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LIVING DIFFERENTLY

Making a splash in the
world of photography

P icture this – without a passion
for playing rock guitar and a
job taking sewage samples,

Devon photographer David Clapp
would not be living the dream.

Today the acclaimed 43-year-old
lensman from Newton Abbot has the
world at his feet, roaming the globe
with his arsenal of cameras taking
haunting, captivating images and
teaching others how to frame sim-
ilarly stunning shots.

His work is highly sought-after,
featured in publications around the
globe, earning him plaudits and a
reputation as one of the best in his
field. Not bad for a boy from Exmouth
who left school after failing his
O-Levels, and who ended up working
in a job he hated.

But as he admits, his rise to be one
of the UK’s most highly regarded
landscape and travel photographers
might never have happened had it not
been for his delight in music, bleak
years spent working in the water
industry – and the unstinting love of a
good woman who helped him turn his
life around.

David is an acknowledged master
of his art. His website (w w w. d a v -
i d cl a p p. c o. u k ) features exquis-
itely-crafted images from Britain and
abroad and a lengthening list of his
achievements. An image shot in Ice-
land titled Magic Mountain, was a
finalist in the Earth’s Environments

category of the 50th Wildlife Pho-
tographer of the Year competition,
which attracted more than 42,000
entries from 96 countries

It will be among those coming to
Plymouth Museum and Art Gallery,
when some of the best images from
the contest will be displayed from
March 28 until May 30.

He said of the picture: “It has be-

come a signature image for me.” And
although his work did not win an
overall award, David said he was
delighted to have been included in the
exhibition.

So where and how did his incred-
ible journey begin? In the words of
The Beatles song – apt for a music
mad guitarist who still loves to play –
it was most definitely a Long and
Winding Road.

David, 43, grew up in Exmouth, and
has had a lifelong love of the coast and
Exe estuary. At 16, he bought a 50cc
motorbike and began exploring the
surrounding area.

He said: “Living by the coast had a
major impact on me from the start.
The estuary became a source of in-
spiration, and once I had got my bike

the countryside became something
that was my focus.”

That love of the great outdoors also
led to his first brush with photo-
graphy at 17, through family friend
and wildlife photographer Andrew
Cooper. David said: “He used to build
hides and photograph buzzards and
kingfishers. I liked birdwatching, so
through him I had a go at taking some

pictures. He was the first person I
took photographs with. But it was
unfathomable to me. I didn’t know
what I was doing. You shoot birds
with a big lens, but I didn’t have a big
lens. That interest was very short
lived. Then I got into music and
g i rl s. ”

David was a pupil of Exmouth Com-
munity College, and by his own ad-
mission had a ‘thoroughly miserable
time’ there. He said: “I failed all my
O-levels – it was the most disastrous
start for a 16-year-old. I was never
academic and tended to go to pieces in
an exam.

“I remember thinking that I had
got to get good at something. I was
always playing guitar, and I spent the
next three or four years trying to

How disgruntled former Devon water worker David Clapp
became a globe-trotting landscape photographer
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restart my education so I could get
out of Exmouth.”

Eventually, David went to Exeter
College where he took a diploma in
construction, which eventually led
him to study building engineering at
university in Coventry.

In the meantime, he also became a
skipper aged 18 with Stuart Line
Cruises in Exmouth. David said: “I
loved that. At 18, to have your own
licence to drive boats was fantastic.
Changes in the law mean that
c o u l d n’t happen now, but at the time
it was brilliant. It opened my eyes to
the beauty of the natural world.”

Going to university had a major
effect on David and taught him an-
other vital life lesson which even-
tually paid off in his professional life.
He said: “It made me realise that you
cannot rely on other people. What you
achieve has to be down to you, and
how much effort you put in.”

He might not have know it then, but
completing his degree – and his ob-
session with guitar playing – helped
lay the foundations for a work ethic
which propelled him to the eminent
position he now occupies in the
highly-competitive world of photo-
graphy. David said: “I became me-
ticulous about practising. That had a
major impact on me.”

In his own words, David ‘s c r ap e d ’ a
Third in his degree course – but then
embarked on a whole new adventure
in the world of music. He said: “At 24,
I became a guitar technician, and
based myself in London.”

He worked with metal rock band
Senser and ‘w a n d e re d ’ the world with
them on tour. He said: “They were

great fun to be with. They weren’t
particularly rock and roll, but it was a
great experience.

“But they split up after two years,
and I ended up with no money and no
objective. But I had seen that other
people could be successful with cre-
at iv i t y. ”

That, coupled with a break-up with
his then girlfriend, saw David return
to Exmouth and move back in with
his parents. But then fate took an-
other twist.

David said: “ A local company in
the water business was recruiting
people, and they were after gradu-
at e s. ” He landed a job, and was soon
working on contract with South West
Water on water leaks.

That led to him spending 18 months
in Plymouth, but also led him to visit
many parts of the South West – then
further afield – seeing parts of the
country he had never been to before.

David said: “I was a creative person
trapped in an engineering job. But I
needed the money.

“I did that for four years. I ended up
being contracted out to work in York-
shire, around Brighouse and
Rastrick, Dewsbury and Hudder-
sfield. I also worked in the North
West, in Wigan, plus parts of Wales
and London.

“At 29 I was sick of living out of
suitcases. But all that travelling and
that knowledge shaped my under-
standing of England and the land-
scape. I was just observing the world
around me, and it made me realise
how wonderful places like the York-
shire Dales are.

“I used to think that there was

nothing of interest between the South
West and London, but I got to see
some fantastic countryside. The
same in Wiltshire and Dorset.

“But at 29, I had had enough of this
country. I had spent a lot of time
recording music. I made a couple of
records, but it was such a slow, com-
plicated process that I had lost en-
thusiasm. I thought ‘I’ve no girlfriend
and nothing to be here for’. I was
thinking that if I didn’t meet the right
person by the time I was 30, I was just
going to wander the planet.”

On impulse, he went on holiday to
Crete with his next door neighbour.
But it was on his journey back home
that his life changed for the better.

“At Heathrow I bumped into a beau-
tiful blonde girl that I used to know.
Rachel was the girl I had been waiting
for my whole life.” Rachel was a
teacher, and through her David was
inspired to get a post teaching guitar
in schools through Devon Youth Mu-
sic. He said: “I became self-employed
and learned how to run my own
business. Then I thought ‘Now I am
teaching guitar, I need a hobby’.

“We used to do a lot of walking on
Dartmoor, so at 34, I thought I would
take a camera with me and see what I
could photograph.”

He said: “I try to be a pioneer and
an innovator, and at the same time be
c re at ive.

“A simple composition comes to-
gether like a simple melody. That
parallel with music runs through
everything I do.”

The result is that David is now one
of Britain’s most sought-after pho-
tog raphers.

Sh a ng h a i
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Above, David and fiancee Rachel; below, David in the moonlight
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Dav id’s entry of Iceland into the Wildlife
Photographer of the Year competition

The digital revolution in pho-
tog raphy coincided with Dav-
id’s renewed interest.

That, and his experiences re-
cording music, led him to pur-
sue his successful career.

David said: “I had starting
taking pictures with a Canon
T90, bought for £100. I was mak-
ing mistakes for about two
years. But then came digital
photography, and for me the
journey started. I had the time,
I understood business and how
to push things forward.

“I thought ‘This time I’m go-
ing to see if I can turn my
photography into a business.’”

The result is a stunning port-
folio of images used by
magazines, photo libraries and
stock agencies world wide. He
has travelled the globe, from
the Arctic to the American
deserts, runs workshops and
lectures around the world.

So of all the places he has
photographed, which are his
f avourites?

“That has to be Dartmoor – it
is my greatest love. It is one of
the hardest places to photo-
graph well. Land’s End is a
favourite too along with South
D evo n . ”

West is best
for images

I remember thinking that I had got to
get good at something
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