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Feed 
into
frame

All you need for the perfect bird shots are the right 
props, some favourite foods and plenty of patience, 
says Peter Cairns.
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NEXT COMPETITION: WOODLAND 
It’s home to some of Britain’s most spectacular plants 
and wildlife, but woodland can present numerous 
difficulties with light and shade for the budding 
photographer. In the next issue, Peter Cairns will  
show you how to master this tricky environment. 

WIN! Send us your images and win an digital SLR 
camera (worth £380) – the smallest and easiest-to-use DSLR 
on the market, with 10 megapixels, autofocus Live View and 28 different 
shooting modes. Visit www.olympuslive.co.uk for more information. 

HOW TO ENTER: Email entries (300dpi, jpeg, 4mb max file size) to 
walkmag@ramblers.org.uk (Photo Tutorial in subject line) or send CD-Roms or 
hard copy entries marked with your name, address, email and telephone details 
to: Photo Tutorial, walk magazine, 2nd Floor Camelford House, 87-90 Albert 
Embankment, London SE1 7TW. Entries close 7 July. Terms and conditions apply. 

top 5 tips
1 Feed the  
birds regularly 
using good-

quality bird food.

2 Choose your stage with  
care – remember background 
and lighting.

3 Use attractive perches – not 
the first stick you find!

4 Focus on the bird’s eye – this 
needs to be sharp. 

5 Keep practicing! Don’t expect 
instant results.

COMPETITION WINNERS
Marian Wade wins a Sigma SD14 digital SLR camera for her action 
shot of a gull fishing. Tony Price and Brian Sherrad both win 
camera equipment from Calumet Photographic. Check out past 
winners and competition terms and conditions at  
www.walkmag.co.uk/photography.

Bird photography – that’s a major subject.  

So major that many books are dedicated 

just to this one discipline. The good news  

is that birds are all around us so there’s plenty of 

subject matter. The bad news is that successful bird 

photography is rarely a result of a chance encounter –  

it requires planning, time and effort. How much effort 

really depends on what you want to achieve, but a good 

starting point is your own backyard. Literally.

Our gardens have spread over more and more of the 

countryside and have become important habitats for 

many bird species. With millions of people now feeding 

their avian visitors, the possibilities for garden bird 

photography are better than ever before. So how do  

you go about capturing them on camera?

Feeding your chances
For this tutorial, I’m going to use the great spotted 

woodpecker as a case study, but the principles 

described apply to many species that can be 

photographed close to home. Woodpeckers are 

essentially woodland birds, reliant on decaying trees  

in which to excavate their nest chamber. But in recent 

years, they’ve developed a penchant for peanuts, and if 

you live in an area with mature trees nearby, attracting 

this arboreal engineer won’t be too difficult. And that’s 

the starting point: make the birds come to you.

A new feeding station will take a while to become 

active but it won’t be long before you have a wide array 

of species clamouring to avail themselves of your 

generosity. Peanuts, sunflower seeds and table mix can 

all be obtained from specialist suppliers, but even petrol 

stations are now selling bird food.

Positioning your shot
You need to consider three things when positioning 

your feeders before you get your camera out.

Direction of light: Think about where the sun will be at 

the time you’ll be photographing (early morning is best).

Background: It’s important to choose a pleasing 

background to your portrait – ideally a reasonably dark, 

uniform colour – perhaps a hedge or ivy-covered fence.

Viewpoint: Get on the same level as your subject.  

Don’t photograph down or up – your images will look 

much more appealing at eye level.

ProPs and hides
Back to the woodpecker. Two more things are required – 

a perch or prop and an ability to conceal yourself. 

In the main image you can see on the left, I’ve found 

a windfall birch stump (a natural favourite of the 

woodpecker) and supported it with a fence post. I’ve 

then drilled holes in the side and plugged the holes with 

a mixture of fat, bread and peanuts. Once this food 

source has been found, you have a friend for life!

Although woodpeckers – and a wide range of other 

birds – are now regular visitors to our gardens, they are 

still wary and will not tolerate a photographer sitting 

out in the open. The easiest approach is a simple hide.  

A wide range is available but a tent will do the job, as 

will a garden shed with a window or even an open patio 

door. The essential thing is to remain hidden from view 

and to be comfortable enough to spend a couple of 

hours without too much fidgeting!

If you maintain a regular supply of varied food, you’ll 

have tits, finches and even squirrels as neighbours. Use 

natural-looking attractive perches and, with practice, 

you’ll soon have an enviable portfolio of garden bird 

images. And when that’s all done, you could build a small 

garden pond, then graduate to tackling waterfowl on the 

local boating lake or set up a hide on your local farm. Be 

warned – bird photography can be addictive!

“make the Birds come to 
you with a feeding 

station.”
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