Stormy Weather: Get The Shot
Bad Weather, Great Photos 

Some of the best images can be made in the worst weather—if you know how 

Text And Photography By Clint Farlinger from Outdoor Photographer Magazine
The light begins to soften and the warm light from the setting sun seems to set the rocky cliff on fire. It’s the end of another perfect day, filled with blue skies, puffy white clouds and gorgeous early and late light.

Suddenly, the alarm clock rings, and the visions of perfect weather in my head are replaced by the sounds of raindrops on the tent. Time to roll over and catch up on sleep? Not at all! It’s time to grab the rain gear and polarizing filter and head out for a great day filled with beautiful scenes waiting to be photographed.

Stormy Subjects
While I admit that rain and overcast skies put an end to my search for the grand vista, these conditions offer several benefits for other subjects. Overcast skies, rain and fog all create soft or flat light—that is, even lighting with little contrast between highlights and shadows. Subtle details that are easily lost under harsh light show beautifully under soft light. Rain and fog also make colors appear more saturated, giving life to what otherwise may be a dry, boring scene.

Rain can also add a unique ambiance, appearing somewhat like fog in the distance, but with a look distinctly its own. Using a longer telephoto lens will emphasize this softness, yet the rain may be completely invisible when the subject is close to the camera. How hard the rain is coming down also plays a big role here. Individual drops don’t appear on the photo without the use of special techniques, such as strobe lighting or slow shutter speeds against a dark background.

I’m a firm believer that every subject looks its best under certain light, and conversely, that every type of light is the best light for photography if you choose the right subject. In fact, there are some subjects that simply can’t be photographed well without clouds and/or rain. For instance, heavily forested areas are nearly impossible to photograph except under soft light—rocks that appear dull when dry take on a lustrous texture and often fascinating colors when wet, and waterfalls and streams look fabulous during and immediately following a rain.

Gear I almost always use a polarizing filter around wet subjects to increase the saturation of colors, reduce glare and accentuate the tonal differences between the highlights and darker areas. When photographing on film, I also normally use an 81-series filter since colors on a cloudy or rainy day record cooler (i.e., bluer) on film than they appear to the eye.
Alternatively, I use the RAW mode when capturing photographs digitally and then choose the white balance that looks best when processing the file. But as long as it’s raining, I keep a filter on the lens since frequent cleaning is necessary even with the use of a lens hood, and I’d rather continually clean a filter than the front element!

A sturdy tripod is a must for dreary-weather photography. Low light levels combined with my standard-operating-procedure small apertures result in shutter speeds that are measured more often in seconds or minutes than in fractions of a second.

Camera gear and camera operators both need to stay (reasonably) dry during wet-weather outings. While in transit, I keep my gear dry by spraying my camera bags with ScotchGard™ Heavy Duty Water Repellent. In my bag, I keep particularly sensitive equipment inside zippered plastic bags, and if I plan to spend an extended period in rain or near water, I’ll put all my gear, including exposed film, in these bags.

The real potential for moisture problems comes while actually using the camera in the rain. I know some photographers who have built a bracket to hold an umbrella over their tripods to keep both their gear and themselves dry, and this is probably the best solution for large-format users.

Another option is to carry shower caps that will fit snugly around a smaller camera to keep it dry. I carry plastic bread wrappers or plastic grocery bags to drape over the camera while I shoot. If it’s windy, I also lay a hand towel over the plastic bag to keep it in place. I carry several hand towels in my bag at all times and dry off all the gear as I replace it after shooting.

After a day of wet photography, it’s important to make sure all gear is dry before storing overnight. Moisture on the outside will quickly work its way inside, and that’s when trouble begins! Tripods are also water-sensitive and should be included in the drying routine. Except for sticky tripod legs, I’ve yet to experience an equipment failure caused by moisture, and my gear has gotten plenty wet at times, but I’ve always thoroughly dried it within an hour of use.  Boots with good traction are essential since even the mildest trails often become treacherous during rain, and walking on wet rocks can be worse than walking on glare ice. Keeping my feet dry goes a long way in my overall comfort, and the best boots I’ve found are plain leather boots that I regularly treat with mink oil.  Sometimes the worst weather leads to the best photographs. Wet, dreary weather creates opportunities to photograph saturated colors and fine details that don’t exist when the weather is “perfect.” So grab your raincoat, and I’ll see you on the trails.

When It Gets Really Bad…
By The Editors
Strong storms can bring violent winds, plus thunder and lightning. When it’s excessively windy or lightning is nearby, you shouldn’t be outside: take cover—in your (hardtop) car, or preferably, a building (definitely not under a tall tree). Check those weather forecasts. If dangerous storm conditions are  predicted, stay at home.

The storm-distance rule of thumb is to count the seconds between the lightning flash and the thunder and divide that by 5; the result is the distance to the lightning in miles (e.g., if you hear the thunder five seconds after you see the lightning, the storm is 5 / 5 = one mile away). But for practical purposes, if you can hear the thunder, you should take cover.

If you’re caught outside in a thunderstorm and aren’t near your car or a building, move away from your tripod (which is a dandy lightning rod). Stay in the open (away from trees and even picnic shelters, which can attract lightning strikes), squat as low to the ground as possible, put your hands over your ears and tuck your head between your knees, and touch the ground with as little of your body as possible—just the balls of your feet, for example. Don’t lie down on the ground, as this makes you a larger target.

Lightning isn’t the only danger posed by thunderstorms. Beware of flash floods in low areas and mud slides in canyons and on hillsides.
If there’s no lightning, you can often use a large rock or a tree as a windbreak to protect you and your camera from strong gusts as you shoot. If there’s no handy windbreak, you can weight down your tripod by hanging something heavy from the center column to protect your camera from blowing over and your shots from unintentional blur.

Remember, there’s no reason to subject yourself and your gear to undue danger—the best shots won’t happen during the heart of a storm, but rather just before and especially just after.
