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Below left: Camera operator Chris Swartzendruber traversing to the next shooting spot. 
Below right: Nick and  Chris communicating to get the shot needed for a TV series.

Recently, we got a chance to talk to Nick Swartzendruber, who 
owns a successful drone company out of California: Drone 
Cowboys. Nick is also a part-time drone instructor at Drone 
Universities, which helps new pilots prepare for the FAA 107 test. 
Nick tells us a little about his company and what it is like behind 
the scenes on some typical commercial shoots. 
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The drone cowboys

Chris doing gear/
camera prep with 
Easy Peasy Films.

RD: Have you always used drones for your filming projects?
NS: Our passion for film came to fruition because of drones. 
When we first started, we only did drone shots, but now when 
we do a production, it seems like there might be about 15 per
cent aerials and the rest would be groundbased shooting.

RD: What equipment do you use/have? Is there one brand 
that you really like to use, and what is it that you like about 
that brand?
NS: We are always modifying and adding new equipment to 
the arsenal, but currently we have two custom Falcon Drone 
Systems X8 octocopters for our heavylift payloads, Freefly 
Alta 6, and Phantom 3 Pro. We use Freefly Systems gimbals on 
all of our big rigs and Connex HD downlinks.

We love all the brands we use because they’re tried 
and true, with excellent performance all the time. Having 
equipment that’s reliable is a major component of having a 
successful business. You don’t want to be on set and have a 
piece of equipment that isn’t reliable. The brand that really 
sticks out though is Blackmagic Design; their cameras are the 
industry standard without the industry price tag, and they’re 
constantly innovating [with] new products.

RD: What is a typical day behind the scenes for Drone 
Cowboys on location?
NS: It all depends on the project, but it starts with gear prep in 
the days leading up to the shoot. Once arriving on location, we 
usually meet up with our point of contact and go over the shot 

RotorDrone: When and how did Drone Cowboys start? Who 
are the main people in your organization?
Nick Swartzendruber: Drone Cowboys was officially 
established in 2011 from our garage here in the small town of 
Grass Valley, California. I have always been passionate about 
aviation and cinema, and I needed to figure out a way to blend 
both. I first started with rigging up fixedwing FPV [first
personview] aircraft, and this led to multirotors.

When we started, there was no such thing as RTF [ready
tofly] multirotors; everything was pretty much homebuilt. 
It’s kind of a bummer that the new generation of pilots and 
filmmakers didn’t have to do what we did to get to this point. 
The skills we learned from designing and building our own rigs 
is truly invaluable. We saw an opportunity to provide a service 
much less expensive than fullsize aircraft, and so [we] went 
for it. My brother, Chris Swartzendruber, and I are the main 
team, but we do have a handful of people that we collaborate 
with depending on the type of project.

RD: What type of videos/commercials/projects do you 
specialize in?
NS: Our main specialty is car commercials, film, and 
documentaries. We do full video production as well, which 
allows us to use our creativity on a project that we’re 
passionate about. What really drives us to polish our craft 
is being challenged by a DOP [director of photography] on a 
shoot; it’s a blast pushing ourselves and [our] equipment  
to the limit.
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The drone cowboys

list with the producer and DOP. From there, it’s a waiting game 
until our call time; being ready at a moment’s notice is key to 
not disrupting the rest of the production flow. Educating the 
client with the limitations of the equipment is very important 
in keeping their expectations realistic.

RD: What project would you say was an absolute blast to 
work on, and why was it so much fun for you?
NS: They’re all a blast to work on. [Nick beams a big smile.] The 
one that sticks out the most, though, is probably a shoot we 
had in San Francisco a few years back.

We were hired to follow some downhill mountainbike 
athletes through the city streets. At the time, this was 

nerveracking due to the spider web of power lines over the 
streets [that] we had to weave in and out of. One of the shots 
that day was to follow the riders low and rise up to reveal 
the cityscape. Sounds easy, right? The problem was there 
was only a 10foot gap that we had to ascend through, going 
15–20mph with a crosswind. The only way we were able to 
execute that shot was due to the amazing communication 
[between] the pilot (me), camera op, and the spotter I had. I 

think overcoming difficult challenges in life are always more 
rewarding than the easy stuff.

RD: On most jobs, are you allowed a good deal of creative 
freedom, or are you mostly hired to capture a very  
defined shot?
NS: If it’s a production we’re producing, we can be as 
creative as we would like. But for other clients, it’s usually a 
collaboration of ideas. Sometimes, there’s a defined shot that 
the DOP will request and we will execute it; other times, we 
will give feedback to modify it. It’s funny because some of the 
shots requested are very easy, and we’ll recommend to make 
it more dynamic in order to challenge ourselves. At the end of 
the day, we’re supposed to be the experts with our craft, so 
making recommendations is always respected.

RD: Is there anything else you would like to add about your 
company?
NS: When I started this company, I didn’t know much, but I 
spent day in and day out trying to learn as much as I possibly 
could. To this day, I learn something new on every shoot. I 
always compared our work to the best out there, and knew if 
we had the mindset that we will never stop learning, the sky’s 
the limit—and eventually we might get there. One thing I have 
always stressed with our team is being respectful and humble 
to others; it makes us [Drone Cowboys] more desirable to 
work around.   K

Tips for GeTTinG inTo The  
Drone Business

For someone who is getting started in this 
type of business, what equipment would you 
recommend?
nick swartzendruber: A DJI Phantom 3 or 4 is a 
great platform to learn on and will grow with you. 
they’re very user friendly and great aircraft to build 
up your skill with.

what flying skills should pilots practice and 
master (e.g., hovering, forward flight, etc.)?
ns: orientation is the most difficult thing to learn 
when first starting out. Figure-8s will help teach 
new pilots how to use rudder and aileron sticks 
to bank corners as well as flying in different 
orientation. From there, learning how to orbit, 
strafe, track, etc., will come more naturally. Being 
slow and precise on the sticks when starting out 
will help you in the long run.

what flying skill level should pilots have 
or what should they have mastered before 
seeking work?
ns: Pilots should be fully comfortable manipulating 
the aircraft exactly where they want it without 
thinking about stick inputs. Insurance and FAA 
certifications (Part 107/[section] 333 exemptions) 
also need to be completed before [undertaking] 
commercial operations. 
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