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I believe every birding photographer, after getting all the regular ID type shots, will work his 

way towards photographing birds doing some sort of activity.  This would imply the typical 

foraging or eating photos, building nests, birds in flight (also see my previous article on this 

topic), even birds doing the natural thing of ensuring their species will continue to exist, birds 

on the hunt and so on.  When catching those birds in flight, it invariably leads to birds landing 

and perching again, which is fairly easy to do; the photographer is already tracking the bird 

through his viewfinder.  Catching the landing of waterbirds on a dam or pond, or birds braking 

to land on a perch is therefor quite easily accomplished with some minor adjustments in 

tracking techniques.  But to catch them launching and taking off is a different story altogether, 

with some species making it easy, and others are just plain difficult to catch on camera. 

The larger bird species are easier, some take a run to build up speed before getting airborne 

such as Flamingos, some squat slightly and then jump up whilst spreading their wings typical 

of the larger Heron species.  Most waterbirds like the Duck species will use their webbed feet 

as paddles to launch themselves whilst flapping wings at the same time, they tend not to 

worry about the direction of the wind as some other birds do.  The smaller birds when perched 

will tend to face into the wind when launching for flight, typical for Swallows, whilst other 

appear to just let go of the perch and take to flight. 

 

Greater Flamingo, Bullfrog Pan.  Canon EOS 1D MkIV, Sigma EX 300-800 @ 731mm, 1/6400, 

f6.3 

 

This is where knowledge of the behavioural characteristics of birds will come in handy.  Study 

their “technique” and plan for that.  Then concentrate on tell-tale signs that they might take 

off, such as ruffling of feathers, stretching wings, bobbing their head up and down, defecating, 

turning around on a perch to face into the breeze.  When there is more than one bird, typical 

pairs or small flocks, watch the remainder when one flies off.  Focus on a specific bird showing 

the tell-tale signs, leave space in the frame  for movement, and keep the shutter finger ready 

for action. 

You will need really fast reflexes to catch certain species of birds. The smaller Bishops, 

Weavers, Finches, Swallows, Kingfishers etc, really are quick off the mark; blink and you’ll miss 

the moment.   
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Yellow-crowned Bishop, Rietvlei Nature Reserve.  Canon EOS 1D X, Sigma EX 500 f4.5 with 

1.4x TC, 1/1600, f6.3  

 

I therefor suggest you start with the larger bird species first, as mentioned Flamingos make 

easy targets – they will literally run on the water flapping wings for quite a few meters before 

taking flight and is really quite fascinating to watch. Pelicans and other large waterbirds do 

the same.  Some large land-based birds such as Vultures also usually do a short run of a few 

steps whilst flapping their wings, and then lift off. 

 

Cape Vulture, Vulpro.  Canon EOS 1D MkIV, Sigma EX 120-300 OS with 2x TC @401mm, 

1/1600, f7.1 

 

Discussing technicalities of some of the photos presented: 

Catching streaming water from their claws, or the splashing when waterbirds take to flight 

adds an interesting extra perspective to your photos.  Ducks, Herons and Gulls can make 

interesting shots, they are relatively slow on take-off, yet you need to be ready all the time. 

 

White-faced Duck, Austin Roberts Bird Sanctuary.  Canon EOS 1D MkII, Sigma EX 500 f4.5. 

1/2500, f4.5 

 



 

Little Egret, Austin Roberts Bird Sanctuary.  Canon EOS 1D MkIV, Sigma EX 120-300 OS with 

1.4x TC @420mm, 1/1250, f5 

 

 

Grey-headed Gull, Marievale Bird Sanctuary.  Canon EOS 1D MkIV, Sigma EX 300-800 @ 

800mm, 1/5000, f5.6 

 

Remember to add space in the frame for their wings, large birds with wings spread out to the 

full become a very large subject.  I took the photos of the Black-headed Heron taking off at 

Finfoot Lake Reserve. The portrait orientation was due to me taking static shots at 800mm 

zoom setting.  The Heron suddenly turned a little away from me facing more towards the 

dam, stretched out its neck and  I realised its planning to take to flight.  Even though I quickly 

zoomed out to 466mm when it took off, I still clipped the wings, but when the wings where 

in a more forward-stroke position it easily fitted in the frame. 

     

Black-headed Heron, Finfoot Lake Reserve.  Canon EOS 1D X, Sigma EX 300-800 @ 466mm, 

1/1250, f11 

 



Similarly, the Black-winged Kite with the clipped wings also caught me by surprise as it took 

off in my direction and not sideways as I expected from its perched position, where it easily 

fitted in the frame.  The normal perched shots were taken at 800mm, and I zoomed back to 

610mm in anticipation of a take-off moment, ( it ruffled feathers) yet coming towards me it 

is too large an overall subject with wings extended.  

 

Black-winged Kite, Pilanesberg Nature Reserve.  Canon EOS 1D MkIV, Sigma EX 300-800 @ 

610mm, 1/8000, f6.3 

  

The Black-chested Snake Eagle taking off from the treetop is actually leaving its nest, where 

the female and their chick remained behind. They can just be seen in the lower left corner of 

the frame.  Using a long lens (Sigma 300-800 @800mm) means you can keep well clear of the 

nesting area and still capture those moments of them arriving with a snake, feeding the chick 

etc.  It is vitally important to never approach too close to a nest of any bird, and never disturb 

them at the nesting area.  If you don’t have a long lens rather crop into the image afterwards 

in your developing software. 

 

Black-chested Snake Eagle, Rietvlei Nature Reserve.  Canon EOS 1D MkIV, Sigma EX 300-800 

@ 800mm, 1/8000, f7.1 

 

The White-bellied Sunbird on launch was captured at Aloe Farm near Hartbeespoort dam 

whilst reviewing the excellent Canon EOS 1D X MkII for Canon South Africa  just after it was 

officially announced, fitted with the Sigma 300-800.  Anticipation, very quick reflexes and  

some luck made that image possible – Sunbirds are very active, always on the move with lots 

of fluttering about.  No tell-tale signs here, just anticipation. 



 

White-bellied Sunbird, Aloe Farm.  Canon EOS 1D X MkII, Sigma EX 300-800 @ 800mm, 

1/2500, f5.6 

 

A faster shutter speed to freeze of the movement especially on smaller birds, more loose 

framing to allow for movement and spread-out wings (larger birds) and also a little more 

depth of field to allow for slight focus offset on movement (if the AF cannot catch up fast 

enough) will all help towards creating nice photos of birds on lift-off. 

 

Rose-ringed Parakeet, Austin Roberts Bird Sanctuary.  Canon EOS 1D MkIV, Sigma EX 500 f4.5 

with 1.4x TC, 1/3200, f7.1 

 

Keeping some the perch in the frame will assist to differentiate your take-off image from a 

regular in-flight image 

 

 

Pied Kingfisher, Pilanesberg Nature Reserve.  Canon EOS 1D MkIV, Sigma EX 500 f4.5 with 1.4x 

TC, 1/1000, f8 

 

Additional images for illustrative purposes: 



 

Pied Crow, Vulpro.  Canon EOS 1D MkIV, Sigma EX 120-300 OS with 2x TC @600mm, 1/2000, 

f5.6  

 

 

Pale-chanting Goshawk, Addo Elephant Park.  Canon EOS 1D MkIV, Sigma EX 300-800 @ 

318mm, 1/1250, f9  

 

 

Female Northern Black Korhaan, Rietvlei Nature Reserve.  Canon EOS 1D MkIV, Sigma EX 300-

800 @ 610mm, 1/2000, f10 

 

 

Yellow-billed Hornbill, Pilanesberg Nature Reserve.  Canon EOS 1D X, Sigma EX 300-800 @ 

800mm, 1/4000, f7.1 

Practice makes perfect, and along with knowledge of your quarry and a healthy dose of luck 

you can also say proudly “Houston, we have a lift-off”. 

 


