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big interview

darwin
Prestige car photographer TIM WALLACE took a break from 
his usual work to explore a ghost town with a Fuji X-Pro1. He 
tells Will Roberts how the experience refreshed his creativity
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big interview tim wallace

former marine and veteran of tours in Bosnia 
and Iraq, Tim Wallace is no stranger to 
unnerving experiences. But Darwin, 
California, is like no other place he has ever 
visited. Tim, a straight-talking, protagonistic 
kind of photographer, went on a mission to 
find the eerie, abandoned village in Death 
Valley during a recent holiday. The mystery, 
history and pristine state of Darwin make it an 
engrossing subject for any artist. 

Tim’s series from Darwin is a personal project 
fuelled by intrigue – and the subject is far 
removed from his usual high-end cars. He left 
his Hasselblad at home, swapping it for a Fuji 
X-Pro1. He went without flash units, technicians 
or a brief and came back with some absorbing 
stories, some even better pictures and a 
refreshed mind. But the dusty, rusty world of 
Darwin is a far cry from Tim’s normal life. Seven 
years ago he set up Ambient Life, a photography 
company specialising in high-end, prestige cars. 
His work is stunning – the product of the most 
beautiful lines created by the best vehicle 
designers, captured by an artistic eye amongst 
a stunning backdrop. It doesn’t take much to 
make most of us want an Aston Martin, but it’s 
photographs like Tim’s that reinforce the desire. 
His work is about selling the lifestyle – 
promoting that dream of touring around 
stunning landscapes in a shiny new DBS.

His work is well thought out – shooting highly 
reflective cars, with all their subtle lines and 
angles, is a difficult task, Tim explains: “I’m not 
saying this to make myself sound better, but it’s 
very hard to shoot cars,” he says. “A Hasselblad 
is a fairly unforgiving camera and if you don’t 
light things well and don’t use it well, all you get 
is extremely high resolution rubbish. They are 
multi-angled, multi-reflective surfaces and they 
are a nightmare to light – it took me years to get 
my technique right.”

It was a trip to the States last year that 
encouraged Tim to think about taking some 
time off from work to pursue a personal goal. 
“Whenever I go away, I always end up shooting 
back plates for car work,” he says. “I was in ➸ 
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San Francisco last year and the sun came up.  
I was going to do some back plates but I saw a 
scene, with some buildings and the sun coming 
up with the bridge in the background, and  
I thought, ‘I’m going to shoot this just for me’.  
I realised that I never took any pictures for 
myself any more. I did that shot and, amazingly, 
it won Professional Photographer of the Year 
competition’s Travel category.” 

It was just the starting point for Tim, who 
returned to San Francisco in November last 
year. “I just wanted to shoot a bit of life really – 
things that I found, things that I was interested 
in and some street stuff,” he says. “I wanted a 
camera that would make me look like a tourist 
and wouldn’t freak people out – but I obviously 
needed a very good lens. So I bought a Fuji 
X-Pro1, which I absolutely love.” Tim hired a 
Chevrolet Camaro and set off on a road trip, 
down the coast from San Francisco towards Los 
Angeles and Las Vegas, before heading east in 
to Death Valley. “Death Valley is enormous – it’s 
the size of Britain – and it takes a day and a half 
to drive across it. You can drive for hours and not 
see a single car,” he says. “People talk about 
deafening silence, but you don’t really 
experience it until you go somewhere like Death 
Valley. There’s no wind, there’s no rain, there’s 
no nothing. In some places it’s so hot even 

bacteria doesn’t grow there.” It’s these 
conditions that have helped preserve Darwin in 
the same state for decades. Tim heard about the 
town, but wanted to see for himself. He set 
about trying to find it.

Based in Lone Pine, “a real banjo-twanging 
town”, he set off to find Darwin, eventually 
stumbling across it at the end of a long, dirt road 
early one evening. It was too late to start 
shooting – the sun was going down and in an 
area strewn with open, abandoned mine shafts, 
it wasn’t a good idea to explore. So Tim headed 
back to Lone Pine and returned the following 
day. “I thought I would spend about an hour 
there, but I ended up spending more than half a 
day taking pictures – it is just amazing,” he says. 
Silver prospectors were the first settlers in 

Death Valley is enormous 
– it’s the size of Britain – and 
it takes a day and a half to 
drive across it. You can drive 
for hours and not see a  
single car...

“

➸ 
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Tim’s verdict on the X-Pro1
For his trip to Darwin, Tim ditched his Hasselblad and Nikons in favour of Fujifilm’s X-Pro1 – a decision he doesn’t regret. “It’s not too 
small, so it feels like you’ve got a proper camera. It’s got a really hard metal body so it looks like you can bounce it about a bit. It’s very 
similar to a film camera – it feels like you’re shooting on film, which I like,” he says. Tim tested the X-Pro1 with a 40mm lens against 
his Nikon D3S and his Hasselblad and found it somewhere between the two, with a much better dynamic range than the D3S. He says: 
“The depth of field feels a bit like medium format depth of field. I shoot wide open quite a lot, it’s one of my traits. The fall-off on a DSLR 
is different to the fall-off on a medium format.”
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Darwin and by the early part of the 20th century, 
there were almost 3000 people living in the 
town. Now there are about 28, a collection of 
mostly artists. The town emptied in the 1960s, 
but nobody quite knows why. “When they left 
they left everything,” Tim says. “There’re these 
old wooden houses and the contents of the 
houses is still there. It’s really spooky. There are 
cars on the drive that have been rusting for 40 or 
50 years. And there is also an old Airstream 
caravan, which is aluminium so is still in mint 
condition.”

The desert has frozen Darwin. In the dance 
hall there’s a picture of Elvis, with a notice 
advertising that his records would be playing 
that night. Tim stumbled across an old US Army 
pick-up, amongst all of the other rust-buckets. 
In the windscreen, in line with where the driver’s 
head would be, is what appears to be a bullet 
hole. But it there are more bizarre aspects to 
Darwin. “The only thing which really freaked me 
out was that a lot of the clocks had stopped all 
at the same time – 4.20,” says Tim. “I started 
thinking ‘I wish I had a geiger counter because 
I’m not too comfortable here’. There’s something 
just not right about it.”

Darwin’s mystery poses many questions. With 
the nearest large town a two-hour drive away, 
why didn’t people take their cars when they left? 
What happened to the driver of the US Army 
vehicle? Why did the clocks stop at 4.20? “I just 
went around shooting everything I could,” says 
Tim. “It was really refreshing. The thing with an 
X-Pro1 is that if you shoot anything with any 
texture, it defines it really well, especially if you 
use black and white. I can’t get away with black 
and white in my working life because nobody 
wants it. But I love it, so everything I shoot on the 
X-Pro1 I’ll straight-away slap into black and 
white.” There was minimal need for post 
production on the images – a couple of minor 
adjustments to shadows and tone was all that 
was called for, according to Tim.

While Darwin is as far removed from Tim’s 
day-to-day photography, there are parallels. The 
pleasing way he captures the lines of those 

abandoned, rusty old vehicles can also be seen 
in his pristine, smooth and slick work with 
prestige cars. The use of light to add drama and 
depth to his work is a thread which passes 
through Darwin and deluxe alike. “With Darwin 
it was less about being technically perfect and 
more about the feel of and creativity of it,” he 
says. “Sometimes I was taking photos and not 
even looking through the viewfinder. It’s nice to 
go back to shooting something which is just the 
guts of something.”

Tim says that, as a photographer, finding time 
to shoot what he, rather than a client, wants to 
shoot is of great importance. “I shot stuff in 
Darwin and I learnt lessons by looking at things 
in a different way. If you go out and shoot 
something out of your comfort zone then you’ll 
be better for it. You learn about how to use the 
camera but you also look at things with a 
different eye.” So, is this the end of the story? 
“I’ll be going back to California and I’ll go to 
Death Valley just to go to Darwin – I loved it so 
much. But I have no doubt that if I go back in 10 
years, it won’t have changed.” 

 

www.ambientlife.co.uk

Gear: Over a long career I have tons of cameras from 4x5 to 35 and all kinds of light shapers. For medium format I use a Contax 645 with 
a Phase IQ160 Digital Back. Lenses include a 45, 80 and 140mm Carl Zeiss lenses. For 35mm format I currently use the Canon 5D Mark III 
with the 35mm f/1.4, 50 mm f/1.2 and the 24-70mm f/2.8. For light shapers I usually travel with two 6x6 Scrimjims with two silks, a  
silver/white and a black velvet.

Tim Wallace founded 
Ambient Life and specialises 
in photographing high-end, 
prestige vehicles. He lives in 
County Durham but works 
around the world. He also 
works with Kelby Training,  
producing online tutorials.

The thing with an X-Pro1 
is that if you shoot anything 
with any texture, it defines it 
really well, especially if you 
use black and white. I can’t 
get away with black and white 
in my working life because 
nobody wants it.

“


