Kea parrots have a reputation
for attacking sheep in their
native New Zealand. They were
slaughtered in their thousands
until being awarded protection
in 1986. ‘It seems far-fetched
that a 50cm-long bird could
take down a ewe, but it
happens,’ says Tom Walker
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A deep respect for nature and a thirst for new experiences make for great

FLIGHT
wildlife photography, says Tom Walker. We get a glimpse of life on location

B

irds have a reputation for being tough to get close
to, but New Zealand’s alpine parrots, a spectacular
example of which can be seen on the previous page,
are easy to hang out with, making them ‘people parrots’,
claims wildlife cameraman and photographer Tom Walker.
Protected in New Zealand since 1986, the parrots, also known
as kea after the screech they make, are known for seeking out
people, gravitating towards ski resorts, treating onlookers to
their dazzling and colourful beauty.
‘I was driving through the mountains when I saw some
chilled-looking kea parrots by the side of the road,’ says Walker.
‘I spent a half hour with them. Then, finally, this one took flight.
By being tight to the kea and using a 35mm wide-angle lens,
I was able to get the effect of the parrot being large in the
frame, but with a broad sense of the landscape.’
Here, Walker, who has worked on BBC series such as
Planet Earth II, Wild Cats, Wild New Zealand and Mountains,
shares some of the tricks of his trade…
DON’ T WORRY ABOUT GET TING EXPENSIVE KIT.
I always say to beginners, ‘A pricey camera doesn’t make you
any better at using it.’ I would advise spending the money you
save on travelling instead, rather than becoming obsessed with
upgrading to the ‘best’. If you’re a good photographer, you can
get amazing images with a smartphone. For a starter lens,
I recommend a Canon 50mm f/1.8 STM lens, which you can

S P OT T H E S WA N

It’s not immediately obvious that
there’s a tiny swan in the corner
of this image. It was taken at my
local pond in the West Midlands.
In foggy conditions like this, your
camera will automatically try to
under-expose the shot; instead,
you manually over-expose it.
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pick up for around £80. It’s incredible – affordable and supersharp. I’ve even filmed video sequences with it.
W I L D L I F E F I L M M A K E R S A N D P H OTO G R A P H E R S are
used to sacrifice. It’s part of the job description. You have to be
able to live out of a bag with minimal luxuries for most of the
year. In the past four years, I’ve been away from my family and
friends for 1,100 days, so the equivalent of three of those years.
You also need to be flexible. Animals don’t read scripts, and plans
change constantly on location. Since you’ll be spending around
44 days in a bush or a hide with colleagues, it’s important to be
able to get on with anyone. It’s all totally worth it though. When
months and months of planning and waiting come together, the
buzz is like no other. You get to see things no other people see.
A N TA R C T I C A WA S A O N C E - I N - A - L I F E T I M E experience.
I went out there to film penguins. The shapes and colours of the
icebergs and mountains are so incredible, I took 10,000 stills on
the five-day boat trip alone. The wildlife there sees very few
people, so it’s really inquisitive. You get killer whales following
the boat and leopard seals coming up to you. In the spring and
summer, temperatures aren’t actually that extreme; only about
-10°C, which is comparable to a cold winter’s day in Scotland.
L E O PA R D S A R E M Y FAV O U R I T E A N I M A L . They’re very
charismatic cats. Every single one I’ve worked with has been
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SUNSET LUPINS

This was in New Zealand. I drove for
three hours and waded through a river
with my tripod and camera above my
head to get to this stunning patch of
lupins. I only managed two shots
before it started raining, but the timing
was spot-on. A few minutes later
it would have been too dark.

WHEN MONTHS OF PLANNING AND
WAITING COME TOGETHER, THE BUZZ
IS LIKE NO OTHER. YOU GET TO SEE
THINGS NO OTHER PEOPLE SEE
completely different. You get to know their character. They’re
tricky to film because they’re skilled at disappearing into a
landscape to outsmart their prey, but that’s one of the reasons
I like them. The best place to film them is in Namibia. Most
of Africa is flat, but Namibia has these mountains and
coppices, which make it stunning.
YO U C A N G E T E XC E L L E N T I M A G E S O N YO U R

doorstep. You don’t have to be in Africa to film amazing
wildlife, or New Zealand to get beautiful landscapes. I live in
Staffordshire and often spend hours photographing things
like sand patterns or rock pools that I can find a few metres
from my door. My favourite British bird behaviour is that of
the great crested grebe. In February to April, they start
courting, a process that I could watch forever. They swim

towards each other with a
‘gift’, such as a weed in their
beak, and then launch
themselves upwards and
tread water in unison. It’s like
some sort of dance. Dog
walkers pass by, with no
idea of what’s happening. If you know it’s there and you
have the patience, it’s brilliant to watch.
THE PEOPLE WITH THE LEAST ARE THE HAPPIEST.
I’ve seen loads of different cultures now and the recurring
theme is that the happiest, nicest, most helpful people are
those who own the least. It reminds you how materialistic
our First World society can be. People have a meltdown
over their iPhone battery dying, or it raining when they don’t
have an umbrella, whereas there are those living a hand-tomouth existence who are chuffed just to be alive. A villager
in Africa once asked for our guide’s flip-flops. We thought
he wanted to wear them. Turns out he just wanted to use
them to help float his fishing net, so he could catch more
fish. Moments like this reset your perspective.
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POCKETS OF INTEREST

I’m doing a personal project on
abandoned quarries and the like. I find
the way nature reclaims abandoned
places fascinating. Without us
interfering, nature just takes over.
This was taken in Snowdonia. It’s a
patch of quarry that was only four
metres by two, in an enormous site.
By exploring a location closely,
you find pockets of amazing detail.

T H E M O S T E XC I T I N G A D VA N C E S right now are in

gyro-stabilisation. Gimbal rigs, a stabilising system, are
now being mounted onto boats and vehicles to film. The
results are really cinematic and immersive, as seen in
parts of Planet Earth II. It adds a wonderful movement
to filming wildlife sequences, meaning you can be both
zoomed-in and nicely stabilised.
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I FILMED THE IBEX FOR THE PLANET EARTH II

Mountains episode. Remember the wild goats that spring
down from the high ground to drink from the spring gorges?
It was a tough one to capture; the terrain is insanely steep,
and the ibex are super-unpredictable at the best of times.
They have no habitual path down the cliff faces, so you just
have to commit to a place, set up and hope. Some days we
wouldn’t film a single thing, because we’d see them way off
in the distance. I’m going back out to Israel to film them again
in a fortnight. Maybe I’ll be able to second-guess them better.
Filming the youngsters was a humbling experience. These
ibex are only two weeks old, yet they’re hurtling down a
mountainside at physics-defying speed with absolutely

no fear. Think about what human babies are capable of at
two weeks old! Not a lot, basically.
It’s not the first time I’ve felt inadequate next to the wildlife
I’m filming. I once filmed a tusked weta, a type of insect
around 10cm long. To escape their predators, they leap into the
water and hold their breath. To my knowledge, we filmed this
behaviour for the very first time. I timed the weta holding its
breath for three minutes. Three! I could never do that. It made
me think, ‘You just got owned by an insect, Tom.’
For more on Walker’s work, see tomwalkerphotography.
co.uk, or follow him on Instagram @tomwalkercam,
and Twitter @TomWalkerPhotog
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