
John Mitchell is 25, originally from 
Spearfish. He moved to Pierre three years 
ago after getting a job as a computer sup-
port specialist with the state’s Division of 
Criminal Investigation. He graduated from 
Dakota State University with a bachelor’s 
degree in network security. “Had I known 
what I wanted to do before college, I would 
have majored in photography and pursued 
that field more,” he told us. “My hope is to 
someday do something with photography 
full-time.”

Mitchell is one of the main contribu-
tors to the Capital Journal’s ongoing photo 
series, The land. We visited with him to 
learn how he approaches his art and craft.

Q: What made you want to become a pho-
tographer? What was your first camera?

A: I first became interested in photography 
after taking a photography class in high school. 
I started out with a Kodak EasyShare digital 
camera that had 3.1 megapixels. 

 
Q: What kind of camera do 

you use now? What lenses do 
you use?

A: I use a Canon EOS 7D. I only 
have 2 lenses for my camera: a 
Canon EF 50mm F1.8 prime lens 
and a Canon EF-S 10-22mm F3.5 
wide angle. 

 
Q: We love that shot looking 

through the window and the 
tattered curtains across some 
river reeds to the far bluff of 
what looks like it could be the Missouri 
River. It’s as though what the camera sees 
for a gifted photographer could be a window 
on the world for us who live here, neatly 
dividing everything by the rule of thirds. 
What’s going on in that photo?

A: This photo is one of  my favorites as well. 
I took this a couple months ago in the ruins of  
the Girl Scout cabin on Farm Island. I had been 
out there before, but never at sunset and usually 
not during the summer when the mosquitoes 
are out. That day I planned on being out there 
about an hour before sunset so it would give me 
time to hike in and be there by the time the sun 
was going down. The trail was quite overgrown 
with weeds when I got there. So after battling 
to get my equipment and myself  through, I 
reached the cabin. By then the sun was setting 
on the already brown landscape, turning it a 
dark orange, which was a nice contrast to the 
blue water. I was looking around inside the 
cabin when I saw a glimpse out of  that window 
and knew I had to get the shot. I composed it so 
the window was being framed by the wall, and 
the landscape was being framed by the window. 
Outside of  taking the photo, the scene was very 
peaceful. All you could hear was the rustling 
of  the water and a gentle breeze in the reeds. 
It’s evenings and locations like that that I will 
remember forever.

 
Q: You seem to like the architecture of 

bridges and structures such as the old Oahe 
Chapel. Why is that?

A: They create very pleasing compositions to 
me with the way they are located. The bridges 
lend themselves to be photographed naturally 
without much post-processing. Oahe Chapel 
is another location that lacks unwanted back-
ground elements. The sun usually sets behind it 
overlooking the Missouri River and the intakes 
at Oahe Dam: a perfect match waiting to be pho-
tographed.

Q: Tell us about the lightning over the 
train bridge. Was that difficult to photo-
graph?

A: Lightning over the train bridge … I had 

been wanting to get this shot for over a year. I 
had captured lightning over the Capitol build-
ing and the bridges were next on my list. The 
conditions have to be perfect for the photo to be 
possible. It can’t be raining, or windy and it has 
to be at night time so it’s dark enough to see the 
lightning. The rain would risk ruining the cam-
era and the wind would make for a blurry shot. 
I went out several times over the summer every 
time there was a thunderstorm in the evening. 
One time the lightning was over the car bridge 
instead of  the train bridge ... another time the 
lightning was just lighting up the clouds without 
being able to see any bolts ... another time it was 
raining and windy. It was starting to look more 
and more unlikely that I would get the shot, but 
persistence paid off. One night I was coming 
home from taking photos of  the sunset and as I 
turned to head home I saw a thunderstorm off  
in the distance and didn’t think much of it at 
first. Then I started to see some lightning come 
out of  it. I almost didn’t go and went home first. 
I kept watching out the window as it got darker 

and could still see flashes. It was 
getting to be about 10:30 p.m. on 
a work night, but I decided to go 
out anyway. I was glad I did. I 
set my tripod up on the cement 
block where the old bridge used 
to be next to the train bridge. 
The lightning wasn’t looking at all 
promising at this point. But final-
ly I captured a couple strikes right 
above the bridge in a way that 
you could see them clearly. If  any-
one was watching me, I probably 
looked like a crazy person giving 

the Tiger Woods arm pump and then clapping 
as I couldn’t contain my excitement. Even more 
so when I got home and found that there was a 
train parked on the bridge in the photo which I 
had not even seen in person since it was so dark.

Q: What is it about landscape that you are 
trying to capture when you photograph a 
place? How do you go about it?

A: I try to capture what I see and feel in per-
son. When I catch the right landscape at the 
right time of day, it leaves me awestruck. I’m a 
daydreamer at heart and being surrounded by 
these beautiful places and landscapes, I can’t 
help but get lost in the moment. It is my hope to 
capture that feeling to, at the very least, preserve 
that memory and feeling for myself  and to hope-
fully provoke it in others. I use HDR frequently 
to capture the wide range of  light and color that 
our eyes are able to see naturally that sometimes 
can’t be captured by a camera with a single expo-
sure. Although the photos can sometimes appear 
over-saturated or surreal, that is my intention. I 
want to share what it looked and felt like when 
I was there in person. And since photography 
is a constant learning process, my method may 
evolve more over time. But for the time being, 
that’s my process.

Q: What is HDR?
A: HDR (high dynamic range) is when you 

take three or more different exposures of  the 
same scene and blend them together to get the 
full range of  light. My camera allows for three 
to be taken at once using a feature called AEB 
(automatic exposure bracketing). This allows 
me to take an underexposed photo, normally 
exposed photo, and an overexposed photo all at 
once. The idea is for the underexposed image to 
capture the bright areas of  the photo, the normal 
exposed photo to capture the mid-tones, and the 
overexposed image to capture the dark areas. 
Once blended together, you get a full range 
of  light, from the darker areas to the bright 
spots. For example, sunsets or mid-day photos 
cater to HDR because of  their sometimes-wide 

A visit with Pierre 
photographer John Mitchell

Starting from the  top: This photo was taken on Oct. 27 at Farm Island at the old Girl 
Scout cabin ruins. The photo inside the camera was taken on the same day.
Self-portrait: taken in Spear� sh Canyon during a cold rain in mid-October.  
Sunset bridge: taken back in early September of this year.  Mitchell got up there just as 
the sun was setting to capture the slice of yellow on the horizon.  
A sunset photo taken on Aug. 21 at the Oahe Chapel.
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The ability 
to capture a 
moment in time 
is incredible if 
you think about it 
enough. 
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To see more of John Mitchell’s  photos 
check out sodakmoments.com
or www.facebook.com/SodakMoments.


