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the bird is critically important. A helpful item, for camera bodies with
interchangeable viewfinder screens, isa plain matte screen thewhose center
will not black out when using a lens with a small maximum aperture,
Another helpful type of screen incorporates a fresnel lens, which increases
therelative brightness of the image,and allows foreasier viewing and focus.

Techniques

There are as many ways to photograph birds as there are ways to go
birding. Wandering around taking pictures on a catch-as-catch-can basis
may provide the most fun, but is not necessarily the most effective way to
consistently obtaingood shots. You cansitina biind forhours,oreven days,
waiting for THE MOMENT. You can travelin a car or boat, each acting as
a very effective blind.

One cardinal rule applies to whatever technique you employ: if you‘re
shooting a species for the first time, or if it's a rare bird that requires
documentation, always begin shooting early. Don’t worry about perfect
light, composition, angle, or size of image until after you've taken some
pictures. Keep movingin slowly and shoot until you are satisfied that you
have some good shots, If you're lucky, some photos will come out well,
often not the ones you expected. Always carry several extra rolls of film in

your pocket.

A. Wandering around on foot

Usea400mm lens ona gunstock ora monopod equipped with a ball head.
Although a monopod is steadier with weighty equipment, it is not much
help for action shots or for anything much above eye-level. Therefore,
unless you are shooting shorebirds or the like, use a gunstock. Tripodsare
cumbersome, slow touseand may interfere with use of yourbinoculars. A
tripod is of great use, however, when your subject is nearby and you have
sufficient time to set up.

B. Driving in a car

Cars make excellent blinds and provide steady support, except in strong
winds or when other people in the car won't sit still. The best car for this
purpose has a “bench” front seat for sliding across, plenty of room for your
ever expanding array of equipment, power windows that can all be oper-
ated from the driver’s position, high clearance for rough roads, and, of
course, four-wheel drive.

Restyour long lens on the window or the roof. Beanbags are great for this
approach as they instantly conform to any surface and help to dampen

Should you spot a bird by the side of the road and it’s too late for a slow
stop in perfect position, don’t slam on your brakes. You will only frighten
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your subject. Continue past the location, ready your equipment, turn
around and come back, gently rolling into just the right position the first
time. You will probably only have one chance, so turn your engine off, take
some shots, then try creeping closer. Some birds that you see along
roadways (hawks, herons, etc.), don’t mind cars and trucks roaring past
them, but as soon as one slows down, they’re gone.

C. Shooting from a boat

On arocking boat, a 300mm or 400mm lens on a gunstock isabout theonly
combinationthat works. Keepingthebirdin the frame, if you're onan ocean
trip, is itself a noteworthy achievement. A success ratio of about 3% is
admirable.

D. Working from a blind

The techniques involved in working with blinds far exceed the space
allowed in thisarticle. Suffice it tosay thata greatdeal of patienceand time
may be required in working from a blind, but the results can be extraordi-

nary.

Flight Shots

Shooting birds on the wing with a camera is more difficult than doing it
with a gun, because even if you “hit” them, their motion doesn’t stop. The
result is many blurry and out of focus images. Good flight shots of small
birds are very difficult to obtain without an elaborate flash set-up. Larger
birds, such as soaring hawks and sea birds, are somewhat easier, but still
presenta greatchallenge. Useof agunstock-mounted 400mm lensisalmost
mandatory for this type of work. Perhaps the easiest way to get good flight
photos of sea birds is from a boat that the birds are following for food.
Sometimes the birds will hang almost motionless, making flight shots
relatively easy.

Feeder Photography

Feeding stations are an excellent place to practice and develop your
shooting skills. Natural looking pictures canbehad by observing where the
birds usually perch near the feeder or where they forage on the ground.

Metering

Photographing evenly lit, medium-toned subjects against a similarly lit
backgroundiseasy. But whatdoyou do withblack birds, white birds, black
and whitebirds? A general rule of thumb is to overexpose one stop tobring
out the detail in black birds, underexpose one stop to keep the detail from
washing outin white birds, and bracket your exposures (take several shots
above and below the meter’s indicated reading) whenever possible. Be
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aware of the light values on the background and foreground: a darkish or
medium-toned bird on water that s reflecting a bright sky will be underex-
posed; birds in trees are often either backlit by a bright sky or brilliantly lit
in front of a dark canopy of leaves. These situations require exposure
compensation because your meter doesn’t recognize the most important
part of your picture. If you are buying a camera specifically for bird
photography, one with a built-in spot meter is very helpful with tricky
lighting situations. This will enable you to meter the precise area of the
frame you want properly exposed.

Composition

The same rules of artistic composition may be applied to bird photogra-
phy as in other art forms. However, you generally don’t have time to
compose, and may feel very fortunate if you obtain a sharp, well-exposed
image. If thebirdisrelatively stationary, try toarrange the photo so that the
bird is not in the center of the frame. Include some important background
habitat or color and look for an interesting pose. If the bird is involved in
some natural behavior, be it feeding, courtship, nest-building, or other
activity, develop a series of shots that tell a story. Of course, capturingsuch
moments is the most difficult task facing a bird photographer; most oppor-
tunities occur and are gone in an instant.

A spot of light reflected in the bird’s eye will make the bird come alive in
your photograph. Sucha “catchlight” isalmost essential if the bird is dark-
eyed and dark-headed so that you can’t otherwise see the eye.

Many bird photographers talk about filling the frame with the bird’s
image asif it were the ultimate accomplishment of their careers. Most of the
timeitisimpossible to “fill the frame”, except with largebirdsatcloserange.
Many lenses simply don’t focus that closely, even if the opportunity should
present itself. Froman aesthetic pointof view, the image of the bird should
take up nomore than1/2t02/3 of the frame. Otherwise, itisoverwhelming
in size and looks like a poster without background or foreground. Aim for
a composition that is balanced and pleasing to the eye.

Ethics of Bird Photography

The ethics of bird photography can be stated with a few simple rules:

1.  Neverintrudeonabird to theextent that you aredisplacing it fromits
preferred habitat.

2. Never takeanyaction that would expose a bird or a nest to predation
or the elements.

3. Don’ttake pictures of nests or nestlings, unless you are absolutely not
disturbing the birds. Nest photography may threaten the lives of the
parents and the young birds; even hawk nests high in trees can be
endangered should the young getexcited and fall out before they are
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ready to fledge.

4. Neverclosely approachabird to photographit when other peopleare
stillobservingit; alwaysaskother observersif they have any objection
to your moving closer to the bird.

5. Never move ahead of other photographers working the same bird;
you can all move up together and there is no reason to hurry when
approaching a bird on foot.

Conclusion

Bird photography can providea great deal of joy. A realsenseof prideand
achievement accompany the capture of a critical moment on film. Every
imageisnew ina field thatisopen todiscovery inbehavior, flight, plumage,
and sexual as well as seasonal variations needing photographic documen-
tation.

Photography keeps birding a vibrantand exciting hobby; you canalways
improve your pictures of even the most common species. Photographing
a rarity that documents the occurrence of a species is a proud accomplish-
ment. Even if you’ve seen them all, it is extremely difficult to get recogniz-
able pictures of a large number of species. Looking back at birds you
photographed years before brings forth a treasure of memories and often
somesurprises,addingimmeasurably to the pleasures of bird photography
and our appreciation of the natural world.

Suggested additional reading: Russ Kinne - The Complete Book of
Photographing Birds, 1981, AM Photo.

90 Sunny Reach Drive, West Hartford, CT 06117
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AMERICAN SWALLOW-TAILED KITESIN

MANSFIELD,CONNECTICUT
George A. Clark, Jr.}, and Louis Bevier?

Probably the most exceptional birds seen in Connecticut during June 1989
were two American Swallow-tailed Kites (Elanoides forficatus)in Mansfield.
The kites were first reported the afternoon of June 6 from the Holiday Hill
Camp on Chaffeyville Road, where Paula Coughlin and several others
spotted them in flight. That evening Coughlin telephoned George Clark.
Clark’s initial assumption was that these birds would probably not be seen
again, atleastlocally. Theusual experience with this speciesin thenortheast
has been that these birds do not linger in the area,

Itwas, therefore, a great surprise when fourdays later Mansfield resident
Dale Truman telephoned Shirley Davis to report two kites flying over his
home. Davis promptly called members of the local Natchaug Ornithologi-
cal Society. Converging on Browns Road, Bob Craig, John McDonald, Jim
Slater and Clark were rewarded by a fleeting glimpse of the kites passing
out of sight over the tree-tops. Meanwhile Davis, at the Trumans’ home on
nearby Crane Hill Road, had taken three recognizable photographsof akite
flying overhead. By the time McDonald and Clark reached the Tru-
mans’home they had only another momentary glimpse of the birds. As the
kites moved away, observers drove off in different directions to look for
them. John McDonald clearly saw both birds flying over the woods to the
east of a farming area along Mansfield City Road. However, by early
afternoon, the birds had vanished.

The following morning, June 11, Clark was called by Truman, who again
reported the birds flying around his home. After alerting several people of
the reappearance, Clark drove around looking for a good vantage point
fromwhich he mightbe able to observe the birds. The best location was the
samearea on Mansfield City Road where McDonald had seen the birds the
previousday. Clark waited some minutes and the birds flew over the tree
tops more than 300 feet to the east. The black and white underwing pattern
and thedeeply notched tail can be seenin Clark’s photographs, whichshow
recognizable, though small, images of both birds. While in that area Clark
was joined by Carol Phillips, Dolores Hilding and Winnie Burkett, Thekites
disappeared aboutmid day. It was later learned that Mary Jane Spring had
seen a kite that morning from the Freedom Green condominium complex
furthersouthin Mansfield. By this date the kites were on the statewide Rare
Bird Alert,and during subsequentdays a number of observers fromoutside
thelocal area came seeking the kites. Unfortunately, the kites were not seen
for days at a time. However, on June 21, Jim Slater received a telephone
report of a kite sighted near the intersection of State Rt. 195 and Browns
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Road. Louis Bevier searched the area of past sightings and observed both
birds in thelate afternoon from Mansfield City Road. Bevier found another
favorable vantage point at the top of a knoll on private property, just west
of Rt. 195 and south of Clover Mill Road. On June 24 he was able to get
recognizable pictures of a kite overhead at thatsite. Bevier and Tom Baptist
later were able to see the bird at that location. Bevier watched the bird for
more than 15 minutes at distances as close as 75 to 100 feet, describing it as
“a large hawk with relatively broad, long wings with swept back, pointed
ends.” He noted molt in the inner primaries and heavy wear on outer
primaries, features which we subsequently confirmed by photographs.
Head, underparts, and wing linings were snow white. The long tail was
black and shaped like that of a Barn Swallow. The leading edge of the upper
wing coverts was blacker than the gray sheen on the greater coverts and
secondaries. The bill was small and hooked, and the grayish-yellow feet
were relatively small. Bevier saw the bird pursuing a dragonfly and, on
another occasion, saw the bird reach down to chew onan unidentified item
held in the foot.

Subsequently, Bob Craig reported observing a kite on June 19 ata swamp
near theintersection of Rt. 195 and Clover Mill Road, and Sharon Ashworth
saw both birds near Mansfield Hollow Dam. We have beenunable toobtain
information on unconfirmed reports after June 24. The birds were never
observed perched and no evidence of breeding was obtained.

Thus, kites were present in Mansfield over at least a 19-day interval, as
indicated by detailed reports. All sightings were within a 3-mile diameter
circle, although the absence of sightings on some days could have been due
tothe birdsleaving the circlearea. Toour knowledge, astay of thisduration,
by this species in such a limited area is unprecedented in the northeast in
recent decades. The only record of an extended visit in this region is
described by Eaton (1914), who related the account of at least two kites at
West Hoosick, New York (near Bennington, VT) in 1886. One bird was shot
for a specimen but at least one was present from July 16 to August 9. The
collector, Griffin Haight, believed additional birds, possibly young, were
present, but evidence for breeding was not found.

Swallow-tailed Kites formerly bred as far north as Minnesota with egg
dates as late as June 7 and 16 (Roberts 1936). Additional evidence for early
summer nesting in the northern part of the kite’s rangeis a report of a nest
with eggs June 3 from Iowa (Bent 1937). Since 1900, however, kites have
become extremely scarce in the north central states (Roberts 1936), and the
breeding range of the species within the United States in now restricted to
the southeast. An extensive change in habitats and land use over the last
century with the progressive spread of agriculture is in our opinion, a
conceivable, though by no means proven, cause for the elimination of
breeding kites in the north central states.
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