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With more than 40 trips to Africa in 
twelve years under their belt, husband and 

wife team Sarah and Andy Skinner are 
dedicated to bringing home unique animal 

pictures. The duo speak to WPM about 
their guided safaris, conservation efforts, 

photography advice and  
healthy competition 
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When and where did your love for 
wildlife photography begin?
Andy: When I was a young boy growing 
up in the UK I remember watching the 
badgers and foxes out of my gran’s 
window at night and hearing the tawny 
owls calling in the woodland beside our 
house. I would head out when ever  
I could. I was around seven years old when 
I first got my first camera. I even won 
second prize in a local photo competition 
with an owl picture when I was the same 
age. Later in life in 2004 this interest 
was re-ignited when Sarah and I went to 
Tanzania. It was then I started picking up 
a camera again and felt the love for the 
natural world that I had as a young boy. 
Sarah: I always had a love of wildlife 
from a young age, spending much of my 
time growing up in rural Gloucestershire 
surrounded by wide-open spaces and 
wildlife. However, the real catalyst for 
getting interested in photography did not 
start until 2004 and when I first visited 
Africa. I just had a small, cheap compact 
camera then, yet I found myself getting 
absorbed in photography. My photography 
needs started outgrowing my equipment, 
so I took the plunge into my first SLR 
camera shortly after returning from my 
trip to Africa.

How do you work together as a couple 
and as photographers when it comes to 
your images?
Andy: We tend to bounce ideas off each 
other and we work really well together as 
photography guides and as a couple.  
I am very practical and down to earth and 
Sarah is a logistical genius and great with 
people. When it comes to photography 
we will often work on capturing different 
images at the same sighting. 

We are always aware of what’s going on 
at a sighting and relay this information 
with each other, discussing the behaviour 
we’re witnessing. This allows us to 
be ready to capture the shot that we 
personally have in our minds. As a 
result we often come out with very 
different images to each other at the 
same sighting. When it comes to our 
remote camera work, we always know 
what we want to achieve from a location 

beforehand and together we assess and 
agree on the best trail or location to use.
Sarah: Of course there is always a little 
friendly competition between us. We feel 
that’s healthy as it ensures we continue 
to push ourselves as photographers 
and we’ll often share our experience of 
different techniques with each other. When 
it comes to post processing and choosing 
a selection of images, we are both very 
honest with each other.

Do you have ‘day jobs’?
Andy: In addition to my work as a wildlife 
photographer and guide, I also currently 
run a part time plumbing, heating and 
electrical installation business back in the 
UK. So when I’m not guiding in Africa, 
Canada or Sweden this helps to subsidise 
our personal photography expeditions  
and the running costs of our Land Rover 
in Zambia.
Sarah: I work full time in photography and >
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photographic guiding. Between November 
and March I work in Abisko, Sweden as a 
senior Northern Light photographic guide. 
For the rest of the time I guide safaris in 
Africa and Canada with Andy.

How did you take the leap, make the 
transition and go pro?
Sarah: Up until October 2015 I was 
working as a National Account Manager 
for a large global company. When I had 
any spare time I would always be out 
photographing locally and jetting off 
either guiding a safari or doing personal 
photographic trips with Andy. I was lucky 
to have had the support of the company  
I worked for and to be granted time to go 
to South Africa to work on conservation 
projects and also do my Field Guides 
Association of Southern Africa (FGASA) 
field guide training. I soon found my true 
passion lay with wildlife photography and 
guiding. I was then fortunate to be offered 
a role as a photographic guide in Sweden 
for four months and at the same time we 
were starting to guide many more clients 
to Africa. After much discussion with 
Andy I then decided to take the plunge 
and permanently leave my sales role 
and embark on a full-time photography 
and guiding career. I firmly believe that 
our time on this planet is not a dress 
rehearsal and that you have to take every 
opportunity when it is presented. I can 
safely say that I have never looked back.

What advice would you give to others 
looking to be professional wildlife 
photographers?
Sarah: Firstly, let’s be honest, a career 
in wildlife photography is unlikely to buy 
you that Ferrari you may have always 
dreamed of, so it should be a job choice 
driven by a passion for photography, 
wildlife and the great outdoors. If money 
is your motivation in life then it may be 
better to stick to the day job, or at least 
have another income. Having resilience 
and tenacity are important personal traits 
as it is a highly competitive industry and 
will go a long way to assist with success 
in this field. 

Patience is also vital, so be prepared 
to do the time both in getting the shots 
and in building up a name for yourself. 
The most important factor is investing the 
time to build up a good portfolio of work 
and one that shows the breadth of your 
skill. Use different camera techniques and 
styles. Be critical of what’s included in 
your portfolio and get people to critique 
your work. Whilst photography can be 
very subjective it is sometimes easy to 
get emotionally involved with your own 
images. Your final portfolio is effectively 
your shop window to you as a brand so 
make them stand out.

You say you have a strong conservation 
ethos - what is it?
Sarah: As photographers we genuinely 
believe that we have a duty of care to 
do what we can to help protect the very 
species and the environment that we 
photograph. We feel it is important to play 
our part, no matter how small this may be 
as ‘ambassadors for wildlife’. That includes 
assisting where we can in education and 
awareness of the fragility of the natural 
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world as well as fundraising and providing 
donations to key organisations. 

We feel education and awareness 
are key and often include talks for our 
guests by local conservation and research 
groups during some of our guided 
safaris in Africa. In addition, we provide 
complimentary images to prominent 
conservationists and scientists that 
will assist in their presentations where 
education of the plight of a species is their 
key focus. 

Through our print sales we often 
donate to organisations such as the David 
Shepherd Wildlife Foundation. We have 

also been directly involved in helping 
with fundraising to protect the African 
Lion through providing prints for auction, 
personal donations and equipment. We 
have assisted with local organisations in 
the Maasai Mara with collating data of 
lion pride numbers and documenting  
pride dynamics. 

Recently we were delighted to have 
been two of more than 50 photographers 
involved in the groundbreaking 
‘Remembering Elephants’ project which 
assisted in raising vital funds to be 
distributed across projects in Africa to help 
combat the current poaching epidemic.

that these locations offer, do your 
homework in terms of the best times 
to visit. Certain times in Canada and 
Africa can lend themselves to focusing on 
specific species. In places such as Canada’s 
west coast the weather can be turbulent 
and change quickly. Ensure a good 
amount of time in each location for those 
unfortunate but sometimes inevitable wet 
weather days. 

For those interested in photographing 
the salmon run, it’s important to know 
that even within British Columbia the 
times of peak feeding by grizzlies can vary 
from one location to another. The success 
can be affected by how good the salmon 
run has been that year and the preceding 
years of the salmon cycle, and so some 
knowledge of this always helps in terms of 
timing. Travelling with a guide or company 
that has experience in this area to 
maximise your photographic opportunities 
also helps. 
Andy: Knowing your subjects and how 
you will be photographing them will 
determine what lens selection you will 
need. In most cases in Africa you will be 
in a vehicle and the wildlife is generally 
used to this, meaning you can comfortably 
shoot at a relatively close but respectable 
distance without affecting their behavior. 
Using a telephoto zoom lens, such as a 
100-400mm is a great choice for those 
who don’t want to carry or invest in a 
big prime lens and will also offer some 
versatility. However, you may want more 
reach for those tight crop shots if you’re 
planning on that style. 

Photographing bears on foot needs a 
different approach and depends on where 
in the world you’re photographing them. 
Bears fight or flight zones vary greatly 
from location to location and when on 

You spend much of your time on 
Canada’s west coast and a large 
proportion on the African continent. 
Why are they your preferred locations 
and what advice can you offer wildlife 
photographers heading to these places?
Sarah: Both locations undeniably offer an 
abundance of photographic opportunities 
with such a vast array of both bird and 
mammal life. Not only are these places 
fabulous locations to photograph wildlife 
they also offer a diversity of stunning 
landscapes and a genuine feeling  
of wilderness. 

To really get a feel for the opportunity 
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Andy’s favourite African location: 
it’s got to be Botswana. It’s a beautiful, laid 
back country, which is not over-populated. 
Botswana also does a great deal for wildlife 
conservation. Being in the northern parks there 
is something special. Seeing the great old bull 
elephants which have trodden the same trails 
for decades is humbling. The vastness of the 
parks is incredible as is knowing wildlife has 
space to transit. 
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foot you need to be very aware of this. 
Generally a longer lens is needed to 
photograph bears, especially sows with 
cubs, and I would suggest a reach of at 
least 500mm as a minimum along with a 
1.4 x TC. When photographing from boats 
we would always suggest a monopod to 
assist with the movement.

You’ve undertaken more than 40 trips 
to Africa in twelve years. You clearly 
love the place. What is the draw 
that keeps pulling you 
back? How do you 
create different 
pictures each 
time you visit?
Sarah: No game 
drive in Africa 
is ever the same 
and visiting at different 
times of the year always ensures 
complete variety. We get entwined in 
the lives of the animals we follow, in 
particular the big cats which keep us 
coming back. We always see ourselves 
visiting Africa and can never imagine not 
sitting around a campfire and listening to 
lions roar.

We always try and push our boundaries 
with photography. Each time we visit for 
our own personal photography expeditions 
we have new or specific ideas in mind. We 
often have a distinctive objective and this 
can mean sitting at a waterhole for hours 
or days just to capture certain behavior in 
specific lighting conditions. 

Last year was an example when we 
were both focused on capturing the 
behaviour of jackals at a waterhole in 
Savuti, Botswana. Here the jackals would 
hunt the Cape Turtle doves and run in 
between the legs of bull elephants coming 

to drink. This was a behavior we wanted 
to capture while backlit by the sun and 
against the glow of the dust kicked up by 
the elephants. After days of patience we 
succeeded in capturing some images that 
exemplified this behavior.

How has Africa changed in that time?
Andy: Sadly, like many wild places on our 
planet, we’ve seen rapid changes across 
certain parts of eastern and Sub-Saharan 

Africa. For example, we now pass 
some areas that were once 

frequented by a healthy 
wildlife population 
and are now utilised 
for agricultural or 
housing purposes, 

and with this has 
come the inevitable 

increase in human-wildlife 
conflict. However, it can be all too 

easy to get consumed by the negative 
changes and forget about some of the 
good news stories. These include the rising 
numbers of conservancies that have made 
the successful transition from grazing/
agricultural land to areas now dedicated 
to wildlife or buffer zones for wildlife.

What is your essential kit list for when 
you’re out in the bush?
Andy: My ‘go to’ camera is the Nikon D810 
for most of my shooting and if I need the 
extra frames per second and reach,  
I use the Nikon D500. I take the Nikon VR 
F4 200-400mm, VR F4 600mm, VR F2.8 
70-200mm and the 24-70mm. I use a 1.4x 
teleconverter if needed along with a laptop 
and backup drives. 
Sarah: Regardless of which mode of 
accommodation and transport we’re using, 
I’ll always take a good torch, my trusty 

Areas 
that were once 

frequented by a healthy 
wildlife population are 

are now utilised for 
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Sarah’s favourite African location: 
In some respects I would want to say Kenya’s Maasai Mara as 
its concentration of predators is something that just draws 
me back time after time. However, I am inclined to agree with 
Andy. If I were asked to make one choice it would likely boil 
down to Botswana due to its combination of vast tracts of 
land for wildlife, the combination of magical light and dust 
and some incredible wildlife experiences both in and out 
of camp! Within Botswana the area of Savuti holds a very 
special place in my heart.
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’Leatherman’ and wet wipes. I also have 
to thank whoever invented convertible 
trousers as these are so perfectly suited 
to an African safari. I carry a large dust 
cover for my cameras and lenses, spare 
batteries, memory cards and binoculars. 
For shooting, I like the versatility of using 
both a beanbag and also a Wimberley 
Head mount fixed to the vehicle. In terms 
of camera gear, I take a Nikon D810, Nikon 
D500 and a Nikon D4s. I also take a Nikon 
VR F4 500mm, Nikon VR 80-400mm and 
Nikon 24-70mm and sometimes my Nikon 
14-24mm.

And your most used lenses? 
Andy: I use my Nikon 200-400mm and 
600mm most of the time for wildlife, and 
the Nikon 24-70mm for capturing sunsets, 
sunrises and for more wide-angle shots of 
animals in their environment. 
Sarah: It would most certainly be my  
Nikon F4 VR 500mm and for when I need 
more versatility of focal lengths, I will 
always have my Nikon 80-400mm  
to hand.

Which are the more underrated 
animals that are brilliant subjects to 
photograph in Africa that people may 
overlook?
Sarah: With the right light, perspective 
and a little creativity there is scope to get 
great images of every wildlife subject.  
I find that spotted hyenas are incredibly 
interesting animals to photograph and 
a species that is often misunderstood. 
Although not always seen as the most 
traditionally attractive of the animals on 
the plains, their behaviours are fascinating 
to watch and document. The same goes 
for jackals. They always seem to be up  
to something.  

Andy: The oxpecker is a great bird to 
photograph when it’s going about its 
business on an impala or buffalo. The red 
bill really glows in nice golden light and 
when positioned on a subject can bring 
a little interest to an image. Another bird 
that is not often photographed unless on 
a carcass maybe, are vultures. Finding 
vultures in a dead or clean tree before 
sunrises with backlighting can make a 
great silhouette.

You converted a Land Rover into a 
specialist African safari vehicle because 
you weren’t satisfied with guided tours. 
Why was that?
Andy: We used to use guided camps for 
our own private photography trips and the 
more time we spent in Africa the more we 
wanted to explore and get close to nature 
24 hours a day. It was not that we were 
dissatisfied with the guided tours - being 
guided was great but we both wanted to 

challenge ourselves more, find our own 
sightings and spend extra time in the 
field. To cater for our passion to be close 
to nature we knew wild camping and 
self-guiding would fill this hole. So back 
in 2006 we hired converted bush vehicles 
but had various issues mechanically and 
lost days in the bush due to breakdowns. 
We also felt they were not well suited as a 
photographic vehicle. That was the turning 
point. In 2009 after another breakdown 
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we were sitting around the campfire when 
Sarah joked, ‘Why don’t we just build our 
own?’ We then decided to build our own 
converted Landrover. 

Having hired various vehicles we knew 
exactly what we wanted and how the 
Landrover should be built for the bush. 
So Sarah and I rebuilt a Landrover on 
our driveway in the UK. We added a new 
chassis, suspension and various other 
modifications on the Landrover making it 
well suited for self-sustained visits to the 
bush before we shipped it off to Africa. 
For our guided safaris we still use  
local guides and specialist safari game 
viewing vehicles. 

That must take a lot of confidence to 
go out and roam in the wild in search 
of pictures on your own?
Sarah: When we first embarked on self-
driving back in 2006 we admit it was a 
little daunting but we soon settled in to 
the new way of travelling and embraced 
all the adventure that comes with it. 
Ironically our biggest fears were usually 
around the prospect of a potential vehicle 
breakdown in the middle of nowhere. As 
Andy built our vehicle and knows it inside 
out we hope that most situations can  
be resolved. 

We now appreciate the freedom of 
being on our own when we undertake our 
personal photography trips. Often we have 
big game wandering into our camp and 

that certainly gets the adrenalin going. 
Listening to the lions roaring and hyenas 
whooping whilst cooking over an open fire 
under a star filled sky is just one of the 
most fantastic and humbling experiences. 

What has been the most dangerous 
moment while you’ve been out on your 
own in the field?
Andy: When in Botswana on our own 
personal photography trip we had a 
close call with a six tonne bull elephant 
in our campsite. The site contained a 
water standpipe enclosed in concrete and 
unfortunately the tap had a leak on the 
rising main. This particular bull visited 
our campsite and sensed a weakness 
within the saturated concrete. He used 
his body weight to break the concrete 
standpipe to access the water. After he 
finished drinking I went over and capped 
the leak to save the water from being 
wasted. The camp management fixed it 
the next day by building a new concrete 
block. However, this same bull came back 
another day knowing this was now a 
water source. 

On this occasion, Sarah was out on the 
edge of the camp collecting fire kindling 
and I was working on my laptop standing 
at the side of the vehicle. These six tonne 
elephants are so silent and I had my back 
to the direction he suddenly came from. 
He saw me and charged. He ran toward 
me trumpeting with his head down, 
kicking sand at me just three to four 
metres away. The elephant diverted as he 
saw Sarah who was on her way back into 
camp. I shouted to Sarah because I knew 
she was suddenly inadvertently finding 
herself between the elephant and the 
water pipe. Sarah shouted at the elephant 
which stalled him for a moment and then 

Cooking over an open 
fire under a star filled 

sky is just one of the most 
fantastic and humbling 

experiences
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managed to dive behind a tree as the bull 
continued and rushed past her. He arrived 
at the newly built concrete standpipe and 
broke it again. We calmly spoke to him 
to show we were no threat and he soon 
calmed down. After quenching his thirst 
he slowly moved off. I capped the pipe 
again and we gathered our nerves. The 
next day he brought four of his friends 
into camp. Word was soon spreading there 
was a new water source in town!

You have vast experience of 
photographing the wildebeest 
migration. What tips could you offer 
wildlife photographers hoping to 
photograph this spectacle?
Sarah: Patience is certainly required, so 
be prepared to be there for the long haul. 
Often the wildebeest and zebra can line 
up on the riverbank and stay there for 
hours, deliberating the right moment to 
cross. The second tip is to stay as quiet 

as possible and avoid too much vehicle 
movement. Any disruption can halt 
chances of crossing and interfere in their 
behaviour. If on a guided safari, your guide 
will know the best place to park, which 
is often further back from the river to 
allow the wildebeest the space in which 
to approach the crossing and importantly 
allow them ample space to exit. Too close 
will prevent any chance of them crossing. 
When it comes to photography, don’t 

be afraid to get creative. Crossings can 
sometimes last hours so use that time 
to experiment. The dust and action can 
lend the opportunity to portray the drama 
of such a spectacle with slow pans and 
artistic effects. 
The location of your camp is also key. The 

Maasai Mara is a large area and many 
camps can be a two hour drive away from 
the many crossing points along the Mara 
and Talek River. Selecting a safari camp 
with a good location to the crossing points 
will also mean you are better placed to 
take advantage of potential activity at  
the river. 

Lastly it’s also important to remember 
that the migration is a natural event and 
its timing is often affected by rainfall and 
the availability of grass in both Tanzania 
and Kenya. Going with an open mind that 
nothing is guaranteed is a good mindset 
to adopt to avoid any disappointment. 
Allowing a good number of days on 
your safari will increase your chances 
of crossings. August and September are 
generally the peak times of crossing 
activity, but often the migration starts 
early and can even go on until the end  
of October. 

What’s the most treasured experience 
you’ve gained out of all of your wildlife 
photography adventures?
Andy: We have had so many unforgettable 
experiences during our travels around the 
world but the one that stands out for us 
was during Canada last fall. A grizzly sow 
and her two cubs of the year were fishing 
for salmon. After they had finished feeding 
the sow came up toward where we were 
photographing on foot. She started to 
approach us and then laid down with her 
cubs no more than six meters away and 
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Andy and Sarah Skinner are a friendly 
husband and wife team based in the 
UK who have a vast experience of 
photographing wildlife from all over 
the world. They travel extensively and in particular 
spend much of their time in Kenya, Botswana 
and Canada, where they also lead guided wildlife 
photographic safaris.
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slept for an hour or so in our presence. 
I recall Sarah putting down 

her camera to just watch 
and with tears in her 
eyes whispered to me, 
“She has just let us in 
to her world.” During 
the course of a week of 
photographing her and 
her cubs we had built up 
trust, and she felt confident 
and safe in our presence 
seeing us as no threat. Such a 
humbling experience and one we will  
ever forget.

If you could have received one piece of 
advice when you first set out on 

this journey, what would it 
have been?

Andy: I wish I had re-
discovered my passion for 
the natural world sooner. 
The world is changing 
fast and the beauty of the 

natural world is struggling 
from human pressure. The 

places I have been to are changing 
and it’s sad to think some of this beauty 

may be gone in my lifetime. However, I am 
lucky to have had such experiences.

I wish I had 
re-discovered 

my passion for 
the natural world 

sooner
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