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Jon Cornforth:
Telling Stories

That Outlive Me
Story by Craig Baker, Photography by Jon Cornforth

Though it may have seemed as if he were beginning to settle into a career as 
a contract technical analyst in the burgeoning Seattle tech industry of the 
late 1990s and early 2000s, Jon Cornforth abandoned the office lifestyle in 

his late twenties to pursue a career as a nature  photographer.

A mother polar bear (Ursus maritimus) and her cubs 
appear orange during a sunset at the Arctic National 
Wildlife Refuge, Alaska, 2012.
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	 “I	never	really	cared	for	the	com-
muting	in	a	high-traffic	area	and	going	
to	work	indoors	in	a	cloudy,	wintery	
environment,”	he	explains,	adding	that	
he	rather	“naively”	decided	to	pursue	
his	passions	rather	than	stay	on	his	
then	career	track.
	 Cornforth	says	he	first	developed	
a	love	for	the	outdoors	while	sailing	
the	Great	Lakes	with	his	family,	in	his	

home	state	of	Michigan.	He	and	his	
brother	were	allowed	to	explore	the	
local	wilderness	on	their	own	in	a	small	
inflatable	boat	equipped	with	an	out-
board	engine.	But	it	was	not	until	late	
in	his	college	career	that	Cornforth	be-
gan	to	actively	cultivate	his	passion	for	
outdoor	adventure.
	 “Senior	year	of	engineering	school	
was	a	lot	easier	than	the	two	years	

before	that,”	recalls	Cornforth,	of	his	
tenure	as	a	student	at	the	University	
of	Arizona.	And	since	the	academic	
stress	had	eased,	he	decided	to	spread	
out	his	last-semester	class	list	over	
an	entire	school	year,	to	have	more	
time	for	adventurous	indulgence.	In	
fact,	his	preference	for	spending	time	
on	Mt.	Lemmon	rather	than	in	the	
classroom	once	placed	him	in	line	for	

the	ski	lift	at	Ski	Valley,	where	he	was	
interviewed	by	a	news	reporter	for	a	
local	television	station.	Cornforth	was,	
of	course,	supposed	to	be	in	class—a	
fact	not	lost	on	at	least	one	of	his	pro-
fessors	at	that	time.
	 Cornforth	ultimately	earned	his	
degree	in	aerospace	and	mechanical	
engineering	in	the	summer	of	1995,	but	
he	says	what	stuck	with	him	from	his	
time	in	Tucson	was	not	his	formal	edu-
cation	in	preparation	for	becoming	an	
engineer	but	his	informal	introduction	
to	backpacking	and	rock	climbing.	“I	
don’t	know	what	I	was	thinking	about	
[studying]	engineering,”	he	says,	half-
laughing	at	his	own	decision.
	 After	graduation,	Cornforth	
packed	up	and	moved	to	Washington	
State	in	pursuit	of	more	outdoor	ad-
venture,	landing	a	job	first	as	a	rock	
climbing	instructor	at	a	climbing	gym,	
then	transitioning	to	an	office	position	
in	technology.	The	increase	in	pay	as-
sociated	with	that	move	allowed	him	
to	travel	more,	he	says,	and	to	save	
enough	to	buy	his	first	camera—a	
35mm	Canon	Rebel	2000.	At	that	time,	
Cornforth	says,	he	also	started	taking	
photography	workshops	and	classes	
from	Washington-based	nature	pho-
tographers,	like	Art	Wolfe	and	Kevin	
Schafer.
	 In	June	2001,	Cornforth	was	laid	
off	from	his	contract	job	in	the	tech	
industry,	and	it	was	then—with	sup-
port	from	his	wife	and	a	small	amount	
of	savings—that	he	decided	to	see	if	he	
could	make	a	living	as	a	professional	
landscape	and	wildlife	photographer.	
Cornforth	began	participating	in	long	
photography-focused	backpacking	
trips	in	Washington	and	Alaska—the	
latter	of	which	he	frequented	for	a	
decade—as	well	as	in	California	and	
Utah.	He	found	early	success	as	a	
photographer,	selling	his	work	in	fine	
art	galleries	primarily	in	his	adopted	
hometown	of	Seattle.
	 Cornforth	also	began	making	a	
regular	showing	in	photographic	com-
petitions	early	and	often	in	his	pho-
tography	career.	His	list	of	accolades	
includes	more	than	two	dozen	nods	

A rare Canadian lynx (Lynx canadensis) is photographed hiding in bushes near Wonder Lake Road, Denali National Park, Alaska, 2011.

A humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) slips 
beneath the surface of waters near Hawaii, 2016.

Above Right: King penguin (Aptenodytes 
patagonicus)  residents of the Salisbury Plain, South 

Georgia Island, 2012

Right:  A humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) 
mother and her calf were photographed underwater 

in Vava’u, Kingdom of Tonga, 2012.
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A Japanese macaque (Macaca 
fuscata) takes a dip at Jigokudani 
Monkey Park, Nagano Prefecture, 
Japan, 2013.
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A fisheye lens was used to capture this perspective of a mother polar bear and her cub walking on Arctic ice in Brennevinsfjorden, Svalbard, Norway, 2015.
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for his entries, including a 2002 win for 
“Photograph of the Year” from the Cal-
ifornia Department of Fish and Wildlife 
Publication, Outdoor California, and 
his 2017 first place win in the BigPic-
ture: Natural World Photography Com-
petition’s  “Landscapes, Waterscapes, 
and Flora” category.
 After the housing crisis of 2008, 
though, Cornforth says that funds 
for fine-art prints dried up, for the 
most part. At about the same time, the 
stock-photography industry shifted 
in a way that made it difficult to make 
a living selling images through stock-
photography agencies. So, Cornforth 
says, he had to adjust.
 He started focusing more heavily 
on his web presence and working as 
his own agent to sell and license prints 
directly to consumers, advertising 
agencies, businesses, and publications. 
He also added speaking engagements 
and private guided photography tours 
to his list of offerings. Cornforth says 
that he has “never been an assignment 
photographer” and that it is primarily 
through direct sales and licensing that 
he has managed to support himself, his 
family, and his business.
 Though he admits that his life has 
been primarily centered on following 
his passions, Cornforth insists that 
his time in the field is a mixture of 
struggle and pleasure. He estimates 
that he spends between a third and a 
half of his time taking photographs of 
hard-to-reach and rarely traveled en-
vironments. When not in some remote 
corner of the world, Cornforth runs his 
business from his home in Kauai, Ha-
waii, while spending time with his wife 
and two daughters.
 Despite Cornforth’s passion for 
photography, spending so much time 
in the field can be physically, mentally, 
and financially draining. “Everybody 
thinks that you’re just on holiday all 
of the time,” he says, “and they don’t 

continued on page 79

Jon Cornforth
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JON CORNFORTH  continued

SUSAN McCONNELL  continued NEIL EVER OSBORNE  cont.

always understand the process of cre-
ating photographs like these.”
 Cornforth says he rarely spends 
time in hotel rooms, often camping in 
freezing conditions without access to 
facilities, and is usually isolated from 
contact with his friends and family for 
weeks or even months at a time. Fur-
ther, the equipment needed to access 
certain destinations can cost tens of 
thousands of dollars, and can include 
high-dollar items, like boats, camping 
gear, and an ever-evolving list of cam-
era equipment.

is most excited about the launch of 
HOME: a fi ne-art exhibit that pre-
miered at Berenson Fine Art in Toronto 
in May 2018. The interactive exhibit al-
lows visitors to hover a mobile device’s 
camera over a photograph to reveal 
additional content about the image. 
To learn more about this project, visit 
neileverosborne.com/fi ne-art.
 In addition to the fellowships al-
ready referenced, Neil Ever Osborne is 
also a Nikon Ambassador and a Fellow 

 And simultaneously, in the midst 
of such purpose, spring adventures, 
like riding horses in the African bush, 
where it’s not unusual to encounter 
lions and other wildlife. McConnell 
wrote about a gallop through the 
fl oodplains of Botswana’s Okavango 
Delta: “We cantered the horses eight 
abreast, water splashing wildly, backlit 
droplets catching the sun.”
 Her husband, fearful for her safety, 
blurted out, “You’re like the pickle on 

 But, Cornforth admits, the sac-
rifi ces, generally speaking, are worth 
it, because they help him fulfi ll a mis-
sion and share a story he hopes will 
endure beyond his lifetime. “I want to 
do things that nobody else is doing—or 
go places that very few people have the 
opportunity to—and come back with 
the best images, or the most unique im-
ages that I can,” he says.
 Cornforth says he wants his work 
to illustrate his obsession with the un-
trammeled, his passion for the undis-
turbed, the wild, and to somehow off er 

Now Enrolling

experience education
experience excellence

Contact our Admission Office 

520.327.6395

gregoryschool.org 3231 N. Craycroft Rd., Tucson, AZ

Grades 5-12

a glimpse at a world that human beings 
rarely have the opportunity to see. 
“Having a story that you’re telling, that 
hopefully outlives you, even,” he says, 
“that’s what I’ve been interested in.”
 For more information about Jon 
Cornforth and his photography, visit 
cornforthimages.com.

DL

Craig Baker is a local freelance writer 
and photographer. Comments for pub-
lication should be addressed to letters@
desertleaf.com.

top of a hamburger.” To McConnell, 
the experience was nothing but 
“simple, exuberant, purposeless joy.”
 For more information 
about McConnell’s work, visit 
susankmcconnell.com and Instagram 
@susankmcconnell.

DL

Jan Henrikson is a local freelance writ-
er. Comments for publication should be 
addressed to letters@desertleaf.com.

of The Royal Canadian Geographical 
Society. He has collaborated with Envi-
ronment Canada, Parks Canada, Cana-
dian Wildlife Federation, ForestEthics, 
Conservation International, Save 
Our Wild Salmon, Chesapeake Bay 
Foundation, Grupo Tortuguero, US 
Geological Survey, US Forest Service, 
and the Council on Foreign Relations.
 For more information about 
Osborne and his photography, visit 
neileverosborne.com.

DL

Lorraine A. DarConte is a freelance 
writer and photographer. Comments 
for publication should be addressed to 
letters@desertleaf.com.

A green sea turtle (Chelonia mydas) rests it head on a 
plastic bottle in Tortuguero National Park, 

Costa Rica, 2006.
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DEADLINE: 
For October 2018 issue is Sept. 10

CLASSIES
The

Up to 20 words=$60
21-40 words=$120
Please send your text and payment to:
The DesertLeaf
3978 E. Ft. Lowell, Tucson, AZ 85712
For more information, call 881-5188,
or send email to: classies@desertleaf.com

CLEANING SERVICES
TUCSON GRILL CLEANING LLC Award-
winning grill cleaning service is dedicated 
to getting your barbecue grill pristine. For A 
Clean Grill Of Health, book now 245-7967, 
www.TucsonGrillCleaning.com

WHIRLWIND CLEANING–need a break? 
Weekly, bi-weekly, move-out, cleaning, 
laundry. 20 yrs. experience, references. 
Reliable, trustworthy, thorough. Denise,  
586-3749

CANYON CLEANING Top-rated cleaning 
service in the Tucson area since 2005. 
Locally owned & operated. Licensed, bonded 
& insured. 908-7032. Free estimates.

WILDCAT CLEANING PROS LLC Great House 
Cleaning, Hard Working, Honest, Reliable. 
Weekly, Monthly, One-time cleaning. 
References available. Dulce & Claudia:  
336-0669, 257-7528

1ST CLASS TILE & CARPET CLEANING 
Honest & reliable company will take care of 
all your floor and carpet cleaning. Licensed, 
bonded & insured. 977-9018

MATURE, EXPERIENCED, RELIABLE 
HOUSECLEANER 20+ years experience 
for residential or commercial cleaning, 
references available. Flexible schedules. 
Call ELIDA’S CLEANING SERVICE at   
399-0975 or 440-8704

MAID TO ORDER Woman-owned Family 
Business since 1988. Onetime, Weekly, 
Monthly, Move-outs. Saturday cleaning 
available. V/MC. Cheerful Phone Quotes! 
amaidtoorder.com, 790-3195

WINDOW CLEANING
WINDOW CLEANING by Tucson’s best! We 
are quick, affordable, bonded, licensed  
and insured with 30 years experience.  
Mr. J’s Window Services 298-8787,  
www.misterjanitor.com

POWERHOUSE WINDOW CLEANING LLC 
High-quality window, screen, and track 
cleaning for reasonable prices. We also 
offer screen repair services. Licensed, 
Bonded, Insured Professionals. 
www.powerhousewindows.com, 870-6559

HOUSE/PET SITTERS & 
SERVICES
ALL ABOUT SERVICES by ANNIE Home 
Watch, Pet Sitting, Elder Support,  Errands, 
Projects, Concierge. Lic/Bonded/Insured. 
Outstanding References. 990-6464,
servicesbyannie@gmail.com, 
www.servicesbyannie.com

TUCSON’S PROFESSIONAL HOUSESITTING 
SOLUTION Locally owned & operated. 
Customized short or long term services. 
Ideal for seasonal visitors. 
www.tucsonhomewatch.com, 396-0917. 
Licensed, Bonded, Insured.

PET/HOUSESITTING Call Tom or Barbara @ 
991-3132. Retired, professional, pet-loving 
couple, 30+ year residents, look forward 
to caring for your home, pets, plants, pool 
& more with TLC. Handyman work also. 
References available.

COLLECTIBLES/ART/
FURNITURE
ebay TRADING ASSISTANTS Let us sell 
your used items and collectibles for you. Our 
years of experience bring highest returns! 
www.joedawolf.com 232-2325

WE CAN BUY OLD INDIAN JEWELRY & 
ART NE corner of Swan & Sunrise. 45 years 
experience. DESERT SON, 299-0818

NATIVE AMERICAN ART wanted for 
purchase. Jewelry, Baskets, Rugs, Kachinas, 
antique beaded items. Contact Keith at 
Gallery West, 529-7002

TOM’S FINE FURNITURE & ANTIQUES 
Always buying & selling quality furnishings. 
Open 7 days per week at 5454 E. Pima St., 
795-5210  & Wed.–Sun. at 3402 E. Grant 
Rd., 321-4621. TomsFurniture@comcast.net

ADOBE HOUSE ANTIQUES buying quality 
mid-century modern furniture, American 
& European art/antiques, unique objects, 
vintage lighting & patio furniture. Penny, 
325-9439, penny@adobehouseantiques.
com. Store hours: Tues.–Sat., 11am–5pm or 
by appt.

MISC.
RALPH IS BACK FROM ITALY! LAROCCA’S 
SALAD DRESSING available for purchase. 
Also available: Dessert Cannoli. Call Ralph at 
488-7732.

WANTED: SENIOR ROOMMATE Female 
preferred, to share NW home & rent. Retired 
caregiver can provide assistance if needed. 
Ambulatory, no pets, non-smoker. 401-8510

BUSINESS HEADSHOTS SUMMER SALE 
Time to update your headshot image? 
For details and portfolio visit http://www.
fotoventures.net/headshots.html or Dan, 
904-5730

LANDSCAPE WORKERS WANTED 
Experienced only. Must have car, drivers 
license and a desire to do quality work with 
efficiency and follow-through. Contact: 
rainchaser7133@msn.com or 440-7331, 
leave message.

GRASSFED BEEF Born & raised locally. 
Wholes, halves, quarters. Delivery. $7.00/per 
lb, No extra costs. Beef Quality Assurance 
Certified. Luna-A Ranch, 490-5511

HOLIDAY FAMILY PORTRAITS PRE-
SEASON SALE For details and to view 
portrait portfolio please visit http://www.
fotoventures.net/portraits.html or call 
Dan, 904-5730

HEALTH/WELL-BEING
ELDER CARE SUPPORT  Experienced, 
compassionate care for your loved one at 
home or facility. Companionship, meals, 
family care relief, appointments, etc.  
505-4500

HOME IMPROVEMENT/
REPAIR
A to Z HANDYMAN SERVICES Painting, 
landscaping, carpentry, tile, electrical, 
drywall, plumbing. No job too small. Free 
Estimates. Tony, 429-6065  
Not a licensed contractor.

VIGA TAILS, WOOD BEAMS, LOG POST 
COLUMNS Repaired or Replaced. Bill 
DeHaven Painting and Home Repairs. 
Bonded & Insured. 448-2169 
Not a licensed contractor.

FLORES MASONRY, LLC  Patio Walls, 
Retaining Walls, Brick Patios, Repairs. Free 
Estimates. New Construction, Commercial & 
Residential. Licensed & Bonded, 743-2902 
or 429-6200. ROC135728K-31

FAUX FINESSE: Elegant, original 
wall treatments; specialty plasters: 
ShimmerStone®, Venetian, Metallic. 
Complimentary consult. 440-1163,  
www.FauxFinesseAZ.com

IS YOUR FRONT DOOR sporting a sunburn? 
Let’s enrich the color and protect it from the 
elements. Door Medic, 903-2499, msg.  
Not a licensed contractor.

SCOTT OF ALL TRADES Complete home 
repair services. Carpentry, painting, roof 
repairs, plumbing, landscaping, hauling.  
Free estimates. 247-6955 or 797-9749.   
Not a licensed contractor

LANDSCAPING/
IRRIGATION/POOL
BOBCAT & DUMP TRUCK, owner operator. 
Land clearing, hauling, material spreading, 
and driveways. Bucket, grapple, auger.   
Brent, 603-8396

FOREVER GREEN LANDSCAPE 
MAINTENANCE, Tree Trimming, Cactus & 
Shrub Removal, Bushes Cut Back, Gravel 
Jobs. One-time Cleanups/Monthly Service. 
296-6475 Not a licensed contractor  
by choice.


