


Taking Advantage of
Practice Days - San Francisco Fleet Week

by Hayman Tam

It has been estimated that over 1.5 million spectators came to San Fran-
cisco to enjoy the Fleet Week festivities and watch the weekend air 
show, which is the highlight of the event. They pack San Francisco’s 
waterfront for a ringside seat of the jet teams and the other performers 
flying over show center, marked by ships and buoys in the bay. 
 
Unlike a traditional land-based airshow, there are no static displays and 
the performers stage out of nearby airports. It is a totally different air-
show environment and the pilots use the terrain and the historic locale 
to their advantage, like high-speed passes over the Golden Gate Bridge 
or Alcatraz Island. The Blue Angels fly from San Francisco International 
airport, still executing their precision ground drills but with very few 
spectators to observe. 
 
For the 2011 Fleet Week, I decided to go for the practice day on Friday 
as a change of pace and was not disappointed. The first thing I noticed 
was being able to park extremely close to my usual spot at Fort Mason. 

Since this was my first airshow shoot with a tripod, I appreciated not 
having to lug all my gear the usual mile or so. The next revelation is that 
there are less shooters to contend with. And then finally, it was soooo 
sweet to see significantly fewer boats on the water with their associ-
ated shot-blocking masts.

With the exception of the Patriots team, the rest of the performers 
showed up to run through a full rehearsal of the weekend performanc-
es. I was surprised to see the United 747-400 flyby as part of the prac-
tice, given the issues that happened the previous year when drivers on 
the Golden Gate Bridge called 911 thinking the bridge was under terror-
ist attack. The pilots undoubtedly enjoyed themselves as they executed 
tight turns over the Bay.

As stated, this was my first airshow use of my new Benro tripod with 
a Wimberly Sidekick gimbal mount. I struggled to develop an effective 
tripod panning technique for the first few performers before settling 
into a reasonable rhythm. I had my Nikon D300 with a 300mm f/4+ 1.4X 
converter on the tripod and my D7000 with my trusty 80-200mm f/2.8 on 
a sling strap. Having a camera off the tripod came in handy for the over-
head passes and the reduced crowds gave me the room to step back 
from the tripod as needed.
 
Since 1981, Fleet Week has been an annual opportunity for Northern 
Californians to honor the men and women of the US and allied armed 
forces, with a focus on the United States Navy, Marines and Coast 
Guard. Besides the air show acts, many naval ships are open to the 
public for tours. This tradition started over a hundred years ago in May 
1908, when 16 US Navy battleships, their escort ships and 14,000 sailors 
entered San Francisco Bay. This fleet remained in San Francisco for 
two months before departing for the remainder of its 14-month cruise 
around the world.








