
MY SETTINGS EVERY TIME: 

ISO 1600 - You need a camera that can handle a high ISO. 

25 Second Shutter - Anything over 25 seconds will show movement in the 
stars caused by the Earth’s rotation. 

Aperture 2.8 - I chose this f-stop because I shoot everything in one shot. A 
2.8 aperture allows me to keep my shutter at 25 seconds. Not all lenses can 
do that. 

“What kind of lens works best?” Wide lenses really show off the Milky Way in 
all it’s glory. I personally use a Nikkor 14-24 2.8 on my Nikon D750. 
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Secret 
Ingredient 

A flashlight! 

It sounds simple, 
but a small 
flashlight can put a 
lot of light on your 
subject when your 
ISO is at 1600. 

It pinpoints your 
light directly on 
your subject. 

It can also be used 
in creative ways to 
add a little more life 
to your picture! 

ISO 1600 

1
25 second shutter 

2
Aperture 2.8 
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Night Photography                           
- Capturing the Milky Way - 

Everything you need to know to take amazing pictures at night with the   
Milky Way in the background!

http://amzn.to/2FZKGOH
http://amzn.to/2oM9eDe


My Process 
1. Find your location during the day: Find an amazing location during the day and then 

come back when it’s dark. This will keep you from tripping over things or falling off the side of a 
cliff. This is also a good time to use your Sky Guide app to see exactly when and where the milky 
way will be present after it gets dark. 

2. Find a subject: Find something that can be your subject in your foreground. I like to look for 
trees, houses, RV’s…  

3. Shoot when there’s no moon: Make sure there is going to be no moon! You can either 
wait for a “new moon” every 4 weeks (which means it’s not reflecting any light from the sun), or 
you can wait for the moon to go on the other side of the earth as seen below. The picture on the 
left was taken around 2am with a nearly full moon. The picture on the right was taken a couple 
of hours later, after the moon dipped out of site! 

4. Is the Milky Way present? There are amazing and not-so-amazing parts of the Milky Way. 
The amazing part is only visible at certain times of the year. Make sure it’s going to be present 
before you go through all of the trouble to get up early and take the picture. Again, I use the Sky 
Guide app to make sure I always know where the Milky Way is going to be. 

5. Check for good weather: Make sure the weather is going to be suitable for photos. You 
need to have a clear night with no clouds, to see those stars! 

6. Set your alarm! After you found out where the milky way is going to be, make sure you set 
your alarm to get up in time to travel to it and set everything up in the dark. Remember, it takes 
longer to set up in the dark than it does during the day.  
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https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/sky-guide-view-stars-night-or-day/id576588894?mt=8
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/sky-guide-view-stars-night-or-day/id576588894?mt=8
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/sky-guide-view-stars-night-or-day/id576588894?mt=8


7. Don’t be too close to your subject: It’s ok to get far away from your subject. Many 
people tend to get too close to their subject and the Milky Way ends up being too much out of 
focus.  

8. Get your camera settings right: When you get to your spot, set up your tripod, camera 
with wide lens, and adjust your settings as mentioned at the beginning. I use an Induro tripod, 
because they are sturdy in the wind and can adjust to any situation you are in. If you are just 
starting out, you might want to try this tripod or something similar. Don’t spend a lot until you 
know you love taking these shots.  

9. Compose for the Milky Way: Compose your frame, leaving lots of space above your 
subject, to allow for the Milky Way to be present in that space. Sometimes, you have to take a 
practice picture to see where the Milky Way is, because its not always visible to the naked eye. In 
the example below, the left picture is composed on the tree, and the right picture is properly 
composed with plenty of room for the Milky Way above the tree. I’ll explain how to light the tree 
later. 

                            BAD Composition                                                 GOOD Composition! 

10.How to get a good focus: Shine your flashlight on the subject, and use autofocus to get a 
sharp focus on it. Then turn your focus back to manual (so it doesn’t change anymore). There are 
times that I have to set my flashlight on the ground in front of my subject to get my camera to 
focus properly. If your camera can’t autofocus on the light your flashlight provides, put it in 
manual and do the best you can.  

11.Set your camera timer: Set your camera to delay the shutter for a couple seconds. The 
same way you would if you were taking a picture of yourself and have to run into the frame real 
quick. There is no need to buy a fancy cable release cord unless you are doing super long timed 
exposures. The shots I’m teaching you to take are only 25 seconds long, and most cameras can 
handle that long in manual mode.   
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http://amzn.to/2HbX90Z
http://amzn.to/2oOB01S


12.Take your first picture: This is when you will see if the Milky Way is showing up well or 
not. It will also show if your composition is good. Adjust your composition accordingly and take 
another picture. Make sure everything looks in focus before you go on to the next step. 

13.Why is it dark? Yes, I know your subject is dark. The next few steps will change that. 

14.Lets do some light painting! If you 
know what light painting is, go to the next 
step. If not, here’s a simple explanation. Just 
like a flash puts light on a subject to expose 
it, a flashlight does the same thing, but with 
less light. A flashlight is also a “continuous” 
light source, so if you’re taking pictures of 
something standing still, you can slowly 
walk around it and expose every side of a 
subject with light.  

15.How much light should you use? 
When shooting with a high ISO, use a little 
bit of light. Most people will shine their 
flashlight on a subject for a long time and 
overexpose, but you will quickly learn that 
you only need to shine your flashlight on 
your subject for a couple of seconds. This is 
going to be the hardest part for you to get 
just right. Every flashlight is different and 
puts out a different amount of light. Some 
even put out different colored lights. Here 
are some examples! Note that I am only 
using the colored light on the back side of 
the trailer and truck, with a regular light on 
the front. This was all done by myself, running around like crazy to light everything up within my 
25 seconds! 
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16.Double check your focus! I can’t stress this enough. I have taken pictures that looked 
absolutely amazing in the moment, only to find out that my focus was slightly off. There is 
nothing more beautiful than a nice sharp image taken at night. Double check your focus! 

17.Light Painting is an art. There is so much you can do with it. It’s easy to be too creative, 
but in reality it’s the simple light to the left or right that really makes the best pictures. 

18.Take your time: Spend plenty of time getting the shot. You woke up for this moment; 
capitalize on it! You’re going to feel like you took a ton of pictures, but then you get back home 
and realize all that time was spent on just 10-15 shots. It’s ok, if you did everything right, all you 
need is 1 or 2 shots.  

19.Why don’t I see myself? You’re probably thinking, “Why don’t I see myself in the picture?” 
Remember, if light doesn’t expose something, it doesn’t show up. After I click the shutter on my 
camera, I walk over to the trailer hiding the light in my hands with my back to the camera. Then, 
I shine the light on my subject for a couple seconds and hide it again. However, if I was to walk 
over with the light by my side, I would be lighting up the ground the entire way and possibly 
even expose my legs (which I have done before). 

20.Get your butt back in bed!! You did awesome. 

21.Editing your pictures. I will talk about editing in the future. Until then, please tag me at 
@joehendricks on Instagram so I can see what you were able to capture after reading this 
tutorial! 

I’m so excited to see you go out there and absolutely crush it! If you like this tutorial, I’ll be sending 
more out in the future! I appreciate you taking the time to read what I have to say. Now go out and 
take pictures! 

www.joehendricks.com 

My favorite apps are:  
Sky Guide for finding the Milky Way.  
Moon Seeker for locating the moon and its phases.
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http://www.joehendricks.com
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/sky-guide-view-stars-night-or-day/id576588894?mt=8
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/moon-seeker-lunar-calendar-compass-and-3d-path-viewer/id375612556?mt=8

