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JAMES L.
STANFIELD
Jim Stanﬁeld is one of the ﬁnest photojournalists of the
20th century. He tells Keith Wilson about documenting
royal life at Windsor and the private moments of the Pope

Was there ever a time when you were
growing up when you thought you would
never become a photographer?
It wasn’t a part of my make-up. I was more
involved in sports. I took a short course
in photography in senior high school,
although I lived around photography all my
life. Then I got into journalism school at
the University of Wisconsin and I struggled
with writing for a while, and I realised that
I saw differently than many people. Visuals
were much easier for me than putting a pen

to paper. Once I graduated I went into art
school, then my grades went up a bit. So
that’s how all that transpired, but as a kid,
I never had ideas of being a photographer.
Your father showed you how to print.
What impression did that make on you?
My father worked for The Milwaukee
Journal and we had an enlarger in the
cellar, a darkroom right next to the potato
bin. This was shortly after the Second
World War. I had a wooden contact printer,
and he would bring home castaway
negatives from The Milwaukee Journal, of
ﬁres and sports stars, baseball players, and
I would print these. So I had my hands in
the hypo pretty early in life, probably when
I was eight or nine years old.
Were you also getting copies of National
Geographic at home?
Yes. We were getting all three – Life, Look
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T

he son of a daily newspaper
photographer, Jim Stanﬁeld was
exposed to photography from an
early age. With a darkroom in the
cellar and regular home deliveries
of Life and National Geographic,
Stanﬁeld’s preparation for a future
as an editorial photographer was extensive,
and his training exemplary…

GORNA SUSHITSA, BULGARIA
A grieving woman holds a
portrait of her murdered son

NIK52.interview.indd 109

08/10/2015 13:34

CLOSE-UP

The N-Photo interview

and National Geographic – because
Dad was very visual and I had an
elder brother who was interested in
photography. The Milwaukee Journal
was probably the best newspaper
in the country for a long time. They
invented the electronic ﬂash and
lighting was very important to them,
so in my early years you were very
much aware of lighting. That was
very important.
What happened after art school?
I volunteered for the draft and they
sent me through to photography
school as well.
How old were you when you left
the army?
I volunteered twice, the ﬁrst time for
a couple of years, and then during
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the Berlin crisis when the Wall went
up in 1961; our control group was
activated so I went back in again.
I was doing a lot of work for Stars
and Stripes, and I followed President
Kennedy for a while, and it was a
great opportunity for me. When
we were mustered out – I would
have been about 24 or 25 – I went
right back on the street as a staff
photographer for The Milwaukee
Journal. It was an incredible staff.
We had 22 staff photographers in
cars. Five photographers during my
father’s 10 years at the Journal went
to Life magazine, ﬁve of us went to
National Geographic and one went
to Look magazine.
That’s quite a conversion rate.
It gives you an idea of the quality of

THE FORBIDDEN
CITY (TOP LEFT)
Steep walls mean the
Beijing monument lives
up to its name
AT THE COMMUNE
(BOTTOM LEFT)
A half-shadowed woman
stands near the corner of
a commune building.
VICKERS VIMY
OVER AGRA (RIGHT)
James L Stanfield charted
a recreation of an
impressive early flight
in The Greatest Flight

photographers that I had the chance
to rub elbows with.
The Milwaukee Journal was a
daily and National Geographic
a monthly, so what was it like
making that change of frequency?
I think I was so excited about joining
National Geographic that I didn’t
realise the change! You can switch
to something like that; you’re young,
you’re like rubber.
Did you have a standard issue
of equipment in those days?
You look at most of my work and
they were big stories which would
take me almost a year to complete:
three months of research, six to
seven months of ﬁeldwork, and
two or three months of editing.
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We would break up those big stories
such as the Roman Empire, Ancient
Greece, Genghis Khan, or the
Vatican, into two or three stories.
So I was doing three stories a year,
but in terms of the equipment I was
averaging about 15, 16 or 17 cases,
which was close to 400 kilos.
I had a lot of lights because I did
a lot of work in museums, so there
were sets of strobes, sets of spots;
I would take 15 or 16 hundred
rolls of ﬁlm, so that would take up
a couple of cases. I was carrying
clothes for two or three seasons. It
would never happen today because
I would never get through customs
with all of that stuff!
What was your ﬁrst Nikon?
My ﬁrst Nikon camera was a
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PROFILE James (Jim) L Stanﬁeld
With 65 assignments for National Geographic
under his belt, James L Stanﬁeld has visited over
120 countries and garnered many accolades
■ Born in Wisconsin,
James (Jim) L
Stanfield joined the
staff of National
Geographic in 1967.
■ During his time
on the magazine,
Stanfield shot 65
assignments and
travelled to more

than 120 countries.

of the Beholder.

■ His photographs
have filled several
major books,
including Inside
the Vatican, The
Greatest Flight
(about an early feat
of aviation), and his
autobiography, Eye

■ Among Jim
Stanfield’s many
awards are White
House Photographer
of the Year in 1970,
1977, 1983 and
1997, and Magazine
Photographer of the
Year in 1985.
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BUILDING TRUST
Jim Stanﬁeld is renowned
for building trust with
his subjects. But when
documenting the Bedouin with
no common language, how
did he establish a rapport?
I don’t know if you remember a picture of
a lady shepherd in Syria? She’s hugging
her husband from behind, showing some
affection, and her eyes are closed. It’s a
blissful moment. I followed that lady for
five hours. I just kept watching her. I knew
there was a picture there. I had been with
the Bedouin for a week, so I followed this
lady and I finally got that picture. So we
went back to camp and had tea. And the
lady said to my interpreter, “Your friend
looks at me as if he’s going to eat me!”
I didn’t speak a lot of languages but your
eyes speak to these people that do not
speak English. I found that my eyes and the
professional way I handled myself worked
for me. People trusted me: “He can’t do
anything wrong, I can see it in his eyes.”

Nikon S2. It was a rangeﬁnder
camera and it became famous during
the Korean War. I stayed with Nikon
pretty much all of my professional
life, except for a brief period when I
was using Leica when the SLR came
around. I was carrying a total of
about 10 or 12 cameras, including a
Widelux and an underwater camera,
but the Leica started to fail me – not
the lenses, but the bodies. I went
back to Nikon for the ﬁnal 15 or
20 years of my career. Joe McNally
talked about losing ﬁve cameras in
a day, which can happen, so I had to
have back-ups because no-one could
ﬁx them in the Sahara or Zimbabwe.
You just carry a lot of cameras.
What was your desert island lens?
It was a kind of bulbous round
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YOUNG RIDERS
(TOP)
Children learn to ride
expertly at a young age
in Mongolia
SHEPHERD
(BOTTOM)
A Syrian shepherd keeps
an eye on his flock

lens, it was a 20-35mm f/2.8. If I’m
carrying two or three cameras the
number one lens would be the one
closest to my neck and the next
camera would have something like a
70-200mm. I could be very fast with
those two lenses. The 20-35mm was
my go-to lens, then something like a
70-200mm. I never carried a bag.

numerous rolls of ﬁlm, two or three
lenses, a rain poncho, my notebooks
could ﬁt inside, my passport, so my
arms were always free and it was
much faster than carrying a bag. I
would carry a bag onto a plane, but
I would never use it on assignment.
I’d leave it in the car, and work with
three or four lenses in the vest.

Why not?
I could never carry a bag to walk
and climb and think, so I always
wore a photo vest and I could put

One of your protégés, Joel
Sartore, said the hardest thing
about being a National Geographic
photographer was leaving home at

I had to have back-up cameras, because no-one could
fix them in the Sahara or Zimbabwe
James L Stanfield Photojournalist
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the start of another assignment.
Was that also the case for you?
No. I spent more time in the ﬁeld
than probably anyone. I was away
on average nine months a year. The
most I have ever been away was on
the Vatican story. I was away for
all but 28 days in 14 months. In the
beginning you get a bit homesick,
but after the ﬁrst couple of years,
when you’ve worked that hard
and you’ve wanted something that
badly, and the premiere stories start
coming in, you can’t say no because
Bruce Dale will grab it, or Bill Allen
will grab it, so you want it. No, it
was never hard for me to leave at all.
Did you ever get sick of travelling?
No, no, not at all. It was different
travelling then because there are
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NOVICES (TOP)
Young monks
chant prayers at a temple
in Bayan-Ovoo, Mongolia
MONGOLIA
(BOTTOM LEFT)
A family surveys the
landscape outside their
traditional home
ARCHERY
(BOTTOM RIGHT)
A young Mongolian
child practises the
centuries-old sport

a lot of places now that I wouldn’t
want to go back to. They are in
rough shape, but I absolutely loved it.
Was there one place that was
particularly hard to work?
The Vatican!
Why’s that?
The access was very difﬁcult. You
really have to earn your wings at
the Vatican. They can’t give me,
as a National Geographic staff
photographer, something different
than what they’d give to someone
from Reuters, AP, or UPI, and it just
depends on how long you’re willing
to hang around. One of the nicer
photographs I made in my life was
of Pope John Paul II in the garden
in 1985. It took me seven months to

get invited to Castel Gandolfo, which
is his summer retreat. At times I felt
I wasn’t getting the co-operation I
needed. Then ﬁnally things broke.
What happened?
I had a good friend who was a
sergeant major of the Swiss Guard.
His babysitter was the daughter of
the Holy Father’s private physician,
and I was invited to his birthday
party, so I explained to him my
problem. He said: “Why don’t you
write him a private letter and
include 15 or 20 pictures of the
Vatican?” So I did that. This was
after seven months, and I was two
or three weeks over deadline, but I
didn’t have the picture I needed.
In the letter I asked only to
observe, not to break his stride,
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or his train of thought, but only to
record timely moments during his
day in a peaceful manner. I included
these large photos of life inside the
Vatican and bingo! Within 36 hours
I was in a helicopter going to Castel
Gandolfo with the Holy Father.
Was the book Inside the Vatican
any easier?
It took me six years to talk the editor
into a book because we didn’t do
books on religion. We didn’t even
photograph cemeteries! So in 1991

I got word they were going to do the
book and they gave me 90 days to do
the book, but only ten pictures from
the magazine piece would appear in
the book, so I had to start all over
again! The book was easier because
they trusted me, they knew me, and
I was with the Holy Father every day.
You have done 65 assignments for
National Geographic. Was the one
about royal life in Windsor Castle
very different to the others?
Yes, it was. Access was very difﬁcult,

I never picked my stories. I did everything they wanted
me to do. I was a clean-up man, and I was proud of that
James L Stanfield Photojournalist
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WATCHFUL
A student at Al
Eman Nafeh Koranic
school in Tripoli peers
at the camera
WALK WITH ME
A devotee at the
Teemeethi firewalking
ceremony on Fiji

again, especially getting close to
the Queen and Prince Philip. It took
longer than expected and there
were a lot of disappointments. It was
easier to work with Prince Charles,
because I had worked with him on
his investiture (as Prince of Wales)
and he was more accessible. It was
no small feat, that’s for sure.
Back then, we didn’t run many
pictures if they didn’t have people in
them, and from the beginning I was
told I couldn’t photograph anyone
who was working for the Crown.
How did you get around that?
You may be familiar with the picture
of Windsor Castle in the snow and
with Prince Philip in a horse cart.
I made that photograph and took it
to London to St James’s Palace and
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SEND ME NIKONS!
For a short time in his career,
Jim Stanﬁeld used Leica
cameras, but on one occasion
at the Vatican he was left
without any working cameras.
There was only one way to
ﬁnish the assignment…
Which has been your worst or most
embarrassing moment?
■ Hmm. I don’t think I’ve ever had one! How
does that make you feel?

showed it to a fellow named Johnny
Johnson, who was, I think, the
Sergeant at Arms, and his sidekick
said, “You can’t use that photograph,
there are people in it!” They were
just little silhouettes of people
huddled up against the snow, and
Johnny Johnson saw that picture
and said, “We have to use it.” I think
the Queen has it in her dining room
at Windsor, and she used it twice
as her Christmas card in the 1980s.
From then on I could photograph
people who worked for the Crown.
That sounds like a special moment
You ﬁnally lift the veil of privacy,
you ﬁnally lift a barrier and it all
takes time and regard to trust. As
with the Vatican, I always found a
way to overcome some ancient rule.
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As a mentor to many
other National Geographic
photographers, what is the quality
that separates them from the rest?
In many instances it was just a
case of passion and working your
butt off. I had a father who wasn’t
the greatest artistic image-maker
in the world, but he had an ability
to respect someone that could do
anything. I never picked or chose my
stories. I did everything they wanted
me to do. I was a clean-up man,
and so was my father. Bill Garrett,
the editor, knew he could send me
anywhere and I was proud of doing
that. That was my claim to fame.
It’s about being versatile?
Right, it is. But if you’re a newspaper
person you have to be. You have

THE GREATEST
MOMENT (TOP)
James L Stanfield regards
getting this shot as his
greatest moment
PARADE OF ICONS
(BOTTOM LEFT)
A religious procession at
Olimbos, on the Greek
island of Karapthos
HELLO WORLD!
(BOTTOM RIGHT)
A young Turkish girl
watches what’s going
on outside her home

I’m not letting you off that easily!
■ Okay, I was using Leicas for a while
and I was down to two cameras. It was
a Wednesday and I covered the Papal
audience in the morning and my number
one camera went down, so I only had one
camera left and the Vatican’s Secretary of
State was going to return from Bulgaria,
and the Holy Father was going to meet
him and I waited. Finally they came
together and they hugged and they talked
and I came down and the second camera
jammed. I had no camera. So I contacted
the Geographic and said, “Send me Nikons!
Send me five boxes and then I can finish the
assignment.” I stuck with Nikons after that.
It would have been embarrassing because
they both knew something was wrong. I
never did that picture again. But otherwise,
I am embarrassment free!
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to cover everything, you have to
change gears so fast and you have
to meet deadlines, so you’re quick.
That’s why [National Geographic]
would hire mainly newspaper people
– because they could do anything.
I wasn’t the greatest shooter in
the world, but they could send me
anywhere. I would wear my subjects
down to a frazzle until I ﬁnally got
the picture that I knew was going to

WINDSOR WINTER
Prince Philip
drives a carriage toward
the Long Walk

I would wear my subjects down to a
frazzle until I finally got the picture that I
knew was going to make it – from two or
three different angles
James L Stanfield Photojournalist
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make it – from two or three different
angles. I would look at a subject and
say, I’ve got a publishable picture
here, but how can I make it better?
Who are your photographic heroes?
When I went to the Geographic
there was a fellow by the name of
Winﬁeld Parks, who was my ofﬁce
partner for quite some time. Also, a
fellow who worked with my father
at The Milwaukee Journal, Tom
Abercrombie, he spent most of his
life in the Middle East. He was a
Muslim, and a swashbuckling man;
he reminded me a lot of my Dad.
He was ﬁve feet four and looked
like Ernest Hemingway, but he
could write, he could photograph.
People loved him because they
could trust him. He told the truth.

He could do anything. I only have
one photograph in my house, it’s his
picture of a lady wearing a red burka
with a birdcage on her head.
Bill Garrett was another one who
was a mentor for me, because he
would rely on me. If something went
wrong, he would say, “Why don’t you
give it to Stanﬁeld?” I was proud of
that because I could take it, run with
it, maybe even win a prize with it.
Garrett is one of the legendary
editors of National Geographic.
What did you learn from him?
I did a story on Israel and I wasn’t
happy with the layout and Garrett
would say, “Jim, we just can’t use all
of your pretty photographs. We’re
still in the business of delivering
information.” I thought, okay, I’ll get
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the pretty photographs and I’ll start
working on degrees of information:
what’s in the background, what’s the
expression, what are they doing?
If you put two or three degrees of
information in every photograph, it’s
like a cover. You’re trying to blow
people away on a cover, but it can’t
just be a moment, it has to have a
background, and hands and heart
and eyes. There has to be a passion.
I thought, if I put all of those in my
photographs he’s got to use them.
When you puzzle the editor, like
that picture of 75 priests laying
prostrate in front of Pope John Paul
II in St Peter’s Basilica, when you got
Bill Garrett saying, “How did you get
this photograph? I’ve never seen this
photograph before,” then you know
you’ve got him. He’s got to run it.
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TO BE ORDAINED
(TOP LEFT)
Candidates for priesthood
lie before the high altar at
Saint Peter’s, Rome
FAITHFUL
(BOTTOM LEFT)
A devout Roman Catholic
listens to a speech by
Pope John Paul II
JUMPING FOR JOY
(RIGHT)
A student celebrates
Bastille Day at the
Louvre, Paris

And they run it across three or four
pages in a foldout. That makes you
feel pretty proud.
What has been your greatest
moment as a photographer?
That’s like asking which is your
favourite child! I would probably
say, when given the go ahead to
photograph the Holy Father in the
garden at Castel Gandolfo. He had a
private photographer by the name of
Arturo Marti. He knew every move
the Holy Father was going to make.
At Castel Gandolfo we followed the
Holy Father as he got out of his car
and walked up a dirt path. Arturo
said to me: “You follow him, I have
this picture already.”
So I followed, and he went to
kneel in front of a statue of the

Virgin Mary and I knew he was
going to be there ﬁve minutes or
so, and when he came up from
the kneeler I made my photograph
and he wanted to talk. He wanted
to know how our project was
going. That was probably the most
satisfying moment because you’re
talking about seven months of not
knowing if you’re succeeding or not.
What’s the biggest lesson that you
have learnt?
The thing that comes to mind is to
tell the truth. When people look at
one of my pictures, I want those
people to have the same feeling I
did when I was making it. I think if
people look back at my photographs
and I am remembered for anything,
it would be that I told the truth.
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