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JEREMY LOCK 
SEES BEAUTY 
IN EVERYTHING

BY ERIC MINTON

Feeling  the     love
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n 2004, PBS invited a group of Civil 
War reenactors to take part in its 
documentary series “Slavery and the 
Making of America.” U.S. Air Force 
photographer Jeremy Lock, then sta-
tioned at Charleston Air Force Base, 
South Carolina, had been photograph-

ing the reenactors in his free time 
and accompanied them to the set. Lock 
knew to remain low-key and out of the 
way, but as he “bounced around” taking 
photographs, he noticed the cinematog-
rapher keeping a close eye on him. At 
the end of the shoot, Lock apologized if 
he’d interfered in the filming. “No,” the 
cinematographer replied. “I was watch-
ing you to see where my next shot was 
going to be.” 

“I took that as a huge compliment,” says 
Lock, whom PBS subsequently hired 
to take production shots for the series. 
Lock hears a variation of that compli-
ment a lot, he says. Watching as Lock 
goes about his business, people know his 
images will be special. Call it his work 
ethic, but a more apt description would 
be his play ethic. 

“That’s what I consider all my photog-
raphy: Unless it’s a paid gig, I play,” Lock 
says. “Playing to me means being able to 
create, learn something, see the world 
differently, and excel, get better.” And 
have fun. “Every time I pick a camera up, 
I want to be like a kid opening a present. 
It’s like going through Christmas every 
day when I get to look at the images.” 
Even when he’s in combat.

MEANT TO LOVE
During his 21-year Air Force career, Lock 
was named Military Photographer of the 
Year a record seven times, four more than 
anybody else. Upon retiring from mili-
tary service in 2013, he settled in Dallas 
and established a portrait studio to sup-
plement photojournalism assignments 
for clients such as the U.S. Department 
of Veterans Affairs, American Airlines, 
Airpower Foundation, Mercury One, 
and the Texas Department of Public 
Safety. His images have been published 
in National Geographic, Time, The New York 
Times, and The Washington Post; he strings 
for Reuters; and his honors include 

awards from World Press Photo, Nation-
al Press Photographers Association, and 
the Oasis Photo Contest.

Not bad for a man who joined the Air 
Force to be a medical X-ray technician. 
Assigned instead to work as an image 
processor for U-2 spy planes, seeing  those 
images emerge in the darkroom convinced 
Lock to see the world through a camera 
lens. He put together a portfolio, applied 
for reassignment as a photographer, and 
the Air Force sent him to the photojour-
nalism program at Syracuse University.

In a Zoom call from his Dallas home, 
Lock has a look of wide-eyed wonder as he 
recounts his career, the mentors who in-
spire him, and the stories he’s told in single 
photographs and series. These images span 
the world, his 30-year career, and a wide 
array of subject matter, from the hunt for 
Osama bin Laden in Afghanistan to vet-
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erans hunting elk in Idaho; from NASCAR 
to Calcutta cab drivers; from the after-
math of earthquakes in Japan and Haiti 
to dancing cowboys in Costa Rica; from 
portraits of Medal of Honor recipients to 
portraits of headhunters in India; from 
pilots navigating the skyways to divers 
working under the waves. 

Lock’s passion for humanity is the 
common denominator in his images. 
“Humans are meant to love and not 
hate, and that’s with everything I pho-
tograph,” he says. “Even in war, there’s 
beauty amid all this death and destruc-
tion. I choose to look for those beautiful 
bits of life unfolding in front of us even 
in bad times.” 

Though he does commercial assign-
ments, he prefers working for causes, 
such as military veterans’ services and 
nongovernmental organizations, or devel-
oping his own projects, including cham-
pioning African children with severe 
scoliosis. His interest in Calcutta cab 

drivers is documenting a subculture 
heading for extinction at the hands of 
online ride services, though he also admits, 
“It’s self-serving because it’s fascinating 
to me, and I want to learn and soak it 
up. I could read a book but, wait, I can 
be there, witnessing it.” Thanks to his 
Air Force retirement pay, Lock uses his 
photography earnings, including the oc-
casional sales from his online art gallery 
ranging from $750 to $20,000, to finance 
his special projects. 

His passion is more than an abstract no-
tion: It is his photographer’s playbook. “To 
pat myself on the back a little bit, people 
look at my website, they look at my work, 
and they feel something. That’s the No. 
1 comment I get,” he says. “To me that’s 
the biggest compliment. There’s a reason 
why I clicked that photograph, there’s a 
reason I was there for that. I want you to 
feel something.” Reaching that goal is a 
process with three go-to principles every 
time he picks up the camera:

• Fill the frame. “You’re showing the 
viewer what you want the viewer to see. Do 
I want the viewer to see the ceiling in my 
shot? No. So don’t put it in your image.” 

 • Control the background. “Am I put-
ting that viewer’s eyes to where I want 
them to see? What’s distracting in the 
background?”

• Watch for the moment. “If you do that 
every time, soon you’ll just be pulling 
that camera up and your mind will auto-
matically fill the frame and control the 
background because you’ve seasoned your-
self, and you’re just watching for that 
moment,” he says. Watching is noting 
situations and body language but also 
something specific to Lock: “It’s really 
watching and caring what’s going on 
within what you’re documenting.” Some-
times there aren’t moments, like two 
people walking on a mountain or a guy 
walking a flightline. “So how do I bring 
you into it? By pulling back and mak-
ing this into a beautiful picture. Maybe 

there’s a cloud, or maybe these human 
beings are this big”—he holds his thumb 
and finger a half-inch apart—“on this 
big vast mountain,” he says sweeping his 
hands wide. 

Photographing combat is no different 
than photographing other genres, from 
sports to pet of the week, he says. For 
each story, he knows he needs at least 
an overall scene-setter, a portrait, and 
some kind of interaction. It plays in his 
mind like a movie script. “I’m out on pa-
trol, I need an overall: there’s guys roll-
ing down in a Humvee. Who are they? 
There’s their eyes, their portrait of who 
these people are. What are they doing? 
They’re serving the Iraqi community, 
so there’s the nice medium shot of some 
interaction.” Even in combat he’s looking 
for the moment, though when “big ac-
tion” happens, the adrenaline-fueled 
Lock will get about 200 medium shots of 
the action going on. “Then the adrenaline 
starts coming down and I’m thinking, 
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OK, now I can start moving around and 
getting more of the story.” Lock photo-
graphed a lot of sports to train for war 
photography, learning how to anticipate 
and situate himself for the image. “We 
were on a night patrol. It was black, and 
we’re moving and, oh my gosh, there’s 
a lamp up there that they’re all going to 
go under. I know I can steal that light to 
create an image.”

He points out that his job was to be 
a photographer, not a war fighter. “To 
this day I’ve had no greater honor—no 
greater picture—than my job of getting 
to show what our brave men and women 
do for our country,” he says. In Iraq in 
2006, Lock earned a Bronze Star Medal 
for continuing to photograph through 
two firefights and providing life-saving 
aid to a wounded Iraqi policeman in one 

of those firefights. During a sniper at-
tack, Lock photographed a wounded 
Marine’s evacuation under fire, then 
drove the Humvee in the counterattack.

TRULY INQUISITIVE 
In all his years with Combat Camera, Lock 
never used a flash or strobe. He started 
experimenting with additive lighting in 
his Dallas studio and began creating a 

DATE: Jan. 11, 2017
LOCATION: Ghana
SUBJECT: Getachew Akalu Agebrehna, 16, of 
Ethiopia, diagnosed with congenital kyphosis, in 
a portrait for the Foundation of Orthopedics and 
Complex Spine
CIRCUMSTANCES: “On a work trip for a client in 
Ghana, I decided to stay in the country for about a 
week after my work was done and find a story so I 
could play. I say play because that’s just what it is: 
a time when I can explore, study, connect, imagine, 
create, learn, and have fun with what I love with 
no pressure, just for the love of storytelling. The 
opportunity to photograph at a scoliosis hospital 
fell into my lap.
EQUIPMENT: “I am not a tech guy—my friends and 
mentors are amazed I can push a button. I see some-
thing in my mind and want to create it using what I 
have with the best of my ability. Based on the 
camera data embedded in the image: Nikon D800 
(second favorite camera I have ever owned behind 
the D850 I’m currently using); 92mm, so maybe a 
24-120mm zoom; 100 ISO, 250th shutter, 16 f-stop, 
and two rented lights with umbrellas or soft boxes. 

“I worked with the doctors, staff, and children for 
about a week documenting their daily lives. I fell in 
love with the children, who came from all over Africa. 
Their communities regard them as demons, and most 
are hidden from society, which only worsens their 
condition. These kids are sent to this hospital for a 
life-changing surgery alone—no family or friends—
and must depend on each other through the good 
times and bad. For example, I saw Getachew cry and 
touch his friend going back for surgery. I didn’t 
photograph that moment, but it inspired me. Since 
my retirement from the Air Force I had been play-
ing around in the studio learning light. I realized 
here I had these beautiful humans, and I could 
capture who they really are by taking their por-
traits. At the market the next day, I bought a piece 
of cloth that I used for the background and hung it 
in the hospital. Using a few hospital connections, I 
rented two portable lights and modifiers. My vision 
was to capture their essence by lighting their fac-
es—their heart and emotion that makes them who 
they are—and a second light to give a glimpse of 
the deformity they are battling through. I distinctly 
remember watching Getachew through the lens, 
waiting for him to show me the tender moment of 
wishing his friend well in surgery. I patiently waited 
quietly with the camera to my face uncomfortably 
long until he showed me his own vulnerability and I 
snapped the photo. This was the first time I became 
a portrait photographer, using light to capture the 
essence of a person, a story in a single frame.” 

> ANATOMY OF 
AN IMAGE
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signature style of portraits that hews 
to his overall photography mission: to 
make the viewer feel. “I hope in my por-
traits that you see there’s impact, there’s 
purpose with these people.” He uses a 
black or white background for timeless-
ness and singles out the individual on the 
canvas. He uses a single large strobe on 
the face and a small flash at the back as a 
kicker. He sets the ISO as low as possible—
100-200—and the aperture as high as 
possible— f/16-f/22. “I want you to see 
every little hair on that person’s face,” 
he says.

Listening to his subjects in portrait 
sessions is akin to watching his subjects 
on photojournalism assignments: It’s 
how he captures a feeling. Lock has be-
come so enthralled with the aural form 
of human touch that he developed a 
podcast called “Last Letters.” 

“It is the best storytelling I’ve ever 
done, and it’s not from doing this,” he 
says as he mimes pressing his finger 
on a camera. “It’s from listening and 
speaking,” his finger moving from the 
imaginary shutter button to his ear and 
his mouth. “As a human being I’m truly 
inquisitive about other people. There’s 
so much going on in the world, and 
whether you’re right, left, purple, pink, I 
don’t care. Can’t we as humans sit down 
and talk with one another and have a 
conversation, not me hearing you but 
not really hearing you because I can’t 
wait to tell you about me?” 

He’s produced 83 episodes of “Last 
Letters,” in which his subjects write a 
letter as if tomorrow is their final day 
on earth. “What would you say and who 
would you say it to?” Lock explains. 
Then he records a conversation in his 
home based on the letter. Episodes in-
clude Medal of Honor recipients, Navy 
Seals, an Elvis impersonator, a Dallas 
cop with paraplegia after being shot in 
the line of duty, and a woman born to 
a heroin addict who gave birth to her 
while chained to a prison bed. “It’s been 
incredible,” Lock says. “And then I do the 
portrait sessions with them.”  •

Eric Minton is a writer and editor in 
Washington, D.C.

JEREMY LOCK

See more images with this story
ppa.com/jeremy-lock 

Or hover your phone camera 
over the code

AWARD WINNING

Jeremy Lock won three Military Photographer of the Year 
(MPOY) awards in a row, capping off his 21-year Air Force 
career with a total of seven. No other military photographer 
has won more than three. His first came in 2002, then back-
to-back in 2005 and 2006, another in 2008, and a final 
back-to-back-to-back run from 2010 to 2012. The bulk 
of his wins came after his last deployment to Iraq in 2006; 
the years following saw him photographing the U.S. military’s 
contributions to disaster relief efforts around the world, includ-
ing the 2010 earthquake in Haiti and the 2011 tsunami in Japan. 

He’s most proud of his 2005 win while stationed at Royal 
Air Force Menwith Hill, a small Air Force outpost in North 
Yorkshire, England. Working for the base newspaper, he filled 
his MPOY competition package with images of base person-

nel interacting with residents of the area. This included 
young adults with Down syndrome whom the base host-
ed for Christmas parties and Special Olympics. “I did a 
series following a girl with Down syndrome,” Lock says. He 
included images of a dunk tank at the base fair and a girl 
experiencing her first day of school. For the combat images 
category, he photographed an annual joint training exercise 
with the Army. 

“And I’m competing with war images,” Lock says. “We 
always heard that Combat Camera always wins.” His win 
proved great images can be captured anywhere. “It’s what’s 
outside your front door,” he says. “Go down your street and 
take a left instead of the right you always take, and then 
take another left. See what’s there.” 

>
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