
Great SMoky Mountains
 Depth of Field Series
 By Dusty Doddridge



Great Smoky Mountains

Depth of Field Series
Dusty Doddridge

Essence. It’s the very basic nature of a 
place, it’s what lies at the core. For the 

landscape photographer, it’s the soul of 
the place, the experience of being there 
and the emotions felt that drive the 
creative choices behind the images that 
really resonate. Ultimately words fail and 
this is where other mediums take over. 
I’ve always felt a really strong connection 
to the Smokies. I live close by. And for me, 
the Smokies are very special and where I 
began the journey to reconnect with the 
natural beauty of the wilderness. A place 
to reconnect with what lies at my own 
core, the essence. 

I can’t get to the Smokies fast enough or 
often enough. And apparently, I’m not 
alone since the Great Smoky Mountains 
National Park is the most visited park in 
the nation almost doubling the annual 
visitors of the next busiest park. No doubt 
part of the reason is the proximity to ma-
jor cities and the ease of access. But, I also 
believe that it’s the diversity of the region 
and the fact that there is something new 
to experience in the park all year long.  The  
Smokies offer some incredible biodiversity 
and provide an extraordinary variety of 
subjects to photograph.

It’s impossible to pick a favorite season or 
a favorite location. There is so much to ex-
plore with over 900 miles of trails includ-
ing one of the more scenic sections of the 
Appalachian Trail. In fact, deciding what 
to photograph and where to focus may be 
the most difficult part of your time in the 
Smokies. 

Wildflowers bloom throughout the spring 
and summer starting in early April. Amaz-
ing mountain streams and waterfalls can 

be found throughout the park and change 
in their appearance from day to day. And 
you have the stunning fall color and gor-
geous scenes in the high mountain ridges 
that have made the Smokies so famous. 
And then there’s the rhododendron and 
flame azalea bloom and the old growth 
forests. The list goes on. 

I started the Depth of Field Series as a 
way to share some of my own experience 
and reactions to wilderness areas that 
have really resonated with me. I hope that 
by sharing the images and some of the 
thoughts behind the images that you’ll be 
inspired creatively as well. Doesn’t mat-
ter if you ever make it to the Smokies or 
not, although I hope you do. What I hope 
is that these images speak to you in some 
way and you’re inspired to go out and   
create your own artistic expressions. 

Depth of Field: Great Smoky Mountains
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“Characteristic, too, is the dreamy blue haze, like that of Indian summer intensified, that ever 
hovers over the mountains, unless they be swathed in cloud, or, for a few minutes, after a 
sharp rain-storm has cleared the atmosphere. Both the Blue Ridge and the Smoky Mountains 
owe their names to this mist.”

“The foreground of such a landscape, in summer, is warm, soft, dreamy, caressing, habitable; 
beyond it are gentle and luring solitudes; the remote ranges are inexpressibly lonesome, iso-
lated and mysterious; but everywhere the green forest mantle bespeaks a vital present...”

—Horace Kephart

Our Southern Highlanders, 1913
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If there’s one section of the park that re-
ally captures the heart of the Smokies it 
would have to be Greenbriar. For the hiker 
and landscape photographer you’ll find 
powerful waterfalls, spring wildflowers 
in profusion, old growth forest and misty 
mountain creeks. And if you’re up for a 
rugged four mile hike to Ramsey Cas-
cades, you’ll be able to take it all in and 
have a real sense of satisfaction after a full 
day of hiking to the cascades and back. 

Sometime around the second to third 
week in April you may even be lucky 
enough to catch the Dwarf Crested Blue 
Iris in bloom. What makes this a special 
sight is that these tiny flowers grow in 
huge patches maybe 15 to 20 feet long 
and the display is absolutely spectacular. 
The rich purple color set against an al-
most glowing green foliage makes for a 
wonderful combination. You’ll find these 
patches on the trails to Ramsey Cascades 
and Porters Creek. 

The trail along Porters Creek reveals a 
fantasy world of wildflowers including 
Trillium, Wild Geranium, Fringed Phacelia, 
Dwarf Crested Blue Iris and if you look 
carefully you might even spot a Painted 
Trillium. You can easily spend your time 

lost in the world of wildflowers and dog-
wood trees blooming in April.  

The Porters Creek trail will eventually lead 
you to an area about a mile or so from the 
trail head that is completely covered in 
wildflowers as far as you can see. Just an 
amazing sight to behold. 

I love photographing the beautiful 
streams in the Smokies all year long, es-
pecially during misty and foggy weather 
that really adds to the mood of the scenes. 
Greenbriar offers mountain creek views 
in abundance. One exceptional place to 
experience is at the confluence of Middle 
Prong of the Little Pigeon Creek and 
Porters Creek. It is hard to beat after a 
heavy rain during the fall season. Very easy 
to find the confluence as it’s below the 
bridge where the road turns left toward 
the trail head at Ramsey Cascades. 

Ramsey Cascades may be the highlight of 
the Greenbriar region and it’s a popular 
destination for hikers. The elevation gain 
and the ruggedness of the old growth 
forest surprise the first timer with a 
little more effort than expected. But it’s 
all worth it when you finally make it to 
Ramsey Cascades. It’s a wonderful place 
to photograph, relax and just enjoy the 
peacefulness of the cascading water. 

Greenbriar
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If you had to pick one hike and only one 
hike in the Smokies, you’ll want to experi-
ence and photograph Middle Prong in 
the Tremont area. Tremont is on full display 
in the spring with wildflowers and dog-
woods growing beside the creek that the 
road follows as you drive back to the trail 
head. You may even have a hard time mak-
ing it to the trail head because there are 
so many beautiful creek scenes to photo-
graph along the way.  The scenes just keep 
getting better and better the farther back 
you go. 

It’s really hard to say what’s so special 
about a dogwood growing beside a moun-
tain creek in springtime. Perhaps it’s the 
peacefulness of the overall scene or maybe 
the stark white blooms of the tree set 
against the brilliant greens of early spring. 
Maybe it takes us back to simpler times 
when settlers who lived in the area would 
see this sight not far from their log cab-
ins. Whatever the reasons may be, I know 
that every spring in mid-April, Tremont is 
exactly where I want to be. 

Fall is also a great season to experience 
in Tremont with the golden leaves of the 
maple trees scattered throughout the area. 
Fall color though, is a little more unpre-

dictable than the spring wildflowers but 
the last two bends in the road on the way 
to the trailhead usually provide classic 
views of Middle Prong draped in the warm 
colors of the season.

The Middle Prong trail branches left and 
follows Lynn Camp Prong with the creek 
on your left as you follow the old road 

deeper into the forest and farther back in 
time. There is a beautiful cascade about 
three quarters of a mile in that I love to 
photograph. It’s a three tiered cascade 
and there are a couple of boulders in the 
stream that make an excellent spot to 

photograph from, stepping out carefully 
of course! I like to use a long exposure and 
really blur the movement of the water. 
This tends to create images that have an 
abstract element and for the viewer, you 
experience a little bit of the juxtaposition 
between the real and the unreal. This is 
part of my visual style for quite a few im-
ages because this is what I’m frequently 
feeling and one of the main things I want 
to express. So many times I look out and 
cannot believe what I’m seeing. It just 
doesn’t look real. And if you spend any 
time in Tremont at all you’ll come away 
with this exact same feeling. Beautiful, but 
somehow so beautiful it’s hard to believe. 
This is what I love most about Tremont. 

Tremont
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Big Creek is in a word big, no check that, 
it’s massive! It’s also in an area of the park 
that is quite a bit off the beaten path 
especially if you’re approaching from the 
Tennessee side. There is not a quick or easy 
way to get there. And that’s one of the 
main reasons why I like it so much–it’s not 
crowded. Often times when the fall color 
seems to be a little elusive in the more 
heavily traveled areas of the park, I’ll check 
out Big Creek. The fall color there can be 
spectacular and you’ll love the hike back 
to Mouse Creek Falls, only a two mile hike 
up an old road bed. Spring is a nice time 
to hike and photograph Big Creek and 
you’ll be treated to a variety of wildflowers 
including some Painted Trilliums if your 
timing is good. But fall is probably the best 
time of year to take in Big Creek. You’ll see 
many different options to photograph the 
thundering creek with the trees forming 
an archway in the background with the 
warm hues of fall above. Boulders, cas-
cades and fall color make a great combina-
tion for all kinds of compositions. 

Midnight Hole is an easy hike from the 
trail head along Big Creek. If there is a ideal 
swimming hole, it has to be Midnight Hole 
at Big Creek. The creek is actually forced 

between two large boulders and then falls 
into a really wide and dark blue-green 
pool that is about as good as a gets. It’s a 
great place to photograph in the fall just 
after a rain storm that causes the colorful 
leaves to drop into the pool where you can 
use a long exposure to create some really 
interesting images. Mouse Creek Falls is 
just up the trail from Midnight Hole and 
is definitely worth the easy two mile walk 

from the trail head. Especially after a heavy 
rain you’ll want to photograph the water 
cascading down about 20 feet through 
some massive boulders on the way to 
join the fast moving waters of Big Creek.  
You can easily spend hours in and around 
Mouse Creek Falls working with the water 
flowing through the boulders.  

The other great thing about the Big Creek 
area is that you can front country camp 
there and also go backpacking since the 
Big Creek Trail connects to some great 
overnight trips to the Appalachian Trail 
and the Mount Sterling Ridge Trail. 

So for the short day hiker, the front coun-
try camper or even the backpacker, Big 
Creek has something for everyone. And 
keep it high on your list for fall color. If you 
have time, make sure you make the drive a 
little further south, down to Cataloochee 
where you’ll find a beautiful mountain 
valley similar to Cades Cove but without 
the crowds. Great for scenic landscapes 
and also for wildlife photography since 
this is the primary home for the elk popu-
lation. And if you like to include the old 
home place cabins and churches in your 
landscapes then Palmer’s Chapel in the 
setting sun during the fall will be hard to 
beat. 

Big Creek
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Cades Cove lies in the western section of 
the Smokies and draws crowds of people 
for good reason. It’s a gorgeous mountain 
valley full of wildlife and is a wonderful 
place to take in the early morning light 
with fog and mist rising as the day begins. 
You’ll also be able to photograph the 
churches and old home places of the early 
settlers as you walk back in time before the 
area was a national park. 

Quite a few trails begin from the Cades 
Cove area and there a couple of hikes to 
add to your list. The hike out to Abrams 
Falls will offer lots of photographic oppor-
tunity for spring wildflowers and scenes 
along the creek on the way to the falls. 
And if you’re up for a tough hike and some 
backcountry camping then the hike up to 
Gregory Bald in mid to late June will blow 
you away with the most incredible display 
of flame azaleas you’ll see anywhere. They 
bloom in all colors including orange, pink, 
white, yellow and all shades in between. 
The bald sits high above Cades Cove and 
sunrise at Gregory Bald is a very special 
experience for the backcountry camper. 
Good fitness and hiking skills in bear coun-
try are key tools to have as you explore this 
wild and scenic region of the park.

I’ll mention Roaring Fork here too since 
I think of it in much the same way as           
Cades Cove even though it’s quite a dis-
tance away. It’s beautiful but also crowded 
at times unless you hit some of the trails 
that lead up to Mt. LeConte. Trillium Gap 

trail in the spring may be my favorite path 
to Mt. Leconte and you might even see 
the llamas being led up the trail with the 
weekly supplies for the lodge. But when 
it’s raining and foggy you’ll find endless 

creek scenes to photograph in Roaring 
Fork. The rain really makes the green moss 
become electric and soft light helps cre-
ate a long exposure capturing the mood 
of the conditions. Much like Cades Cove, 
you’ll also find old cabins and structures 
with some beautiful spring dogwoods that 
make for classic images of the Smokies. 

So, put Cades Cove and Roaring Fork high 
on your locations to visit any time of year 
in the park. And if you’re up for some 
unique hiking definitely head up to Grego-
ry Bald or visit Mt. LeConte via the Trillium 
Gap trail. Both areas have their crowds at 
peak times of year but both are very scenic 
and offer a huge variety of subjects to 
explore.

Cades Cove and Roaring Fork
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Well if you’re looking for the big, wide 
open views of the high mountain ridges 
then the road and trails on the way up to 
Newfound Gap and Clingmans Dome are a 
great place to start. These areas are photo-
graphically rich with the colorful stacked 
ridges and panoramic views that are clas-
sic scenes from the Smokies. Traveling up 
toward Newfound Gap from the Tennessee 
side you’ll get to view Mt. LeConte on the 
left and the peaks of Chimney Tops on the 
right. Mt. LeConte is a very popular hiking 
destination that can only be reached by a 
full day’s hike. If you can reserve a spot at 
the lodge on top of Mt. LeConte you’ll be 
in store for a special treat. The lodge pro-
vides overnighters with gas heated cabins 
lit by oil lamps and don’t miss the hearty 
breakfast after the early morning hike out 
to Myrtle Point for sunrise. 

One of the places not to miss in the spring 
is the Cove Hardwood Nature Trail just 
off the picnic grounds below the Chimney 
Tops. The wildflower display here is abso-
lutely stunning. Wildflowers in profusion 
as far you can see and in all varieties. If 
you want to experience the large white 
trillium at peak you’ll usually need to go 
at the end of the first week of April since 

they tend to reach peak about that time 
in most years. Many of the other spring 
wildflowers will emerge and peak a little 
later but the large white trilliums in the 
Cove Hardwood Nature Trail are worth a 
visit all by themselves. Just up the road 
from the picnic grounds is the trail head 
to the Chimney Tops, a short but steep 
hike with big views if you’re willing to risk 
a scramble over some boulders at the top. 

If you’re blessed with some nice mountain 
rain and fog then the big views won’t be 
so big. But you’ll find some moody scenery 
along the Little Pigeon River at the base 
of Chimney Tops where you’ll find endless 
compositions to explore. As you head up 
the road don’t forget to spend some time 
at Morton Overlook at sunset or in rainy, 

foggy conditions at any time of day. You’ll 
be glad you did. 

I’ve been up to Newfound Gap and Cling-
mans Dome more than a few times to 
wonder at the wide open vistas of the high 
mountain ridges. The views are stunning at 
the highest point in Tennessee and the col-
ors can change dramatically from minute 
to minute and certainly from season to 
season. I’ll never tire of the views here. I’ll 
probably always feel like there is another 
image to create that captures the area bet-
ter than what I’ve created so far. If you’re in 
the area from mid to late June you’ll want 
to hike from the Dome out to Andrews 
Bald on the Forney Ridge Trail. The Flame 
Azalea and rhododendron bloom with all 
their brilliant color on display are a special 
sight to behold.

Newfound Gap and the Dome
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I’ve passed by this location many times and it 
always makes me smile. It’s a beautiful spot to 
take in the intense greens of spring or the soft 
golden colors of fall. As the two creeks meet, 
there is a bit of mystery about what’s beyond 
the borders of the scene. 

Canon 5D Mark II, TS-E 24mm lens
f/8 at .4 seconds,  multi image stitch

You’ll certainly never forget your first hike to 
Ramsey Cascades and back. You’ll find wild-
flowers in the spring and walk through one of 
the few old growth forests still around. And 
there are beautiful creek scenes as you work 
your way back to the cascades. I’ve never at-
tempted to photograph from a two foot wide 
log bridge before so this was a first. Just too 
perfect to pass up with the cascades drawing 
your eye through the image and deeper into 
the forest. 

Canon 5D Mark II, TS-E 24mm lens
f/16 at 15 seconds, multi image stitch

The Dwarf Crested Blue Iris grow in 15-20 foot 
patches along the old road beds which are now 
trails to Ramsey Cascades and Porters Creek. 
You could spend an entire day just working dif-
ferent compositions of individual and groups of 
flowers. I love the detail in these flowers but it’s 
the pleasing color combination of the blue and 
green that attracts my eye the most. 

Canon 5D, 24-105mm lens
f/22 at 25 seconds
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Just getting the tripod set up on the steeply 
angled ridge was no easy task but the pleasing 
texture of the flowing waterfall and the intense 
green of early spring was beautiful. Some defi-
nite use of triangles in the composition along 
with a strong diagonal that gives energy to the 
setting. 

Canon 5D Mark II, TS-E 24mm lens
f/11 at 5 seconds

It’s hard to beat sitting on a boulder in a moun-
tain stream at the base of a falls as beautiful as 
Ramsey Cascades. This is a favorite scene in the 
Smokies for me and I wanted to give it a more 
timeless look and feel so that’s why I chose 
black and white for this image. The long expo-
sure helps communicate the gentle flow of the 
water over the rock ledges before landing at 
the creek about 100 feet below the top of the 
cascade.

Canon 5D Mark II, TS-E 24mm lens
f/16 at 1 second, multi image stitch

Porters Creek is a must hike if you have any in-
terest at all in spring wildflowers. You’ll also find 
remnants of the old home places, a waterfall 
and gentle views of the creek as you hike your 
way down the old road bed. The light was just 
right here, diffused with subtle differences in 
tone which really come to life in the final print. 

Canon 5D Mark II, 16-35mm lens
f/16 at 1.6 seconds
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The very first hike I ever experienced in the 
Smokies may still be my favorite hike if I had to 
pick just one. The easy hike beside Lynn Camp 
Prong is just fantastically beautiful. Gorgeous 
creek scenes, wildflowers and some simply 
amazing cascades. At this bend in the creek 
I was drawn to the bright green ferns in the 
foreground and the strong vertical lines of the 
trees. The curving line of the creek draws the 
eye through the frame and adds depth. 

Canon 5D Mark II, TS-E 24mm lens
f/16 at 25 seconds

There is a gentle almost fragile quality about 
the dogwood blooms with their stark white 
color set against the deep green tones of 
spring. I enjoy both the color and black and 
white versions of this image. With the moun-
tain stream as the base of the image I think the 
gentle and peaceful qualities of spring really 
come through. 

Canon 5D Mark II, 16-35mm lens
f/11 at .8 seconds

The Tremont area can have some incredible 
golden fall color and when that’s combined 
with the beautiful Middle Prong of the Little 
River you’ve got gorgeous scenery all around. 
This is the classic view of Middle Prong just 
before you arrive at the trail head and the lay-
ered limbs of the maple tree with the cascade 
below express the mood of the fall season best. 
The gentle breeze calmed just long enough to 
allow the long expsoure without blurring the 
leaves.

Canon 5D, 17-40mm lens
f/16  at 2 seconds
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If there’s one place that draws me back again 
and again it’s this cascade at Lynn Camp Prong. 
I’ve photographed it many times and just spent 
hours enjoying the falling water in the early 
morning light. I was never totally satisfied with 
the images I had and so I  moved up stream 
just a little bit which made all the difference.  
Processed with just a slight warm tone to add a 
more vintage look and feel. 

Canon 5D Mark II, TS-E 24mm lens
f/16 at 6 seconds

Point of view makes a big difference and I don’t 
normally compose a creek scene by shooting 
straight across it. What caught my eye first was 
the cascade but I also like the subtle texture 
and tones of light in the rhododendron in the 
background. The square image crop is a little 
different too but I think the two elements that I 
was trying to highlight came through. 

Canon 5D Mark II, 16-35mm lens
f/16 at 20 seconds

Elements that always catch my eye in the fall 
are the scattered leaves on boulders in the 
creek with the golden colors of the season as a 
backdrop. Not a big scene with epic light but a 
more intimate image of what fall represents. 

Canon 5D, 17-40mm lens
f/16 at 1.6 seconds
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Mouse Creek Falls may be one of the more 
unique falls you’ll find in the Smokies. It winds 
its way down the far bank from the trail and 
eventually joins the rushing waters of Big 
Creek. The small cascade made for a perfect 
foreground and the winding waters of Mouse 
Creek help draw the eye and create depth. 

Canon 5D, 17-40mm lens
f/16 at 4 seconds

There are a numer of bends in Big Creek that 
provide some open views and help to add 
depth to the image. I liked the implied diagonal 
that draws the eye through the scene along 
with the pleasing colors of fall as a background. 
The gentle cascade provided a simple fore-
ground interest. 

Canon 5D, 17-40mm lens
f/22 at 2.5 seconds

There is much to experience and photograph 
in Big Creek. Although the boulders dominate 
the image and the fall color is relegated to a 
small portion of the background, the contrast 
between the massive boulders and the gentle 
flowing creek became the focus of the compo-
sition. 

Canon 5D, 24-105mm lens
f/16 at 2.5 seconds
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It’s rare that I include any trace of human 
impact on the landscape but this was one of 
those dramatic moments that I can still see 
in my mind years later. The setting sun was 
rapidly dropping behind the ridge and this 
bright, amazing light illuminated the scene and 
the church began to glow. Just an incredible 
experience that lasted only a few seconds until 
the sun disappeared behind the ridge. It was a 
great day in Cataloochee. 

Canon 5D, 24-105mm lens
f/22 at 1/6th of a second

Midnight Hole on Big Creek is one of those 
iconic locations that always seems to have a 
different mood each time you visit. The water 
is usually a deep blue-green and if you arrive 
after a storm in the fall you’ll be treated to an 
amazing swirl of leaves that you can photo-
graph for hours. I wanted to emphasize the 
contrast between the dark pool and the bright 
cascade flowing around the boulder so that’s 
why I chose a black and white image with a 
heavy vignette to draw the eye toward the 
cascade. 

Canon 5D, 24-105mm lens
f/16 at 8 seconds

There are a couple of spots along Big Creek 
where the trees just arch over the distant view 
and I’m always drawn to that perspective. This 
was one of those scenes with the soft diffused 
light casting a gentle glow on the golds and 
reds in the distance. 

Canon 5D, 24-105mm lens
f/22 at 8 seconds
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It almost always pays to look over your shoul-
der and this location in Roaring Fork is a great 
example. You won’t see it unless you turn 
around. Visiting after a rain shower in spring 
or early summer will often lead to infinite 
compositions with the electric greens that the 
moisture creates. I enjoy the gentle curving line 
of the creek and the balance that the two large 
boulders create but it’s the amazing green 
tones that really drive the image. 

Canon 5D Mark II, 16-35mm lens
f/16 at 20 seconds

Early morning is a great time to experience  
Cades Cove. The mist and fog rising from the 
valley floor are a wonderful subject to photo-
graph. I like using a longer lens to focus on one 
section of the view and compress the perspec-
tive a little bit which adds to the layering of the 
scene. 

Canon 5D Mark II, 70-200mm lens
f/11 at 1/25th of a second

Visting Cades Coves is like turning back time 
a hundred years. Wildlife is abundant and you 
can explore the home places and churches as 
you begin to feel like the early 1900’s weren’t 
that long ago. But Cades Cove is also the 
launching pad for some fantastic hiking and 
provides some great opportunities to photo-
graph the mountain valley in dramatic light 
all year long. Sparks Lane is a favorite place to 
explore the many moods of the Cove.

Canon 5D Mark II, 16-35mm lens
f/22 at .8 seconds
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Fall is a great time of year to explore the area 
around the Chimney Tops. This composition is a 
bit different with more of the emphasis on the 
cascading limbs and leaves of the red maple. 
The strong vertical line of the main tree trunk is 
pushed far to the left and the second strongest 
vertical line of the other tree trunk is pushed to 
the far right. The breeze cooperated just long 
enough for the 1 second exposure. 

Canon 5D, 24-105mm lens
f/11 at 1 second

Sometimes you stand there and what you see 
in front of you is just stunning, jarring almost 
and certainly not something that looks real at 
all. This sunset at Morton Overlook was one 
of those moments. The intense blue and pink 
colors were just amazing and I really love it 
when these colors appear in the high mountain 
ridges. 

Canon EOS 3
Fuji Velvia, exposure unrecorded

Beautiful greens of spring and the soft flowing 
texture of the creek make a pleasing combi-
nation. There is also a lot of rich detail in the 
leaves of the rhododendron and trees that 
invite some further exploration and encourage 
the mind to think about the joy of the spring 
season. 

Canon 5D Mark II, 16-35mm lens
f/13 at 20 seconds
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I don’t mind photographing in the rain at all—
in fact I like it. This was one of those rainy days 
that was wonderful for exploring some moody 
images in and around the mountain streams. 
I love the fog hanging in the air with the flow-
ing waters of Little Pigeon Creek at the base of 
Chimney Tops. Black and white seemed to be 
the best way to communicate this scene. 

Canon 5D, 17-40mm lens
f/16 at 3.2 seconds

Cove Hardwood Nature Trail is a wonderland of 
wildflowers in all directions. I like coming here 
earlier in April to try and catch the white trilli-
ums at their peak. I like the perspective of plac-
ing one of the flowers really close to the wide 
angle lens and showing the rest of the flowers 
trailing off in the distance.

Canon 5D Mark II, 24-105mm lens
f/22 at 1.3 seconds

Visiting the Smokies in early March means 
there’s a good chance that snow will still be 
in the mountains. The sun was just appearing 
from around the cloud cover and created some 
interesting backlight in the trees on the flanks 
of the Chimney Tops. I liked how the light illu-
minated the snow and ice on the tree branches 
and I also wanted to hightlight the diagonal 
lines of the trees on the slope.

Canon 5D Mark II, 70-200mm lens
f/9 at 1/40th of a second
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It can get super windy in the high mountain 
ridges in the Smokies. And this was one of 
those days that the winds created an ocean 
like wave of clouds that flowed over the ridges 
with some serious speed. A stunning sight to 
behold.  The small aperture added to the scene 
by showing the movement of the clouds and 
creating a starburst with the setting sun. 

Canon 5D, 70-200mm lens 2x extender
f/64 at 4 seconds

I’ve spent a lot of time at Clingmans Dome just 
taking in the sunrise and sunset. The views are 
wide open and you can see the stacked ridges 
receding in the distance for miles and miles. 
No two days are alike there and conditions can 
change dramatically from minute to minute. 

Canon 5D, 70-200mm lens
f/8 at 10 seconds, multi image stitch

Can’t recall seeing so many Painted Trilliums as 
we did that day on the way to Mt. LeConte via 
the Alum Cave Bluff Trail. Somehow this flower 
was growing in an area surrounded by rhodo-
dendron but the sun was just finding its way 
through the foliage and creating an amazing 
spotlight. Nature really knows how to show off. 

Canon 5D, 24-105mm lens
f/11 at 1/100th of a second
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Inspiration for a landscape photograph 
usually begins with a location that’s com-
pelling. But more than just location, the 
images that resonate with depth and 
meaning convey something of the pho-
tographer’s response to the location. The 
question is how do we go from being 
inspired by the landscape to creating an 
image that expresses what we want to say 
about the experience of being there? What 
language do we use?

The Smokies provide an amazing variety 
of intensely beautiful landscapes to pho-
tograph that are both grand and intimate. 
The first step in moving from inspiration 
to image is to slow down and identify 
what it is that you’re responding to. Is 
it the subtle tones of light, color, texture, 
pattern, shape, the powerful or peaceful 
nature of the scene that catches your eye? 
The themes that I tend to explore in the 
Smokies are mystery, peacefulness, awe-
some beauty, and timelessness. 

So then what are some of the tools and 
techniques that we can use to help express 
the themes we are exploring? One of my 

favorite techniques for photographing 
the Smokies is the use of long exposure 
when hiking along the creek trails. I enjoy 
the early morning light and also use a po-
larizer to reduce the glare from the reflec-
tions and that usually translates to expo-
sures of 20 seconds or longer. So, that’s 
where the tripod and cable release are a 
must. The long exposure has the effect of 
blurring the water’s movement and creat-
ing a soft texture which renders a peace-
fulness to the scene. And since we don’t 
normally see water blurred in this way an 
element of mystery is added. The scene is 
real but also unreal at the same time. I love 
to create images that rely on this kind of 
juxtaposition because that’s also what I’m 
experiencing, a scene that is real but one 
that I can’t quite comprehend. 

The Smokies are beautiful all year long and 
one of the important lessons I’ve learned is 
to continue returning to locations to ex-
perience new seasons and different light. 
There is always something new and sur-
prising every time I visit. But really work-
ing with a location and trying to express 
a particular quality may mean returning 

again and again. I’ve been to Ramsey 
Cascades many times but it wasn’t until my 
most recent visit that I felt like I was able to 
express the timelessness and solitude that 
I felt about the area. It took a lot of visits 
and failed attempts but persistence usu-
ally pays. 

Along with returning to locations is the 
strategy of changing your point of view. 
It sounds simple enough and maybe 
one of the reasons you can get stuck at 
times is that the point of view is the same. 
The cascades at Lynn Camp Prong in the 
Tremont area are a great example of that 
for me. I’ve photographed the cascading 
waterfall many times from a boulder in the 
middle of the creek just below the falls. 
While many of those images were pleas-
ing they just didn’t quite fully capture the 
beauty of the cascade. But moving just 
up stream a bit and photographing from 
a slight angle made all the difference. The 
angled view was more dynamic than the 
flattened perspective facing the cascade. 
New perspectives, great for photography 
and great for life. 

Inspiration to Image  
 Reflections from the field
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The theme of awesome beauty can 
certainly be explored an infinite number 
of ways. One type of image that absolutely 
captures that experience would be the 
grand scenics of the tall ridges stacked 
across the horizon. These are the high 
impact images with intense color and 
wide open space that really inspire the 
imagination. One of the strategies I like to 
use to express these grand scenics is the 
panoramic image. In some locations like 
Clingmans Dome you literally have a view 
that is 360 degrees so the panoramic im-
age is a great way to capture that experi-
ence. 

Although it sounds counter intuitive at 
first, I typically shoot these panoramic 
scenes in the Smokies with a telephoto 
lens. I’ll also orient the camera in the verti-
cal position and shoot across the horizon 
and stitch five or more images together. 
Again this means shooting from a tripod 
with a cable release and keeping the base 
of the tripod level. This type of image can 
also be accomplished with a tilt shift lens 
which is a fantastic tool for creating pan-
oramic images by just shifting the lens 
without having to rotate the camera.

Timelessness is another theme that’s 
easily explored in the Smokies. You have 
so many different subjects to explore this 
theme. You might enjoy the old home 
places and churches scattered throughout 
the park or maybe it’s the massive trees in 
the old growth forest that express time-
lessness for you. Or, it could be the return 
of the spring wildflowers every year that 
captures that feeling for you. But how do 
you express timelessness with an image 

that captures only a very fleeting moment?
There’s something about black and white 
images and scenes that lend themselves 
well to the ability to communicate a feel-
ing of timelessness. In the Smokies, the 
misty stream scenes and cascading wa-
terfalls can be ideal for a black and white 
image. Color is not needed to carry the 
image and it’s driven by light, contrast and 
solid composition. The old home places 
and stormy scenes of the high mountain 
ridges also make some compelling black 
and whites. 

So as you continue to grow as an expres-
sive landscape photographer you’ll shift 
your thoughts from the location to more 
of the theme, feeling or thought you want 
to express. And you’ll slowly but surely 
begin to master the techniques that allow 
you to express these thoughts and feel-
ings. I love the whole experience of my 
time in nature and really value the chance 
to just quiet my mind and simply reflect. 
Connecting the inspiration to the image 
becomes more intuitive over time. Just 
being caught up in the moment is a good 
place to be.  See you there...

Inspiration to Image  
 Reflections from the field
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Printed Material

Hiking Trails of the Smokies  various authors

The Smoky Mountains Photographer’s Guide by Bill Campbell 
and Nye Simmons

Waterfalls of the Smokies by Hubbs, Maynard and Morris

Day Hikes of the Smokies by Carson Brewer and Friends

Wildflowers of the Smokies by Peter White

Trees of the Smokies by Steve Kemp

National Geographic Trails Illustrated Map
Great Smoky Mountains

Our Southern Highlanders by Horace Kephart

Web Sites

Great Smoky Mountains National Park
http://www.nps.gov/grsm/index.htm

Smoky Mountain Field School
http://www.conferencesandnoncreditprograms.utk.edu/smoky/

Great Smoky Mountains Institute at Tremont
http://www.gsmit.org/

Friends of the Smokies
http://www.friendsofthesmokies.org/

Resources

http://www.nps.gov/grsm/index.htm
http://www.conferencesandnoncreditprograms.utk.edu/smoky
http://www.gsmit.org
http://www.friendsofthesmokies.org
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Wildflower Hikes 
1. Cove Hardwood Nature Trail
2. Porters Creek
3. Schoolhouse Gap Trail to White Oak Sink

Spring Dogwoods 
1. Tremont Area
2. Little River Road
3. Greenbriar Area

Flame Azalea
1. Gregory Bald
2. Andrews Bald

Scenic Streams
1. Middle Prong Little River in Tremont
2. Roaring Fork
3. Ramsey and Porters Creek in Greenbriar
4. Little Pigeon at Chimney Tops
5. Little River

Waterfalls
1. Ramsey Cascades
2. Cascade at Lynn Camp Prong in Tremont
3. Mouse Creek Falls at Big Creek
4. Abrams Falls
5. Grotto Falls

Front Country Campsites in the Park
1. Elkmont
2. Big Creek

Backcountry Campsites
1. #13 Sheep Pen Gap at Gregory Bald

Best Spot to Overnight (hike in only)
1. Lodge at Mt. LeConte
(reserve far in advance...)

Favorite Trails to Mt. LeConte
1. Trillium Gap Trail
2. Alum Cave Bluff Trail

Sunrise Locations
1. Clingmans Dome
2. Cades Cove
3. Oconaluftee Overlook
4. Newfound Gap
5. Myrtle Point at LeConte

Sunset Locations
1. Clingmans Dome
2. Morton Overlook
3. Newfound Gap
4. Cades Cove

Unique Experience
1. Synchronous Fireflies in Elkmont

Old Home Places and Churches
1. Cades Cove
2. Roaring Fork
3. Cataloochee

Wildlife
1. Cades Cove
2. Cataloochee

Favorite Hikes
1. Middle Prong in Tremont
2. Ramsey Cascades
3. Gregory Ridge Trail
4. Big Creek
5. Trillium Gap to LeConte
6. Alum Cave Bluff to LeConte
7. Cove Hardwood Nature Trail
8. Forney Ridge to Andrews Bald
9. Chimney Tops
10. Abrams Falls

Overnight in Style
1. Richmont Inn, Townsend
2. Buckhorn Inn, Gatlinburg

Great Smoky Mountains: The Short Lists
 Places for you to explore
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Hopefully you’ve enjoyed the images in this e-book and maybe have a favorite image or two. Check out the web 
site below and order a fine print for permanent display in your home or office. You’ll enjoy a custom made fine 
print for years to come with all its texture, detail and subtle tones. I sign each custom print and can ship matted 
or framed. 

Web site  to purchase prints:  http://www.dustydoddridge.com

Google +:  http://goo.gl/WM1K2

Facebook:  http://www.facebook.com/dustydoddridgephotography

E-mail:  dusty@dustydoddridge.com

http://www.dustydoddridge.com
http://goo.gl/WM1K2
http://www.facebook.com/dustydoddridgephotography
mailto:dusty@dustydoddridge.com

