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Article

Nocturnal delight – Giant Flying Squirrel
by Fong Chee Wai

Category: Mammal

The adorable squirrel

If you are adept at photographing flying birds you might think that there is no other animal
beyond your image-capturing capabilities. That was my perception until we were asked to
photograph the giant flying squirrel by the Night Safari of Singapore.

The request took us completely by surprise, but a team of "never say die" photographers comprising;
Dennis, Vincent, James, Aaron and I quickly took up the challenge. Our first visit to the enclosure was
not helped by the heavy trickle of rain, making the enclosure even more dull than normal.

Suddenly, out of nowhere we felt a gust of wind as the squirrel flew past us and landed on a large tree
trunk in front of us. "There is another one!" exclaimed James as we witnessed another squirrel gliding
down with its limbs fully stretched. These squirrels glide like kites by means of a membrane between
fore and hind limbs that acts like an airplane wing when stretched. Vincent initially tried to get in-flight
shots of these rodent fliers with the fastest autofocus digital SLR that currently exists on this earth, but
the dim lighting and swift action of the squirrels made it impossible.
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The laser beam setup together with the camera and flashes

The high speed flash photography lesson that Joe McDonald taught us earlier this year then came into
our minds. Images of bats and jumping mice frozen in mid-air clearly extolled the virtues of using the
short duration of a burst of close-up flash (approximately 1/20,000 sec) to capture these nocturnal
creatures. Over the next few weeks, we experimented with taking images of a soft toy (courtesy of
Vincent's children) using 3 flash units triggered by the breaking of a laser beam linked to the
Phototrapper (courtesy of Graeme).

Dennis mounting the laser receiver on the ladder

After perfecting our setup, we courageously set about applying our newly learnt expertise to photograph
the squirrel in mid-air. Our optimism dissipated quickly as we found that the squirrel changed its tactics
and no longer landed on the intended trunk where we had set up our equipment. After an hour of
fruitless waiting, we switched the target to a slim tree next to a stream. This involved getting our feet
wet as a ladder for mounting the laser receiver had to be set up in the stream. Our precise factory
manager Dennis was always on hand to set the laser up as deviations in the range of millimeters will
throw the system astray. This effort paid off as the squirrel finally succumbed to hunger and descended
on the new target tree that had subsequently been baited by the keepers. The laser beam was broken,
the flash triggered, the camera shutter opened and an image was captured. Our euphoria was greeted
with disappointment when we discovered that only the lower body of the squirrel was in the frame.
"Wrong lens!" was the word muttered by all of us. We failed to realize how big the squirrel was at the

»The Ospreys of
Rottnest Island - Part
2 of 2 
By Graeme GUY

»The Ospreys of
Rottnest Island - Part
1 of 2
By Graeme GUY

»Macro Photography -
Not Just About Getting
Close
By YEO Wee Han

»Africa's Best
By John MILBANK

»Flash as Main Light
By Arthur MORRIS

»D-60 Review
By Aaron LEUNG

»Africa for Beginners
By John MILBANK

»A Whale of a Time
By Tony WU

»Singapore Botanic
Gardens
By Alex YAP

»Taking Scenics in
Nepal
By Dennis HO

»Photographing
Butterflies at Sentosa
Butterfly Park
By GAN Cheong Weei

»A Year Of Australian
Wildlife Photography
By Jim THOMSON
F.R.P.S. F.A.P.S.

»Ding Darling Wildlife
Refuge
By Graeme GUY

»Nikon 80-400 VR — a
versatile lens for
nature photography
By FONG Chee Wai

»Backyard of discovery
By John MILBANK

»Underwater
Photography
By POH Liong Kiat

»Shooting Herons
By FONG Chee Wai

»D-30 Dreams
By Graeme GUY

»Finding Reptiles and
Amphibians - a few
tips
By Nick BAKER

»Butterfly Shooting
By KHEW Sin Khoon

»Mandai Orchid
Gardens
By Alex YAP

»Tripod & Head for
Nature Photography
By Alan YEO

http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=3/17/2003
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=3/3/2003
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=1/29/2003
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=12/4/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=10/29/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=10/21/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=9/10/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=8/19/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=6/1/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=5/22/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=5/15/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=3/21/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=3/16/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=3/12/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=2/1/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=1/15/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=10/20/2001
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=9/10/2001
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=8/8/2001
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=4/30/2001
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=2/17/2001
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=1/5/2001


11/2/08 6:57 AM::::-=> WELCOME TO ASIA NATURE PHOTOGRAPHY SITE <=-::::

Page 3 of 4http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=11/17/2004

distance that it triggered the laser. Our subsequent efforts did not bear fruit and we finally decided to
call off the shoot at 3am in the morning, dragging our tired bodies' home, together with 6 heavy
tripods, 2 monopods, superclamps and the Phototrapper.

Squirrel, squirrel, won't you glide down for us?

Over the next few weeks, we agonized over the setup and what went wrong. We had to position the
camera at a much higher level, as the original shot indicated that we might not get the head in sight at
the height we were shooting. There were plenty of healthy debates over the feasibility of the whole
project especially when the 'extreme' hours of the shoot were taken into consideration. We had to do
the shoot after 12 midnight so as not to disrupt visitors to the Night Safari. Alas, our reputation was at
stake but we were reluctant to call it quits until we gave it one last attempt. Dennis, Vincent and I,
joined by the energetic Wee Han then attempted to do the 'impossible'.

First shot of squirrel in-flight - too close!!!

Things did not start well: first the Phototrapper was not working normally. My carelessness in
accidentally kicking the laser setup certainly exacerbated the problem. Dennis' face was darker than the
cloudless night sky and we were at our wits end. I then suggested to Wee Han that we should trigger
the camera manually, setting it on motor drive mode. The flashes were already dialed down to 1/8 of
maximum output so in theory they should have enough charge for at least 3 consecutive shots. We
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eagerly waited the first squirrel to make that long glide from the tree top about 30m away. Finally it
took off. As it glided half way down, Han triggered the camera and flashes. A total of 3 shots were
taken and the flashes did not fail us. "We got it!" Han shouted, as we took turns to look at the LCD
screen of his Canon D60 camera. Night quickly turned figuratively to day! We decided to call it a "day"
and packed up to go. Later as I contentedly slept, the squirrel was flying in circles around my head. I
was very happy that our persistence, preparation and patience finally paid off. It was however a dream
that came true!

The shot that makes all the effort worthwhile

Note: The Giant Flying Squirrel in the zoo consists of 3 males and 4 females. They were rescued from a
market in Guangdong, China and donated to the Singapore Night Safari.
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