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    Introduction


     


    This is what I do for a living. I travel and photograph, for a little more than half of each year. Indeed, my wife calls me a “professional tourist.” Actually, I travel to photograph, which is a little different, because each trip has one or more assignments, and there is a distinct, different purpose each time. And for once, I am writing a book partly for my own benefit, a manual that collates the kind of information that I, as a photographer who travels, need.
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    The broad idea of travel has a long and intimate relationship with the camera. By the middle of the nineteenth century photography had become practicable, although by today’s standards immensely laborious. The weight of equipment, the difficulty and uncertainty of preparing and processing plates on location did not deter scores of photographers from setting out to explore the world. They had a practical motive for this, because the invention of the new medium coincided with an insatiable demand in the West to know how the world looked—its monuments, landscapes, cultures. Travel photography aimed to satisfy that demand—and has never stopped. The major difference now is that millions of people do it.


    Digital photography brings a new element to this. Some may feel a little nervous about taking a digital camera and its paraphernalia on the road. What if it goes wrong? What if the connections are not compatible? Can I find what I need in Bangkok? Or Tulsa? The answers are surprisingly simple, and come down to preparation. The trick is to know what you can plan for and what is best tackled once the trip has started, as you go along. This applies as much to the subjects you are going to photograph as well as to the equipment you will use. Technically it may be a little more complex than shooting with film, but only because the possibilities are greater for capturing images in all kinds of situations, and for guaranteeing that their qualities of color, contrast, and clarity are as you wanted them to be. If travel broadens the mind, digital cameras broaden travel photography.
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    Japanese Gothic


    A unique shot of something characterful and spontaneous is always a good idea. This is a shot of a gothic geisha-styled girl in Japan.


    


  


  
    Preparation Part I


     


    Before you get out in the field with your camera, it’s essential that you spend some time on preparation. The idea here is to make life smooth and easy on the road, so that the adventures are reserved for the place, the people, and your experiences, not the disappointments of missing excellent photo opportunities because you were in the wrong place at the wrong time, your battery packed up, or you ran out of memory cards.
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    Being Prepared


    Careful preparation can show you what to expect when you arrive at a location, but it wont tell you everything. In this shoot, I knew the rocky island was there, but not the driftwood which forms a perfect frame.


     


    Over the course of this chapter we’ll look at how best to prepare for your trip, whether it’s a day’s hike in the mountains or an extended travel adventure.


    It really pays to find out as much as you can about what you are setting off to photograph, whether it’s a place, people, or an event. This doesn’t mean that you have to burden yourself with a reference library, but at least cover all the basic information sources, such as guidebooks and anything you can find on the Internet. Researching what you intend, or are likely to want, to photograph will help you assess what equipment you are likely to need and also provide you with the opportunity to read about the experiences of other photographers who have undertaken similar trips. Any helpful hints and tips you can unearth in advance of your travels will help enormously once you’re on the road.


    There are many ways of traveling with a view to taking photographs. Some travelers like to fix a schedule down to the precise minute, never deviating from their perfect plan. At the opposite extreme are those who steadfastly refuse to commit themselves to anything, determined to follow the whim of the moment. And in between are infinite shades of traveling style. Of course, one of the advantages of planning is that you know in advance exactly which arrangements you absolutely do have to make right now, and which don’t matter. If you travel high season anywhere, you have less flexibility than if you are going somewhere unpopular or out of season.


    Today, most photographers—whether amateur or professional—who need to travel light when out in the field use digital photography equipment. As so much digital equipment is very specific and cannot be interchanged with that from other manufacturers don’t rely on being able to acquire the right bits and pieces on the road. One basic assumption you should make as part of your preparation is that you must have everything that you will need for the camera with you before you leave. It’s essential to consider memory cards and spare batteries, plus any other equipment that you can carry easily and which will help get the shots you want, such as filters or additional lenses. Remember to also include any item of equipment that you personally cannot do without.


    Location, location


    Many years ago, while I was being briefed for a book assignment at Time-Life, the Art Director, Lou Klein, gave me a piece of advice in his usual didactic way. “Photography,” he said, “is about being in the right place at the right time.” Yes, it sounds obvious, but what good advice, because it lays out the priorities. He didn’t mention composition, lighting, sense of timing, or any of that, simply because these skills were taken for granted. Of course you had to know how to make a good picture, but the most important thing was to put yourself in the best position to shoot, that advice applies as much to the amateur photographer as it does to the professional.


    [image: 18402_52_Map_TRAV_aw_opt.png]Maps are the key, whether topographical, street, plans, or even aerial photographs, all of which are available in surprising abundance for most destinations. Having a map makes everything quicker and avoids wasting time and getting lost. I rely heavily on them, whether it’s a street map for city shooting or a topographical map for trekking and landscapes.


    If you’re keen on landscapes, for example, a topographical map will not only show you where you’re likely to capture a good view (it may even show you recognized “viewpoints”), but you’ll also be able to work out from the map the direction in which the sun will rise and set—essential if you want to be in position and prepared in advance for either one or other solar event.


    Equally, a street map used in conjunction with a good city guide book[image: 18402_51_Guidebooks_TRA_opt.png] will help you to find the sights you want to photograph so that you can plan your route efficiently. You’ll also be able to assess how close you are to other sights and sounds of the city that might have greater appeal to any non-photographers on the trip!


    There are many different series of guidebooks, and the value of all these is principally in their coverage of practicalities, including internal travel, hotels, and restaurants. For a visual briefing look to illustrated books and back-issues of magazines such as National Geographic and GEO, as these will give you a better idea of the local photo opportunities.
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    Using Maps


    It is always a good idea to have a map and compass handy wherever you plan to walk. It can be a lifesaver if you are trekking somewhere you haven’t been before.
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    Global Positioning System


    Now that GPS receivers are small and accurate, they are becoming part of the standard equipment for serious travelers.
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    Postcards


    For a quick preview of the local sights, take a look at the postcard rack at the airport or hotel lobby. Even though you may not be tempted to shoot a similar view, the local photographers know what is where.


    Setting your own goals


    Although a professional photographer is under constant pressure to deliver good pictures, one distinct benefit is that professional photography is always focused—there is an aim, which usually begins with a brief from a client. As a keen amateur or aspiring professional it’s possible to replicate this focus by assigning yourself certain goals. Self-assignment is not just as an exercise, but an important outlet for your imagination and a way of directing your efforts. The aim might be to show a certain aspect of a location, an event, a ceremony, an activity, a cultural feature—the possibilities are endless. Nevertheless, it is important to set this out in advance, because this in turn has to be fleshed out into a shotlist.
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    Room with a view


    Always keep an eye open for unusual viewpoints. This was one of several shots I took at the Lake Palace hotel, occupying its own island in the middle of Lake Pichola, Udaipur, one of the most picturesque cities of Rajasthan.


    


    A shotlist is self-defining, but usually begins with jotted notes from your research into the place you plan to visit. In practice, shotlists are dynamic rather than static. They get added to and subtracted from as you continue to photograph. You can follow a shotlist methodically or use it simply as an occasional reminder, depending on how you like to work and the type of vacation or traveling you’ve embarked on. Certain images that seem a good idea in advance may turn out to be impractical, unachievable, or simply not so strong after all. Other possibilities will suggest themselves on the spot.


    There is then the matter of treatment and style. Thinking about these at the start can help add depth to your photography and inject originality. There are some low-level practical considerations, such as the following:


    •Which focal lengths of lens to concentrate on, for the character they give.


    •What natural lighting conditions to look for.


    •Shooting at different scales, from distant to close (long views to close-up details).


    •Whether to stress the continuity of images or variety.


    The higher-level aspects of treatment and style are more difficult to pin down, being dependent on a photographer’s ability and creativity. Nevertheless, it helps to develop and follow your own way of choosing, composing, and lighting images.
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    Fairy lights


    This night-time view of Lake Palace hotel was shot using a tripod and a long exposure to make the most of the beautiful lighting.
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    On the waterfront


    A different viewpoint of Lake Palace hotel from the waters of Lake Pichola.


    Camera choices


    There are three basic types of digital camera available today, all of which are suitable for photography in the field (I exclude backs for medium- and large-format cameras). They are:


    •Compacts


    •Fixed-lens (prosumer) SLR-like models


    •Digital SLRs


    Each has its advantages and disadvantages, and the right equipment depends ultimately on the use you intend to make of the finished images.


    Although there are now some compact cameras that boast a resolution of 14+ megapixels—comparable to many digital SLRs—because of their relatively small sensors when compared with a digital SLR, image quality, particularly in low light and/or with a high ISO setting, is unlikley to be sufficiently good enough for general print publication. So if you’re hoping to sell your images to a stock agency a compact camera is unlikely to provide you with acceptable results. However, for a web blog, for example, or as a personal record for friends and family, most compact cameras are capable of producing perfectly acceptable results.
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    Compact Camera


    Many modern compact cameras boast high resolution figures, in excess of 10 megapixels.


     


    Fixed-lens prosumer models are, in relation to digital SLRs, light and compact, considerable advantages for traveling. The better models, particularly those with larger-sized sensors, can produce excellent images which wouldn’t look out of place ina magazine or book. However, a prosumer camera won’t produce consistently high-quality images that would satisfy a picture agency.
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    Superzoom Camera


    Fixed-lens, prosumer “superzoom” cameras combine high-resolution sensors with zoom lenses that go from wide-angle to ultra-telephoto, so there’s no need to carry around a heavy bag full of lenses.


     


    Digital SLRs (DSLRs) tend to be more rugged, accept a wide range of lenses, and, particularly those that feature full-frame (35mm) sensors, will provide superb image quality. If your intention is to get your images published as widely as possible, then a DSLR (with a selection of good quality lenses) is your best option. Weight is, nevertheless, an important consideration when traveling, so think about what you’re going to do with your images and weigh up the pros and cons of each camera type.
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    Entry Level DSLR


    An “entry-level” digital SLR will typically feature an APS-C-sized sensor (22 x 15 mm) with a resolution of between 10 and 15 megapixels, and is capable of producing excellent results, even in low light.
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    Professional DSLR


    An increasing number of pro-spec digital SLRs feature a full-frame (35 mm) sensor and a resolution of over 20 megapixels. The image quality of such cameras is comparable to that of a medium-format film camera.


  


  
    Preparation Part II


    DSLR travel kit


    Weighing 26lb (12kg), this is no lightweight configuration, and was assembled specifically for a serious hike in the hills. If the trek involves overnight camping for two or three days, the number of spare batteries and memory cards will have to be worked out very carefully from your own experience of how you shoot. Needless to say, halfway up Helvellyn or on a trans-Himalayan pass is not the place to run out of either of these. Although specifically a trekking backpack, by dispensing with a few items, such as the walking pole, water bottle, guides, maps, and knife, you have a DSLR kit that would cover pretty much most photographic opportunities.
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    •Lightweight walking pole: Pole can be fitted, as here, with a small ball-and-socket head, so that it doubles as a monopod. Useful as a support after exertion, when your hands are likely to be less steady than usual.


    •180mm lens: A useful telephoto lens that gives a little less than 3x magnification over standard.


    •300mm lens: For a long telephoto, this is a good compromise between light-gathering power (f4) and weight (nearly 3lb, or 1.3kg).


    •105mm lens: A medium telephoto macro lens, for nature close-ups as well as general scenic views.


    •Lightweight binoculars


    •Tripod & strap: Extra weight, but important if you intend to shoot at speeds slower than 1/30 sec. This model is light, but expensive—carbon fiber with a magnesium alloy ball head, weighing 3.5lb (1.6kg).


    •SLR: Your SLR camera will determine which lenses and accessories you can use.
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    •Backpack: The camera versions like this are annoyingly more expensive than regular backpacks, but they do the job well, with compartments, adequate padding, and room for awkward items like a tripod.


    •Karabiner: A climbing accessory that doubles for securing the backpack.


    •Spare batteries: According to experience, but more than anticipated.


    •Filter holder and grad: Neutral grad filter for darkening skies, needs a holder which allows it to be moved up and down, and rotated. Adaptor rings for fitting to various lens diameters.


    •Wainwright and map: Trekking guide and map. In this case, for a walk across England from the Lake District, the famous hand-drawn, hand-written Wainwright Coast to Coast.


    •Swiss army knife: All-in-one emergency small tool.


    •Torch: Lightweight, rugged, twist-top operated.


    •Small notebook and pen


    •Spare memory cards: Number and capacity based on experience. This camera uses high-capacity CompactFlash cards.


    Camera accessories


    One accessory that you should seriously consider taking with you when in the field is a tripod. Most photographers have mixed feelings about tripods. On the one hand they are undeniably useful in adding to the range of images you can get on a trip, such as night-time views, as well as enabling you to obtain sharp images even at slow shutter speeds. On the other hand, they weigh extra, are not much fun, and slow down the pace of shooting. How much more pleasant and looser to simply walk and shoot hand-held.


    Travel for even a few days, however, increases the chance that you may need a tripod, and most photographers planning a long trip will at least take a tripod along, even if it stays in the vehicle or hotel room for most of the time. Make sure you choose a model that can comfortably support your camera with the zoom set to its longest focal length (or with the longest lens you have if using a DSLR). Cost enters the equation for travel, because strong, light materials are available and they are always more expensive.
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    Finally, there are good impromptu alternatives to tripods, depending on how slow a shutter speed you need. To hold the camera more steadily, a rolled-up cloth or soft camera bag on a solid surface (such as a wall) works very well—if you press down on the camera or lens as you shoot, you may be able to use shutter speeds as slow as one second.


    There’s a huge array of other camera accessories available today, some of which are shown on these pages. It’s very tempting to talk yourself into thinking that you’ll need everything you can possibly imagine when on the road, but do bear in mind that you may end up carrying your equipment for long periods of time over lengthy distances so only take those accessories that are essential for your photography.
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    Monopod


    A single adjustable pole can improve the shutter speed at which you shoot by about a factor of two, and there are numerous monopods available for just this purpose. If you are trekking, look for a walking pole that is fitted with a 3⁄8 in (9 mm) screw that will accept a small tripod head: two items in one cuts down on your packing and the weight you’re carrying.
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    Polarizing filter


    Circular variety. Gives reflection-reducing and sky-darkening effects that are difficult to replicate by any post-shooting digital filter.


    UV filter


    Colorless. Serves the double function of reducing UV and protecting the delicate front surface of the lens.
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    Compressed Air


    Not for the sensor but for the outside of equipment.
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    USB Cable
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    Card Reader
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    Mini-tripod


    Surprisingly useful, being light enough to carry without noticing. What it lacks is elevation, but there are often surfaces to give height, such as a vehicle roof. One good technique is to press the mini-tripod against a vertical surface, such as a wall.


    Protecting your camera


    There are three extreme environmental conditions that could adversely affect your camera’s operation—cold, heat and dust, and water. Let’s take a look at each one in turn. The operating conditions for most digital cameras and media is 32˚F to 104˚F (0˚C to 40˚C). Below freezing, there is an increasing risk of failure, and in intense cold (-68˚F/-20˚C and below), metal, and some plastics can become more brittle and subject to cracking if knocked hard. More immediately obvious is that metal will stick to the skin—very painful to remove—so use gloves when handling and exercise caution when holding close to your cheek and nose. In any case, expose the camera to the full cold only when shooting. For the rest of the time keep it well wrapped in a padded waterproof bag or else carry it on a strap against your chest underneath a front-zippered parka.


    Batteries deliver less power at low temperatures and will need to be replaced more frequently. Allow for this in the number of batteries you carry, and prepare to recharge more frequently than usual. Carry spare batteries in a warm place, such as your pants’ pocket.
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    Silk inner gloves


    One solution when handling extremely cold equipment is to wear silk inner gloves, which are efficient for short periods when the outer pair is removed.


     


    Extreme heat can also cause failure in the camera, media, and batteries. Very high temperatures are less noticeable in dry air as the body feels less discomfort than when conditions are humid, so monitor the equipment particularly carefully in arid, desert locations, and do not expose cameras to direct sun. As with cold weather, it is always best to keep the camera in a bag until you need to shoot.


     


    [image: 18403-33_Sun_protectio_opt.png]


     


    Reflective foil


    As a rule, you should never leave equipment exposed to direct sunlight in hot conditions. If, for any reason, this is unavoidable, keep it covered with something highly reflective, such as foil or a space blanket.


     


    The second great problem with dry heat is dust, sand, and grit, more common than in humid conditions and more likely to be airborne. Particles can penetrate joints and will cause abrasive damage to moving parts (even though there are fewer mechanical movements in a digital camera than in a traditional film model), and are very difficult to remove. A special problem for digital cameras is the danger of particles settling on the sensor, which will cause artifacts on every shot. Try to avoid changing lenses in such conditions, but if you must, try to find a sheltered place in which to do so, and expose the camera to the air only when shooting. In obviously dusty conditions, such as a duststorm or in a vehicle being driven on an unpaved road, place everything in a large plastic bag and tie it up.
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    Finally, water in all its forms, from condensation to a complete dunking, is particularly damaging to cameras and lenses. A few drops of rain are harmless, but the amount of water penetration depends on the build quality of the camera. The priority is to keep cameras dry, which means at least under cover in wet conditions. If you know in advance that this will be difficult, investigate whether a waterproof housing is available for your particular camera. Depending on the design of the camera, it might also be possible to rig up impromptu waterproofing with a clear plastic bag and rubber bands.


    By the sea, saltwater and salt spray (the latter common in windy weather) bring the added risk of corrosion. Wipe the camera frequently with a clean, dry cloth, and at the end of the day go over all surfaces again, using a damp cloth first. If you drop a camera in water, retrieve it immediately, shake it, open everything that can be opened, wipe off what water you can, then use a blowdryer gently to dry the inaccessible areas.
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    Flexible case


    This sealed plastic container is flexible enough to allow use of the camera, with a special clear lenspiece, but sturdy enough to make it waterproof.
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    Space blanket


    Light and compact, a space blanket in metalized polyester is deal for wrapping equipment. Also useful for people.
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    Tape over the cracks


    One part of a digital camera that is always susceptible to dust and sand is the memory card compartment. Consider using duct tape or insulating tape to seal this.


  


  
    On The Road Part I


     


    Once your trip is under way, the rules and the skillsets change. Adaptation, response, and improvization combine to make up the new order. Unfortunately, all too typically these are first brought into play because of something left behind. Experienced travelers know better than to expect total efficiency in their own preparation, and instead allow for a logistical gap in the packing list.
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    Travel photography and spontaneity


    Travel photography is concerned with how things actually are, with a strong dose of documentary. But quite often events are openly staged for people’s enjoyment, and the photographer’s usual problem is finding a vantage point for effective shots when there is an audience that also wants a good view of what is happening.


     


    Although leaving something behind at home as fundamental as a battery charger may well seem disastrous on the day of arrival at your destination, in practice few things are irreplaceable. Enter the world of the workaround. There is a cut-off point to preparation, before which everything is possible, but after which travel has to be dealt with on an ad hoc basis, and preferably in that frame of mind. Being on the road is a kind of liberation, as in the book of the same title by Jack Kerouac, and it calls for a shift in emphasis from careful planning to on-the-spot reaction. Which ultimately means encountering and enjoying the unexpected.
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