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Documentary Afghanistan
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When Alexander Jansen started posting 
images of his deployment in Afghanistan 
to a Pentax forum, he had no idea what 
an impact they would have. ‘My motivation 
was to share my experiences with the 
friends I’d made on Pentax forums, offering 
a window into an experience I knew most 
people will never catch even a glimpse of,’ 
he says. Worried that his work would get 
ignored, the accolades and praise have been 
unexpected. ‘I have been overwhelmed. 
It’s been a humbling experience and I am 
grateful for the incredible support that I’ve 
received as a result of my postings.’

From humble beginnings
Born on Halloween 1987 in Miami, Florida, 
Jansen first picked up a camera at the age 
of ten. ‘The only photograph I remember 
taking with it was a picture of an uncle 
among some sand dunes and reeds while 

Shooting in extreme environments might not mean a war zone to 
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Afghans 
performing the 
final of their five 
daily prayers at 
sunset – in combat 
gear with rifles by 
their sides

visiting Jones Beach on Long Island,’ he 
says. ‘I didn’t know it at the time, but by  
pure instinct I framed it using the Rule of 
Thirds. The young narcissist in me insisted  
on showing it off to everyone in the family.’

After a friend reintroduced him to the 
world of photography in college, Jansen 
bought a Canon PowerShot G11, which 
he describes as, ‘My personal gateway into 
the world of dials and switches, and weird 
numbers and acronyms, that left me with 
very little hope of ever understanding what  
I had gotten myself into’. 

At the same time, the young 
photographer harboured an ambition to 
serve his country. ‘I had always wanted to 
serve in the military,’ he says. ‘Academically, 
I pursued languages, as I have a passion for 
other tongues and cultural studies, and I 
knew that if I could speak the local language 
I would be a tremendous asset to my unit.’

Today, Jansen is a First Lieutenant in the 
US Army, currently deployed to Eastern 
Afghanistan as a member of the 42nd 
Clearance Company, 54th Engineer 
Battalion, a combat engineer (sapper) unit 
that specialises in route clearance. 

Although Jansen is not an official army 
photographer, he set himself the challenge 
to photographically document as much of his 
experience ‘while deployed to an undisclosed 
location in Afghanistan as accurately, 
honestly and free of media bias as possible, 
without violating OPSEC [Operational 
Security] regarding classified/sensitive 
information.’ His online blog has become a 
massive success and you can view it via the 
Pentax Forums at http://bit.ly/10yZKv4).

The righT kiT
Not a photographer by trade, Jansen’s skills 
are all self-taught by way of trial and error: 

‘I read about photography – tricks, tips, 
techniques, gear, and so on – with the same 
voracity as my friends that are obsessed  
with following sports,’ he says.

With his developing skills, Jansen soon 
found his G11 wanting and he began his 
search for the perfect DSLR to suit his active 
lifestyle. ‘I knew nothing about the cameras 
themselves, but I did know that when you 
get a DSLR, you aren’t investing in a camera 
but rather into a system, and I didn’t take 
that decision lightly,’ he says.

‘I had never even heard about Pentax  
at the time, but I knew I needed a camera 
that would keep up with my extremely  
active lifestyle. I started getting pointed 
towards Pentax as it was agreed upon by 
even those who didn’t shoot with the brand 
to be the choice if affordable and 
trustworthy weather-sealing and 
durability were important, especially 
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While on a mission 
in a very rural 
village, Jansen 
came across ‘one  
of the cutest kids 
I’ve ever seen’
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in a lightweight and compact size.’
By the summer of 2010, Jansen 

was ready to make his decision 
and invested in Pentax’s flagship K-7 with 
18-55mm WR (weather-resistant) kit lens. 
‘A year later I found a K-5 for an unbelievable 
deal, and took the plunge on the camera that 
would become the staple of my photography.’

Jansen now uses mostly Pentax gear, 
with the only exceptions being two Sigma 
lenses – the 8-16mm f/4.5-5.6 and 30mm 
f/1.4. A major reason for this is the dust and 
weather-resistant nature of the kit – which 
Jansen has tested thoroughly. ‘I poured a 
sandbag on my cameras and lenses, and 
then rinsed them off in the shower,’ he says.

Describing his SMC PentaxDA* 16-
50mm f/2.8 ED AL (IF) SDM lens as the 
‘perfect range for standard documentary 
photography’, Jansen chooses to shoot using 
a two body/lens combination, attaching the 
16-50mm to one and his SMC Pentax DA* 
60-250mm f/4 ED (IF) SDM to the other. 
‘While the initial intent was to make my 
photography smoother by following the ways 
of dual-wielding wedding photographers, the 
secondary purpose is to prevent the need 
to change lenses,’ he says. ‘My cameras are 
always covered in dust after climbing over 
dried mud walls, so changing lenses would 
be a nightmare.’

As Jansen is not an official army 
photographer, he has to ensure that his 
hobby never interferes with his duty. ‘When I 

have leadership responsibilities, I won’t bring 
those DSLRs as the success of the mission 
has to be my priority, not photography,’ he 
says. ‘I have a Pentax Optio W90 weather-
sealed point-and-shoot model that I clip to 
my vest at all times for photos in a pinch.’

overcoming challenges
The challenges of being a photographer 
in a war zone are not limited to an inability 
to carry heavy cameras or swap lenses, 
though. ‘Thankfully I have never taken 
enemy fire while in that role,’ says Jansen. 
‘It is miserable enough as it is to be shot at 
(especially when you can’t see where it is 
coming from), but walking around with all 
that gear, which averages 50-75lb, and 
trying to climb walls, hop over streams or 
ditches, and balance on narrow catwalks is 
a humbling experience even for the most 
physically capable the first few times you 
do it. Now add to that $3,500 worth of 
personal gear (which I bought myself and 
the Army would not have reimbursed me 
in the event of damage), and it’s a difficult 
and dangerous juggling act. It’s especially so 
when you consider that I still carry my rifle 
and a couple of grenades, and in the event 
of a life-threatening situation, I will shoot 
with lead and not raw.’

Seeing Jansen’s image of an IED exploding 
under controlled detonation (see page 
xx), you can’t help but wonder how the 
photographer keeps his cool to get the shot. 

‘Everything happens quickly, but in a surreal 
sort of way,’ he says. ‘Your senses heighten as 
time slows down, your immediate thoughts 
being the safety of those near the blast.’

Although the most pressing danger 
comes from an enemy, keeping his kit safe 
from the environment is also a challenge, 
but one that he has a degree of control over. 

‘I’ve never had a single issue with dust 
on my sensors for the entire 12-month 
deployment in Afghanistan,’ says Jansen. 
‘I turn my cameras off and on a lot (as a 
four-hour patrol is considered extremely 
short), and one thing I’ve really come to 
love is Pentax’s ability to clean the sensor by 
vibrating or shaking it every on and off cycle. 
It’s ultrasonic on the K-7/K-5, but when it 
was first turned on with my K-30, I thought 
the camera was broken from the rattle!’ 

a phoTographer FirsT
Like many photographers before him, 
Jansen’s images of conflict are vitally 
important. The offer an unfiltered 
and unbiased view of what is 
really happening, and ultimately 

‘My cameras are always covered in dust 
after climbing over dried mud walls, so 
changing lenses would be a nightmare’ 

History of combat pHotograpHy

1855
Roger Fenton’s ‘The Valley of the 
Shadow of Death’

1936 
Robert Capa’s ‘The Falling Soldier’

1940
Herbert Mason’s ‘St Paul’s Survives’

1945
Alfred Eisenstaedt’s ‘V-J Day in 
Times Square’

1945
Joe Rosenthal’s ‘Raising the Flag on 
Iwo Jima’ 

1968
Eddie Adam’s ‘Saigon Execution’ 

1972
Nick Ut’s ‘Napalm Attack, Route-1, 
1972’

Look back to the early 1800s and photographers sought to capture conflicts 
with their cameras. Although they were unable to shoot action photographs, 
the desire to present the truth to the public remained. These photographers 
endure enemy action and harsh conditions to provide a first-hand look at the 
realities of war. And because of this dedication, they have created some of the 
most iconic images of all time.

Top left: SPC 
Christopher Alston 
passes in front of 
an ‘up-armored’ 
vehicle

Above: Two 
mountaineers 
prepare to make 
their descent on 
the glacier at the 
Mont Blanc Massif 
from the Aiguille  
du Midi

Eddie Adams won a Pulitzer Prize for his ‘Saigon Execution’ image
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provide a much-needed context 
of whatever the conflict is to those 
who will never see it first-hand. 

‘When a photograph is doctored, whether 
by Photoshop or even something as simple 
as careful cropping, the entire message 
conveyed by the picture can be significantly 
altered, and that impression, however 
inaccurate and skewed, burns brightest 
in our memories compared to anything 
else,’ he explains. ‘Photographs are a 
powerful weapon and are the only true 
communication medium in which there is 

no language barrier. As such, and especially 
in such trying circumstances, their usage 
commands the need for incredible maturity 
and responsibility.’

Photographing in areas of military 
significance means Jansen needs to be 
very aware of the details he leaves in, and 
takes out, of every image. ‘I vet my own 
images and decide what gets published in 
my postings and what doesn’t,’ he says. ‘If 
something sensitive does get published, I’ll 
black out the sensitive part(s) so the context 
and the story behind the image can still be 
shared, assuming that the photography no 
longer poses any threat.’

When he’s not working, Jansen still carries 
his camera with him wherever he goes. 
An avid traveller, the soldier has recently 
returned from New Zealand as part of a 15-
day R&R (rest and relaxation). ‘My girlfriend 
accompanied me on the entire trip,’ he says, 
‘and she was wonderfully patient with my 
passion for photography, as I sometimes 
spent over an hour trying to set up a shot.’ 

Asked what techniques or genres he’d 
like to try his hand at next, his response is 
enthusiastic. ‘I would love to delve more 
into wildlife photography, and macro is 
also of particular interest to me, especially 
extreme macro,’ he says. My first (and so 
far only) attempt at focus stacking was a 
camel spider I found outside my barracks 
in Afghanistan, at 1:1 magnification. It was 
a really fun, albeit challenging project with 
a result that came out a lot better than I 
expected it would.’

The nexT sTep
So what’s next for this hobbyist who’s 
captured the imagination of fellow forum 
goers and photographers? ‘I have a 
dream of being a photojournalist, along 
the lines of Steve McCurry,’ says Jansen. ‘I 
remember studying his famous “Afghan Girl” 
photograph and fantasising about emulating 

his work with a version of my own while in 
Afghanistan. Sadly, I have so far failed in  
that endeavour.

‘I would love to work for National 
Geographic as a travel/adventure writer and 
photographer, and if I hone my skills (and 
patience), then being on assignment as a 
wildlife photographer would be incredible as 
well. Regardless, in the likely event that that 
doesn’t pan out, then just an opportunity 
to continue exploring the corners of the 
world and the incredible people within them, 
photographing my journeys and adventures 
along the way would be great.’ 

As a photographer, Jansen may not be a 
household name, but what he does have, 
like so many amateur photographers, is a 
passion – a passion to improve, to inspire 
others, to take great photos.

‘I remember trying to find my “niche”,’ he 
says. ‘Was it going to be macro? Travel and 
adventure photography? Portraiture? Or 
what about landscape? I’ve read countless 
times that it is important to focus on 
something specific and explore every aspect 
and angle of whatever that may be. 

‘While getting very frustrated by my lack 
of direction and desire to focus on one 
and neglect the others, I came across a 
professional photographer’s website [Jim 
Radcliffe at www.boxedlight.com] and his 
introduction hit home. Reading it caused 
me to have an epiphany: “Why do I need 
to restrict myself to just one photographic 
pursuit? I love photography, so denying 
countless photographic opportunities for the 
sake of a ‘specialisation’ is crippling. I shoot 
what I shoot because I love to shoot, and 
whatever it is just so happened to be in front 
of my camera at the time.” 

‘For all those of you that feel stifled in 
your creativity, just go out and find, in the 
words of Jim Radcliffe, that “something, 
some place or someone waiting to be 
photographed”.’ ap 

shooTing in extreme environments calls for kit  
that can stand up to whatever is thrown at it. Stephen 
Sanderson, product coordinator for Pentax, explains  
why the K-7 Is a great choice: ‘When I was learning 
photography I was always told that a camera is no good in 
a drawer at home, but that you have to have it with you.
The weather-sealing, compact size and tough construction 
of the K-7 (and subsequent K-5 and K-5 II) give you the 
confidence to take it with you whatever the weather. Not 
only is this because it protects the camera from rain and 
dust, but it is also because it gives you the confidence to 
take your photography that bit further, to get 
that bit closer, to be in the right place at the 
right time.

‘The Pentax K7’s 
dust, weather and cold-
resistant construction 
has been developed 
with 77 special seals to 
its body, ensuring you 
never miss a moment, 
even under the 
harshest conditions.’ 

WHy pentax?

‘We have a spot 
that we use as a 
driving range, using 
clubs and balls 
supplied by a friend 
of one of the 
soldiers,’ says 
Jansen


