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Usain Bolt breaks the
world record to win gold in
the men’s 200m final at the 2008
Beijing Olympics [D3, 400mm f/2.8,,
1/1000 sec, f/3.2, ISO1600]
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Tom Jenkins

CLOSE-UP

The Guardian’s award-winning
sports photographer tells
Keith Wilson about lenses,
the problem with Old Trafford
and why he gave up all hope
of being a pro snooker player…

hat better way of making a living
could there possibly be than getting
paid to haul a kit bag brimming with
top-of-the-range Nikon lenses around all the
world’s best sporting events? It might sound like a
distant dream but it’s the reality for top newspaper
photographer Tom Jenkins.
With a career spanning more than 20 years and
including numerous awards from his peers, Jenkins’
emotive images have captured many of the greatest
moments in British and world sport in recent times.
We caught up with him and persuaded him to submit
to a close-up, N-Photo style…
What’s your desert island lens, the one you could
never do without, and why?
Most people think I couldn’t be without my 300mm
f/2.8 lens, but I’d want a 50mm – on a desert island,
there won’t be a lot of sport going on! I’d have to
think of other things to shoot, and that’s when
I might become a landscape photographer.
college, all I had was a 50mm. It taught me how to
compose and it taught me about photography, and
that’s what I couldn’t be without. It all comes back
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Profile

Your at-a-glance guide to
Tom Jenkins’ incredible career,
from student to award-winning
sports photographer
■ Tom Jenkins has been a professional
sports photographer since 1989, when
he left Newport College with a diploma
in documentary photography.
■ He started his career as a freelance
photographer for the Allsport picture
agency and The Sunday Telegraph.
He joined The Guardian and Observer
newspapers in 1990 and has worked
for them ever since.
■ Tom has won numerous awards
for his sports photography, including
four of the six sports categories in
the 2009 Press Photographer of the
Year awards. He was named Sports
Photographer of the Year in the British
Press Awards in 2004, 2006 and 2007.
■ He’s photographed numerous
international events, including five
World Cups and three Olympics, but
still enjoys heading to Selhurst Park
to watch his beloved Crystal Palace!

to the basics and I now always have a
50mm with me. Shooting with a 300mm or
500mm telephoto all the time gives you too
much tunnel vision.

every job, but if it’s a major Premier League
match such as Liverpool vs Manchester

f/2.8 or f/8?
f/2.8, every time. A wide aperture gives
you the speed to freeze the action, and also

Which Nikon cameras have you owned?

What’s your most unusual bit of kit?
Chamois leathers are vital for keeping
lenses clean and dry. And I always have a
hand-warmer, because everything is about

because it was a huge step forward.

What percentage of shots do you delete?
It depends on how important the game
is and what I think might be relevant for
the future. Obviously I delete the ones
that are out of focus, but I keep a lot
because of my ‘just in case’ mentality.

D3 bodies and one D3s.

and the light is horrible, you can be more
plenty of events where you’re not allowed
to use it, but it’s another string to your bow.

distracting background elements.
How much does your kit bag weigh?
Oh my god – it’s too heavy! I shudder to
think. It depends on the sport I’m doing.
How many camera bodies do you own?
I currently use four. I don’t take all four on
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It’s another tool, like another effect or lens,
but sometimes it can create a lighting effect
that’s not there. If you do indoor cycling
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Adrian Heskin falls off Alpha Beat on Ladies’ Day at Aintree
[D3, 24-70mm f/2.8, 1/2000 sec, f/6.3, ISO400]

CRICKET EBBS AND FLOWS,
AND IT CAN BE THE MOST
BORING GAME YOU’VE EVER
SEEN – BUT THERE ARE TIMES
WHEN IT’S ABSOLUTELY
ENLIGHTENING AND IT MAKES
THE WAITING WORTHWHILE
Tom Jenkins, Sports Photographer
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Alec Stewart leaps to avoid a
bouncer from Wasim Akram
as England take on Pakistan in a 1997
Test Match at the Oval, London

England cricket captain
Andrew Strauss is sprayed
with champagne as he lifts the
Ashes in 2009 [D3, 70-200mm
f/2.8, 1/800 sec, f/5, ISO400]
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Manchester United’s Evra and Ronaldo
in action against Barcelona in 2008
[D3, 70-200mm f/2.8, 1/800 sec, f/4, ISO2000]

WHICH PROJECT IS
THE MOST CHALLENGING?
THE 100m FINAL AT THE
OLYMPICS. YOU’VE GOT
TO GET THAT RIGHT – YOU
CAN’T MESS IT UP. IT’S OVER
IN LESS THAN 10 SECONDS –
NO SECOND CHANCE
Tom Jenkins, Sports Photographer
88
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I’ll give you an example: the England vs
Pakistan Test Match at Lord’s last year.
It seemed like a normal game of cricket,
but later we discovered that something
odd had occurred, with Pakistan’s bowlers
no-balling by miles. Suddenly, these
pictures became relevant in a very big way

The old computer gets clogged up if I don’t
get stuff off it and onto external hard drives
regularly, so I have to keep on top of it. It’s
like homework! You have to keep on top of
it because I know I wouldn’t be able to work
properly if the computer couldn’t handle
the photos. It’s like making sure you’ve
got fresh batteries in your camera – it’s a
fundamental part of being a professional.

What’s the worst thing about your job?
Wet Wednesdays at Millwall!
Which project is the most challenging?

It depends where you can get in. All sorts
of things come into it: backgrounds; are
you looking for something completely
different; have you found a spot where
everything looks right?
So where were you for the one in 2008?
I was stuck at the velodrome! There was so
much happening on the middle Saturday
of the Olympics, and I think Team GB had
won three gold medals in cycling that day.
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The big
break

Some of Britain’s best-known
photographers inspired the
young Tom Jenkins, helping
to shape his career

How did you get into photography?
Paula Radcliffe breaks down after finishing 23rd in the 2008 Olympics
marathon [D3, 400mm, 1.4x teleconverter, 1/800 sec, f/4, ISO1250]

■ I was born in West Wickham, in
Kent. Crystal Palace FC’s official
photographer, who was a friend of the
family, lived on our road. I’m a Crystal
Palace fan, so I’d go to the matches and
look for her on the sidelines. I’d think,
‘Wow, that is one great job – you get in
and you sit right by the pitch!’

What was your first big break?
■ Probably meeting Eamonn McCabe
at my school and seeing his pictures.
[McCabe was arguably the best sports
photographer of the 1980s, and later
became Picture Editor at The Guardian.]
While I was doing my art A-level, the
careers advisor was a very good friend
of Jane Bown, the famous Observer
photographer. She was very good
friends with Eamonn McCabe, who
was at The Observer doing sports
photography. We kept loosely in touch.

How did McCabe help you?

to be there. But I got the shot of Jamaica’s
Usain Bolt breaking the world record to

Lewis Hamilton gets ready to take to the race track at the 2009
British F1 Grand Prix [D3, 300mm f/2.8, 1/1250 sec, f/6.3, ISO400]

What’s your favourite sport to shoot?
I always answer that I can’t tell you – it
depends. I love cricket, but sometimes it
can be the most boring game! But there are
times when it’s enlightening and makes all
the waiting worthwhile. It can be all ebb
of things can come into the mix to make it
more enjoyable, and more photographic.
What about football?
be dreadful, yet at other times it can be
amazing, especially if all the action is
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A slow-sync flash pan shot of Russia’s Viatcheslav Ekimov pedalling his
way to a gold in the men’s road race time-trial at the 2000 Olympics

■ He advised me to go on to a course
in Newport. It was a BTEC National
Higher Diploma run by a very good
photographer from Magnum called
David Hurn. The course transformed
me – it was just fantastic! The tutors
were brilliant and I learned so much.

How did you get into newspapers?
■ The course had a really good
reputation with the press, and it was
churning out top-class documentary
photographers. In the second year,
I started doing a couple of jobs for
The Independent, and I did some for
The Guardian because Eamonn was
Picture Editor. So when I finished the
course, I’d built up a relationship with a
few of the papers. I also started working
on a freelance basis for Allsport, the
top sports photography agency at the
time. Then I got a break at The Sunday
Telegraph. I started working for them
and it just built up from there.
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Chelsea’s
Didier Drogba
kicks Liverpool’s
Jamie Carragher in the
face during a 2010/11
Premier League clash
[D3s, 500mm f/4, 1/640
sec, f/4, ISO2000]

Action from
the 12-hour
overnight lawn-mower
endurance race in
Pulborough, Sussex
down at my end! It’s like when you go to
photograph bowls. You think, ‘Oh God!’
But you might have this old granny bowling
with her hat on, and when she wins, she
skips around the green. That’s when you
think, ‘Oh, what a shot!’ You can’t take
anything for granted.
What’s the hardest sport to shoot?
Motor racing is incredibly hard to shoot
because you’re one person – it’s happening
so quickly and it’s a huge track, so it can
be very frustrating. But if you get a crash
in front of you then you know you’ve got
a great picture. Obviously, there are places
that make better pictures than others: the
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Kop, Wimbledon, the Olympics… You can
get great pictures there a lot of the time.
Is there a sport you like to play?
I love cycling, but I’ve got a young family,
so that takes up my time. Playing a bit of
golf would be lovely though! I wouldn’t be
a great watcher of sport if I wasn’t actually

sideline to keep up with play and I was
exhausted! It went into extra time – I could
hear my heart pounding, but I was in the
right position to get Jonny Wilkinson’s
decisive, last-minute drop goal. He did it
off his right foot, pointing straight at me.
Boompf, over it goes and England had
won the World Cup.

a game of football or rugby on TV.

And the worst?

If you could identify your greatest
moment as a professional sports
photographer, what would it be?
Seeing England win the Rugby World Cup
in 2003. I was running up and down the

Carnoustie. Jean Van de Velde was four
the Barry Burn. All of the photographers
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yards away, and we start saying, ‘What?
Is he going to play it out of the water?’ So
we start running around the green to get
closer, but we weren’t really supposed to
go into that area. A policeman pointed to
arrest, so I’m arguing with him. I missed
what would have been a fantastic shot of
Van de Velde in the Burn with his trousers
rolled up above his knees because there
I am arguing with a policeman!
If you weren’t a sports photographer,
what would you shoot?
Probably landscapes. Wildlife interests me,
but I don’t think I have the patience for it.

What are the qualities that make your
photographs so great?
You’d have to ask other people. I just try
to do what I think is best – what’s best for
The Guardian, giving them pictures they
want to use. It’s for other people to judge
whether they’re better or worse.
What are the biggest changes you’ve seen
in your profession since you started?
When I started, everything was manual
focus. I would go to a football match that
kicked off in the evening and only shoot
the picture selected to go in the paper.
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You’re making your own
luck. It’s preparation and
planning, knowing the game,
knowing the characters,
knowing the rules, knowing
where to put yourself so the
luck can happen to you
Tom Jenkins, Sports Photographer
December 2011
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‘Blade Runner’ Oscar Pistorius, the South African
paralympian, training at the Olympic Stadium in Stratford,
London [D3, 24-70mm f/2.8, 1/250 sec, f/10, ISO200]
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Goal!

The behind-the-net shot of
a goal is a common one in
newspapers, but capturing
these images can be tricky
One of the four cameras that Tom takes
with him to a major football match will
be positioned behind the back of the
net, firing when the ball crosses the
goal line. It’s a common style of shot,
and one that really captures the action.
Surprisingly though, there’s one major
ground where this setup isn’t allowed…

Swansea FC’s mascot is left out of the pre-match
team huddle [D3s, 500mm f/4, 1/1000 sec, f/5.6, ISO800]

Why put a camera behind the net?
■ It’s what I call a very low percentage
camera, but it does give you a different
angle. I tend to put a 28mm fixed
wide-angle lens on it.

Can’t you have it inside the net?

Michael Ballack appeals to the referee as Chelsea is
denied a penalty [D3, 500mm f/4, 1/640 sec, f/4, ISO2000]

■ When I first started taking these kind
of photos, I used to put the camera in
front of the net, but that was banned.
Now you’re shooting through the net.
That can be quite nice if the ball comes
straight at it and bows the net in front
of the camera.

Where’s the best place for it?
■ I tend to put the camera in a corner
and include the near post. But obviously
with a wide-angle the post goes a bit
weird. I like to have the post on one edge
because goals tend to be in a corner and
the goalie is in the middle. But as I say,
it’s a low percentage camera.

Unless, presumably, it’s a game like
the high-scoring 8-2 match between
Manchester United and Arsenal?
■ Yeah, but you’re not actually allowed
to do it at Old Trafford! It’s Manchester
United’s own rule. Every club can
make their own rules. At Old Trafford,
the ground just behind the net slopes
steeply down, so there’s hardly any
room at all to put a camera in anyway.

Barcelona’s Lionel Messi celebrates a Champions League
win in 2009 [D3, 300mm f/2.8, 1/640 sec, f/3.5, ISO2000]
They didn’t really care about the winning
goal or anything like that. But if I wasn’t
it. I would go to the nearest loo (just
somewhere to get some running water),
develop and print the photo incredibly
quickly, get it onto a scanner and send
it back to The Guardian.
can get the pictures almost simultaneously,
the way I shoot the game is completely
different. When I started, I’d have one
for goal-mouth action, and that’s all I’d
have – no remote cameras, nothing like
camera in the back of the net and three
other bodies, each with different lenses.
I can shoot every bit of the game because
I’ve got much longer lenses.
What’s the biggest lesson you’ve
learned in your career?
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Man City’s Jô and
Arsenal’s Bacary Sagna
leap in a 2011 Premier League
game [D3s, 500mm f/4, 1/640
sec, f/4, ISO2500]
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Tamaroa McComb at the 2008 World Surfing Games
[D3, 500mm, 1.4x teleconverter, 1/1000 sec, f/6.4, ISO200]
me you make your own luck, and that’s a
very good motto for a sports photographer.
Sport is unpredictable in some ways but
it’s also predictable in others – you know
Then there are the times when
you think, ‘If it happens here, this is the
best spot for it.’ It’s like the remote camera
at the back of the net in a football match: if
you’re lucky enough, you could get a great
picture from it, but if you never put the
never get a great picture.
So you’re making your own luck,
really. It’s all about the preparation and
planning, knowing the game, knowing
the characters, knowing the rules, and
knowing where to put yourself so the
luck can happen to you.
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If a young Tom Jenkins was starting out
today, would he do anything differently?
Practise his football more so he could be
a professional footballer! The game has
completely changed. I would just say to
study the game.
So how did you get into photography?
As a teenager, I was really into art
at school. We had a really active art
department, and joined on to that was
a darkroom. The guy in charge of it was

I have no idea how many
megapixels my cameras are!
It just doesn’t matter to me.
All I care about is the picture
Tom Jenkins, Sports Photographer

keen on photography, so I started to use
it as part of my art O-level. I liked the
techniques – learning how to develop a
something enticing and mysterious about
the whole process. My dream was to be
a professional sportsman, but I wasn’t
particularly good at any sports!
Are you as interested in the technology
side of digital photography?
I’m not a particularly techie sort of person.
I have absolutely no idea how many
megapixels my cameras are! It just doesn’t
matter to me. All I care about is the picture.
How do you relax?
By being at home with my children and
not going to football matches! You’ve got to
switch off sometimes. When I’m at a game
I’m very focused and the adrenaline really
pumps, so I need to come back down.
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When
Tom met
Ronnie…
The 2009 World Artistic Gymnastics Championship, London
[D3, 500mm, 1.4x teleconverter, 1/8 sec, f/18, ISO400]

It was on the snooker table that
Tom Jenkins came closest to
his own sporting glory…

So how good were you at snooker?
■ I used to play it a lot as a kid, and I
got to a decent county level. But then
I would get absolutely hammered by
other young players.

Anyone we know?
■ Well, there was Ronnie O’Sullivan
and Stephen Hendry! They were around
at the same time as me. There were
these tournaments going on all around
London and the South East and I’d try to
earn a little money. But at the next level
up I’d get whipped in the first round.

A bird’s-eye view of the men’s 5,000m relay final at the 2000 World
Short Track Speed Skating Championships, held at Sheffield Arena

So you’d play O’Sullivan in the first
round and lose?
■ Completely. I’d play one game and
be home in 10 minutes!

Have you photographed Ronnie since?
■ Yes! He didn’t recognise me. But
he’d think it was funny that someone
he hammered when he was 11 was now
photographing him.

How old were you at the time?

Could you shoot a wedding if you had to?
I have – my sister’s – and then decided I
was never going to do that again! But if
I’m invited to a wedding, I’ll take pictures.
You’ve got to be very careful about being

■ Eighteen, maybe 19. You can only take
so much of losing all the time to 11-yearolds before you stop and decide that
it’s just not worth it.

to merge both.
Finally, what’s the best piece of advice
you can give to someone starting out?
Don’t get too obsessed with kit. Don’t
think every good sports photograph
has to be taken on a long lens, because
it certainly doesn’t. Learn how to take
like sport and want to go into it, go into
it. But you must have the foundations as

will be published jointly by Guardian
Books and Random House next summer.
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A multiple exposure of Andy Murray serving at the 2009 ATP World
Tour at London’s 02 Arena [D3, 300mm f/2.8, 1/800 sec, f/3.5, ISO2000]
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