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DAVE PHILLIPS

My earliest photographic recollection certainly wasn’t positive.  In 1969 
I’d commenced work as a Technical Clerk for the British Steel         

Corporation in Hartlepool.  Unknowingly, shortly after this time, I was placed 
within a section of people I referred to as “Know alls”.  They, on the other 
hand preferred the title “Photographers”.  For what seemed like hour upon hour 
they would talk about F-stops, Shutter Speeds, and some crazy subject about 
depth in a field?.  I was really thankful for those woollen ear muffs mam had 
knitted me years earlier!.  However, occasionally they would show their work, 
not their absolute best of course, for they all competed against each other in the 
local camera club.

It was at one of those occasional moments whilst viewing the          
transparencies that my feelings towards photography changed, and I started to 
take more of an interest.  Unfortunately a change in vocation followed by  
Marriage and Children led me in another direction for a while until a chance 
meeting in 1981 with two of my former colleagues.  Before I knew it, and with 
their encouragement, I was purchasing my first SLR, the Pentax MX (a fully 
manual camera which I fell in love with) and I joined the Hartlepool           
Photographic Society.  When the competition nights arrived, I was amazed at 
the wonderful colour, clarity and tremendous impact that those 35mm slides 
portrayed.  At that moment I was hooked.  Slides it was.

In my first season, whilst in the beginners section, I was fortunate 
enough to win the Slide of the Year Competition.  This result gave me the    
encouragement to pursue my new found hobby.  Winning the “B” section the 
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following season gave me what I really wanted, the opportunity to challenge 
my former colleagues who had now become not only my closest friends, they 
were also the best photographers in the club.  I developed a strategy that still 
holds true to this very day.  I had no real desire to win the advanced section, in 
fact finishing 3rd would have been brilliant — provided they were 4th & 5th.  
However, deep down I knew it would take a monumental effort on my part to 
catch these guys.

I decided that I would go out with my kit (then Pentax MX, 28mm, 
50mm & 135mm lenses) a minimum of 4 times a week, make the effort for the 
sunrises, and capture only the very best light.  I told myself that if I didn’t 
make the effort, then they would.  The fact that I rarely ever saw them on the 
beach for early light was irrelevant.  Thankfully, the drive, determination and 
effort paid off and at the first time of asking I won the Advanced Section.         
I had arrived.  The older hierarchy within the club actually started to talk to me 
for some strange reason.  Thankfully Camera Clubs/Societies have long since 
left behind that draconian attitude. 

Although continuing entering competitions, in 1983, I started what     
became a successful Wedding Photography/Portrait Business, which ran for 
over 25 years.  I had purchased a Bronica ETRS and three lenses, Elinchrom 
studio flash, which I used at every opportunity in the brides home and at the 
wedding reception.  The quality of the light given from the brolly/softbox was 
exceptional and certainly made the images stand out.  The highlight of the    
occasion for me was standing in the park, in wonderful lighting conditions in 
total control of the bridal party. 

A few years’ later, around 1989, I accepted the role of Competition   
Secretary of the Hartlepool Photographic Society( now Hartlepool Photo & 
Digital Group) a position that I still hold to this day.  Shortly afterwards I went 
on a Judging course with the NCPF in Tynemouth.  Just before I got my       
opportunity to comment on the images, a young gent took the stage hoping to 
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impress, and impress he did.  He addressed the audience in such an eloquent, 
knowledgeable and almost poetic manner.  He read each photograph         
beautifully.  How could he extract that much information from each image?  
More importantly, how could I compete with that?  Quite simply, I couldn’t.    
I remembered the advice given to us all prior to the event, address the audience 
(rather than the image) be consistent and express an opinion based on what you 
feel, offering constructive advice and praise where due.  Moreover, relax and 
enjoy the task.  The advice must have registered, as I was invited on to the 
Judging panel.  And the name of the young man who made such an               
impression?   Paul Ritchie of Durham P.S.  Needless to say, he sailed through.

As the years progressed I enjoyed each and every judging opportunity 
that I undertook, not only having the privilege to comment on some of the 
stunning work that was on offer, but additionally meeting the photographers 
behind those images.  Most of those I am now happy to call good friends.         
I was thoroughly enjoying my own photography and was wholeheartedly       
participating in Club Battles, Internal and External Competitions with more 
than a reasonable amount of success.

I had immersed    myself in Landscape     Photography.  I stepped up to 
the Bronica GS1 6x7 & Fuji 6X9 Medium format cameras and loved the    
quality of the larger format transparency.  There was, and still is, no better site 
for me than to stand in the field and watch the light roll across the landscape.          
Although you never had the instant confirmation that our modern Digital   
cameras give, you just knew when you had captured a  belter – but you just 
couldn’t look at it for a week!  I would occasionally drive to Scotland through 
the night on the promise of a good changeable weather forecast, just in the 
hope I would witness the spectacular Buchaille Etive Mor, the Sheppard of 
Rannoch Moor in wonderful light.

The Challenge
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Around 1993 I started to give lectures with a close friend (then from 
1997 individually).  During this collaboration, although we always enjoyed the 
shows, it was at the end of the evening when my feelings used to change.         
I was not happy when my colleague used to take all of the slides home at the 
end of the evening.  For some reason, being apart from my images gave an   
uneasy feeling.  Although the vast majority of these slides weren’t outstanding, 
they were after all, an extension of me, packed with many happy memories,         
interesting stories and occasional wondrous light.  To some, this may seem odd 
behaviour, but that’s just the way I am – outwardly an extrovert humorous 
character having an immense love affair with photography, and inwardly, a 
protective mother hen guarding her prized possessions.  It was this attitude that 
up until the event of digital prevented me from submitting my slides to         
External / National Competitions.  I told you I was odd! 

As time went on, I enjoyed some successes within the NCPF, NYSD and 
the individual Silver Salver competitions.  This of course was sporadic, but 
served only to encourage, whilst in the meantime I had eventually worked my 
way on to the top judging list, amongst several of the photographers that I had 
admired for years. 

I was asked, and accepted a seat on the Judges Sub-committee for a 
term.  I enjoyed this immensely and it gave me a chance to see just how much 
time, effort and hard work is put in by those fellow judges on behalf of the 
NCPF.  Some of the committee were travelling over 200 miles round trip just 
to attend meetings.  It was certainly a rewarding experience.

Because of my affection for slides, I was a late entrant into the world of 
Digital.  I eventually dipped the proverbial toe in the water in 2005 with the 
purchase of the Canon 20D and 17-40mm Lens, I gradually put my trust in the 
medium, even though my initial intention was to shoot slides and digital side 
by side.  However, due to the sad decline of slides from club competition and 
the instant attraction of the digital media (especially the Post Processing     
control), the last film rolled out of my Bronica 6x7 in the autumn of 2007.   
Although I had no intention of being unfaithful to film, I eventually succumbed 
to the charms and delights that were on offer with Digital.

Five years ago, I added a full frame Canon 5D, followed later by a 50D 
and these are the cameras that I still use to this day, and they have never let me 
down.  Rather than upgrade cameras every time a new model came out, I      
decided instead to invest in the quality of the glass, and I am extremely happy 
with the performance of my selection of lenses.  As well as shooting specific 
subjects for club competitions, I also set myself personal projects.  Currently, 
amongst other things, I am engrossed in shooting Action images.
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Recently I was delighted to win the NCPF Weir trophy and the         
prestigious Joan Rooker Centenary Trophy for my image “Rip Curl” which 
was captured at Tynemouth.

I suspect that some of you that are reading this article and some of you 
that know me will deduce that I am not a great photographer;  never will be, 
not like some others within the NCPF/PAGB that I admire.  I see their         
creativity, artistry, and technical excellence time and time again, and often just 
stand and admire from afar.

To conclude — I have no desire to witness that incredible panorama,  
the peak of the action, or my grandchild’s first smile, if I can’t have a camera 
in my hands to record the event.  In the photographic world, to make up for 
any lack of ability I may have, I run on enthusiasm, passion and a dogged     
determination to catch that magic moment.  I still love photography and all the 
pleasures it brings, the places it lures me to, the events it allows me to capture, 
and the wonderful people that it has introduced me to. 

Dave Phillips

Rip Curl
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