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FROM RESEARCH TO PUBLICATION – FRAMING PICTURE STORIES 

Katie Barnes 

David Rees, Chair 

ABSTRACT 

With the increase in environmental concerns facing our world, professional 

photojournalists are challenged to produce photographs that tell the story of current 

environmental issues. Learning how these environmental photojournalists research a 

story idea before, and during, their time shooting in the field is an incredibly important 

part of how these stories are framed in publications. Melissa Farlow, Joel Sartore and 

Matt Eich all shed light on how they conduct research before they begin shooting a story, 

and the variety in their approach is enlightening. By gaining an understanding of how and 

what kinds of research these photographers are doing, future photojournalists can build 

on this knowledge in an effort to present similar stories to the public in the best way 

possible. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction & Methodology 
	  
	  

For the professional skills component of this project, I created a 

multimedia project documenting the cycle of exotic pets (animals that are not 

native to the U.S.) in Missouri–from breeders, to individual owners, to 

sanctuaries. Compared to other states, Missouri has a set of very relaxed laws 

surrounding exotic pet ownership, and I think this made it the perfect location 

for my project. By dividing this project into stages of exotic pet ownership, I 

was able to thoroughly document this issue by combining still images with 

audio interviews from my subjects. Working on a holistic environmental 

photography project that looks at several facets of an issue has helped me as a 

professional photojournalist learn how to best tell a story with several sides. I 

also learned the important skill of gaining access to subjects who aren’t 

comfortable being photographed or interviewed. 

For the analysis component of this project, I conducted in-depth 

interviews with three environmental photojournalists about what kinds of 

research they complete before making pictures for the story, and how they 

frame images while photographing the story. In learning more about the 

research process that professional photojournalists embark on to produce a 

story, I now better understand the amount of work that goes into published 

environmental stories and how I might go about researching photo story ideas 

in the future. 
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I wanted to pursue a Masters degree in photojournalism because I 

wanted to combine my two passions of making pictures and my love of the 

natural environment. By learning how to tell visual stories about 

environmental concerns, I could work to raise public awareness about the 

natural world and resources we all share, and depend on.  

Based on my undergraduate, graduate, and life experience, I felt 

qualified to complete this project. As an undergraduate at the University of 

Missouri, I studied Fisheries and Wildlife. I have taken several courses that 

have adequately prepared me for the environmental issues side of this story 

including, conservation biology, environmental law and policy, mammalogy, 

ornithology, and ecology. I have also taken several photojournalism courses as 

a graduate student, that have taught me how to put pictures together in a 

narrative format. The fundamentals of photojournalism course taught me how 

to make a strong, story-telling image, and my final photo project of following 

a political candidate in Columbia helped me build confidence in working 

closely with a subject. The picture story class taught me about how to 

sequence pictures, and how an audience will view a photo story that is well 

sequenced versus poorly sequenced. From my one-day story about dorm life 

to an extended story about a family re-locating their lives to live on a 

commune, the picture story class really forced me to think before I shoot.  

While in graduate school, I completed several long-term that prepared 

me for how to best get to know subjects and spend extended periods of time 
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with them to make pictures that accurately document their story. I have also 

worked as a staff photographer for the Missourian and completed a summer 

internship at the Grand Rapids Press in Michigan. As a staff photographer for 

the Missourian, I worked with several subjects a week, in a variety of settings. 

I learned quickly how to read people, and how to best move around in 

different situations. The Missourian editors told us to shoot assignments as if 

it were a story. I think this advice helped me to really look at different angles 

and use a variety of lenses in a short period of time.  

Finally, I have a strong interest in multimedia storytelling, and how the 

combination of audio and still photographs work together to tell a more 

complete story. My electronic photojournalism class taught me the skills of 

audio collection and editing, and how to pair images with sound, and the 

professional skills component of my final project will be in the form of a 

multimedia piece.  

Methodology: 

I began working on the professional skills component of my project in 

September of 2008. The first several weeks consisted mainly of trying to 

identify subjects for the project. I knew that gaining the trust and access of 

subjects for the three facets of the story–exotic pet breeders, individual 

owners, and sanctuaries would be the most challenging part of this project. It 

isn't exactly easy to ask someone who keeps a Siberian Lynx in their home to 
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invite you in to snap photos and use a taser-looking audio recorder to record 

sound.  

I knew that animal sanctuaries would probably be the easiest to locate 

and photograph, with individual owners of exotic pets being more difficult, 

and breeders being the most difficult. I began the process of finding subjects 

for the story by talking to everyone I knew about my project. I asked friends, 

colleagues, family members, our veterinarian (who turned out to be a treasure 

trove of information), and teachers at school if they knew anyone who owned 

an exotic animal. I also used Google to search for keyword phrases like, 

“exotic pets + Missouri”, and “owning a monkey + Missouri”. I visited local 

pet stores in the area, initially to see if they knew of anyone who owned exotic 

pets, but it they out to be a great resource to identify breeders who were 

buying feeder mice and other small mammals to feed their own exotic 

breeding animals. 

Most of the people who I found either by word of mouth or online 

weren't able to help me with my project (because most had no ties to exotics 

anymore), but they always followed up with a suggestion for another person 

by saying something like, “But, you should try the guy who lives down the 

road from me. He used to have wolves, and all kinds of alligators up there,” 

etc. It was by these sorts of suggestions from people that I found more than 

half of the subjects for my story.  
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Every time I received a lead on a possible subject for the story, I added 

that person to my “potential contacts” list with their name, contact 

information, how I found them, and their relation to exotic animals. Initially, I 

spent a lot of time on the phone leaving messages for people. When I would 

call and leave a message, or first introduce myself, I would say, “Hi, my name 

is Katie Barnes, and I'm a student at the University of Missouri working on a 

project about exotic animals in Missouri. I'm trying to cover all of the angles 

surrounding exotics - so I'm looking to talk to people who own these animals, 

people who breed them, and sanctuaries that also play a role in the life of an 

exotic animal." This yielded a range of responses, from some people never 

answering my phone calls, or even picking up the phone and hanging up on 

me every time I called, to people being very helpful and inviting me out to see 

their sanctuary or breeding facility.  

After identifying subjects for each facet of my project–breeders, 

individual owners, and sanctuaries, I moved from trying to identify subjects to 

actually photographing those I had made contact with. I knew that with more 

time, I could likely find several more subjects for the story, but given the size 

and limited scope of this project, I couldn't spend forever on it. 

In hindsight, I think part of the reason that my subjects were so open to 

having me come out and photograph and gather audio of them was due to the 

fact that I introduced myself as a student. After working as an intern at the 

Missourian and the Grand Rapids Press, I learned how subjects for difficult 
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or taboo stories are often reluctant to talk with “the media” because they 

realize that their story will be shared with thousands, possibly millions of the 

general (and judging) public. When you are a student, I think it gives subjects 

a feeling that their picture won't appear on the front page of the local 

newspaper, but likely in a homework assignment that one or two teachers see. 

It was only after I had worked to gain the trust of my subjects that I discussed 

my desire to have this project published in a national outlet of some sort.  

After talking with subjects on the phone, I would set up a time to visit 

them in person and get to know them, and maybe make a few pictures. Upon 

my arrival, I would always try to sit down with the subjects and chat. Initially, 

we would talk about my project, and what it was I wanted to do, but also I 

tried to discuss other things with them. For example, when Ben Renick, the 

exotic snake breeder for the story told me that he built his facility himself, I 

shared with him that my dad was a handyman and had built several structures 

on his own too. We then got off on a discussion of how long it takes to build 

something, and the permits you have to get for it, etc. I think this kind of 

general conversing helped subjects to see me not just as someone who was 

coming to point a camera and audio recorder in their face, but as a normal and 

down to earth human being who was interested in their stories, even if they 

weren't all about exotic animals.  

From the very beginning with subjects, I was very clear about how 

documentary photography worked. I would tell them that basically, I just 
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wanted to hang out with them for the day. I asked subjects to please not do 

anything that they wouldn't normally do because of my presence, and I would 

stay out of the way as much as possible. I also let subjects know that this was 

going to be a multimedia project (then I had to explain what that meant), and I 

let them know that at some point I would want to sit down with them and do 

an interview.  
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Chapter 2: Field Notes 
 
Notes from 9/8/2008 
 
Spent time this week doing online research to find people who may be breeding 
exotic animals in Missouri. I started to do Google searches for exotic animals + 
Missouri and found an overwhelming number of websites related to exotic pets in 
Missouri: 
 
(note - these are sites I've found, but haven't contacted yet) 
 
WEBSITE LINKS: 
 
Monkey Island - Lee's Summit, MO: 
http://www.monkey-island.net/ 
 
Sugar Glider Breeder - Grain Valley, MO: 
http://www.mylittlegremlin.com/ 
 
KanzaKitty - Kansas City, MO: 
http://www.kanzakitty.com/available%20animals.htm 
 
MoKan Cat Park Sanctuary - Drexel, MO: Irene Satterfield 
http://www.mokancats.org/aboutus.aspx 
 
Coatimundis for sale - Cape Giradeau, MO: 
http://www.hoobly.com/0/0/672232.html 
 
feline conservation federation - National, US: 
http://www.felineconservation.org/ 
board of directors: 
http://74.125.95.104/search?q=cache:YyknTTDv8K4J:www.felineconservation.or
g/uploads/bsdq_51-
4.pdf+j.b.+anderson+ashland,+mo&hl=en&ct=clnk&cd=6&gl=us 
 
wesa-a-ghea transporting tigers to colorado: 
http://www.felineconservation.org/fcf/tigers_in_trouble_move_from_missouri_to
_colorado.htm 
 
Robert Franklin  
Rep-Tails 
E-mail:reptail@solve.net 
Phone: (816) 540-5513 
25707 E. 161St Street 
Pleasant Hill, MO 64080 
[They raise Fennec Foxes as well as caracals, servals, coatimundis, 
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palm civets, Patagonian cavies, brush tail opossums, dama wallabys, 
chinchillas and snakes.] 
 
Dr. Debbie Leach, DVM 
My Zoo Animal Hospital - Columbia, MO 
1300 E Boone Industrial Blvd 
Columbia, MO 65202 
(573) 875-3647  
 
D and D Farm / Sanctuary 
Debbie Tolentino 
Columbia, MO 

Notes from 9/15/2008 

It seems like a lot of what I'm spending my time on is researching online - then 
calling people and leaving messages, or making contact with people only to find 
out that they can't help me, but they know of someone who perhaps can.  
 
I went to the Central Missouri Humane Society to talk with the Animal Control 
officers about calls they receive regarding exotic animals. I used to work at the 
humane society, so there are still some AC officers who I know on a more 
personal level there. One officer told me that once in a while they are called about 
an exotic animal, but usually they encounter them when they're on a call for 
something else. For example, they'll raid a home because of a puppy mill, then 
they go inside and find a bobcat. So, I gave the the woman I spoke with my name 
and information and asked her to try and give me a call if they know of any exotic 
animal situations in the Columbia area. She also referred me to Dr. Debbie Leach 
who works with exotics in her Vet practice in town. 
 
I contacted Dr. Debbie Leach who put my in contact with Debbie Tolentino of the 
D & D Sanctuary in Columbia. Debbie Tolentino said I could come out to make 
pictures on Saturdays and Sundays - which is when their volunteers are working. 
Tolentino could not, however, put me in touch with any individual owners or 
breeders in the area because "We only get animals when people have mistreated 
them or can't take care of them anymore, so we don't know of anyone who still 
has an animal, because they've already brought it to us." 
 
So photographing at D & D is okay - and I plan on making pictures there as part 
of my "sanctuary" role of the story. 
 
I also did a lot of internet/phone research to try and find the USDA permits list 
online. Dr. Debbie Leach mentioned that anyone who owns or breeds exotic 
animals must have a USDA license, and that list of licenses is publicly available 
online. So I started googling USDA exotic animal licenses, and after much search 
refining, finally just called the USDA and was transferred and transferred and left 
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a message regarding this "list". Someone called me back the next day and gave 
me this address: 
 
http://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_welfare/efoia/index.shtml 
 
The licenses are separated by breeders, carriers, dealers and exhibitors. I printed 
out the Missouri sections for reference, but quickly found that they aren't 
categorized by species - so many of them are just dog/cat related. But, some of 
them can be inferred from the title of the organization, like Bartz Exotics - is 
likely related to exotic animals. There are roughly 14,100 breeders listed in 
Missouri. (21 pages of listings) I plan on going through each page and 
highlighting breeders with organization names related to exotics - and calling 
those listings. 
 
This is a problem for the individual owner permits however, as most of them are 
just by name. I think I'll need to get names of owners by word of mouth from 
talking to other people. 

Notes from 9/22/2008 

-AT MPW in St. James, MO all week- 

 
I thought that while I was at the Missouri Photo Workshop this week, I might be 
able to shoot a story that related to exotic animals, since that's what my project is 
about. I did some research online in St. James, and ended up contacting the local 
Animal Shelter, who put me in touch with a vet in Rolla who deals with exotic 
animals. After talking with the vet I was referred to the Cub Creek Science Camp 
owner, Lori Martin. I called Martin, who was a bit skeptical at first, but after 
several questions (are you a member of PETA?), arrangements were made for me 
to come out and see her facility on Tuesday, Sept. 23rd. I ended up spending the 
entire day hanging out with her and seeing how the zoo and it's exotic animals 
were kept up on a regular basis. 

Her contact info is: 
 
Cub Creek Science Camp 
Lori Martin 
16795 Hwy E 
Rolla, Missouri 65401 
Phone: 573.458.2125 
Email: 
Website: www.bearriverranch.com 
 
Martin owns 240 acres of land which has been converted into a series of barns 
and fenced off pastures for a variety of exotic animals to live. She and her 
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husband run the zoo, and recently hired a woman to live on-site with her family 
and act as a manager. During the summer, the space functions as an overnight 
camp for kids ages 7-17, and camp duration runs from one week to six weeks. At 
other times of the year, she often has school groups and scout groups come 
through for tours. Martin's degree was in biology and zoology and says she's 
interested in educating people about more than just cool animals, but where these 
animals normally live, why they have the adaptations they do, and what role they 
play in the greater ecosystem. 
 
Martin has over 250 animals of more than 100 different species at the zoo. The 
comprehensive list can be found here: 
http://www.bearriverranch.com/animals.html 
 
Martin also recently acquired a baby tamarin monkey at the Macon Exotic Animal 
Auction, and said she purchased it to reveal to campers why monkeys don't make 
good pets. The monkey is literally attached to her at all times, and she equates it 
to having a real human baby. 
 
I made several pictures during the day, but was being careful to not shoot too 
much if the zoo became my MPW story, I could only shoot 400 frames total for 
the week. 
 
Below are some of the images I shot during my day there. The Cub Creek Science 
Camp might be a good subject for my Masters project, so I'll add it to my list of 
contacts.  
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Notes from 10/6/2008 

I spent time this week reading up on the 2 big cat attacks that happened in 
Missouri in early August. Unfortunately, I was on an internship in western 
Michigan during this time - but there are two newspaper links below regarding 
what happened.  
 
On August 3, 2008 a 26-year-old volunteer was attacked at Wesa-a-geh-ya 
Sanctuary in Warrenton. The man, who was cleaning the tiger's cage, had to have 
his lower leg amputated. 
 
On August 4, 2008 a 16-year-old worker at Predator World in Branson was 
attacked by a tiger. He went into the cage to take a photo for a visitor when the 
tiger attacked him. He was reported to be in critical condition in the reports after 
the attack, and I couldn't find any information online regarding what happened to 
him. 
 
A link to a story in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch about the attacks is below: 
 
http://www.stltoday.com/stltoday/news/stories.nsf/stcharles/story/16916E8EC1C7
8CBC8625749C000F2AED?OpenDocument 
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Here is another link to a story in the River Front Times (St. Louis based) 
regarding the incident: 
 
http://www.riverfronttimes.com/2008-08-20/news/hold-that-tiger-the-recent-big-
cat-attacks-in-missouri-have-residents-and-state-officials-calling-for-tougher-
exotic-animal-laws/2 
 
and a quote from the RFT story: 
 
"Mike Sutherland, a state representative from Warrenton, says he's been trying in 
vain to secure legislation to restrict ownership of large carnivores since his first 
term in office in 2003. He says he initially heard about the issue at a town meeting 
in Warrenton where area residents expressed outrage about the unsupervised 
wildlife at Wesa-A-Geh-Ya. 
 
"I'm not for regulation; I think less government is better," Sutherland says. "But if 
there's one thing we ought to keep an eye on, it's large cats that can eat you." 
 
This led me to question the permit process regarding keeping exotic animals 
and/or breeding them. I plan on researching the actual laws and permit processes 
as a part of my project as well. 

Notes from 10/13/2008 

I'm finding that I often encounter friends, acquaintances, and people via one or the 
other around Columbia who hear about my project and have suggestions for me. 
Here are the suggestions that I've received recently, and attempted to contact / 
contacted this week: 
 
My friend Fergus P. Moore suggested a man named George Strohmeyer who lives 
near Columbia and owns a tiger. Moore knows him through a friend because his 
friend hired Strohmeyer to bring his tiger to his child's birthday party, which 
Moore also attended. 
 
George Strohmeyer 
660.848.3313 
 
Annee Tousseau, a fellow GTA of mine at MU, mentioned that her friend 
Gretchen knew someone with a big cat, or knew someone who had done a project 
on a big cat owner. 
 
Gretchen  
806.577.2102 
 
I left Gretchen a message, but talked with Strohmeyer at length on the phone 
about exotic animal ownership. At first Strohmeyer acknowledged that he had a 
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tiger - not by directly saying so, but when I mentioned that I received his 
information from a friend who had seen his tiger at a birthday party, he simply 
said, "Oh, uh huh..." and we continued to talk for a while. I introduced who I was 
and what I was wanted to find, and he suddenly became defensive and said, 
"Well, I don't have any tigers or anything anymore, so I wouldn't be a good 
person to talk to." Upon discussing this more, he said that he had to abruptly give 
his tiger away to a friend in another state. He also talked a lot of his extreme 
dislike for the MU Tigers for Tigers Association, and how they are trying to 
control people, and how upset he was that they wouldn't hire him to use his tiger 
for a mascot situation for something. (A lot of what this man said did not seem to 
make sense)  
 
So, after about an hour and a half of a lot of Strohmeyer talking, we ended the 
conversation, and I felt like I didn't get anywhere. I tried to talk to him about other 
people in the area who might have big cats, and the only information he would 
give me was to talk to the Missouri Conservation Department, and he referred me 
to the Feline Conservation Federation. 

Notes from 10/20/2008 

This week, I went to Fulton to investigate a tip that my friend Hannah gave me 
about the Sigma Chi fraternity at Westminster College. Apparently within the last 
three years, students who lived at the fraternity were raising baby alligators and 
then selling them for money. I tried several times to have Hannah contact the 
student who she knew in Sigma Chi, but it was a "friend of a friend" situation, and 
I decided it might be best to just drive straight to the fraternity and knock on the 
door myself.  
 
I was welcomed into the fraternity, but a student living there said they stopped 
raising baby alligators three years ago. Consequently, the local pet store in town, 
Paradise Pets, also changed ownership at that time. The fraternity brother also 
mentioned that just recently, they had to get rid of their only pet - a very large boa 
constrictor. When I asked why he said, "Well, he actually got loose during a party 
a few months ago, and we were told that it was just too dangerous. Now we just 
have a fish tank."  
 
I decided to go to the pet store in Fulton and see if there was anything interesting 
there since I was in town. I met Tom McDowell, owner of Paradise Pets and 
interested in exotic animals for over twenty years. Paradise Pets sells fish, snakes, 
crocodiles, lizards, hissing cockroaches, geckos, ferrets, chinchillas, hampsters, 
rats, and gerbils. The also have two 12-foot pythons in their reptile room and two 
large iguanas that roam the store. They also have an 8-year old tortoise who 
roams the store as well, and even though she has an outdoor pen to hang out in, 
likes to try to escape. "We found her across the four-lane highway recently. That's 
pretty dangerous," said McDowell.  
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Personally, McDowell owns several snakes and a few cats and a dog and some 
fish. He orders all of his animals from the internet, and says that he's trying to 
convince his wife to let him breed reptiles at the store, but for some reason, she'd 
rather him not do it. McDowell said if it wasn't for reptiles, he wouldn't be in 
business, but he said William Woods College is really cracking down on students 
owning pets in the on-campus housing locations and it's causing him some 
struggles. "Students can only have one 10-gallon aquarium tank in their room. 
Not two five-gallon tanks, not a 20-gallon tank, but one 10-gallon tank. And it has 
to have fish, nothing else is allowed."  
 
McDowell said that the students at Sigma Chi raising baby alligators probably 
were getting them from the previous owner of Paradise Pets. McDowell also 
mentioned that there's a local guy named Ben who comes in to buy 500 feeder 
mice a week - and runs a snake breeding facility nearby. Ben told McDowell that 
when spring comes, he'll be needing 1500 feeder mice per week. McDowell said 
Ben "creates" snakes by performing cross-breeding of species that would never 
happen in the wild. "He's making a LOT of money from this," said McDowell. He 
told me he would try to contact Ben and have him contact me, but when I didn't 
hear back from McDowell, I sent him an email and had him give me Ben's 
number directly. He sent his number right away, and I called and left a voicemail 
and am waiting to hear back. (Ben - #573-999-9778) 
 
Below are some images I made at Paradise Pets... Tom McDowell holding one of 
the baby alligators for sale, and the turtle that live in the store. 
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Tom McDowell - Owner Paradise Pets - Fulton, MO 
5009 Pendergras Rd. 
Fulton, MO 65251 
(573) 642-4466 
Email: paradisepets@hughes.net 
Website: www.paradisepetsfulton.com 

Notes from 10/27/2008 

So far this week, I've attempted to contact Joel Smith, son of Pat Smith at the J-
School, and left him a voicemail. 
 
I also called J.B. Anderson, referred to me by my vet Dr. Greg Jagfeld at the 
Rolling Hills Vet Clinic last week while I was at my dog's vet appointment. 
Jagfeld said that he'd been out to Anderson's property in Ashland, and seen his 
white tiger, but that when he was there a few year ago, Anderson was talking 
about shipping it away to live somewhere else, so he didn't know if he still had it.  
 
I called J.B. Anderson, left him a message, and he called back within the hour.  
 
When I first introduce myself to possible subjects, I say: 
 
"Hi, my name is Katie Barnes, and I'm a student at the University of Missouri 
working on a project about exotic animals in Missouri. I'm trying to cover all of 
the angles surrounding exotics - so I'm looking to talk to people who own these 
animals, people who breed them, and sanctuaries that also play a role in the life of 
an exotic animal." 
 
I talked with Anderson for about a half hour, and he told me that he did in fact 
transport his snow leopard to Oregon because the laws in Missouri were getting to 
be a hassle. 
He also told me that he is an officer in the Feline Conservation Federation, which 
is a national organization that: 
 
"...is dedicated to responsible captive management of wild feline genetics. FCF 
serves its members in ways that provide husbandry education, rescue funding, and 
conservation and research support. FCF operates a respectable accreditation and 
certification process to objectively verify that animal facilities are providing their 
felines the standards of care that they deserve." 
(http://www.felineconservation.org/organization/about_us.htm) 
 
Anderson said, "Most people are going to be real reluctant to talk to you because 
a lot of journalists ask to come out and see your cute kitty - and suddenly they 
turn around a story about animal abuse and the small cage it lives in..." 
 
He gave me information on one person in Branson, Missouri who works as a 



	  
	  

19	  
	  	  

magician and owns a tiger, but wouldn't give me his name (or said he's "bad with 
names"). 
He also told me to contact Lynn Colvert, the president of FCF, as she may be able 
to provide me with name of people in MO who own smaller cats like servals. He 
mentioned that the University of Missouri vet school has treated some of the big 
cats, but they don't tell people about it, and if I called, I might be able to get some 
information about individual owners from them. He gave me his old vet's name, 
Gina Davis, who now works at a vet clinic in Jeff City... but said that she might 
know of others with big cats as well. 
 
He said that permit-wise, it would be difficult to find who owned exotics using 
the USDA APHIS list, because it doesn't say what the species owned are. He said 
that if you own a big cat in Missouri, they must be registered with the State of 
Missouri Conservation Commission, in Jeff City, and there were about 50 permits 
right now for big cats. He said it costs $200 for a cougar/mtn lion permit. 

Notes from 11/2/2008 

This week, I spent time out at the D and D Animal Farm off Creasy Springs Road. 
I also spent time at the Columbia Pet Center talking to people who work there, 
and setting up a time to photograph the owner's breeding and pet operation at his 
home. I also am planning on photographing at the Columbia Pet Center on Friday, 
Nov. 7, when the shipments of live animals come in. (picture lots and lots of 
white mice in boxes - or that's what i'm imagining) 
 
I also spent time this week talking to Ben Renick, an exotic snake breeder who 
lives near Fulton. The owner of Paradise Pets in Fulton recommended that I talk 
with Ben who is apparently making a very good living off breeding snakes, 
specifically boa constrictors, pythons, and anacondas. He's also pretty young - I 
think he's 19 or 20. He seemed like a very cool, laid back guy on the phone, and 
we are planning on meeting at the Paradise Pets in Fulton next week when he 
picks up between 250 and 500 mice and rats, then I'm going to go back to his 
facility to photograph. I'm very excited to see this place! Ben is also doing some 
cross-breeding of snakes, and creating species that would never exist in the wild. 
These are apparently very expensive. 
 
I photographed at D and D Farm for about 8 hours on Sunday, Nov. 2, and I plan 
to return next Sunday to interview the owner, Debbie Tolentino, regarding her 
thoughts on exotic pets. 
 
All of the animals at D and D (minus several of the house cats) have been brought 
to them by previous owners who could no longer care for their exotic pet. They 
have lions, a bengal tiger, two panthers, several kowatis, wolves, foxes, bobcats, a 
lynx, a tortoise, savannah monitors, two serval cats, and several large birds. While 
I was there, a hunter dropped off a large deer. He had already taken the antlers, 
but donated the meat to D and D. After the sun had set, Dale (Debbie's husband 



	  
	  

20	  
	  	  

and co-owner), used a box cutter to divide up the deer carcass, which was then fed 
to various animals. One deer will feed all of the carnivores for one day. Several of 
the big cats are de-clawed, and the two panthers were previously used as breeding 
females in Branson, MO. 
 
Debbie often tries to get the lions to act very aggressively by pretending to take 
their food back from them after throwing them a chunk of meat. She does this to 
show school groups that these animals do not make good pets - but I'm getting the 
feeling that more people leave D and D wanting to own an exotic than thinking 
it's a bad idea. I even heard several of the volunteers talking about wanting to own 
a wolf-hybrid dog because of how cool they are.  
 
Dale also gets into one of the lion's cages almost every day and plays with him. 
"Last week was the first time he got aggressive with me," said Dale. "I think it 
was the wind. It was a very windy day, and I think it was affecting his hearing so 
he was on high alert." While I had been there the previous week, the owners of 
the sanctuary were alerted that there was a gaping hole at the base of the lion's 
enclosure. It was clear that this was a major concern and the lion could have 
easily escaped, so Dale was moving the lion from the broken enclosure to an 
adjacent cage. Dale had volunteers in charge of trying to keep one cage door open 
while he led a lion into a new cage, and during this time, it was clear that the 
volunteer had no idea what they were doing. While I was shooting, I suddenly had 
the chilling feeling that I might be there to photograph something horrific. 
Luckily, the volunteer was able to secure the door, and Dale was able to 
successfully move the lion to the new cage, using only a stick. 
 
My experience at D and D was intense, and it's a good thing that I'm not 
squeamish (at all). I think D and D will make a great example of a sanctuary 
where exotic pets often end up living out their days. 
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Notes from 11/9/2008 

This week, I spoke with Ben Renick again, and set up a time to meet him at the 
Fulton Pet Store on Thursday, Nov. 14. He'll be picking up rats from the pet store, 
and then said I could follow him out to his operation after the pick-up. After 
talking with him, I started thinking about the intricacies of owning an exotic 
animal, in terms of feeding and vet care. I decided to call the Columbia Pet Center 
(CPC) and ask them if they sold feeder rodents. They told me that 90% of their 
rodents are sold to feed people's pets, and their rodents are shipped in from 
Chicago twice a week. I set up a time to go and hang out at the pet store to see 
these crates of mice delivered. 
 
While at the pet center, I met Joel Smith, 22, an employee at the store and owner 
of several exotic reptiles. I set up an appointment to go and see his animals at his 
house next week. I also was given several more possible individual "collectors" of 
reptiles in the columbia area by another employee, Josh. 
 
Kayvon - the owner of CPC - who owns several very expensive snakes, keeps in 
small tubs 
Bill Becker - Holt's Summit, MO - owns 200 pets that could kill you 
C.J. at Carasol Petsk - owns several ball pythons 
Fins and Feathers pet store in Mexico, MO - good place to check out exotics 
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I also went out to the D & D farm/sanctuary again, to interview Debbie Tolentino, 
owner, regarding her thoughts about the exotic pet culture in Missouri. Here are 
the highlights from our interview: 
 
D & D has been incorporated as an exotic sanctuary since 1999 (but run un-
officially since 1980) 
Animals at D & D have come from all over - from texas to connecticut 
here's a list of their residents: 
8 large cats (lions, cougers, tiger) 
7 lesser cats (bobcats, servals)  
4 wolves (2 are hybrids) 
5 kowatis  
2 foxes 
3 birds 
4 lizards 
 
Debbie and her husband Dale own 15 acres of land, and use 5 acres for their 
exotic animals.  
D & D is funded by donation and out of their own pockets 
They feed their animals from donated deer and from downed cows at the livestock 
auc. 
75% of animals come from private owners who can't handle their pets anymore 
"I think we need stricter enforcement of the current laws," said Toltentino.' 
To own an animal that is from Missouri, the MO Dept. of Conservation requires 
you to take a husbandry test every year, but if it's an exotic, there's no tests to 
take. You don't even need a permit for an exotic animal unless you're breeding it, 
selling it, or showing it off to the public. 
Debbie doesn't think people should own exotics as pets. "If they come here and 
want a lion, we inform them of what it's really like to own a lion." 
Exotic pet ownership is an impulse buy for most people. 
 
Debbie also put me in contact with Lynn Culver (479.394.5235), the FCF 
president, regarding trying to find serval owners in missouri. 
Theresa Schafer - breeds servals in Holden, MO (talk to lynn about theresa's 
contact info) 
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Here are more photos I made while at D-D: 
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Notes from 11/16/2008 

This week, I spent a lot of time shooting. I went to photograph at Ben Renick's 
snake breeding facility near Hermann, MO. Renick is 21 years old, and decided to 
forgo college and breed exotic snakes instead. He breeds Pythons, Boa 
Constrictors, and Anacondas, as well as some turtles. 
Renick was recently offered $50,000 for a python cross snake of his, and has sold 
several snakes for $20,000 or more. He sells the majority of his snakes via his 
internet website: www.benrenick.com 

Here are some of the photos I made while spending time with Renick: 
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I also went to hang out with Joel Smith, 22. Smith lives with his parents, but a 
large section of the basement as well as one bedroom are designated reptile areas. 
Smith has been into reptiles since elementary school, and knows exactly where all 
of his animals originally hail from. "It's kind of like collecting cars," he said. 
"They're not really affectionate and it's easy to forget about them for a week." 
Here are a few photos I made of Joel while at his house: 
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I spent time this week talking with Dr. Doug Pernikoff, an exotic vet in St. Louis. 
Pernikoff told me that I could join him on several future outings - including the 
possibility of doing home visits for primates and big cats. He also was speaking at 
the National Tiger Sanctuary in St. Genievieve, MO on Saturday, and I met him 
there. 

I photographed a small tour at the National Tiger Sanctuary (NTS), and 
photographed some of the feeding of the tigers. They have seven tigers there, 
including two white siberian tigers. Here are some photos I made at the NTS: 
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The weather was pouring rain, but I made some good contacts at the actual 
sanctuary. They have seven tigers, and are surrounded by exotic pet owners. I 
made a plan to go back on Nov. 19 / 20 to meet one of the neighbors named Tim 
Selby who owns a six foot alligator, a wolf, and a panther in his home. 
 
The sanctuary owners also gave me information on a person who called them last 
week who has a family and two 10 year old tigers. "This guy called to try to see if 
he could get any food from us, and when we asked how much raw meat he feeds, 
he told us he doesn't feed any raw meat to his tigers, because he's afraid that the 
flies it might draw could harm his children." The caller's name is Tracy Velase 
and his number is 314.780.8653. 
 
They also gave me the name of the MO district USDA rep. for exotic animals: Dr. 
Jaime Nieman: 703.812.6934 
 
I also met Kathleen Waltz (636.937.8039) a Congressional Outreach Coord. with 
Russ Carnahan's office. She told me to contact a man named Patrick Dougherty 
about regulations in MO regarding exotics. 

I had a meeting with the chair of my committee for this project, David Rees. We 
talked about what's missing so from from the photography part of my project – 
David suggested that I find an expert on exotics in Missouri, someone who could 
give me statistics and information about what the laws are... could be a person at 
the St. Louis Zoo, a cultural anthropologist or maybe a biology teacher? Other 
questions to address – Why are people owning exotics? How much money is 
made by breeders, and what are the opinions of sanctuaries regarding exotic pet 
ownership? 

Notes from 11/23/2008 

This was a very productive week! I spent time talking with lynn culver, president 
of the feline conservation federation - an organization made up of big and lesser 
cat owners and breeders. i also went to st. louis again to spend the day at the 
national tiger sanctuary in st. genevieve, and did an audio interview with the 
owner. the owner of the NTS also introduced me to his neighbor who owns a 
panther, a wolf, and 2 crocodiles. i spent time at a chimpanzee rescue (sort of) 
facility in Festus, made several pictures and gathered some audio. i also went 
back to d and d farm in columbia to gather some audio, as i've recently decided to 
turn this into a multimedia project, and I photographed an individual owner, Irene 
Satterfield and her Siberian Lynx and African Caracal. 
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More photos from the National Tiger Sanctuary: 
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Photos from the Chimparty facility in Festus: 
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Photos from my time with Irene Satterfield: 
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Monday - talking with Lynn Culver.  
Lynn is based in Arkansas, and is an avid believer that big cats should be pets. 
 
"There's a lot more liability and expense in owning a bigger cat, but it is by no 
means impossible or to challenging to be a good big cat owner. Society has added 
more paranoia, pressure, and negativity to owning big cats. 
MO is one of the few states with no state-wide regulations, but very few people in 
MO actually own cats. What's stopping them? They don't want to be near nature 
anymore. People in MO don't care, they don't want a connection to nature. Their 
best friend is their computer. 

 
We can drive down the highway at 65 mph, I could slip in the shower at any point 
and die, but we can't own a big cat? Why!? Because it's too dangerous? They'll 
hurt you. Oh no! The love affair with big cats is over, I think. Now the affair is for 
smaller breeds.  There's no risk of death with the lesser cats, you see all of the 
people die skydiving, or skiing. We need better education. At the FCF we've 
developed husbandry courses to help people be the best cat owners they can be. 
We need to manage animals in captivity so their populations don't slither away, 
when they disappear from captivity, they're gone. Our number one mission (at the 
FCF) is to work for the conservation of animals in captivity, and we also fund 
conservation projects in nature. I would like government to encourage and assist 
in private ownership of these cats. 
It's up to the buyer of the animal to be knowledgeable about the animal they 
purchase. Their breeder should act as a resource, but with the internet, there's no 
excuse not to learn about husbandry. Insurance companies will stop home owners 
insurance policies on big cat owners. You don't want insurance because it's just a 
huge ripoff. What's better is proper caging and fencing. I'm against insurance. If 
someone gets hurt by one of my cats, it's probably not going to be $2 million in 
damages. Car drivers are only required to get $50,000 of car insurance liability.  
USDA is getting more strict regarding licenses, and I'm all for it. It increases our 
professionalism. But, there are people who are USDA licensed that are crappy 
owners. I have a good record, and I should be proud of it, but these crappy owners 
bring down the prestige of the license." 

Also, i attempted to contact tracy, the family with 2 tigers from wesa-a-ghea 
(before it closed down) - but it appears they are picking up the phone, then 
hanging up on me. 

Notes for 12/7/2008 

This week I spent time photographing Tim Selby (neighbor of the National Tiger 
Sanctuary). He owns a wolf, an alligator, and a panther. Tim seemed very 
emotionally connected to his exotic pets, and even told me that if he could own a 
bear and wrestle with it, he would love to do that. I did have one scare while 
photographing Tim Selby's panther, which was in a cage roughly 200 square feet 
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in size. Tim gave me free reign to walk around his yard and photograph the 
panther in her cage (which included some colorful children's jungle gym toys). 
The cage was roughly 10 feet from the edge of Selby's home, and appeared to be a 
very shoddy construction project with random re-bar used to put two pieces of 
fencing together. The panther stayed on the other end of her enclosure, depending 
on where I was shooting, and while crouched down and trying to get audio of the 
panther's soft cooing noises, I finally felt like I had enough and stood up to head 
back to meet Tim. I took one step in the direction of his home, realized I wanted 
one more photo, and when I turned back, the panther was literally at my heels on 
the other side of the fence... probably one foot away from me. It was terrifying. 
The panther must have charged the INSTANT that I had turned my body away 
from the cage. Reminded me of the time Zelda the Siberian Lynx charged me...  
 

 
 



	  
	  

40	  
	  	  

 
 

 
 



	  
	  

41	  
	  	  

 
 

**Note – Two months after photographing Tim, I received a phone call from his 
sister letting me know that Tim had been killed in a car accident just a few miles 
from their home. 

This week, on Dec. 11th, I also attended the Exotic Animal Sale held by the Lolli 
Brothers in Macon, Missouri. Initially, I wanted to go to this sale to see if I might 
be able to find subjects for the project, but as the sale approached, I felt like I 
already had enough subjects for my project, but still thought my attendance could 
help to inform my project in some way. Upon entering the building, which was 
filled to the brim with people, there was a livestock auction taking place (cows), 
but way back in the corner of the large warehouse style building, was the exotic 
animal area. Cages were stacked on shelves and were filled with animals from 
other countries. Vervett monkeys, Kowatamundis, Rheasus monkeys (which were 
in incredibly rustic third-world looking crates), exotic birds of all kinds, a 
kangaroo, and other small animals like sugar gliders. Photographs weren't 
allowed, but I did bring in my Canon G10 just in case I wanted to make a few 
snapshots of anything. I did make some pictures, and collected some audio as 
well. However, when another bystander saw me with my audio recorder out, he 
raised his eyebrows, and motioned in my direction to the person he was 
conversing with, and then was immediately up in my face. “Who are you?”, 
“What are you doing here?”, “You aren't allowed here”, were all aggressively 
thrown in my direction. I stammered, I'm a student at Mizzou... It was clear this 
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man was very upset, and I immediately felt like I was suddenly in an unsafe 
situation. While he turned to likely inform someone of my presence, I turned, and 
walked out. I didn't need the Lolli Bros. Exotic sale to be part of my project, and I 
didn't feel like it was necessary to get into a situation where my camera might 
have possibly been taken from me.  

Photos from Lolli Bros: 
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Notes for 12/14/2008 

At this point, I have photographed and done audio interviews and collected 
ambient sound with all of my subjects for this project:  

Breeder: 

Ben Renick – Exotic Snakes - Visited on 11/13/08 and 12/05/08 

Breeder/Sanctuary: 

Connie Casey – Chimparty (Offers both chimps for parties, and serves as a home 
for retired performing chimpanzees - Visited on 11/22/08 and 12/7/08 

Individual Owners: 

Irene Satterfield – Owns a Siberian Lynx and an African Caracal (for 
conservation reasons) - Visited on 11/28/08 

Tim Selby – Owns a wolf, two crocodiles, and a panther (for personal pets) - 
Visited on 12/07/08 

Sanctuary: 

D-D Animal Sanctuary - Visited on 11/16/08 and 11/24/08 

In addition to these subjects, I have also photographed the following potential 
subjects, but decided not to use them in the final project... 

Pet Shops 

Columbia Pet Center – Visited on 11/7/08 

Paradise Pets – Visited on 10/22/08 

Cub Creek Science Camp - visited on 9/22/08 

National Tiger Sanctuary - Visited on 11/14/08, 11/23/08 and 12/7/08 

Lolli Bros. Exotic Pet Sale - Visited on 12/11/08 
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I have recently been hired as an intern at the Bellingham Herald, where I will 
begin the six month photography internship next month. I hope to continue 
working on my project in the form of conducting interviews and completing the 
professional analysis portion. I hope to interview Joel Sartore, Melissa Farlow, 
and Randy Olsen. Still need one more person... I also need to edit the audio and 
put audio slideshows together for each subject in the form of soundslides 
slideshows. 

Notes for the Week of 6/3/2009 

During my internship at the Bellingham Herald, which ended last week (May 30th, 
2009), I found it nearly impossible to work on my project with all of the 
newspaper assignments I received a week. I feel like this experience however has 
made me a better a photojournalist, and therefore will positively contribute to my 
ability to tell the story of exotic pet ownership in Missouri.  

This week, I worked on editing the audio interviews and ambient sound for Tim 
Selby's slideshow, and Connie Casey of Chimparty.  

Notes for the Week of 6/10/2009 

This week, I completed the slideshows for Tim Selby and Connie Casey, pairing 
the best images I could with the audio I had gathered last year. I also worked on 
editing the audio for D-D Sanctuary, Irene Satterfield, and the Tiger Sanctuary, 
although after listening to the Tiger Sanctuary audio, I'm not sure that I'll include 
it in the final project. Debbie with D-D's interview is much better, and the Tiger 
Sanctuary interview doesn't really shed any new light on the issue of owning 
exotic pets. 

Notes for the Week of 6/17/2009 

I have now completed Tim Selby, Connie Casey slideshows and have rough 
versions put together for D-D Sanctuary, Irene Satterfield, and Ben Renick. I have 
an intro slideshow that could work on a splash page to introduce and grab viewers 
attention regarding the topic of this project. 

Notes for the Week of 5/13/2013 

After another lapse in the project, I am working diligently again to get this done! 
Since my last field notes, I accepted a job at the Concord Monitor as a staff 
photographer in NH. I began working there in September of 2009, and finished 
working there in May of 2011. During my time at the Monitor, my husband Max 
Bittle and I had began shooting weddings, and had established a successful 
wedding photography business on the side. Since May of 2011. I have been 
photographing weddings for a living in New England, which has allowed my 
husband and myself to purchase a home, have a baby, and be our own bosses.  
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Before our wedding season for 2013 really gets going, I'd really like to finish this 
project. When David Rees asked me to present my work so far to his picture story 
class (or seminar class?) a few weeks ago, I realized how much I really wanted to 
finish this project and actually own the title of a Masters! I am spending the week 
in KC at my parent's house to continue working on this... 

On Monday, May 13th, I began looking at the slideshows I had put together and 
worked on finishing the D-D Sanctuary, and editing the audio for Ben Renick's 
slideshow. 

On Tuesday, May 14th, I emailed Joel Sartore, Melissa Farlow and Randy Olsen 
to set up times to interview them for the professional analysis portion of the 
project. Joel Sartore immediately responded by calling, something I didn't expect, 
and didn't answer my phone during dinner! He has since emailed back to say that 
he should have time to chat this weekend (5/18). Melissa Farlow responded via 
email to say that she and Randy might be able to make time to chat next week 
(5/20). I also hope to get in touch with a freelance photographer who has worked 
on environmental stories, I thought Matt Eich might make a good subject to 
interview, as I could gain some information for future projects if I wanted to work 
on freelance environmental stories, as he does. 

On Wednesday, May 15th I finished Ben Renick's slideshow, the D-D Sanctuary, 
and I re-edited Irene Satterfield's audio so it was 2.30 instead of 4.30. I now have 
all of my slideshows completed for the project. Today I also worked on gathering 
factual information about the current laws in Missouri. I think some things have 
changed since my work on the project lapsed from 2009 – 2013. I plan on 
contacting the Missouri Department of Conservation to get a more firm grasp on 
what the laws are for owning exotic pets today, versus in 2008. 

On Thursday, May 16th, I contacted Matt Eich via FB message to see if he was 
available for a chat on the phone about research he does before going into the 
field to shoot a story idea. I also worked on putting all of the pieces of this paper 
together, table of contents, abstract, introduction, etc.  

If I need to reference environmental pictures stories with interviewees -  

Matt Eich – Touble in the Water – story about the Alligator industry in Louisiana 

Joel Sartore – Pantanal – Story about largest freshwater marsh in Brazil 

Melissa Farlow – Mustangs Story 

Also, I contacted the central office for the MDC to discuss what the current regs 
and requirements are: 

Central Regional Office and Conservation Research Center 
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Phone: 573-815-7900 

I was transferred to Tom Strather... and left a message. 

Also called the Missouri Department of Agriculture regarding regulations - 
Division of Animal Health at (573) 751-3377 or e-
mail Karen.Wood@mda.mo.gov., and left message. She called back and 
referred me to  

christine teu - 5735223169, who gave me great info on large carnivores as pets 
regulations, but would get back to me about any other exotic animals. 

According to the Missouri Dept. of Agriculture, to own a large carnivore: 
http://mda.mo.gov/animals/largecarnivore.php 

I also worked on putting the finish touches on my slideshows... I made all of them 
the same size, and added each one to my blog page where I'm going to share my 
entire project, from abstract to literature cited, and that way I can share the link 
with David Rees, and he can have access to it at any point. 

On Friday, I researched other in depth multimedia projects to get an idea of how 
I'd like to present this story online. I looked at Jenn Ackermann's “Trapped”, and 
the LA Times' “Altered Oceans”. I think I'd like to lay the web page for this story 
out in a format that looks more like the design of a magazine (Altered Oceans) 
than a website (Trapped). 
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Field Notes for the week of 1/20/2014 

This week I interviewed Joel Sartore and Matt Eich on the phone. I recorded the 
interviews by putting my phone on speaker, and using Garageband . I transcribed 
both interviews immediately after talking. 

Field Notes for the week of 5/1/2014 

 
This week I interviewed Melissa Farlow on the phone, recorded using 
Garageband and having the conversation on speaker phone. Our conversation was 
interrupted once when her husband Randy Olsen called from Africa and she 
needed to speak with him, but she called back within an hour and we finished the 
interview. Her interview was transcribed that same evening as our chat. 

Field Notes for the week of 5/22/2014  

I spent time this week finessing the written part of my project, and meeting with 
David Rees to discuss how to best move forward and defend! 

I also talked with Martha Pickens regarding what my deadline for defending 
would be, and she informed me that I had to defend this project no later than 
Thanksgiving 2014. 

Field Notes for the week of 7/27/2014 

I spent time this week writing my magazine article for the written portion of my 
project. I'm working on synthesizing all of the information I gathered from 
interviewing Joel Sartore, Matt Eich and Melissa Farlow. 

Field Notes for the week of 11/3/2014  

I spent time this week building and designing a website to house my multimedia 
project. I purchased the domain, www.cagedinmissouri.com via GoDaddy, and 
have slowly started using the program Wordpress, along with an installed theme 
by ProPhoto Blogs to design a website for my project. I am thinking the title can 
be, “Caged in Missouri – The Cycle of Exotic Pets. Or maybe just, “Caged – The 
Cycle of Exotic Pets in Missouri”.  

I also met with David Rees on 11/7/14 to discuss my project and wrap up details 
of what I still need. 

On Friday, 11/8/2014 I met with Martha Pickens in her office to finalize 
registering for the course for defending, and discuss committee member issues. 
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Field Notes for the week of 11/10/2014 

I spent this week making phone calls to various government agencies in Missouri 
to dentify what the current laws surrounding exotic pets in Missouri are. 

USDA Jean Rush – 573 636 3116 

Jean Rush with the USDA's Veterinary Services Department said - “Regarding 
owning a chimpanzee, there are no regulations are far as the state goes, it depends 
on if you live within city limits and if there is a city ordinance. There is a state 
regulation on large carnivores. Two years ago, the state veterinarian put 
regulation on big cats, you can look it up on the secretary of state page to find 
details on the Large Carnivore Act, and that's a new regulation that has only been 
around for two years.” 

Jean rush told me to contact the State Veterinarian  at USDA, and ask for Penny – 
573-751-3377 (information on big cats).   

Penny sent me to pauline, who transferred me to a secretary in the director's 
area?? This is maybe my fifth transfer! 573-751-2613 – this is the secretary amber 
in the director's of agriculture in Missouri, I called and left a message. 

Amber sent me to the Missouri state veterinarian - dr. linda hickham - 751 4259 

Animal Care of USDA – 970 – 494 – 7478 

Field Notes for the week of 11/17/2014 

I finished up my website for the project this week – www.cagedinmissouri.com, 
and tied up all loose ends for my paper. 

I also added Brian Kratzer to my committee, and made sure I was registered for 
Dec. graduation. 

General Contact Info and Field Notes: 

HEADLINE ideas – Unleashed? 

Sub head ideas–  

A deeper look at the exotic pet industry in Missouri  

A closer look at the life cycle of an exotic pet in Missouri  

A look at the controversial issue of people owning Exotic Animals  
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In the News – Exotic Pets 

“MISSOURI CHIMP SHOOTING TRIGGERS CALL FOR STRONGER 
EXOTIC PET LAWS” 

http://www.ksdk.com/news/local/story.aspx?storyid=171471 

House votes to approve captive primate safety act after chimp attack (never made 
it to senate to vote) 

http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/unleashed/2009/02/captive-prima-1.html 

GREAT article from 2008 detailing the current (2008) exotic pet ownership laws - 
http://www.riverfronttimes.com/2008-08-20/news/hold-that-tiger-the-recent-big-
cat-attacks-in-missouri-have-residents-and-state-officials-calling-for-tougher-
exotic-animal-laws/ 

Ongoing Contacts List for Project 

Here is a list of contacts that I've made for this project. 
I will continue to update as necessary. 
 
Contacts: 
 
Individual Owners: 
 
J.B. Anderson 
Phone: 573.657.4088 
[lives in ashland, owns a white tiger, 
information from dr. greg jagdfeld at 
rolling hills vet in columbia, mo] 
 
Joel Smith 
Phone: 573.808.2258 
[david rees gave his name, pat smith's 
son... owns a tortoise] 
 
16-year-old girl at Rock Bridge H.S. 
brings her sugar glider in her purse to school everyday 
[got info from michael miller via hannah] 

Irene Satterfield – Lives in Drexel, MO 

Tim Selby 
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Breeders: 
 
Ben Renick- info from tom mcdowell (owner of paradise pets) 
phone: 573-999-9778 
breeds reptiles near fulton 
 
Katie at Petco 
[david rees gave me katie's name] 
 
Connie Casey – owner of Chimparty in Festus, MO 

(636)931-8411 

http://www.chimpparty.com/ 

Sanctuaries/Zoos: 
 
D-D Farm - Animal Sanctuary and Rescue 
Debbie and Dale Tolentino 
6000 North Creasy Springs Road 
Columbia, Missouri 65202 
Phone: 573.446.0648 
Email: ddfarm@tranquility.net 
Website: www.greenpeople.org/listing 
 
Cub Creek Science Camp 
Lori Martin 
16795 Hwy E 
Rolla, Missouri 65401 
Phone: 573.458.2125 
Email: 
Website: www.bearriverranch.com 
 
Other: 
 
Dr. Greg Jagdfeld - Rolling Hills Vet 
3505 Buttonwood Drive 
Columbia, (MO) 65201 
Tel : 573-449-7387 
 
Dr. Doug Pernikoff - Exotic Animal Vet 
32 Clarkson Wilson Center 
Chesterfield, mo 63017-7275 
Phone: (636) 530-1808 
Cell: 314.761.8583 
[said i could ride-along with him when 
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he does primate house-calls in st. louis] 
 
Columbia Pet Center 
407 Business Loop 70 E 
Columbia, MO 65201 
(573) 499-4536 
[pet store, owner breeds reptiles] 
 
Tom McDowell - Owner Paradise Pets - Fulton, MO 
5009 Pendergras Rd. 
Fulton, MO 65251 
(573) 642-4466 
Email: paradisepets@hughes.net 
Website: www.paradisepetsfulton.com 

Potential Interviewee ideas? 
 
Joel Sartore - Nat'l Geo. Photographer 
Cell: 402.326.1150 
[interview for analysis component] 
 
Alan Berner - Seattle Times Photographer 
[interview for analysis component] 
 
Randy Olson - Nat'l Geo. Photographer 
[interview for analysis component 
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Chapter 3: Project Evaluation 

 

When I started this project, I had just finished my graduate coursework in 

photojournalism. In school, we were often given weeks upon weeks to work on 

one story, and I didn't fully comprehend how I lucky I was to spend so much time 

focusing on one story at a time. Luckily, immediately following my spring 

semester in school, I began working on the skills (photography) portion of this 

project and was able to complete all of my shooting and audio collection in 

roughly three months. It was only after this time, when I began interning at the 

Bellingham Herald and later became a staff photographer for the Concord 

Monitor that I realized how difficult it is to work a full time photography job, 

often with more than a dozen assignments per week, and attempt to produce a 

long-term photography project on the side. The experience of getting to spend so 

much time researching and photographing a story prepared me for how to go 

about efficiently researching long term stories while working at newspapers 

where my time was much more limited. 

Photographing this project also gave me some perspective on how far to 

put oneself in danger to “get the picture”. I had two very close calls where I did 

feel like I could be severely hurt, and looking back, I now realize that in the 

future, I will take greater precautions when in a dangerous situation. The first 

scare happened while I was photographing the D-D Animal Sanctuary. Dale, one 

of the owners of the sanctuary had learned that one of the fences for the lion's 

enclosure had a large gaping hole in it. It was clear that the lion could have easily 



	  
	  

56	  
	  	  

pushed it's way through and escaped, and Dale showed signs of immediate 

concern, which of course, let me to feel concerned. He entered the lion's cage, 

equipped with only a stick, and attempted to move the lion from one cage to 

another. He had a volunteer bar the door, and it was evident that the volunteer had 

no idea what he was doing. There were a few moments where I felt like 

something awful might happen and I might end up photographing the next exotic 

animal mauling in Missouri. Luckily, Dale kept control of the lion, who acted 

very aggressive toward him. Later Dale blamed the wind for the lion's aggressive 

behavior. 

A second scare happened while photographing Irene Satterfield's Siberian 

Lynx in Drexel, MO. Irene had asked me if I wanted to photograph the animals 

inside of the enclosure, and she gave me instructions on what to do should one of 

the cats charge me. She also gave me a pair of thick canvas coveralls as 

protection. At one point, I was photographing Irene playing with Bongo, her 

caracal, when out of the corner of my eye I saw Zelda, the Siberian Lynx moving 

as fast as lightening toward me. As Irene had instructed, I stood my ground and 

didn't move an inch. Zelda stopped three feet from me, and then slinked away. I 

was terrified, and quickly decided that I could make pictures of the cats from 

outside of their enclosure using a long lens at F 2.8. 

Despite the fact that I'm not currently working for newspapers, in 

conducting interviews with professional photojournalists regarding their research 

and subsequent framing for environmental photo stories has given me further 
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insight as to how to pursue these kinds of photo stories on a freelance basis in the 

future. I hope that the transcripts from the interviews might also serve to help 

educate future photojournalists about what kinds of research is typically done 

before shooting a story, and how that research might contribute to the framing of 

images for a story. On a personal level, spending time getting to know other 

professional photojournalists has also helped to strengthen my network with the 

photojournalism community, should I attempt to photograph future photo stories 

on a freelance basis. Connections made while interviewing the four 

photojournalists may make it easier for me to get help with an edit for a story, or 

allow for a different avenue to pitch a story to a publication. 

One thing to keep in mind while viewing the professional skills 

component of this project (found via www.cagedinmissouri.com, eventually will 

be archived on www.katiebarnes.com), is that this project took roughly six years 

to complete. I did all of the photography and audio collection from September of 

2008 to December of 2008, but much of the writing and website development 

happened in 2014. Therefore, there are some parts of the project that need 

clarification, and I'll do that here. For example, when Ben Renick, the snake 

breeder subject for one of the multimedia vignettes discusses how much money he 

spends to feed his snakes ($600-$800 per week), that figure, although true in 

2008, has likely changed in 2014. Another major change that happened over the 

course of working on this project is the passage of the Large Carnivore Act, 

which took effect on Jan. 1, 2012. This act now means that to own certain species 

of exotic animals, the owner must pay a $250 permit and register their animal 



	  
	  

58	  
	  	  

with the local law enforcement agency, as well as obtain a $250,000 liability 

insurance policy on the animal, and prove that the animal has been checked by a 

veterinarian. The species affected are the following: lions, tigers, leopards, 

ocelots, jaguars, cheetahs, margays, mountain lions, Canada lynx, bobcats, 

jaguarundis, hyenas, wolves, coyotes or any poisonous, deadly or dangerous 

reptile. Aside from these species, no additional regulations are imposed on owners 

of things like monkeys, lesser cats, etc. 
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Chapter 4: Abundant Physical Evidence of Work 

 

I began the work component portion of this project on Sept. 1, 2008 and finished 

the photography and audio collection in December of 2008. During this time, I identified 

prospective subjects and sanctuaries in Missouri via internet research, telephone calls and 

word of mouth contacts. After locating the best possible subjects for this story, I set up 

dates and times to meet with people and often went back on a second day to complete the 

audio interview with them.  In the years that followed, I spent time editing the photos and 

audio interviews, and putting slideshows together using SoundSlides to produce 

multimedia vignettes.   

I completed the analysis component of this project in 2014, and used Skype and 

Garageband to conduct and record interviews with Melissa Farlow, Matt Eich, and Joel 

Sartore about the ways in which they do research before shooting a story. I transcribed 

their interviews, and wrote the magazine article for this project in July of 2014. 

. I communicated with my committee by sending weekly emails informing them 

of my progress. I plan on trying to sell this story to an environmental publication – such 

as Conservation International, Orion, The Nature Conservancy, The United States 

Humane Society, etc  

To provide “abundant physical evidence” of the work I’ve done, I kept a weekly 

journal of field notes to document exactly when and what I worked on that week, printed 

web pages and contact information regarding research, and transcribed interviews. I did 
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not need an on-site supervisor for this project, as I conducted the research, shooting, 

audio collection and writing in Missouri (based in Columbia). 

My multimedia project can be found online at www.cagedinmissouri.com until 2016, 

when it will then be housed within my personal website, “www.katiebarnes.com”.   

Here are screenshots of the pages of my final project online: 
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HOME PAGE: 
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Example of dropdown menus to organize vignettes: 

 

 

Example of one of the “perspectives” pages: 
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Example of the “current laws” page: 
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Example of “about this project” page: 

 

Example of “author bio” page: 
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Chapter 5: From Research to Publication – Framing Picture Stories 

ANALYSIS  

Most people who open a National Geographic magazine and peruse 

through one of the expansive photo stories could safely assume that a fair amount 

of research went into finding the pictures to tell that story. Before a photographer 

can begin actually making pictures for a story, basic questions like what is the 

main issue, where and when are things related to this issue happening and who are 

the key players must be answered. Research beyond those initial questions 

however, varies widely from photographer to photographer.  

How does the research that a photographer does before (and during) 

shooting a photo story shape the way that story is shared with the public?  

Learning more about the ways that photographers go about researching 

story ideas can provide future photojournalists with a better understanding of the 

thought-process behind successful picture stories, and possibly how to navigate 

researching a story, before shooting in the field. 

This article will examine the research methods conducted by three 

photojournalists working today and aim to identify to what extent their research 

plays a role in the final outcome of their stories. Interviewed are: Joel Sartore, a 

contract photographer for National Geographic Magazine, Melissa Farlow, also a 

contract photographer for National Geographic Magazine, and Matt Eich, a 
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freelance photographer based in Virginia. These photographers have produced 

environmental picture stories like wetland conservation, mountaintop removal, 

and alligator hunting, but the amount and style of research they conduct for stories 

is quite different. 

Where story ideas originate can determine what kind of research goes into 

them 

Both Melissa Farlow and Matt Eich discussed the difference between a 

photo editor pitching a story to them, versus coming up with their own idea for a 

story to pitch to a publication. Both alluded to the fact that when someone else 

comes to them with a story idea, that person's prior research on the story does 

play a role in how they go about photographing it. Farlow said that if a story idea 

comes to her, initial questions revolve around if there has already been an article 

written that her photos would accompany, and what research has already been 

done shedding light on what the story is really about. “It doesn't necessarily color 

everything I do, but I want to understand exactly what the interests of those who 

are hiring me are.” Similarly, Matt Eich said that for a client-driven piece, he tries 

not to dive in blind if they don't provide him a plethora of information, but more 

often than not, Eich said,  

I don't have enough time to do research and I just have to take whatever 

paragraph they hand me and that's what I've got to work with. That and the 

conversation with the photo editor too, or the writer, so I'm just kind of 

communicating with people about like, what the intent of the story is and what 
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they're trying to communicate, and that will influence or inform what I gather 

for them. 

Alternately, all three interviewees said that when coming up with story ideas on 

their own, they have to do their own initial research and that research seemed to 

vary immensely.  

Joel Sartore's Style of Research – One Stop Shopping 

Joel Sartore says he doesn't want to re-invent the wheel when researching 

a story idea. “Most of the time, most things have been photographed.” Once 

Sartore has an idea for a picture story, he contacts other photographers who have 

worked on the same subject matter, and he does google image searches to look at 

pictures of the story location. Before going into the field, he said he puts together 

a shot list of things he is confident that he'll be able to photograph for the story, 

and says that if he thinks he won't get most of what is on his list, he won't go. 

Sartore expounds on the importance of his research before going into the field to 

shoot, “You know, my stories are made or broken in the research phase. They are 

only as good as the research usually.”  

An important component of Sartore's research is identifying one person 

who really knows the area where his story will take place, or is a sort of expert on 

Sartore's story topic, and he uses that person as a sort of picture guide. He calls 

this, one stop shopping.  
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This method of using one person as a main “point person” for an entire 

photo story might lead one to believe that Sartore is possibly missing important 

aspects of a topic that perhaps their point person isn't familiar with. When asked 

about this issue, Sartore responded, “Well, yes, but I'm only one guy. I'm one guy, 

and I try to focus on an area and do it to the best of my ability. If you try to think 

about covering the whole world, then you'll go insane.” 

Sartore did discuss examples of where using a point person (or area 

expert) as his photo guide created the opportunity to make photos in the field that 

he couldn't have prepared while researching the story on his own. For example, 

while photographing his for National Geographic called, “Brazil's Wild Wet: 

Pantanal” in August of 2005, he made an incredible photo of an anaconda eating 

an egret. 
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Photo by Joel Sartore 

Daniel spotted that bird out in the marsh, and he was pretty sure something 

was eating it and that we should wait out. He thought it was either a cayman 

had it, but more likely a snake, because a cayman just douses something and 

drowns it, so no that was Daniel spotted that, and I think that was probably 

one of our last days there, we were actually leaving, and we waded out to get 

to it, and there was this anaconda there, it was, that was awesome. Not 

awesome for the bird though. 

Melissa Farlow's Style of Research – Holistic Approach 

Melissa Farlow said she first identifies what kind of story she is 

considering shooting to determine how she will first began her research. She 

differentiated her research between stories based on current events versus stories 
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with a more historical background, and discussed how one might go about 

researching a story idea where nothing has been written about ever before. For 

stories that are more current, Farlow said that she would likely read information 

online, as that would be the most up to date. For story ideas that have a more 

historical background, she suggested looking at older magazine articles. For ideas 

that have literally never been covered before, she cited her husband Randy Olson 

as an example, and said that he would first identify contacts to learn more about 

the story idea.  

Farlow did mention that she makes a point to not look at what other 

photographers have done on a similar story idea in the past, citing that she didn't 

want to be affected by the way they saw things and wanted her story to be more 

about personal discovery and what things she had learned as journalist along the 

way. She said, “I feel often like if I can figure out things for myself of whose 

important or where to go, I'd kind of rather do that than rely on other things other 

people have already done. I don't want that to affect me, nor to steal from them 

what they've worked to get.” 

From a more general research standpoint, Farlow said,  

I'm going to go online, books, magazines you know, traditional places you'd 

look and a lot of that I'm trying to find who good people to talk to are. You 

know, in the field, I want to talk to officials, people behind the scenes, people 

who are grassroots, people who are on the ground doing thing, anybody 

involved with it.  
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Farlow used a recent photo story that was in National Geographic 

Magazine about wild horses, “Mustangs: Spirit of the Shrinking West”, as an 

example of how she typically goes about conducting research both before and on 

the ground for a photo story. Her approach could best be categorized as holistic. 

She first went to the Bureau of Land Management and said, “I quickly figured out 

where all the wild horses are, the information about their history from their point 

of view, what they're doing now, how they saved them, what their goal is, their 

mission, all of that.” Farlow then attempted to identify who was in charge in a 

particular state or area regarding wild horses, taking note of anyone who she 

might have previously had contact with, citing that a person who she has already 

met could be helpful for insight. She also looked into groups that are interested in 

saving the wild horses, and had to determine which groups were respected and 

which were not. Lastly, Farlow said that making phone calls to people in charge, 

she gains a lot of insight about what a story is about. “I really do rely a lot on 

finding the right people on the phone to give me a leads or at least a point of view 

about what's going on.” 

Farlow also spoke about the difference in doing research before shooting a 

story, and things you discover on the ground. For example, she didn't know that 

the foaling season, when the mustangs are fighting, would be one of the best 

opportunities for pictures. 
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Photo by Melissa Farlow 

So that's one thing that I learned only on the ground, once I was there seeing 

things, and as the season went on and I wanted more of what I had seen when 

I first hit the ground, I got that, well, you'll have to wait until next spring to 

see that because, the season was over. So I didn't know that. So there are 

things that you learn in the field, I guess you might luck onto that information 

if you ask all of the right questions and had thought of everything, and I 

always try to, but it seems like there are often key bits of information, what 

we call is, you do research before you go, and then you do field research. 

Farlow also went into detail about how she organizes her time while on 

the ground shooting a story. She said that she likes to lay out a list of priorities 

and then groups them geographically or time-wise. This means that she is able to 
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maximize her time shooting and photograph several visual events in one place, or 

in the span of two weeks. Ahead of time, by talking to people and learning about 

possible photo opportunities, she tries to figure out how much time to set aside for 

shooting certain events related to her story.  

For example on horses, if I knew I was going to be in Nevada, I tried to think, 

are they going to do a gather while I'm there, is there a horse sanctuary there, 

there's also a prison there where they train horses after they're captured, then I 

tried to think of anything else that would either be drive-able from there, or 

places I wanted to go to see if I even saw horses. 

Matt Eich's Style of Research – Get up and Get Out There 

Matt Eich, a freelance photojournalist based in Norfolk, Virginia was the 

youngest of all three interviewees. His style of research could best be summarized 

as a just “get up and go” attitude, or as Eich called it, the “newborn approach”. He 

said that more often than not, he'll hear about an event that sounds interesting, and 

without a second thought, he'll find a way to get there and dive in. Eich pointed 

out that his ignorance on the issue could be seen as an asset. 

Depending on what Eich finds while in the field, his story idea usually 

shifts over time. He used the story, Trouble in the Water, a photo story about 

alligator culture in the south, as an example of how he approaches researching a 

story idea. This story first came to him by way of a friend who was a photo editor 

at the Advocate in Baton Rouge, LA. Eich thought it sounded cool, and dove in.  
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I happen to have the rare juxtaposition of a little bit of spare cash with a little 

bit of free time and could jump on a plane and go down there and I literally 

did zero research, I didn't have any contacts there, and I was sick as a dog too, 

and he picked me up at the airport, and the next morning he dropped me off at 

a boat dock with a guy named Rebel and a guy named Julius. 

Photo by Matt Eich 

Eich spent a few days photographing these men hunting alligators, and 

then decided to spend more time on the story. He looked at different facets of the 

industry, and began doing research only after he spent time shooting in the field. 

He discovered wild hunts, and alligator farms as interesting photo possibilities, 

and said that if he had continued the story, he would've looked into the alligator 
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tourism industry, and where and how alligators are exported outside of the state of 

Louisiana. 

Although Eich said that he did zero research before heading to Louisiana 

to began initially shooting this story, he did mention later that his contacts for the 

story (Rebel and Julius), were literally handed to him by his editor friend. He said 

that he wouldn't have made the trip if he wouldn't have had any contacts. 

Eich said that he thinks the editorial story-telling approach is close-

minded. “We're going to this place, and we know what the story is about, that it's 

going to be about this,” he said as an example. Eich said that his own approach to 

telling stories is much slower, and more about listening to people, re-evaluating 

his own thoughts on the story, and then identifying his own beliefs about the 

community, and his beliefs about his own life.  

Eich pointed out that although it is good to be prepared (he said he spends 

most of his time in the logistics department of research), that spending tons of 

time researching a story idea before going into the field could result in a lot of 

wasted time. 

Drawing Conclusions from Sartore, Farlow and Eich's Style of Research 

In conclusion, it seems like a well-rounded research approach both before 

and during the photography of an environmental picture story would yield a more 

holistic-style coverage of a topic. Both Joel Sartore and Matt Eich's approaches 

seemed to leave open the possibility of missing certain perspectives on a topic. In 
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Sartore's case, this could be because he typically uses only one main point person 

as a research guide, and in Eich's case, his method of jumping straight in to see 

what he finds out on the ground could mean that he misses broader aspects of a 

topic he is photographing. 

Melissa Farlow seemed to have a more well-rounded and fluid style of 

research, by looking at various sources, identifying multiple point people, and 

being very open to changing course when she found out things were different 

once she was on the ground shooting. 

While there are unlimited ways that a photographer might research an 

environmental picture story, learning about the different approaches of these three 

professional photojournalists helps provide a basis for understanding the amount 

and variety of research that goes into framing a picture story, and can help future 

photojournalists gain ideas on how they would like to best research their own 

stories. 
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Appendix A: Proposal and Literature Review 

Proposal 

Photographs have been documented as the first thing readers look at when 

opening their newspaper (Holsanova and Holmqvist 2006), as well as an entry-

point to the corresponding text (Wanta and Roark1993). Previous research has 

found that within images, a variety of characteristics play a role in luring the 

reader into the story (Wanta and Roark, 1993; Wolf and Grotta 1985; Zillmann, 

Knobloch and Yu 2001). Although the characteristics of these published 

photographs have been widely studied, the actual research and decision-making 

that a photojournalist does prior to making the pictures for a story is something 

that has rarely been discussed. 

This study attempts to examine how newspaper photojournalists are 

choosing to visually depict environmental issues by looking at what kinds of 

research they are completing before going into the field to make pictures, and how 

they are framing those images while on location. 

Relevance to the Field of Journalism 

Global environmental issues are among the most serious concerns 

currently facing humankind (Bell 1994). With record increases in oil prices and a 

rise in environmental awareness in the United States, the media plays an 

important role in informing the public about current environmental issues. This 

recent trend in environmental awareness presents a unique opportunity to examine 

how newspaper photojournalists are choosing to visually depict environmental 
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issues–what kind of research they are completing before going into the field to 

make pictures, how they are framing those images, and what decisions are made 

after they return to the newsroom regarding what will be published. 

Identifying how photojournalists research environmental stories and thus, 

frame images, could provide the journalism industry with a better understanding 

behind the thought process of its photojournalists, and improve communication 

between photo editors and photographers. The findings of this study could also 

serve to better inform the next generation of photojournalists regarding the 

amount of research and thought that goes into photographing an environmental 

issue. 

Applicable Theory 

As photojournalists are conscious human beings, the process of framing a 

story begins the instant the story idea is thought of. One could argue that 

subconscious framing of the story began long before the photojournalist even 

thought of the idea, as their previous life experiences brought them to their current 

mental state, however this paper will not attempt to delve so deeply into the 

photojournalist’s background. From the original idea of what story to photograph, 

the photographer will likely complete a great deal of research before even 

beginning to make pictures. After researching the idea, the photographer will 

make more choices such as when to photograph, who to focus on, where to make 

pictures, what lenses to use, what quality of light to use, etc. All of these decisions 

contribute to the photographer’s visual framing of the final story. This ties 
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directly into framing theory, making it a suitable theoretical background for this 

research study.  

As Tankard (2001) notes, the idea of media framing is important because 

it helps us understand mass communication effects, provides an alternative to the 

“objectivity and bias” paradigm, and offers suggestions for communication 

professionals. This paper will define framing based on Reese’s (2001) definition, 

which states that framing refers to the way that events and issues are organized 

and therefore made sense of, especially by the media, professionals in the media, 

and the audience. Essentially, framing theory assumes that context informs our 

behavior, action, and understanding (Bryant and Miron 2004). Although framing 

theory is typically used to explain textual media, the tenets of framing theory can 

be applied to images as well. 

Framing theory was first created in 1974 by sociologist, Erving Goffman, 

who thought that frames defined a situation based on the subjective elements that 

were included as well as how they were organized (Bryant and Miron 2004). 

Essentially, like Reese (2001), he meant that frames help people to make sense of 

everyday life. Gitlin (1980) looked at the idea of framing in a practical and 

positive way, suggesting that frames serve as ways for journalists to organize 

massive amounts of information into an understandable package for the audience. 

Similarly, Frosh (2007) stated that frames are powerful devices of 

“representational transformation” (p 19). 
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Other researchers, however, have opinions about framing theory that liken 

it to a Trojan horse of bias. Tankard (2001) states that framing stories in the media 

can weaken arguments and eliminate certain voices from the debate. He also 

points out that framing issues in a certain way can favor one side of the issue 

without revealing an obvious bias. “Media framing is important because it can 

have subtle but powerful effects on the audience, even to the point of helping to 

overthrow a president” (Tankard 2001 p 97).  

Fahmy, Kelly, and Soo Kim (2007) point out that in framing anything, 

certain elements are left out. “The central idea of framing refers to the activities of 

the mass media in selecting, emphasizing, and presenting some, but not all, 

information to the audience” (p. 547). Entman (1993) agreed saying, “frames call 

attention to some aspects of reality while obscuring other elements, which might 

lead audiences to have different reactions” (p. 55).  

Media frames are also persistent over time (Reese 2001). Hertog and 

McLeod (2001) found that with repeated contact to the media’s framing of a 

certain issue, the audience would absorb the framed information, and eventually 

view the world in terms of that frame. Despite new information that may arise, 

changing the way something is framed is difficult because frames depend on a 

very big storehouse of social knowledge to function, “...if they changed quickly, 

members of society could not depend on others knowing and acting in accordance 

with frames,” said Hertog and McLeod (2001 p 142). 
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Walden (2005) points out that commonsense suggests that there is a 

difference between learning about something by reading words versus looking at 

images. “Learning about Paris by reading a description is quite different from 

learning about the city by looking at an image.” (Walden 2005 p 258). This might 

seem to be a fairly obvious point, but Walden (2005) is forcing us to really think 

about how differently it feels to look at a picture of something versus reading a 

description about it. This is an important distinction to make, and one that 

supports the study of the visual media. 

Messaris and Abraham (2001) studied how images differ from words in 

terms of communication. They researched the role that images play in framing 

news stories and concluded, “visual framing may convey meanings that would be 

more controversial or might meet with greater audience resistance than if they 

were conveyed through words” (p. 215). This further substantiates the importance 

of researching how photojournalists approach the issue of visually depicting an 

environmental story. 

There are a variety of ways in which a photographer “frames” his pictures, 

and thus contributes to the overall news frame of the story. Media framing theory 

focuses not only on which issues are being covered, but how they are being 

covered (Ghanem & Hendrickson 2003). Messaris and Abraham (2001) detail the 

various ways in which a story can be framed visually, focusing on three 

characteristics of images that can play a role in framing. They are (1) the 

recognition of objects within the image, or the anological quality of the image, (2) 
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the fact that photographs are generally taken as the truth, also referred to as the 

indexicality of images, (3) single images usually provide the viewer with the 

whole picture, causing viewers to incorporate other contextual cues to make sense 

of the image’s meaning.  

Bulla and Borah (2006) note that most commonly, photographers frame 

their images simply by the act of selecting one option over another (Bulla and 

Borah 2006). Photographers make the choice of who or what to include (or 

exclude) in the picture. They choose to take the picture from a certain angle, with 

a specific lens. They decide to artificially light the scene or use natural light. 

These decisions may seem arbitrary, but making these kinds of choices results in 

the production of certain types of images, which are correlated to certain types of 

messages (Wanta 1993).  

For example, Berger (1991) found that certain methods of composing the 

subject within the frame convey a specific meaning. Close-up shots of a person’s 

face signify intimacy, whereas a medium shot including a person’s face and some 

of their body signifies a personal relationship. A full body shot of a person 

communicates a social relationship, while a wide-angle shot revealing the setting 

and the character provides scope, context and public distance (Berger 1991). 

The photographer initially frames the story through their research and then 

through their choices while photographing. Seelig (2006) adds that framing news 

stories is a collaborative process, and once the photographer returns to the 

newsroom with pictures, the photo editor begins to exert their influence over the 
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visual framing of the story. “Photographers decide when and what to supply to the 

editors in terms of specific images, then the editors decide which image to use 

based on the story and images supplied” (Seelig 2006 p 166). Typically at a 

newspaper, the photographer will work with the editor to jointly make the 

decision of which images to publish, but usually the photo editor has the last word 

(Seelig 2006). 

Literature Review 

The Importance of Photographs 

Readers are drawn to photographs for a variety of reasons, and the print 

news is using photographs more extensively today than ever before (Zillmann et. 

al. 2001). Photographs have been documented as the first thing readers look at 

when opening their newspaper (Holsanova, Holmqvist & Rahm 2006), as well as 

an entry-point to the corresponding text, known as the picture-fosters-reading 

proposal (Wanta 1993).  

Wanta (1993) found that when photographs complemented the 

accompanying story, reader comprehension was enhanced. Zillmann, Knobloch 

and Yu (2001) also found that agnostic images increased readership of the 

corresponding story. “Although some photographs may be difficult to look at, 

they demand attention that other images do not.” (Zillmann, Knobloch and Yu 

2001). In conclusion, the authors suggest that the idea of an imageless news report 

is a dying species. 



	  
	  

84	  
	  	  

Another characteristic of photographs that can lure the reader from 

photograph to story is the emotional content of a photograph (Wanta 1993). 

Wanta (1993) found that emotional images tend to have power over the page – 

both in drawing the reader into the corresponding story, and detracting from other 

stories on the same page. Shoemaker (1996) offered an explanation of why 

readers have an attraction to difficult images. She states that as our natural interest 

for self-preservation could explain our need to continually monitor the 

environment for threats and dangers – as seen by our attention to the disclosures 

of hazards and perils.  

Why Interview Environmental Photojournalists 

Media coverage of environmental issues is on the upswing. In 1986, 39% 

of the public claimed to have heard about the “greenhouse effect,” whereas in 

2006, 90% of people were aware of the global warming issue (Nisbet and Myers 

2007). Ghanem and Hendrickson (2003) found that the public agenda is largely 

determined by the media agenda, and how news stories are framed. As this 

coverage of the environment increases, the public’s interest is also raised. This is 

a time where understanding how the media, specifically in a visual manner, acts 

to inform the audience of environmental issues.  

Braasch (2002) a photojournalist who recently completed a book on the 

topic of global warming says that photographing the effects of global climate 

change presents a great challenge, as they are often seemingly invisible. Allan 

Bell (1994) also adds: 
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Climate change is high in unfamiliarity–the uncertainty of scientific 
scenarios, delay of potential impacts, the complexity and invisibility of 
ozone depletion. These are global risks, which the individual cannot avoid, 
and the effects will remain a threat for decades even if the causes were 
eliminated today. Climate change is also high in dread for the future, with 
lack of personal control or voluntariness in running the risk, and the 
potential for catastrophic effects in coastal flooding, extreme weather 
events, droughts and vegetation changes. 

Bell (1994) makes the point that journalists’ understanding of global climate 

change is like that of the public’s, not the scientist’s, and this can be a factor in 

the confusing media coverage of complex scientific issues.  

Ward (2002) suggests that environmental coverage in the media often 

waxes and wanes based on when environmental disasters occur (Ward 2002). In 

terms of what affects audience attention cycles regarding environmental issues, 

McComas and Shanahan (1999) suggest that narrative factors of environmental 

news coverage play a role. They found that the dangers and consequences of 

global climate change were significantly more pronounced within stories during 

the period of increased newspaper attention.  

“Maintaining public interest in environmental issues is key to finding and 

implementing solutions to environmental problems; however attention to 

environmental issues are challenged by other issues (especially economic ones) 

on a regular basis” (McCombs and Shanahan 1999). Fobes (2002) posits that 

environmental photojournalism will become increasingly important as society 

struggles with a decrease in natural resources. She says, “The challenge for 

photographers will be to create evocative images that tell the story of what this 

loss means” (p 59). Braasch (2002) states that the message of environmental 
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photographs is strengthened because the effects of environmental issues, such as 

global warming, are frequently seen in the beautiful and sensitive ecosystems 

around the world. Being able to visually show the transitions of these ecosystems, 

including their floral and faunal changes, can yield a powerful visual message 

about climate change (Braasch 2002).  

Methodology 

Qualitative research methods have often been used to study organizational 

phenomenon that has not been extensively studied yet (Johnson 1997). Although 

much research has been completed on the role of images in the media, very little 

research has actually been done related to the photographers and their 

perspectives and decisions regarding how they frame photo stories.  

This qualitative study will use semi-structured interviews over the 

telephone to identify how and why eight media photojournalists from 

organizations around the United States decided to cover environmental issues. 

The interviews will involve asking about what kind of research the photographers 

completed prior to actually photographing, and how they ended up framing their 

images as a result. Interview questions will also focus on the photographer’s 

original story idea and how, if at all, the story changed after collaboration with the 

photo editor in terms of what images were finally published. The interviews will 

also be tape-recorded and transcribed immediately after being conducted so as to 

reduce the risk of error. 
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Interviewing was selected as a methodology for this study in an attempt to 

gain a more holistic understanding of how photojournalists are working to cover 

environmental issues, without restricting their answers. McCracken (1988) said 

that the long interview yields data that allows us to determine how individual’s 

ideas shape their view of the world (Johnson 1997). According to Fontana and 

Frey (1994), interviewing is one of the most powerful and most common ways in 

which we try to understand other human beings.  

Interviews can range from being very structured to semi-structured, to 

unstructured. Structured interviews involve asking the respondent a series of very 

specific questions, which have a limited number of responses possible (Fontana 

and Frey 1994). Structured interviews allow for very little flexibility regarding the 

questions that are asked or answered, and this can be a good or bad thing. In terms 

of this research paper, structured interviews would be too rigid, and could 

possibly limit the amount of knowledge to be gained from the interview 

responses. On the other hand, unstructured interviews – of which the most 

common is the open-ended ethnographic (in-depth) interview, would yield a wide 

variety of results. For this study, because we are asking such specific questions, 

the unstructured interview method would not fit well with the scope of this study.  

This research paper will utilize semi-structured interviews in an effort to 

gain the best of both worlds. Specific questions will be asked, but respondents 

won’t be limited to a particular kind of answer. For example, asking the question 

“How do you go about researching an environmental story idea once you’ve 
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committed to photographing it?” allows for a wide range of answers, but the 

responses are likely to revolve around how the photographer completes research, 

what amount of research they do, what kinds of research materials they use, etc. 

Whereas an unstructured interview wouldn’t be nearly as directed, and therefore 

might yield a much wider variety of answers. 

Seelig (2006) completed a study regarding how photo editors at various 

newspapers make decisions about what images to publish. She used a 

combination to methods in her research, but one method involved semi-structured 

interviews with each photo editor. She stated that, “In-depth interviews were 

semi-structured so that interviewees felt comfortable; a less structured interview 

format allowed the interview to be receptive to questions” (Seelig 2006 p. 168).  

Interviews will be collected over the telephone. Theresa Rogers (1976) 

completed a study in which she compared the quality of responses and field 

performance of telephone interviews versus interviews conducted in person. She 

found that the quality of data from a telephone interview was comparable to 

interviews conducted in person, and that telephone interviews didn’t need to be 

modified at all from how an in person interview would typically be conducted 

(Rogers 1976). 

Conclusion 

Identifying how photojournalists research environmental stories and thus, 

frame their images, could provide the journalism industry with a better 

understanding behind the thought process of its photojournalists, and improve 
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communication between photo editors and photographers. The findings of this 

study could also serve to better inform the next generation of photojournalists 

regarding the amount of research and thought that goes into photographing an 

environmental issue. Understanding how photojournalists research environmental 

stories before photographing them could provide an important perspective on how 

such research affects the final outcome of the images.  

Understanding how photographers are making these decisions, once in the 

field, could also contribute to a more concrete understanding of how the 

environmental issue will eventually be framed within the newspaper. Using 

framing theory to couch these findings will provide a stable base from which to 

draw upon when making connections and correlations along the way. 

Publication Possibilities 

This paper could be published in a scholarly journal such as Visual 

Communication Quarterly. Also, if the professional skills component is a 

multimedia piece, it could be published on an environmental website such as the 

Society of Environmental Journalists. 
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Appendix B: Interviews Transcribed 

Joel Sartore: 

Once you decide what kind of story you're going to work on, before you go 
out into the field, how do you begin researching that story idea? 

I generally contract other photographers who have worked on that subject matter, 
and I also search on Google images to look at pictures from that place. I look at 
pictures, then I try to figure out where those pictures came from, individual 
websites, where they came from. And we pick a topic, something I know nothing 
about, like, I don't know United States Navy, I would look at whatever the Navy 
has put out there, because that's what they want to show off, then I'd look at 
photographs as much as I could, and I think there's a military photo contest, 
because I've seen it through NPPA magazine, so I'd try to find whoever the past 
NPPA shooters were and quiz them, and get them on the phone, because these 
guys know... you know what you're looking for is one stop shopping. You know, 
like Wal-Mart. You go into Wal-Mart and they've got everything. It may not be 
the best, but it's fast because they've got everything. From panty hose to inflatable 
rafts, to groceries, they have absolutely everything.  

So what I'm looking for is somebody who is one stop shopping, like for example, 
I was assigned to do a piece years ago for on the east coast of Florida, and a friend 
of mine who is a photographer down there, I called him up, and he basically sent 
me this email of every major town where the pictures were, he was the most 
perfect creation I'd ever seen in terms of a shooting god. And I used that guy to go 
around and get all of my pictures. And so, that's what I'm looking for. One person 
that really really knows the area. We did a story on Uganda for Geographic a 
couple of years ago on wildlife on the Albertine Rift, wildlife of the Albertine 
Rift, and I found a German veterinarian who had lived in Uganda for 30 years and 
he knew where to go for lions, where to go for hippos, where to go for elephants, 
where to go photograph human wildlife conflict, photography and he was willing 
to take me around, and I helped him out eventually fun his project a little bit, a 
mutual arrangement, but one stop shopping, I'm looking for, whether that's a 
person or a website, it doesn't matter, I'm looking for, you know, I'm not looking 
to re-invent the wheel, most of the time, most things on earth have been 
photographed. Even in outer space there have been pictures taken, and there are 
experts – I met a guy who was an expert in shuttle-launch, and rocket launch, I 
just met a woman in New Jersey who is an expert on bread knots. I had dinner last 
night with an expert in radiology, and it was fascinating. I use the web to find the 
experts, and then start going you know, like, I remember Joe McNally years ago 
was doing a health story, and one of his first stops was John Hopkins, because 
they have such an incredible facility for handling treatments and diseases and he 
went there and saw these doctors and he learned so much, and that's how he did it. 
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So I would suggest to people, that you find one stop shopping in whatever form 
that is. 

Is that because you have a time constraint in part? 

Yes, but also because I don't want to have to do work that other people have done, 
I don't want to re-invent the wheel, I mean why do that. If somebody comes to me 
by the way, and they want to know what to shoot in Nebraska, I'm your guy. I can 
just crank out the wildlife, or best spots, I'm the guy. And in return, I'm going to 
expect that person, wherever they live, to do the same if I ever have to go work in 
a state like Louisiana or Alabama or wherever they're from, and I really like the 
idea of trading information, it makes life more fun. You really really miss things 
if you don't have good advice to go on. 

Once you're in the field and photographing a story, how do you decide how 
to frame your pictures? Based on the research you've done, and the things 
you've found out, do you seek our specific pictures or do you photograph 
everything you see? 

No, I'm very specific and targeted, or I'd never get anywhere. What I have is a big 
shoot list, that I usually try and run by an editor to make sure I'm on the right 
track. And then when I get there and I get off the plane in Uganda, I know that I'm 
going to see lions, and be close to lions, because the Rick, the veterinarian has 14 
lions radiocollared and he goes right to them nearly every day to watch them, so 
they're habituated, and they're collared, so we know right where they are, and 
that's how I got the lion up in the tree picture that was in Geographic that you 
know, did well.  

So that's where I'm coming from. I look, you know, when I, I have this list Katie, 
I won't get on a plane, and my feet won't take me to the airplane if I think I'm 
going to get skunked. You know, my stories are made or broken in the research 
phase. They are only as good as the research usually. And sure, I'm going get 
serendipity when I go out there, and I need to keep an open mind and be aware 
that, geez, this is really good, I didn't know about this, and that's fine, make sure I 
leave time to shoot things that pop up, you know, wonderful surprises, but I have 
a base list, and I'm pretty confident I'm going to get most of the items on that list, 
or I won't go. And I won't take a story that isn't visually interesting. I've had 
stories proposed to me, a few over the years, by various magazines, and I don't 
think they're going to pay off. And sure, if you work hard enough and you're 
good, you can make pictures out of anything, but do you want to? Do you have 
to? Why not take the things that aren't a waste of your life, why not take the 
things that are really really interesting. 
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Did you kind of go through his same research process for the Pantanal story?  

I did the same thing, I found one guy, I looked and looked, and somehow, I think 
through National Geographic's Brazilian edition, named Daniel Degranville, and 
Daniel, he grew up part of his time in Rochester, MN, his father was a doctor at 
the Mayo clinic, his english was perfect, he had a great attitude, and he came back 
to me within 24 hours of me contacting him with a list via email, of the best times 
to come and what species we would get at each time of the year. And it was 
brilliant. It was just like the document I'd gotten to cover Florida, and I knew this 
guy was my guy. And he was one of the best assistants I've ever had, he was 
organized, thoughtful, knew what I wanted and knew how to deliver what I 
wanted. That's why that shoot went so well because I had a great assistant, I try to 
find people that are local, that want to help, and will get something out of it 
themselves, besides the money that they'll get as a day rate. And these people 
usually become friends of mine for life, and whatever I can do for them, believe 
me, I do it, I am grateful to them.  

You talk about having a shot list, was that egret being eaten by the boa 
constructor in the Pantanal, was that on your list, or was that a surprise? 

That was not on the list. Daniel spotted that bird out in the marsh, and he was 
pretty sure something was eating it and that we should wait out. He thought it was 
either a cayman had it, but more likely a snake, because a cayman just douses 
something and drowns it, so no that was Daniel spotted that, and I think that was 
probably one of our last days there, we were actually leaving, and we waded out 
to get to it, and there was this anaconda there, it was, that was awesome. Not 
awesome for the bird though.  

Do you ever feel like since you only like to work with one person who really 
knows the area really well, do you ever feel like you're missing things because 
you aren't talking to ten people? 

Well, yes, but I'm only one guy. I'm one guy, and I try to focus in on an area and 
do it to the best of my ability. If you try to think about covering the whole world, 
then you'll go insane. For example, when the gulf oil spill happened, through a 
series of contacts, through a friend of mine at Geographic named Kurt Munchler, 
who was director of photography at the time, he had worked at the Times Picyune 
in New Orleans, and he knew someone in Billy Lensgastor's office, Billy was the 
Parrish President for Clackamus Terrice in Louisiana, and Billy had a righthand 
man named PJ Hahn, who was really really a great guy, and he was a great guy, 
and he basically acted, you know I talked to him many times on the phone, we 
came up with a game plan, and the reason that my coverage was successful was 
because of PJ Hahn, he was a delightful person to be with, we're still good friends 
to this day, he's a great guy, he's a photo buff, he loves photography and he was 
excited and enthused, and we covered the oil spill really well for a little team, we 
had a great boat captain and we had PJ and myself, and my son Cole tagged along 
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too and he helped and because of PJ we were able to cover lots and lots of 
different situations, between he and the boat captain, they knew every bayou, they 
knew everywhere to go. So, this guy, again, back to your question in a second, 
this guy made it all work. Now, did I feel like I was missing stuff? Well sure. But 
I can only be in one place and as long as I'm in a place that's producing pictures 
daily, then I'm not going to look because what am I going to do... get something 
else over here, rather than over there, I'm going to hone in on the place that I feel 
is typical, like, I'm telling the story of a place, but I'm localizing it, and I feel like 
that's a time-honored tradition of story-telling and it's a valued and appropriate 
way to go about it, and I just think, you know, I could be over on the shores of 
AL, I could be on west FL, but this is good stuff here, and it's as good as 
anywhere I'm going to be, and I can only be in one place, and that's vividly big, 
most of these places are really spread out, so I'll go to a place until I've exhausted 
the pictures, and then I'll move on. And, that's, that, so I never, yeah, you know 
you'd see stuff on the wire, Kurt Wood, you know there was a dead dolphin 
washed up over in FL, but no one was able to predict that, so we looked at where 
the oil was coming in, and we worked that area, and we made the best decisions 
we could, and it ended up being a cover story, I don't know that it changed our 
consumption of oil at all, it didn't affect, the price never went up at the pump, but 
I just try to make the best decisions that I can and I live with it. And I have many 
times in my life, been at the wrong place at the wrong time, but more often than 
not, I'm at the right place at the right time, and I have to just accept that. 

And you get to know people more, and spend time with them, and they trust you 
more, and they offer more things. Dave Harvey spoke many times about the fact 
that if he's doing a story on spain, he'll just go and settle in, and pretty soon, 
they're trusting him. 

MATT EICH INTERVIEW – Jan. 20th, 2014 

Once you decide what kind of story you're going to work on, before you go 
out to start shooting, how do you start the research process, or do you do 
research before you go out? 

Totally depends... so let's say it's a client piece, I'll find information relevant to the 
story, if they don't provide me with anything, so I don't go into something blind, 
typically speaking. But honestly, a lot of the client pieces, I don't have enough 
time to do research and I just have to take whatever paragraph they hand me and 
that's what I've got to work with, that and the conversation with the photo editor 
too, or the writer, so I'm just kind of communicating with people about like, what 
the intent of the story is and what they're trying to communicate, and that will 
influence or inform what I gather for them. For myself, it's a bit different and I'm 
probably not the best person to ask, because a lot of times I'll just go. You know, 
I'll hear about an event that sounds cool, or seen something about, or it seems kind 
of peripherally connected to something I'm interested in, and a lot of times, I just 
fucking go, and see what I find. And I return, after I've got some questions, so I'll 
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go see something, kind of, soak it in, and like the newborn approach to it, how I 
don't really know much of what's going on here, but maybe my ignorance will be 
an asset. And even when I do have an idea of what I'm going to photograph, it 
shifts over time. You know, and then the research that I do is kind of relevant, or 
dependent on how it shifts, so like, my last project with an editorial assignment 
about rural healthcare, and so the research that I would need do for that is just 
kind of surface stuff, like who are the key players, what is it they're trying to do 
and what is the system that they're implementing based on, those kinds of things, 
and then when I got there, I was like, okay so this is a story, sure, but that's not 
THE story that this neighborhood has that needs to be told, and so you know, it 
just comes from being on the ground and talking to people and there's very little 
written about that place that necessarily that is of interest to me, or that I found 
interesting.  

What about the Trouble in the Water story that you did, was that something 
that you came up with on your own and decided to go and shoot, or was that 
an editorial request? 

That was kind of an anomaly too, like, over the years, I've built up relationships 
with photographers and editors and folks that know what it is that I'm looking for 
and people that I trust, so this guy Kevin Martin was at the Advocate in Baton 
Rouge I think, and he was photo editing there, and he gone out on a gator hunt 
with one of the other staff photographers who was like a down home southern 
boy, and I happen to have the rare juxtaposition of a little bit of spare cash with a 
little bit of free time and could jump on a plane and go down there and I literally 
did zero research, I didn't have any contacts there, and I was sick as a dog too, and 
he picked me up at the airport, and the next morning he dropped me off at a boat 
dock with a guy named Rebel and a guy named Julius, and had a contact that I 
was supposed to stay with in town and just basically hung out with those guys, 
and went back again the next day, and then met up with them again the next day, 
so that's how it started okay, just no research, no idea what I was doing, just like, 
okay dudes, hunting alligators, maybe they'll get some, maybe they won't, and 
they definitely did, and it was interesting, so I thought, okay, so I should spend 
more time doing this, different facets of this industry, and so I started doing my 
research which is you know, let's break the industry down, there's the wild hunts, 
which I'd covered at that point, there's farms, I didn't have farms and I wanted to 
find one that was interesting, so I found a family farm, and got permission to 
come visit and then, made a few trips to photograph them, and then I kind of let 
the story die out after that, and if I'd continued it probably would've moved 
toward gator tourism in the state and then also, like, gator exports – like, what 
happens after it leaves the state of Louisiana... and that would require probably 
going overseas. 
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Do you think that initially you like to approach a story from that naïve point 
of view without doing much research, and then if you want to continue it, 
you'd come back to the drawing board, so more research on that topic and 
then go back out? 

Yeah, kind of. I mean, I really don't have a formula for it and you know, it 
depends on the questions that I come back with because, what I've realized over 
the years, is that I really don't appreciate the editorial story-telling approach 
typically, which is, “We're going to this place, and we know what the story is 
about, that it's going to be about this”, and it's a very kind of close-minded 
approach, when you could walk into a situation and find out that the story is much 
different than that, if you're open to listening and to seeing things, so I don't 
know, that's kind of the approach that I try and apply to my personal work, it's a 
very slow, kind of, plodding along, listening to people, hearing what they have to 
say, re-evaluating my thoughts on the work, on my approach, on my beliefs about 
the community, on the beliefs about my own life, it all kind of interplays. Like, 
when I went to Mississippi, I was totally naïve. It was almost as if these guys in 
the boat were speaking a totally different language. I didn't understand their 
music, I didn't understand the tattoos or the graffiti or the gang signs, it was all, a 
different language, and so dove into it, and started you know, seeing them making 
this repeated sign, and what does this mean, oh okay, so that's a gang from 
Chicago that has like, worked its way into this community over time, and just 
little pieces like that or words that they say, or ways that they communicate, you 
accumulate a base of knowledge and a deeper understanding of what a place is 
like and what makes them tick.  

Do you feel like there are, and I feel like you might have already touched on 
this, do you feel like there are any negative consequences to doing a lot of 
research before you head into the field to shoot something? 

Sure, I mean, it could be a lot of wasted time, and you could get out there and find 
out that it's not what you thought. Um... it's good to be prepared, and so I try and 
research in the logistics department, that's where I spend most of my time, like, 
where am I going to stay, how am I going to get there, how am I going to get 
around, who are my points of contact, you know those kinds of things like, those 
are the pre-trip kinds of research that I do. And the other stuff, that comes into 
play later. 

Do you feel like some of the research that you do before you go out in the 
field changes the outcome of the story, or changes the way you frame pictures 
when you are in the field? 

Yeah, sure. You know I'm thinking right now where I did research something a 
bit... so I had an assignment for Time magazine to photograph Hailey Barbour, 
who was the governor of Mississippi and he was going to be in D.C. And I knew I 
wasn't going to have much time with him, so I thought well I better try and get a 
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sense of who this guy was, so I watched videos to see how he spoke, and how he 
moved and how he held himself you know, and I felt like that honestly helped, 
when I walked in with him, I could honestly get a better read on him, and make 
him feel more comfortable.  

So, essentially, part of this project is finding a better way for me to work on 
environmental picture stories, and I think I'm going back and forth between 
- should I do a lot of research on a certain topic I'm interested in, and get a 
shot list, have contact people, and shoot it based on my research, or would it 
better, like you said, to dive in blind, and see what I find. 

I mean, I feel like an environmental story, let's say you have a certain issue in 
mind, you get a basic outline together, these are the places that are affected, okay 
here are the key people, and you can kind of put it into a flow chart, or spider 
web, and you'll have your core, and then you'll branch out from there. You can 
break it down into certain broad issues, but if you're going to outline it that way, 
you'd typically try and make it feeling-based things that you're pursuing as 
opposed to a literal photograph that you're going to check off a list, and that gives 
you a little more creative leeway. 

Is finding contact people something you would try to do before you arrive to 
shoot something? 

It depends. You know, I don't have the time or money to go to Louisiana and 
photograph gator hunting if I don't know anybody, you know I had to spend two 
days there initially to kick it off, so I had to have contacts, and basically they were 
just handed to me, I didn't have to do anything, it was all set up for me, which is 
pretty badass. And whenever this dude Kevin calls me and says, “Hey man, you 
should come check this out,” like, I always listen, it's like weird southern culture 
stuff which I love so, he suggested this rattle snake roundup in Texas that I 
photographed this year and the gator stuff, and they all kind of link together in a 
strange way, it's about, exploitation of our natural resources and animals, and the 
way that we look at them and treat them, you know gators and snakes aren't really 
the most beautiful or romantic creatures, so, and they're dangerous, you know and 
population control is a real thing but you know, you need to be conscious of the 
fact that they are living creatures. That's kind of what I've been trying to tease out 
a little more and it's taken me several years to be like, oh, this is what I'm trying to 
do, but I needed to be there and see what people were doing to these animals 
before I knew how I felt about them, and I mean sure, I'd chop the head off of a 
gator if it came into my yard, you know, or I'd call somebody to take a gator out 
that had wandered onto my property, but there's something about the awareness of 
this as a sport.  
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Melissa Farlow – May 1, 2014 

Basically, I'm just going to ask you some questions about the kinds of 
research, if any, you do before you going out in the field to shoot a story. 

So, the first questions is, once you decide what kind of story you're going to 
work on, or you have an idea for a story, before you go out, what's kind of 
the first thing you do to begin researching that story idea, if at all? 

Well, some of it, let me give a little bit of background before I start there, because 
if an assignment comes to you, like you get a phone call and somebody asks you 
to shoot something, then, you know they may already have a writer on it, they 
may have a proposal, they may have a story written, and so if the call comes to 
me like that, the first thing I want to know is what have they already done and 
what is the story really about. And so, if there are any editor leads or writer leads 
or, kind of focus of, just you know more information about it, or contacts, I really 
start there if it comes to me. It doesn't necessarily color everything I do, but I 
want to understand exactly what the interests of those who are hiring me are. 
Now, I don't think of this as my story if it comes to me that way. So it's a little 
different if it's my proposal, and then it kind of depends on what kind of a story it 
is. I mean, some stories might be very current and topical, and they're in the news 
and the only way you can find out about them is really reading online information 
that would be most current. An example of that I would say is that I did a proposal 
of rust belt cities and how they're reviving. And obviously, there's some history to 
that once you get into it, but possibly to understand what's happening today and 
right now, you had to go online and find out what people were doing or what 
Detroit was doing and find out all of their background on bankruptcy, and who is 
stepping in to save them and what kind of success rates do they have and that kind 
of a thing. So that's going to be a different kind of research whereas some, you 
may immediately just be starting with older magazines or that sort of thing, and 
there are some topics where there isn't anything written. Like Randy probably has 
more examples of that where he goes somewhere and people haven't been there, 
or the topic hasn't been covered. So he always has to start with contacts. He might 
read history about where he's going, but he reads a lot of foreign affairs, for 
example if he goes somewhere in Africa, and now I'm talking about Randy and 
not me, but if he's going somewhere in Africa and he has like, he wants to 
understand the background of what's happening in a country, he'll be reading 
foreign affairs so he'll have that kind of background, but topically, there may be 
nothing written about what he's doing. So, it's all very situational is what I'm 
trying to say, but I'll take a more typical one, because this is maybe what you're 
looking for, so my goal is to get contacts and focus the proposal or, you know I 
like to write about what I'm going to be doing, usually if that's communication 
with an editor, I'm rarely working on something that is just for me. I'm not 
someone who does a whole project on my own, and then trys to sell it. I usually 
am trying to write a query letter or a small, short proposal to an editor if I'm trying 
to start a project, so that's kind of my goal is figuring out what kind of a coverage 
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proposal to make. So again, I'm going to go online, books, magazines you know, 
traditional places you'd look and a lot of that I'm trying to find who good people 
to talk to are, you know in the field, I want to talk to officials, people behind the 
scenes, people who are grassroots, people who are on the ground doing thing, 
anybody involved with it. So let's take wild horses. Within that, I went to the 
Bureau of Land Management's page because they oversee wild horses, and so I 
quickly figured out where all the wild horses are, the information about their 
history from their point of view, what they're doing now, how they saved them, 
what their goal is, their mission, all of that. And I'm also looking at who the head 
is of this particular state or area and who might be interested in, and at the 
national level you know, all of that. And if I know of any of them, then taking 
note of that, I've already met somebody who obviously is going to be helpful for 
insight. And then something like wild horses, there are all of these groups who 
want to save them. And you don't know when you start out, who is respected and 
who isn't, so you've got to kind of figure out within that, what your best bets are. 
I'll make calls to those people who are in charge and from those calls you get a lot 
of insight about what a story is about, and I really do rely a lot on finding the right 
people on the phone to give me a leads or at least a point of view about what's 
going on. And in a full story proposal like mountain top removal or even horses, I 
want to, um, uh oh, I have a phone call and I have to take this. I'll call you back. 

So we left off with you talking about the research that you were doing with 
the wild horses story, and one question I had was, was that your idea, or did 
an editor approach you with story? 

That was my proposal, that was my idea. But, an editor and I talked about it 
before I proposed it, so I kind of knew that I had someone supporting on the 
inside if the story proposal went well. And so, once I wrote the proposal, she 
reacted to it, responded to it, and I made some changes to it, because she helped 
me focus it on what she thought would be sellable in the building. 

And you said that you did research and found point people to talk to on the 
phone, were those people that you sought out on the ground once you were in 
the field shooting? 

Well, some of them yes and some of them no. Let me go back, when I'm making 
these calls, there are a couple of things – some people are just purely contacts that 
I'm gathering information from, some people you like go, Wow, there's a situation 
there, and I'm going to want to go see that, but what I'm doing on these phone 
calls at this point is figuring out what my priorities are to piece the story together, 
who's important and what's important and if there's a particular timing to it, like, 
would it be I drop in for an afternoon on a specific day and something is 
happening... is it something I need to go and spend five days there to figure out, 
off in some wilderness place that's going to take time, and who, once I get there 
can help me and when, and within all that, for example like the horse story, I 
didn't learn this until I was in the field for a little bit, but there are certain times of 
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year where it's going to be better to shoot than others, and not just weather, I 
mean weather is part of it, depending on where you are, dry, rainy, winter, 
summer that kind of thing, but in the case of horses, since I didn't know much 
about them, I didn't realize that the most interesting behavior I could photograph 
would only happen in the spring and that's when it's foaling season and the horses 
are breeding, and that's when the stallion fight, that's when the mares are foaling, 
you know you just see a lot more interesting behavior, if you end up 
photographing horses in August, when you've allowed you time maybe to go 
somewhere, then they'd just be eating grass all day. You might see a little bit of 
behavior, but not your temperment so high. So that's one thing that I learned only 
on the ground, once I was there seeing things, and as the season went on and I 
wanted more of what I had seen when I first hit the ground, I got that, well, you'll 
have to wait until next spring to see that because, the season was over. So I didn't 
know that. So there are things that you learn in the field, I guess you might luck 
onto that information if you ask all of the right questions and had thought of 
everything, and I always try to, but it seems like there are often key bits of 
information, what we call is, you do research before you go, and then you do field 
research. And when you're actually on the ground is when you learn a whole other 
kind of information. I mean, the horses, that's a specific example of season, but it 
can happen in all different ways, I don't know, I mean in mountain top removal, a 
lot of the field research was just, began when I wrote my proposal, but I figured 
out that I had to go to all of these places to see if you could see mining from 
anywhere, if you could actually physically get somewhere on top of a mountain, 
or if you had to fly. And if so, which were the right mines to fly over, and a lot of 
that, you can't do over the phone. I mean, you might get some hits of information, 
but sometimes you have to see it. 

So, I have an interesting question. Do you ever look up, like with mountain 
top removal, do you ever look up who has done stories on that before and get 
in touch with those writers or photographers? 

You know, I don't. I sometimes, I mean obviously if somebody has worked on 
something, I might want to see what the possibilities were, but I really don't want 
to be, A, affected by the way they saw things, or even the subjects they 
photographed, I really want it to be more a personal discovery story of the things 
as a journalist that i've learned, and the other things, I'm a little shy of asking 
other photographers, or writer, but writers maybe I might feel a little different 
about because it's not the same thing, but a photographer, I feel like they've kind 
of worked to get there, and perhaps they've put in months of years of living there, 
and I feel often like if I can figure out things for myself of whose important or 
where to go, I'd kind of rather do that than rely on other things other people have 
already done, I Don't want that to affect me, nor to steal from them what they've 
worked to get. I mean, I guess I see people do that, taken my subjects and gone 
specifically to people I've photographed and I know I found them, and I feel a 
little raw, slightly, in a way, in a way everyone has a story to tell and will tell it 
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differently, but there's just something about that, I don't want it to color me that 
much. 

Now, I will say, this is a different kind of story, but it's an example, I was in 
Cinncinnati to do a travel story, and so I knew I had ten days to be there, and I 
knew I needed, you know Cinncinnati is a beautiful city and I knew it had hills 
and rivers and lots of vantage points from parks, and particular streets or 
buildings, and I could go online and look or whatever, but I was trying to figure, 
and talk to people, but I was trying to figure like where my best bets were. And in 
that case, I knew a photographer that I knew from newspaper days long ago, and 
he's not shooting there anymore, but I knew he lived there still, and I called or 
emailed him and asked if he would mind sharing with me, um, you know I told 
him what I kind of remembered like the good spots, but I wanted to know from 
his point of view maybe what one of the more special spots of Cincinnati from 
this overview, what he thought I should look at, if there were any if I had missed, 
and so that sort of let him decide if he was going to help me, or how much he was 
going to help me, so I didn't feel like I, you know, I felt like that was more of a 
friend who could share it with me, and in the end, none of those pictures made it, 
it was actually wondering around I found the best place just on my own, and one 
of the contacts I'd made there, got me up on a bridge, and he just asked if I'd be 
interested in going there and it turns out that's where a lot of people photograph 
from, but I didn't know it when I went, so, in the end, even though I did ask help 
on that, it didn't really matter that much, but it was nice because I got in touch 
with someone I guess. 

So, I want to tell you a little bit more about what, when i'm like, looking for 
things to do and figuring out the timing and how much time, you know I told you 
I get a sort of list of priorities, and laying them out, you know I try to group 
things, for example on horses, if I knew I was going to be in Nevada, I tried to 
think, are they going to do a gather while I'm there, is there a horse sanctuary 
there, there's also a prison there where they train horses after they're captured, 
then I tried to think of anything else that would either be driveable from there, or 
places I wanted to go to see if I even saw horses. I try to group things 
geographically and timewise, and then I said, here's a period of time I'm going to 
go, and I usually go, this is something i've been trying to get to, I try to find 
something really specific that i'm going to start with, and that kind of gets me 
there, and over the nervousness of, that i'm starting this story, because otherwise it 
seems overwhelming. I remember going to Tsongas in Alaska and it was a whole 
story on clearcutting and the forest service and all of that and I went to a little 
island where they had a logging show, which is basically like a two day kind of 
contest or community carnival festival about logging, and it was purely, in that 
case because I knew there were parts of the story that this would just be a way of 
meeting people. They would be doing sawing logs, to see who could saw them the 
fastest, so it would be an easy way to, A, I'm visible, people see me there, and I 
could meet a lot of people, and there's nothing difficult about it, so it's a fair going 
on, so it's kind of easy to be a stranger there. Or I might go in and go with a group 
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that's going to go on a hike somewhere to do something. So I try to think of 
something really specific that will get me there and get me shooting pictures, 
because I don't feel like in the beginning, I feel like I have to warm up. If I put my 
best shoot or my most important shoot first, i'd probably freak out, and i'd be too 
tense to even know if I was shooting right or not, so I know myself well enough to 
know that I have to get comfortable with a subject and kind of know where I am. 
So I kind of pick kind of easy, specific things when I'm beginning a story to go 
there first, and then again, so much information you actually find out when you're 
actually with people and talking to them, so I always leave time, let's say that I 
decide I'm going to be somewhere ten days, I'll have maybe three specific things 
I'm for sure going to do, a plan for two or three other days of where I could go if 
nothing is going on, or nothing is working, and that leaves me two or three days 
of, “wow, that's so good, I've got to spend more time on that”. So I try to allow 
time, for discovering once I'm there to be more flexible. That's a really important 
point, and I know I'm doing kind of a monologue, and you can probably hardly 
keep up with me, but I wanted to get that part out, because that's like, to me, key 
to success. Now, not everyone would work that way, but that's how I work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 


