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C L O S E - U P
Is it a bird? Is it a plane? 

No, it’s aerial photographer 

Jason Hawkes! He tells 

Keith Wilson why he 

doesn’t take pictures when 

he’s grounded, and why he 

really loves photographing 

cities at night…

ason Hawkes is rarely happier 
than when his life is up in the 
air. He has a view of the world that 
most of us only glimpse through 
the window of a plane at take-off. 
Gazing down on city skyscrapers, 
sea-lashed shores and idyllic 

villages, Jason is one of the world’s most 
sought-after aerial photographers. He is 
FHUWDLQO\�WKH�PRVW�SUROLÀF��ZLWK�LPDJHV�
published in more than 40 books and 
countless magazines. But, like any other 
SKRWRJUDSKHU��KH�ÀQGV�KLV�UHDO�ZRUN�
begins when he is grounded, in front of 
the computer screen…

On average, how many gigabytes of 
pictures do you shoot a week?
On a busy week I might shoot 30GB. It 
varies according to the weather. I can 
RQO\�EH�VXUH�WKDW�,�ZLOO�EH�Á\LQJ����KRXUV�
EHIRUH�WKH�ÁLJKW��:KHQ�\RX�KDYH�D�EDG�
spell of weather like we did in the UK this 
summer, you can be grounded for days. I 
have to make the most of the good days. 

What percentage of shots do you delete?
=HUR��:KHQ�,�ZDV�VKRRWLQJ�ÀOP�,�XVHG�WR�
cut some frames when making an edit, 
but I have since learnt to keep everything. 
People want the most obscure things and 
you never know when an image might be 

JASON 
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needed. The down side is, when I’m not in 
the air I’m in front of the screen for hours. 
That’s what I spend most of my days doing.

How important is it to stay on top of 
LPDJH�ZRUNÁRZ�DQG�KRZ�GR�\RX�GR�LW"
I use Adobe Lightroom, and usually have 
VRPHRQH�LQ�P\�RIÀFH�FDSWLRQLQJ�DQG�NH\�

college. I then spent two years doing an 
HND. After that, I started doing a part-time 
degree course in photography in London, 
but I was also working by then and had to 
stop doing it because of time constraints.

What type of photographer did you think 
you would be?
Initially, I wanted to do studio photography 
as I was working as an assistant in studios 
around Covent Garden. I loved shooting on 
�[�LQ�ÀOP�FDPHUDV��VSHQGLQJ�D�ZKROH�GD\�
setting up for just a single image.

What was your biggest break as a 
budding aerial photographer?
I shot for a few months from a microlite 
and then took a portfolio of work to the 

wording everything as I shoot it. However, 
we never seem to catch up and always have 
a backlog. I back up everything onto a Raid 
system, an off-site drive, and gold archival 
DVDs, which are kept in a media safe.

What sort of pictures do you take when 
you’re grounded?
None! It seems ridiculous, I know, because 
I love photography, but apart from taking 
pictures of the kids, I don’t get the camera 
out when I’m not airborne. I spend most of 
my time in front of the computer.

+RZ�ROG�ZHUH�\RX�ZKHQ�\RX�ZHUH�ÀUVW�
hooked by photography?
,�ÀUVW�JRW�LQWR�SKRWRJUDSK\�DJHG�����ZKHQ�
I did a multimedia course at a sixth form 
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Jason Hawkes Aerial Photographer

I love shooting cities at night 
as there’s just so much to 
shoot… The lights against the 
night sky are really dramatic
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M23/M25 JUNCTION Nikon 
D3s, Nikon AF 14mm f/2.8,  

1/60 sec, f/2.8, ISO3200
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Everything looks so different, and the lights 
against the night sky are really dramatic.

Is it true that you’re afraid of heights?
2QH�RI�P\�ÀUVW�MREV�ZDV�LQ�1HZ�<RUN��$V�ZH�
ZHUH�QRW�DOORZHG�WR�Á\�ORZ�HQRXJK��,�KDG�
to shoot from the top of some skyscrapers, 
including the Empire State Building. I 
hated looking over the edge. I’m far more 
comfortable leaning out of a helicopter.

Leaning out of a helicopter sounds risky. 
Have there been any close calls?
I have had a couple of near misses, and I 
once landed and went to undo my  

editor of Photography magazine. It was a 
great magazine and I’d been reading every 
issue for a few years. They published eight 
pages of my pictures and that led to work 
IURP�RWKHU�SXEOLVKHUV��LQFOXGLQJ�P\�ÀUVW�
book deal.

:KDW�ZDV�\RXU�ÀUVW�ERRN"�
0\�ÀUVW�ERRN�ZDV�London from the Air. I 
ZDV����DW�WKH�WLPH�DQG�LW·V�JRQH�RQ�WR�VHOO�
��������FRSLHV��%HFDXVH�RI�WKH�VXFFHVV�RI�
that book I was able to decide to become a 
full-time aerial photographer. 

Do you have a favourite location or 
subject to photograph from the air?
Not really, although I love shooting cities 
at night as there’s just so much to shoot. 

BROCKWELL LIDO Nikon D3, Nikon AF-S 70-200mm f/2.8G 
ED VR, 1/1000 sec, f/9, ISO200

■ Jason Hawkes’ clients include global 
advertising agencies and brands such as Nike, 
Coca Cola, McCann Erickson, Nokia, HSBC, 
Saatchi and Saatchi, Ford, American Airlines, 
Rolex, Toyota, Smirnoff, Mitsubishi and BP.

■ Jason has published more than 40 books 
featuring his aerial photography, including 
Britain from Above and New York at Night.

Your at-a-glance 

guide to Jason’s 

KLJK�Á\LQJ�
photographic 

career

P R O F I L E
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BUSES Nikon D3, Nikon AF-S 
70-200mm f/2.8G ED VR, 

1/1000 sec, f/6.3, ISO400

Jason Hawkes



www.nphotomag.com82 October 2012

,·P�VKRRWLQJ�DW��������VHF�DW�OHDVW�DQG�
that’s always fast enough to deal with any 
vibration from the helicopter. 

f/2.8 or f/8?
Because I always have to shoot on  
�������VHF�RU�IDVWHU��DQG�HYHU\WKLQJ�LV�
IRFXVHG�DW�LQÀQLW\��WKH�ZRUNLQJ�DSHUWXUH�
makes less difference to the amount of 
GHSWK�RI�ÀHOG�WKDQ�RQ�WKH�JURXQG�

Can you list in order the Nikon cameras 
you have owned and reveal what was the 
difference each one gave you? 
7KH�ÀUVW�1LNRQ�,�RZQHG�ZDV�DQ�)���ZKLFK�
was quite a nice body to use. I stuck with 
ÀOP�IRU�TXLWH�D�ZKLOH�DQG�XVHG�ORDGV�RI�
GLIIHUHQW�ÀOP�FDPHUDV��LQFOXGLQJ�PHGLXP�

KDUQHVV��RQO\�WR�ÀQG�WKDW�,·G�IRUJRWWHQ�WR�GR�
LW�XS�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SODFH��,�GRQ·W�WKLQN�WKDW�ZLOO�
happen again!

What’s your ‘desert island lens’, the one 
you could never do without?
7KH�1LNNRU�$)�6������PP�I����*�('�
wide angle zoom. It’s the one I use for 
PRVW�RI�P\�ZRUN��WKDW�DQG�WKH�1LNNRU�$)�6�
������PP�I����*�('�WHOHSKRWR�]RRP��,�
have a bag full of other lenses but these 
two cover pretty much everything I do. 

Do you use Vibration Reduction lenses 
and do they really make a difference?
Both the lenses I mentioned have VR, and 
I switch it on, but I’m not sure that it really 
makes that much of a difference because 

NO.1 COURT, WIMBLEDON Nikon D3s, Nikon AF-S 70-200mm 
f/2.8G ED VR, 1/1000 sec, f/5, ISO320

THAMESPORT SHIPPING CONTAINERS Nikon D3, Nikon AF-S 
70-200mm f/2.8G ED VR, 1/1000 sec, f/2.8, ISO200
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ELLESMERE PORT Nikon D3, 
Nikon AF-S 70-200mm f/2.8G 

ED VR, 1/1000 sec, f/5.6, ISO200
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IRUPDW��:KHQ�,�PRYHG�WR�GLJLWDO�,�XVHG�
Hasselblads and Phase One backs, but it 
wasn’t until the D3 came out that I gave 
up everything else, and I have been with 
Nikon ever since.

How many bodies do you currently own? 
I have a Nikon D3, a D3s, and I’ve also got 
WKH�QHZ�'����

And how many memory cards?
I have six memory cards in total. The 
ODUJHVW�,�XVH�LV����*%�

What’s the most unusual thing in your 
camera bag?
I guess it would have to be my harness. I 
never leave home without one!

What are the techniques that you have to 
adopt when shooting from a helicopter?  
The most important consideration, 
obviously, is safety. So you need to start 
with a pilot who’s got plenty of airtime, 
preferably one who is already experienced 
ZLWK�Á\LQJ�SKRWRJUDSKHUV��DV�\RX�DUH�JRLQJ�
WR�EH�Á\LQJ�ORZ�DQG�VORZ��ZKLFK�LV�WKH�
ZRUVW�SODFH�WR�EH��<RX�KDYH�WR�ZRUN�SUHWW\�
fast too – there’s little point spending hours 
on a single shot when you are spending 
�������SHU�KRXU�

Do you use the same helicopter pilot?
I try to use the same guys whenever 
possible because they know how I work, 
EXW�WKH\�DUHQ·W�DOZD\V�DYDLODEOH��<RX�KDYH�
to get a pilot who can understand your 

MAZE AT LONGLEAT Nikon D3, Nikon AF-S 70-200mm f/2.8G 
ED VR, 1/1000 sec, f/3.2, ISO400
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Jason Hawkes Aerial Photographer 

I once landed and went to 
undo my safety harness, only to 
find that I’d forgotten to do it up 
in the first place. I don’t think that 
will happen again!

Jason Hawkes



www.nphotomag.com84 October 2012

+RZ�GR�\RX�FRPELQH�VKRRWLQJ�ÀOP�DQG�
stills successfully?
<RX�KDYH�WR�KLUH�RXW�D�YHU\�ODUJH�ULJ��
and they are extremely expensive, so it’s 
not to be done lightly. I have only just 
started combining the two, and it’s quite 
uncomfortable in the helicopter as it’s now 
stuffed with so much gear there’s very little 
room left for me.

What has been your greatest moment as 
a professional?
A very recent event – it happened in August 
this year. I got the front cover of National 

Geographic with an image I shot of the 
/RQGRQ������2O\PSLF�3DUN�DW�QLJKW��,W�ZDV�
a dream come true for me, possibly the 
most exciting thing that’s ever happened 

directions and get you into the best position 
for taking pictures.

How do you mean?
:HOO��,·P�JLYLQJ�WKH�LQVWUXFWLRQV�RI�ZKHUH�
I want to be, how high and close I want to 
get, so it’s a case of saying, ‘up a bit, get a 
bit closer’, that sort of thing. Some pilots 
get it immediately, but some don’t. It can be 
very frustrating sometimes.

Could you shoot a wedding if you had to? 
,�VKRW�P\�EURWKHU·V�ZHGGLQJ�DERXW����\HDUV�
ago. It was quite fun but I really don’t think 
I would ever do another one.

How do you relax?
,�GRQ·W�UHDOO\��:KDW�GR�,�GR�WR�XQZLQG"�,�
don’t actually have any spare time – I have 
three kids! 

What are the biggest changes you have 
seen in your profession and how have 
they changed what you do? 
:HOO��,�VWDUWHG�RXW�PRUH�WKDQ����\HDUV�DJR��
VR�,·G�KDYH�WR�VD\�WKH�FKDQJH�IURP�ÀOP�WR�
GLJLWDO��,�ZDV�YHU\�DJDLQVW�WKH�LGHD�DW�ÀUVW��
but I started using the cameras and worked 
RXW�D�JRRG�GLJLWDO�ZRUNÁRZ��1RZ�,�EHOLHYH�
it has changed everything for the better.

HD Movie or stills, what’s your 
preference?
'HÀQLWHO\�VWLOOV�

TRAFALGAR SQUARE Nikon D3s, Nikon AF-S 70-200mm 
f/2.8G ED VR, 1/1000 sec, f/4.5, ISO200
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THE SHARD Nikon D3s, 
Nikon AF-S 14-24mm f/2.8G 

ED, 1/640 sec, f/2.8, ISO500

ROUNDABOUT Nikon D3, 
Nikon AF-S 105mm f/2.8G 

ED-IF VR, 1/60 sec, f/2.8, ISO6400
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CHRYSLER BUILDING Nikon D3s, Nikon AF-S 70-200mm 
f/2.8G ED VR, 1/250 sec, f/2.8, ISO1000
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For most of his career, Jason kept his flying 
time strictly to daylight hours. But the low-light 
capability of the latest digital SLR cameras 
means he is devoting more of his flying time to 
taking aerial photographs of London and other 
major cities at night…     

What is the ideal time for aerial photography? 
■ I am addicted to shooting about 45 minutes 
after dusk, when the city lights come on.

N I G H T  A N D  D AY
/DQGVFDSHV��FLWLHV�HVSHFLDOO\��
ORRN�WRWDOO\�GLIIHUHQW�ZKHQ�VHHQ�
E\�QLJKW��DQG�-DVRQ·V�SHUIHFWO\�
placed to photograph this
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Jason Hawkes

Do you prefer shooting at night or by day? 
■ At the moment, definitely at night. Or, actually, in 
the very short time between dusk and night, when 
there is just a tiny amount of colour left in the sky.

How long have you been shooting at night?
■ I first tried it when I was still using film. When 
I was shooting late in the day and flying back at 
night, I gave it a try. But the results looked awful, 
grainy and murky. Digital made shooting at night a 
reality. The lights and colours are spectacular and 
there’s no issue with noise now.

What is your most successful aerial photograph? 
■ They’ve all been pretty good, I think, and I’m 
obviously pleased to be on the cover of National 
Geographic, but in my mind, any flight you walk 
away from is a good flight.
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in my career, as I absolutely love National 

Geographic magazine.

Did you pitch for the cover?
No. I have had images published in the 
magazine before, usually once or twice a 

year, so I know someone on the staff now. 
They were looking for a suitable picture of 
the Olympic Stadium to go with the feature 
they were running, so they thought of me. 
<RX�GRQ·W�SLWFK�IRU�National Geographic, so 
it’s always a thrill to be published.

And the most embarrassing?
,�UR\DOO\�VFUHZHG�XS�D�MRE�DERXW����\HDUV�
DJR��VKRRWLQJ�D�EULHI�IURP��������IHHW��
It was very cold, we had to wear oxygen 
masks and the images were rubbish.

What is the biggest lesson you have 
learnt in your career?
(YHQ�DIWHU�PRUH�WKDQ����\HDUV�DQG�VKRRWLQJ�
around 45 books, I still have to pitch for 
work, and spend a fair amount of time 

marketing myself. It’s not easy being a 
photographer, but it’s still really good fun.

What makes your photos memorable?
I don’t really know, but I am lucky that so 
many of my clients give me plenty of time 
in the air to get the right shots.

If young Jason Hawkes was starting out 
today, would there be anything he would 
do differently?
I am sure there must be, but only in the last 
few years have I really got much better at 
PDUNHWLQJ�P\VHOI��:KHQ�,�ZDV�\RXQJHU�,�
ODFNHG�WKH�FRQÀGHQFH�WR�SXVK�P\�ZRUN��,�
UHPHPEHU�,�ZDV�DEVROXWHO\�WHUULÀHG�ZKHQ�
I was pitching to Photography magazine 
to use my work. If I were doing it all 
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Jason Hawkes Aerial Photographer

When I was younger I lacked 
the confidence to push my 
work… if I were doing it all over 
again I’d be more confident about 
promoting myself

CITY OF LONDON Nikon D3, 
Nikon AF-S 70-200mm f/2.8G 

ED VR, 1/80 sec, f/2.8, ISO3200
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Jason’s latest book, Britain from 
Above Month by Month, is published 
by Dorling Kindersley. For more books 
by Jason, and his latest aerial photos, 
visit www.jasonhawkes.com

RYHU�DJDLQ�,·G�EH�PRUH�FRQÀGHQW�DERXW�
promoting myself.

What is the best piece of advice you can 
give to someone starting out?
Copy American photographer Jim 
Brandenburg and shoot just one photo 
SHU�GD\�IRU����GD\V��:KHQ�\RX·YH�JRW�DQ�
amazing set of images, make sure they 
are seen, on blogs, in books, magazines… 
anything and everything.  

ESSEX LANDSCAPE Nikon D3, 
Nikon AF-S 70-200mm f/2.8G 

ED VR, 1/1000 sec, f/2.8, ISO200

MALDON MUDFLATS Nikon D3, 
Nikon AF-S 70-200mm f/2.8G 

ED VR, 1/1000 sec, f/4.0, ISO200

HYDE PARK Nikon D3s,  
Nikon AF 50mm f/1.8,  

1/1000 sec, f/4.5, ISO250

Jason Hawkes


