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A Question for National Geographic Staff Photographer

William Albert Allard

by Heidi Ennst
[lustration by Sean McCaba

One of only three staff photographers ar Natdona! Grograplic, William Albert Allard is

an American icon. He has journeyed to more than 1§ coantries to shoot 10-plus storics
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t,ocen rolls of Alm. But Allard is best known for the intimate photographs he caprared
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plavers, William Faulkner's Mississippi, and bues muosicians among them. Allare fearured

in his retrospective book Portnains of America, juse ot in paperback. We caughe up wich

Allard by phone as he was driving home v the Blue Ridge Mountains from Narlosa!

Creagraphrc's Washington, DvC., head quarters.

READYMADE: Hi, Bill. How did you get that

& Sing awesome job!

Bill Allard: | was finishing my journalism
and photography degree at the University of
Minnesora and was in DUC. on a job-seeking
trip. Someone had told me to look up Yaichi
Odcamaotn, head of photographey for the 1.5
Information Agency, who laber became the
first official W hite House photagrapher
First | got the classic overaeight, cigar
smoking buregucrat, who almost put me

vo sbeep. But 1 got vo Clkamoto, and he
lonked ar my portiolio and called Bob

(Filka, direx |u-rn|'||l1u||-3;r.||'|l:|l-' Tonr Madroma
r:llljc'_ll[“lm . an] asked him if he wanted to
see goidl people photographs. So tao days
afrer BERTINg my |I|-J_1.1 . | wene co [0 for
the summeer. The Creoprapiic offered me

a contract after that, then o sttt position
within a vear, | got restless in the 'fos anc
wanred to cover rhlr:;_._'-. I didnt think the
magazine would deal with—Vietnam and the
racial sereetion in the South —=o [ freelanced
for & few years. Bur the (reopraphic is the nnly
game in o now for grest photogoarnalism
wi | camie back on staff in v,

RML: How was freedancing!

BA: T did it vwo different vimmses, Une year 1
hael 1o cash in an insurance palicy o exist. |
||.||.'| B |__l||||-c|.| amimercial work —one that
| |,.|.|| A COdT mEsSEn FEoen ]:'III.IrI-IIE| Ti= it ;::l
FOINEW hieee with their came THES, A nd they'd
BT I AN exhibit—bist | missed «e .1|an

u.llllll;,-llll'\.

: The 2L Lime you were an sLall was

ine of the absolute heydays of Nahonal

ireographic, What was your initia
assipnment like?
BA: Back then, there wene no budgers, no
rirne limits; [vou] just went on assignment
until you thought you were done. Bow vou'ne
very lucky to get s weeks. Gilka told me o
cover a Pennsybvania Duech festival and se
if | conalel gee pictures of the Amish. YWt

he didn't ell me wis that till.'.l'llliln.l LEnk a
staff photographer earhier am a manuscrpt
was already written. The frst guy went

to the bhashop, wha told him photmgraphy
was basically forbidden. In Pennsybvania, 1
found some young people in a bar, started
socializing, and found out the father of one
of them vaned a mock quarry and did some
business with some Amish people. 5o |
started meeting the Amish, almoss going
tarm to farm, saying who | represented and
why | wanted to doit. [ hnally got throagh
to 8 man about my age alsowith a couple of
kils, and hung aroound him. 1 spent abswat
two months in the summer, went back in the
tall, and it put me on the map {when it was]
puhblished in August g, It really struck

a twvorable chord with readers; there were
some intimacies they weren't used to seeing,
KM: You'ne Still known a5 a great
photographer of peapls. What's the best
BESIgRMEent you ve ever poTan

BA: [ can probably say “The Blues®
|"|'H.'.'\L'|:I'|l! thie Blues 1 ||ghw.n 7 N oo
liu'e-.'g.f.:.'_p.lil.-.', .'L|'|r|| 15pae] ks my Eavorite

story, even mare than all the years | played
cowhony: Music is the driving force in my like,
If 1 wasn't doing photography, 1'd maybe be

a background musician. It's important o leg

VITAL STATS

QOCUPATION Photographer and wifter
LOCATION Chardolteswille, Yinginia

AGE TO
FIRSTJOB National Geographie
photographic intern

BEST 8 National Geographic stalf
phetographer

GEEATEST Ewery tirme [ go out an
PROFESSIONAL thestreet
CHALLENGE

SALARY When 1 first beft the siaff,
DURING 205 wihen [wee almost 30, the
director of ph phy
said he'd pay me 517000
if I stayed.

subgects get to know me as well as T get o
knora the subgects, to try o be part of the
eovironment. The one thing the Geagrapii
has abways offered the serious photographer
is time, and that's priveles, being able v go
in the same bar free times [for “The Blocs®]
and make a really good picoure that fourth
or Afith time that you couldn't the first time.

EM: What was your least

faworite assignment?

B 1'm a wanderer and [ like mountains, so
muyhe the Virgin [slands. | found thas kind
of baring. And Costa Rica: beawtiful women,

bt the country was kind of boring,

fM: What are you shooting next?

Bz Mew York's garment districe. It isn't

a very inberesting neighborhood on the
sutside, but there ane beautiful women, and
the fabeicr—1 realize why painters are drawn
tr fabwrics, how they hold Light and form,

the way they drape. I've made it a point to
maintain a track record and a respect so that
if I'm doing something | really want to da,
the magazine will e better for it wo. 'm o

fucking vears old and still love i G



