Life on the Wing

by Christine Danger
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Christine Danger is a keen amateur photographer who focuses on nature, wildlife and nautical subjects. Her passion for birds is evident
through the photographs and research on individual species featured in her “Bird Photography Challenge” fortnightly posts on www.
sv-takeiteasy.com. Her bird photography equipment includes a Canon 7dII camera, a Canon EF100-400mm f/4.5-5.6 L IS telephoto zoom,
and a 1.4x teleconverter.

On the wing

In the last issue of Dynamic Range, we looked at
gear and basic techniques to photograph birds.
In this issue, we focus specifically on a spectacular
oceanic species: the Shy Albatross. My last big sailing
trip has taken us right around Bass Strait, where these
magnificent creatures spend their life.

Albatross splendour
If bird photography is a passion, the ultimate is to
capture the majestic albatross at sea and discover
one of the islets where it breeds, aptly named
Albatross Island in Bass Strait. The Shy Albatross is
a Tasmanian native, which makes it even more
precious and close to my heart. Its scientific name
Thalassarche cauta, comes from the Latin word
cauta, meaning cautious and so it should be. It is a
threatened species.
We were lucky enough to get close to Albatross
Island with our catamaran Take It Easy in December
2016. We never landed there with the dinghy as it is
strictly prohibited, to protect the colony. Instead we
dropped our sails and slowly motored to the Eastern
side, and armed with my Canon 7DII, the 400mm
lens and a 1.4 extender I did my best to catch a few
images from our deck, not an easy feat in a heaving
boat, despite the calm conditions. Having never
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seen an Albatross colony, it was a thrill to have the
opportunity to approach without threatening.
It is obvious that these colonies are somewhat
chaotic places. Birds come and go and their huge
wingspan can make for awkward movements.
Squabbles between neighbours are rather vigorous,
ungainly landings by approaching birds are frequent,
but seeing so many of these albatrosses on the island
was an astonishing spectacle.
But you do not have to come to a colony to
see albatrosses. Whenever you sail in Bass Strait,
albatrosses abound.

About these majestic birds
Albatrosses fly great distances. With over a two meter
wingspan, they glide effortlessly over the ocean,
covering hundreds of kilometres a day in search
of food. During the first few years of their life they
remain almost exclusively at sea, only returning to
their original colony when they are 3 or 4 years of
age. They must find a mate with which to form a
long lasting bond. Courtship rituals involve dancing,
display, vocalisation and preening, which help
strengthen the bond, but most birds do not reach
sexual maturity until they are seven years of age.

Albatross in flight, vertical format
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Series of shots showing an albatross taking off once the breeze picks up

When a pair is finally ready to breed, they build a
high mud nest, copulate and soon after the female
lays a single egg. Egg laying is a highly synchronised
affair in a colony, with most eggs laid in late
September. Both parents share incubating duties.
One bird will sit on the nest for days on end, without
moving from the nest or eating, while the partner
forages at sea for up to ten days, in search of fish,
squid and cuttlefish. Reunited at the nest, the pair
attends to mutual preening and nest maintenance,
before swapping roles. This is repeated for about 10
weeks until the chick hatches in December.

The chick continues to be nurtured by the parents
who spend a lot of their time at sea searching for
food until their chick is big enough to fend for itself.
By April the chicks have grown to their adult weight of
five or six kilos, they are fully feathered and are ready
to fledge. The young birds have to learn both to fly
and find their own food. This is a critical time in their
life and many do not survive. For the parents, raising
a chick is a tough job. Once their chick has fledged,
they spend the next few months foraging to regain
body condition.

Today, about 5000 pairs breed on Albatross Island,
half the estimated historical size. We know that
the population has started to decline again after
a recovery from severe depletion in the 1800s by
sealers. Only a small portion of the eggs laid by
a female in her lifetime will survive the process of
incubation, chick rearing and the many challenges
of life at sea to become a breeding adult. For every
pair that lays an egg, it is getting increasingly less
likely they will have a surviving chick at the end of
the year. This is apparently due to two factors: firstly
there is a decline in breeding success, which means

albatross pairs are less likely to successfully raise a
chick. Secondly there is a decline in juvenile survival;
fewer chicks survive their juvenile years to return to
breed on the island. So research continues to try to
understand what is causing these trends.
Add to this climate change, plastic ingestion,
habitat loss and attacks from feral animals, and it is
not difficult to understand why the “Shy Albatross”
is somewhat bashful, not to mention endangered.
This native Tasmanian sea bird has been declared
vulnerable under the Threatened Species Protection
Act.

On the mud nests, at Albatross Island
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Albatross in flight, close overhead
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The photographic challenges and
opportunities
Photographing albatrosses is not only enjoyable, it
helps raise awareness of their plight. People at large
rarely get to see these endangered creatures, and
photographing and publishing images and articles
about them can help make people care what
happens to them and maybe help.
However photographing albatrosses, or any oceanic
seabird for that matter, can be a challenge.
If you want to photograph albatrosses, you have
to be at sea, on a boat. For us it is easy, we sail.
But for most people, the opportunity can come
through a pelagic bird watching tour. You generally
do not have to go very far offshore to see these
majestic ocean wanderers in action. The advantage
of going on one of these tours is that you will
generally see multiple oceanic bird species such as
prions, shearwaters, petrels and different types of
albatrosses, and sometimes sea mammals. A guide
can also provide excellent identification information
and education.
The major challenge with photographing from a
boat is that you are on a constantly moving platform,
making it hard to focus. To add to the degree of
difficulty, you typically need a large zoom, which
means every movement is amplified.

Stabilise yourself
A tripod is unfortunately of no help on a boat.
However they are a few things you can do to stabilise
yourself. Your stand is important: legs wide apart,
bottom or shoulders resting against something solid,
elbows tucked in to your body. Another technique

you could also consider is to mount your camera on
something similar to a shoulder rifle butt. It takes some
of the weight of the camera and helps stabilise you.
Once stable, finding the bird before you can focus
on it can be a challenge. If you use a zoom as
opposed to a prime lens, you may find it useful to
focus on your subject at low magnification first, then
zoom out.

Camera Settings
For shots taken near Albatross Island, the addition
of a 1.4x teleconverter was necessary. This gave
greater reach, however the catch is that you need
a bright sunny day to counteract the loss of f/stop.
And with extra magnification comes greater difficulty
in capturing tack sharp shots. So shutter speed is of
the essence! Set it at 1/ 1000th of a second at least.
Other settings, as with any bird photography, include
centre AF point for auto-focusing, AI Servo if you
own a Canon DSLR, Continuous AF for Nikon users to
ensure that the camera automatically keeps tracking
and focussing on the moving bird.

A panning shot as the Albatross soars past

Opportunities for great shots
The most spectacular time to photograph an
albatross is when the wind is up. With its 2.5m
wingspan, it does not like to flap. Instead it soars
dynamically, extracting energy from the waves from
an area of 10 to 20 meters above the surface of the
ocean where the wind speed changes dramatically.
When you look at the flight path of an albatross, it
goes through four phases: a windward climb, a curve
from wind to leeward at the highest point, a leeward
descent, and a reverse turn close to the surface.
This endlessly repeated succession of S’s is best
captured by taking panning shots as the albatross

Close up shot of Albatross on the water

Soaring flight, wings fully extended and locked in place!

soars, banks and weaves between swell lines. Again
constant refocusing is best achieved through the
use of AI Servo (Canon) or Continuous AF (Nikon),
and high speed continuous shooting will maximise
your chances of getting at least one tack sharp
image in a series. In post processing, you have the
opportunity to emphasise the awesome wingspan
by using the panoramic 3x1 crop, or for close up
shots cropping to highlight salient features of their
face, such as their beak and their black eyebrow
which gives them such a determined look.
When the breeze is too light, the albatross lands on
the surface of the ocean and floats around. This
is when you can get quite close and take striking
portrait shots with a little more ease, although
anyone who has been fishing on a stationary
boat will know that it is also a time when you get
bounced around a fair bit.
As the breeze picks up again, you might be able to
capture interesting take off sequences when the
bird expands great effort to get airborne again.
I hope this article will inspire you to give this more
advanced aspect of bird photography a try. As
mentioned before, a pelagic tour is accessible
to most people when you visit the coast and an
experience that will enthral you.

Life on Albatross Island, the only island in Bass Strait where the Shy Albatross breeds
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