEGs, 106

shooting at Sports Illustrated, 107–109

receivers, shooting, 46

Redman, Isaac, 63

remote cameras. See also cameras

PocketWizard radios, 140

triggering, 140

use at Olympics, 140

using, 140

Reynolds, Butch, 196

Rice, Jerry, 103, 110

Rice, Sidney, 248

Richardson, Trent, 228–229

Ricks, Mikhael, 81

Rime Lite Octagons, using, 229

Rison, Andre, 13

Rivers, Keith, 246

Rivers, Philip, 16, 44

Roberts, Kurtis, 208

Roberts, Martin, 164–165

Rodgers, Aaron, 11, 114

Roethlisberger, 68–70

Rose Bowl game, 2009, 29

Rosenbach, Timm, 52

Ross, Dionne, 193

Ross, Kyla, 181, 190

Royal, Eddie, 63, 66

running backs, shooting, 46

running event, 201–203

S

Salt Lake City Olympics, 2002, 150–151

San Diego Chargers, 36

Sanderson, Cael, 132–133

Santa Clara Invitational Swim Meet, 167–168

Seau, Junior, 55

Session, Clint, 117

settings and gear

cameras, 14–17

lenses, 14–17

shot put events, 208–211

sidelines, pitfalls of shooting from, 39

Singletary, Mike, 52

Sistrunk, Otis, 9

Smith, Steve, 246

Snow, Jack, 9

snow, shooting in, 26–27

Spice Girls, 162–163

“The Spike,” 60

sports

approaching, 30

flow of, 59

focusing for, 18

focusing on coaches, 30

focusing on players, 30

patterns of, 59

pinpointing stories, 30

“Sports Authority Field at Mile High,” 83

Sports Illustrated

action portraits, 12

covers, 120–123

Flex system, 110–119

going digital, 105–106

Gold Rush issue, 250

reason for shooting RAW, 107–109

Super Bowl coverage, 110–119

sportsshooter.com, 17

Stabler, Kenny, 9, 49–50

Steelers/Broncos game, 2003, 107

steeplechase at Barcelona, 196

stories, pinpointing, 30

Strug, Kerri, 147

Suitor, Bill, 141

Super Bowls

covering for SI (Sports Illustrated), 110–119

Flex system, 118

rules for shooting, 118

spike, 115

XII, 110

XLIV, 116–118

XXVII, 113

XXIX, 115

XXXIX, 32

Suzuki, Ichiro, 236

swimmers

identifying, 177

Men’s 100M Breaststroke Final, 136

in Olympics, 134

photographing, 224–225

swimming

angles, 166, 168–170

backstroke, 173–174

breaststroke, 172–174

butterfly shot, 176

freestyle stroke, 172–173

lenses, 166, 168–170

reaction shot, 176

strokes, 173–177

Sydney Olympics, 2000, 148–149

T

Tatum, Jack, 9

Taylor, Dan, 209

Taylor, John, 58–59, 110

Tebow, Tim, 64, 69, 74, 77, 120–123

telephoto lenses, Canon EF 200-400mm f4L, 17

Thomas, “Big Joe,” 248

Thomas, Darron, 97

Thomas, Demaryius, 63–64, 74, 76

Thomas, Pierre, 117

Thompson, Richard, 212

throwing events, 208–211

Tomlinson, LaDainian, 40, 95

track and field

1993 US. Championships, 196

2004 Olympic Trials, 195

angles, 193–197

basic kit, 197

Decathlon, 211

discus, 208–211

hammer throw, 208–211

Heptathlon, 211

hurdles at 2005 Prefontaine Classic, 198–199

javelin, 208–211

jumping events, 204–207

lenses, 193–197

marathon events, 204

react position, 212–215

remote cameras, 197–198

running events, 201–203

shooting meets, 198–200

shot put, 208–211

steeplechase at Barcelona, 196

throwing, 208–211

tripods, prohibition at football games, 14

Turner, Andrew, 134

U

Uchimura, Kohei, 188

Unitas, Johnny, 7

Upshaw, Gene, 5

U.S. Women’s Gymnastic team, 158

USC/UCLA game, 2005, 2

V

van der Burgh, Cameron, 136

Varner, Jacob Stephen, 132–133

Veganes, Perri, 251

Vikings vs. Rams, 1977, 24

Vise, Hollie, 191

W

Warner, Kurt, 54, 118

water polo match, 218

Waters, Ricky, 115

Watts, Quincy, 196

Wei, Yang, 160, 187

White, Dwight, 37

wide lenses, using at football games, 89

Wieber, Jordyn, 256

Winter Olympics, 152–155

Wiser, Sean, 87

Wistrom, Tracey, 10

Women’s events

20K Walk, Beijing, 216

100M, Beijing, 213

Handball, 218

hurdles, 202–203

Woods, Robert, 19

Woodson, Charles, 81

Woodyard, Wesley, 77

Worthy, James, 243

wrestling, 252–253

Y

Yarbrough, Carl, 155

Young, Steve, 82

Youngblood, Jack, 9
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My six covers from S1 Olympics Dally from the Sal Lake
City Games—pretty good for a Winter Olympics rookie.
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Unlimited online access to all Peachpit,
Adobe Press, Apple Training and New
Riders videos and books, as well as content
from other leading publishers including:
O'Reilly Media, Focal Press, Sams, Que,
Total Training, John Wiley & Sons, Course
Technology PTR, Class on Demand, VTC
and more.
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The remote camera. A Canon E0S-1D Mk IV
with a Canon EF 70-200 £2.8L Series I lens.
Camera mounted on a Manfrotto Model 405
geared tripod head and a Manfrotto Super
Clamp. The lens is secured by a Manfrotto
Magic Arm on another Super Clamp, and
the camera is triggered by a PocketWizard
MultiMAX Transceiver which is mounted
separately from the camera to improve.
reception. Note the safety cables.

The overhead photo as it ran on
the Contents page of the Olympic
Preview issue.





images/00041.jpeg





images/00117.jpeg





images/00238.jpeg





images/00044.jpeg





images/00043.jpeg





images/00119.jpeg





images/00046.jpeg





images/00114.jpeg





images/00235.jpeg





images/00045.jpeg





images/00113.jpeg





images/00234.jpeg





images/00048.jpeg





images/00116.jpeg





images/00237.jpeg





images/00047.jpeg





images/00115.jpeg





images/00236.jpeg





images/00039.jpeg





images/00038.jpeg





images/00220.jpeg





images/00101.jpeg





images/00222.jpeg





images/00100.jpeg





images/00221.jpeg





images/00071.jpeg
aas! e £ P






images/00070.jpeg





images/00073.jpeg





images/00072.jpeg





images/00075.jpeg





images/00107.jpeg





images/00228.jpeg





images/00074.jpeg





images/00106.jpeg





images/00227.jpeg





images/00077.jpeg





images/00109.jpeg





images/00076.jpeg





images/00108.jpeg





images/00229.jpeg
NFL Draft Preview

?-\'1 ri

LA/
\A
}9
st32Picks |
 [Tackle )
] Craze
Continues K
Perfect
3 Wildcat

- |Player






images/00079.jpeg





images/00103.jpeg





images/00224.jpeg





images/00078.jpeg





images/00102.jpeg





images/00223.jpeg





images/00105.jpeg





images/00226.jpeg





images/00104.jpeg





images/00225.jpeg





images/00211.jpeg





images/00210.jpeg





images/00060.jpeg





images/00062.jpeg





images/00061.jpeg





images/00064.jpeg





images/00217.jpeg





images/00063.jpeg





images/00216.jpeg





images/00066.jpeg





images/00219.jpeg





images/00065.jpeg





images/00218.jpeg





images/00068.jpeg
& - o ‘Q;d‘
o B’ A W )

.
‘o.F -y ;"






images/00213.jpeg





images/00067.jpeg





images/00212.jpeg





images/00215.jpeg





images/00069.jpeg





images/00214.jpeg
NBA PREVIEW

> ALL 30 TEAMS, ONE NEW KING OF THE WEST>
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RIGHT: For the 2009 College Football Preview we shot the starting quarterback and center ,‘
at four schools. | was concerned that the center's bulk would overwhelm the quarterback,

especially from a low angle, so | rented 3 high school gym and used two of my assistants
(Shawn Cullen as QB and Patrick Fallon as C) to test lenses, lighting and poses.

Canon EOS-1Ds Mk Ill, Canon EF 200mm f2L lens. {11 @ 1/250, 150 200,

PARTY CRASHERS
THE DUCKS
HAVE THE
FIREPOWER
TO SHAKE
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LerT: Here's the finel pose
and lighting we used at the
University of Oregon. On this
project | had to get the athletes
o strike exactly the same pose
in each shot sa they would all
fitinto the space created by

the type on the cover, which
‘was the same for sl four covers.
Lighting: Dynalite M1000 power
packs, Dynalite 4080 flash
heads.

Canon E0S-1D Mark I, Canon EF

200mm f2L lens, f11 @ 1/250,
190200,
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