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Tripod & Head for Nature Photography
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Which tripod and ball head are recommended for nature photography?

It never ceases to amaze me how
some photographers can complain
about having to lug along a tripod
Bwhen out shooting. I have always
Jconsidered the tripod as part of the
QB system which allows me to produce
Wsharp images. A tripod should be
considered an essential tool for the
nature photographer.

Gitzo Carbon Fiber Mountaineer 1329 with
Arca Swiss B1

If you have yet to get a tripod, now is
the time to do so. But what should I look for in a tripod?
There are many different brands of tripods and models to choose from. For the nature photographer, my
recommendations would be to look for a tripod that is sturdy enough to support your biggest setup. No
point having a tripod that wobbles at the lightest of load. What you need is a sturdy support so as to
ensure the sharpest possible images. Most tripod have specifications indicating the maximum load it can
take before all hell break loose. So if your heaviest camera and a lens combination is 5 kg, get a tripod
that can hold a load of at least 8 kg. I would recommend a higher load if possible but I don't want you
to overkill.

Next check if your tripod can be setup
to go low, like the one pictured on the
right. This capability comes in handy if
you need to shoot from a low angle.
Remember, not everything should be
shot at eye level. Many tripods cannot
go too low because the centre column
is in the way. Be mindful of this. The
other important factor to consider
when choosing a tripod is the
maximum extended height. It is
always preferable to get a tripod that
can be extended to your eye level.
Why? Because stooping low to look at [Z=Fy -
your viewfinder for any extended e ; ol

period of time is not exactly pleasant - CO\’T o 20% 7 Sk I R\
especially for your back. I know that this usually means a bigger and heavier tripod. I guess you have

to decide for yourself what is best without compromising too much. If weight is a big issue, I would
recommend one of those carbon fiber tripods from Gitzo. There are other brands offering carbon fiber
tripods but the best I have tried is from Gitzo. Carbon fiber tripods are expensive to say the least, but
they are light in weight and offer exceptional stability.
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Left to Right : Pan/Tilt Head & Arca Swiss B1 Ballhead

But what good is a tripod without a good head? Which brings me to the issue of getting a suitable head
for your tripod. Most photographers are aquainted with the pan and tilt head. This type of head usually
comes with three handles in which you can pan and/or tilt your camera. While the pan and tilt heads
are suitable for some situations, for nature photographers, I would strongly suggest getting a good
ballhead. Most serious nature photographers would acknowledge that the best ballhead comes from Arca
Swiss. The Arca Swiss B1 pictured here is relatively small and is an excellent head even for a heavy lens
like the 600mm f4. The main advantages of a ballhead over a pan and tilt head are stability and its
ease of operation. With the ballhead, you need only turn one tension knob and your camera and lens
setup can swivel to point at any direction. Turn the same knob to lock the setup and you are ready to
fire away. It is that easy.

Don't get me wrong. I am not saying that only Arca Swiss ballheads are the way to go. There are many
brands like Studioball, Foba and Kirk that make good ballheads. I am particularly in favour of the Foba
Mini-Superball with quick-release from Switzerland. This ballhead has a safety plug to prevent the
camera/lens from sliding off. In Singapore, the Foba Mini-Superball retails for about half the price of the
Arca Swiss B1.

Before I forget, don't get a ballhead that is so miserably small for your setup. The same principle
applies when choosing a suitable tripod and ballhead. Get the one that can take your maximum load
and more.

Happy shooting.
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