Creating Panoramic Photos
Good panoramic photos are fairly easy to create. The time you spend
planning and shooting the photos for your panorama will save you a lot of
time sitting in front of the computer later.
Be on the lookout for good opportunities. Many photos have a center of
interest, and the surroundings should lead your eye to the main subject.
However, other scenes are pleasing in their full scope, and your eye
wanders across the whole vista. These are the times a panoramic photo
may better capture the scene before you.

Aligning the photos:

Generally, a tripod is required. It’s very difficult to align the photos
accurately by eye, although it can be done. The more precise you are with
the alignment, the fewer pixels you’ll have to discard later. If your tripod or
tripod head has a bubble level, use it. Tripod heads vary in their locking
mechanisms. The head might just have one knob or arm that allows the
camera to move in all directions. Some heads have separate knobs for
panning and tilting the camera, which simplifies the process because you
don’t have to keep aligning the top or bottom of the frame.
I have found a way to fairly accurately align the frames without the use of a
tripod by using the focus points in my viewfinder:

If I am panning horizontally, I align the right most focus point (coloured red
for illustration) on an object, take the photo, then pan the camera to the
right and put the left most focus point on the same object. For vertical
pans, I would do the same using the green focus points. Keep the horizon
level for each shot, and this method works surprisingly well.

OK, you’ve got your tripod set up and leveled, and you’re ready to start
shooting. But, there are still some things you need to think about.

Horizontal or Vertical?
Are you going to pan with your camera in the vertical or horizontal position?
Vertical will give more height to your finished photo, and may make the final
product look more balanced. Horizontal may be fine if you are only going to
capture two or three photos to stitch.

Exposure?
This decision is the most important in successfully creating a panoramic
photo. In this instance, auto exposure is your enemy.
You are going to experience nothing but frustration later if you leave your
camera on aperture priority, shutter priority, or fully automatic. In any of
these modes, the camera will adjust the exposure for each photo you take.
While each exposure may be correct in itself, when you try to stitch them
together, the different exposures chosen will become very apparent.
Therefore, you must put your camera in manual exposure mode. Then
select the iso, aperture and shutter speed for the scene. When you have
the settings you want, scan the scene and make sure that the settings you
have chosen are appropriate for the whole sequence. You don’t want
blown highlights or black shadows in any of the photos, so verify that your
settings are a good balance for the whole scene.

Overlap:
As you shoot, you should overlap your photos by about 1/3 of a frame. If
you are shooting left to right, take the first photo, move the camera 2/3 of
the viewfinder to the right, and shoot the next photo. Continue until you
have all of the scene captured. Of course, you can pan both vertically and
horizontally to capture a grid pattern of photos. Just ensure that 1/3 of the
frame is overlapped in both directions as you shoot.
It is far better to have too much overlap than not enough.

Processing your photo:
You’ve captured your masterpiece and are ready to stitch the photos
together. If the work done in the camera was right, this part will go easily. If
not, you may wish you had taken up a different hobby.
I use two pieces of software that give me good results. You may have other
software that works well for you. This is the workflow that I use:
I download the files to my hard drive using a card reader, and place them in
a directory labeled with the date and the subject. Yes, I know I should use
Lightroom for this but I don’t have it. 
I start Photoshop CS2 and then launch Adobe Bridge from there. My
screen looks like this:

I select one of the files and double click on it to open it in Adobe Camera
Raw:

I adjust the various sliders to get the photo as close to the original scene as
I can remember. When I am satisfied with the image, I click on Save.

Now, I go back to Adobe Bridge and select the file I just modified. I right
click on it and select “Copy Camera Raw Settings”.

I then select all of the other photos that will be used in the panorama and
paste the settings to those:

This way, the adjustments I have made to one photo will be duplicated in all
the others. This ensures that all the files will be consistent in their
exposure, colour balance etc.

I then open all of the raw files in Adobe Camera Raw, select all files, and
open them with Photoshop CS2.

When they have finished loading in from Adobe Camera Raw to Photoshop,
I save each of the files as aTIF file:

Now I have a TIFF file for each of the RAW files I processed. These will be
used as the input for the next software we are going to use.

I have experimented with several programs for stitching photos but I have
never found any that I like as much as Microsoft ICE. (Image Composite
Editor)
The software is very easy to use, and the results on every panorama I have
created were perfect. It is a free download:
http://research.microsoft.com/en-us/um/redmond/groups/ivm/ICE/
Unfortunately, it isn’t available for the MAC, but it does support 32 bit and
64 bit Windows versions.
To create a panorama, launch ICE. Select File/New and select the files you
are going to stitch. The screen will look like this:

Then click on “Open” to start the process.

The files you selected will be loaded into ICE, processed, and the resulting
file will be displayed:

Here, I have selected “Automatic Crop” to remove all of the misaligned
pixels. I have chosen to export the image as a TIFF file. I then click on the
“Export to disk” button and save the file.
One nice feature of ICE is at the bottom of the screen where it shows the
field of view of the resulting image, along with some other interesting data.

Once the file is saved, I can close ICE and then pull the saved TIFF file into
Photoshop for final processing. When I have all the final tuning done in
Photoshop, I can save the file in any format I choose and my job is
complete.

