
While snorkeling the warm, clear waters of

Tonga in the South Pacific, Douglas J.

Hoffman photographed a humpback whale

for nearly an hour as it languidly swam 10

feet below. Suddenly the whale twice shook

its mighty tail and propelled upward like a

torpedo. Breaching the surface, it sailed

through the air 8 feet from the photog -

rapher. “I lifted my camera to the air and

snapped shots as it flew past me. From my

angle, the horizon was underneath the

whale rather than over it. It was fantastic!”

The awe of that moment is still palpable

to Hoffman. For all his underwater adven -

tures over the last 30 years, he still talks

about that one with reverence and glee.

Hoffman has a stunning portfolio of under -

water pho tographs, which he prints on
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aluminum and canvas as large as 30x45 inches.

He and his wife, Mieko, run Maui Photography

in Hawaii, a family portrait and fine-art

photography studio. In addition to commis -

sioned work, Hoffman conducts workshops

on underwater, land scape and portrait photog -

raphy. In September 2012 he’ll take a group

of six to Tonga to photograph humpback

whales, and the following March he’ll take a

class to Fiji for shark diving. Not much

scares him, he says. “For me, it’s serene.” 

The main thing to know about photo -

graphing whales is to take it slow, Hoffman

advises. In some ways whales behave like

dogs, he says. “If you want a dog to come to

you he won’t, but if you’re calm and ignore

him then he’ll come sniffing around. A

whale is no different, except that it’s 55 feet

long and weighs 55 tons. Approach a whale

with respect, and it will relax and get

comfortable with your presence. Be peaceful

and let the whale see you’re not aggressive.”

At times Hoffman has been so trustworthy

that mother whales have allowed him to

babysit their calves while they nap. “The

mother is with her baby 24 hours a day and

wants a break, but only if she can trust you,”

he says. “If she can, then she’ll take a catnap

and let her baby do donuts around you,

blow bubbles and provide the most fun on

Earth a human being can have. I had one

interaction that lasted six and a half hours

in the water, but most of our interactions

last about 90 minutes.”

To see more of Douglas J. Hoffman’s work
visit douglasjhoffman.com
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Driving the 78 miles between PPA head -
quarters in Atlanta and his home in Macon, Ga.,
one afternoon years ago, Horace Holmes Jr.,
Cr.Photog., CPP, ABI, API, gripped the steering
wheel and wept. He had failed the certification
test. Some of the photographers he admired
in the association knew it, but they couldn’t
figure out why. They could not have imagined

that Holmes—an accomplished photog -
rapher, businessman and Macon community
leader—was illiterate. 

Characteristically, Holmes had leapt to
the challenge of getting certified by volun -
teering to assistant teach the class. “I could
teach others to pass the test, but I couldn’t,”
he says in a soft, full voice. “I was hurt, just
devastated.” By the time he got home, he’d
made up his mind to teach it again. For a
year he stared at the textbook, he says,
“looking at symbols and picking out words I
knew by sight. If I got to a word I didn’t
know, I’d leave it and read ahead in order to
figure out what the writer was talking about.
Then I’d go back and see if I could figure
out what that word was. I taught another
class, took the test again, and passed.”

Until recently, no one knew his secret.
“I’d been living with it for 50 years,” Holmes
says. “My family didn’t even know.” He was
able to hide in part because of exquisite cop -
ing mechanisms. For one, he says, “I have a
super memory.” He vividly recalls being a 5
year old in the mid-1950s, rising before dawn
with his grandmother, and heading to the
fields and orchards with other migrant workers
to pick apples and pears in the Northeast,

watermelon, cotton and tobacco in the
South. With all the moving, his education
was disjointed and porous. Still, he graduated
from high school and attended Miracle
Valley Bible College in Arizona. There he
met his wife of nearly 40 years, Yvonne.

Ministry took him to Georgia, where he
got a job with the Coca-Cola Company and
worked his way up to marketing director. In
1982 he switched careers to follow his avoca -
tion, photography, and opened his Macon
studio. In midlife he chose to face his handicap.
He turned to adult literacy classes at
Central Georgia Tech. Perhaps the hardest
aspect for Holmes, being a man of means
and accomplishment, was having to do
elementary school work. Now a confident
reader, Holmes vows to help others. 

“I knew I had to come out. I had nothing
to lose and everything to gain. If I can make
a difference in one person’s life then I’ve
fulfilled my purpose. As Victor Hugo once
said, ‘To learn to read is to light a fire. Every
syllable that is spelled out is a spark.’ I’m so
excited by that.”

To see Horace Holmes’ photography visit
horaceholmesstudio.com. 
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