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   Introduction
 
    
 
   
  
 

A Quick-Start Guide
 
    
 
   If you're new to photography – or even if you aren't – it's easy to get overwhelmed with all the things you need to learn. But if your main goal is to keep it simple and you just want to be able to capture good photos without worrying too much about camera gear, gadgets and technical stuff, then this guide's a great place to start.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

How is this book different?
 
    
 
   Photography is a popular subject and there is certainly no shortage of books you can read. But while many books are long in length and complicated in content, this book is short and simple and aims to give you a high-level overview of digital photography so you can get started quickly with just the tools you need. 
 
   
 
 
   


  
 

Who is this book for? 
 
    
 
   This book is for you if you're looking for a brief, introductory photography guide written in regular, everyday language. 
 
    
 
   To keep it simple and actionable, this book is not designed to be a comprehensive resource but rather a distilled guide of information you need to know when first learning digital photography. You’ll learn the essential steps in a simple photography workflow, from the beginning when you compose your images through to the end when you share them.
 
    
 
   The focus is on simplicity and using as little gear as possible to get shots you're happy with. Now's not the time to fret about f-stops and apertures or expensive gear and accessories because these things can be a barrier to getting started. And the truth is, while technical knowledge and pricier equipment can be useful, they don't necessarily lead to great photos (and often I find "technically perfect" images to be less interesting than ones that aren't).
 
    
 
   There's nothing wrong with staying in auto mode (now or forever) if you find that's what you prefer. My philosophy is you are much better served if you focus on the art of the image anyway. Because as long as you have the skills and knowledge to compose compelling images, you'll be able to do this whether you're using an advanced camera or just a camera phone. 
 
    
 
   My goal is to send you off with a solid photography foundation and set you up for success at the beginning of your photography journey. Then after you've been practicing and are more comfortable with a camera in your hands, I encourage you to continue your education and dig deeper into the facets of photography you find most interesting. 
 
    
 
   Photography is a lifelong endeavor and if you continue to enjoy it and practice regularly, you'll no doubt see your images improve with every shot you take.
 
    
 
   So with that, let's get started! 
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 1: Purpose
 
    
 
   Photography is unique because it attracts many different kinds of people, each with their own motivations. Some people enjoy documenting small moments of their lives, while others gravitate to capturing monumental ones. A good number of people love the technical challenges, while others use photography as a tool to express themselves creatively. Many also aspire to make photography their career, but lots of people just want to have fun.
 
    
 
   What about you? What's your purpose? 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Get Clear
 
    
 
   Because you're reading this book in particular, I'm guessing one of your main goals with photography is to keep it simple.
 
    
 
   But beyond that, I think it's really helpful to get clear on why you've chosen to learn photography and what exactly you're hoping to get out of it. When you have a clear purpose in mind, a lot of things will fall into place. You'll be better equipped to narrow down your many camera options and pick one that's right for your needs. And you’ll be able to concentrate on honing the specific skills you’ll need to capture whatever types of images you like most.
 
    
 
   To help you figure out what you want, take a little time to answer these questions:
 
    
 
   – How important is convenience? Are you willing to sacrifice some control so you can carry less equipment or are you willing to carry more equipment in order to have more creative control?
 
    
 
   – Do you want to improve specific skills like composition or technique? 
 
    
 
   – Do you want to learn how to edit (or post-process) your photographs consistently and efficiently? 
 
    
 
   – What are some of the final destinations of your images? Will you be creating printed photo albums or viewing the images solely on your computer? Will your images be just for you or do you want to share them with friends and family on the Internet or by email? 
 
    
 
   When you sit down and really think about what you want to get out of photography, you'll be able to make better choices (like what camera to buy).
 
    
 
   It's easy to be intimidated with all the different aspects of photography, but once you know what's most important to you it'll be easier to stay focused on these things and forget about the rest.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

My Story
 
    
 
   I’d like to share my photography story with you because I think it can help you find your own way.
 
    
 
   I began my photography career as a production assistant on commercial photo shoots in San Francisco. Some of these projects were pretty big deals, so usually there was a massive crew to manage all the details and hired "talent" (models or actors). Some days there could be at least twenty or thirty people on the set.
 
    
 
   These productions also required a lot of camera gear that was ridiculously heavy, expensive and often time-consuming and difficult to set up. I realized these elaborate productions were far from simple and I soon decided commercial photography was not going to be my thing.
 
    
 
   I then made the transition into wedding photography and for a while this seemed to be more suitable to me. It still required a fair amount of gear, but I could get away with far less than a commercial shoot because of the fast-paced nature of the business (since there wasn’t much time to set up lots of lights and stuff).
 
    
 
   Fast forward a few years and I was getting burned out. It didn't help that most days were anywhere from 6 to 8 hours of constant shooting and running around and my poor shoulders had to bear the weight of all my heavy camera equipment. So I got out of weddings, moved into fine-art travel photography and pared down my gear. 
 
    
 
   In my experience, and based on the types of photography I enjoyed doing most, having more equipment didn't automatically translate into getting better shots. Often it felt more like a burden – mentally, monetarily and physically. So having less camera gear actually forced me to be more creative and learn how to be better at using the gear I kept.  
 
    
 
   I don't regret having less equipment and I’m grateful I’m clear on what my purpose is. I now know I want to be able to capture great images while also traveling lightly and having the freedom to move around easily. 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Summary
 
    
 
   Before moving on, try to figure out what your purpose is with photography, or at least have a pretty good idea. 
 
    
 
   What are your main goals when creating images? How important is convenience to you? What do you want to do with your photos once you capture them?
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2: Gear
 
    
 
   In a world where many people think more is better, it can be easy to think we need a lot of photography equipment in order to capture great images.
 
    
 
   But what if our goal is to keep it simple? Can we really get by with just a camera or do we need to lug around a bunch of gear and accessories, too?
 
    
 
   In my opinion, I think it's both possible and preferable to keep it simple. So the question, then, is how much camera gear is enough to be able to capture what you want to capture?
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Know Thyself
 
    
 
   In the previous chapter I mentioned it's important to know what your purpose is when doing photography because knowing this is really helpful when it comes to choosing the right camera for you.
 
    
 
   You can certainly ask for an expert's opinion on which camera is "best," but in the end only you will know what you'll be happy with. Because when you're about to grab your camera and go out shooting, you're the one who decides what you're willing to bring with you and what's staying home (and of course the more gear you bring, the worse your shoulders will feel at the end of a long day!).
 
    
 
   The perfect camera has yet to be invented, so it's really important to know your priorities. And your priorities will be different from mine which will be different from the next person's. While Gearhead Gary may be perfectly willing to lug around fifteen pounds of camera equipment on an all-day sightseeing excursion, you may think that sounds like a long day of hell (as would I).
 
    
 
   When faced with the decision about what camera equipment you should buy, here are the major factors you'll need to take into consideration:
 
    
 
   – Price
 
   – Size & Weight
 
   – Ease of Use
 
   – Image Quality & Size
 
   – Functionalities & Features
 
    
 
   The main thing to know is you will have to sacrifice some of the items on your wish list. If you're able to rank what's most important on that list, you're likely to satisfy most of your top priorities.
 
    
 
   A Note about Image Quality & Size: Without getting too technical or detailed (because this actually gets pretty complicated), I want to briefly mention a couple of things.
 
    
 
   Image quality is largely dependent on the camera’s sensor. And because more expensive cameras usually have better – and bigger – sensors, you’ll typically get better quality images with them.
 
    
 
   When I mention image size, I’m referring to a photo’s dimensions measured as width x height in pixels (which are tiny dots that make up your digital photo). When the width x height in pixels is multiplied together, you get the camera’s megapixel (MP) count. So an image from a 20-megapixel camera is 4000 x 5000 pixels (4000 x 5000 pixels = 20,000,000 pixels = 20 megapixels since “mega” equates to one million). An image’s size – or pixel dimensions – is important mainly because it determines how large you can print your photos (but it doesn’t usually affect viewing photos on a computer monitor). We’ll talk more about this later in the book.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Choosing a Camera
 
    
 
   Now the hard part. Which camera should you get?
 
    
 
   Well, the answer to this question is as unique as you are. But since you've spent some time ranking what you value, you should have a pretty good idea of what you want so you can narrow down your choices considerably. 
 
    
 
   In this section, we’ll talk about three different types of photographers:
 
    
 
   – The Convenience Photographer
 
   – The Casual Photographer
 
   – The Avid Photographer
 
    
 
   As you read the descriptions of each one, think about what your priorities are and see who you identify with the most. 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Convenience Photographer 
 
    
 
   If your highest priorities are ease-of-use and portability, a camera phone may be all you need. 
 
    
 
   There are three huge benefits of using camera phones: 1) they're the simplest to use, 2) they come in the smallest package and 3) you're likely to have your camera with you since it's part of your phone. (And as they say, the best camera is the one that's with you).
 
    
 
   If you're worried the quality of the images from a camera phone may not be good enough, I can tell you most newer phones produce good quality images. And unless you plan on making large prints, you may not even notice much of a difference in the image quality when just viewing photos on a computer screen.
 
    
 
   A camera phone is by far the most convenient option and, if you care more about convenience than apertures and shutter speeds, it will likely do everything you want it to. My husband used to carry around both his phone and a point-and-shoot compact camera, but it was a hassle to carry both. So he ditched the latter and now solely uses his phone. Even I rely quite heavily on my camera phone for everyday images. The simplicity can't be beat.
 
    
 
   Pros:
 
   – Simple to learn 
 
   – Easy to use 
 
   – Smallest option so it's easy to carry
 
   – You're more likely to always have this with you
 
    
 
   Cons:
 
   – Very few features
 
   – Lower image quality and size in comparison to pricier cameras (but still good)
 
   – Minimal functionality
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Casual Photographer
 
    
 
   If you're looking for more functionality than what a camera phone can provide, your next option is a full-featured point-and-shoot compact camera.
 
    
 
   Compact cameras are just that – compact. So while larger than a phone, they are still much smaller and easier to carry than a camera that requires separate lenses because the lens is built into compact cameras.
 
    
 
   Many compact cameras offer far more features than phones typically do and many also have great built-in lenses that allow you to zoom in quite a bit. Some models even provide manual controls similar to what's available with more advanced gear. 
 
    
 
   Pros:
 
   – Still quite simple to use
 
   – Size is relatively small and easy to carry 
 
   – Increased image quality and size over cell phone cameras (in general)
 
   – Cheaper than a camera body plus separate lenses
 
   – More functionality
 
    
 
   Cons:
 
   – Too many features can overwhelm or confuse a casual photographer who is interested in simplicity
 
   – Though smaller than a DSLR, compact cameras are often too large to fit in pockets 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Avid Photographer 
 
    
 
   If you want to have full creative control over your settings and are willing to sacrifice size and convenience, you may want to invest in a standalone camera body and a lens or two.
 
    
 
   The two main types of camera bodies are DSLRs (which stands for and utilizes Digital Single-Lens Reflex technology) and Mirrorless (which refers to how the cameras are constructed - without mirrors unlike DSLRs). Both bodies allow you to use different lenses and accessories, but DSLRs are more common and have been around longer so you'll have more options. Mirrorless bodies are becoming more popular because they're smaller, lighter and easier to carry. And since more people are buying them, your lens and accessory options are likely to increase.
 
    
 
   For lenses, you can choose between zoom or fixed (prime) lenses, and both types are available in wide to telephoto lengths (which basically allows you to capture scenes with a very wide angle of view to a very zoomed-in “telephoto” view). 
 
    
 
   Zoom lenses allow you to get closer to your subject without having to physically move. Fixed lenses, on the other hand, don’t zoom. So if you want to get closer to your subject you have to move your body.
 
    
 
   Many people start with a zoom lens because it offers the most flexibility in a single lens. But an alternative could be to start with a single fixed lens. This is more limiting because you can't rely on the zoom to get closer to your subject, but it does push you to be more creative to get the shot since you’re forced to work with that constraint. If your budget allows it, you could also mix and match and get one or two different zoom lenses or perhaps a zoom and a prime.
 
    
 
   Pros:
 
   – Full control
 
   – Most options for creativity
 
   – Likely the best image quality (but depends on the specific model)
 
   – Best opportunity to practice the technical aspects of photography
 
    
 
   Cons:
 
   – Typically the most expensive
 
   – Least convenient
 
   – Heavier & larger size 
 
   – Bigger learning curve
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Narrowing it Down
 
    
 
   There's a lot to think about when comparing your options. But if at any point you're stuck between two different choices, it can help to ask yourself which of two opposing alternatives you value more. 
 
    
 
   For example if you’re not sure if you want a point-and-shoot compact camera or a DSLR, contrast convenience versus features. If you value convenience more, a compact camera may be all you need because it's simpler than having to buy and potentially carry extra lenses. 
 
    
 
   Or say you’re wavering between a camera phone and a point-and shoot camera. One of the factors you’ll need to consider is whether you prefer to just view the digital files on the screen or if you want to be able to make larger prints. If you know you'll want to be able to print enlargements of your photographs, it may be better to go with a point-and-shoot since they typically have bigger image sizes which are better for printing.
 
    
 
   If that exercise doesn’t help, here's another one. Say you're going on a long three-hour walk. This isn’t a photography outing, so you won't be bringing a camera. But what will you bring? Nothing? A water bottle? A backpack of miscellaneous stuff in case you need it? If you choose to bring just the water bottle (or nothing at all), you're probably more of a minimalist and a camera phone or compact camera might suit you best. This way you won’t have to carry around any extra lenses or equipment. If, on the other hand, you bring along a backpack with maybe a jacket and water, then you may be better off having a DSLR with a couple of lenses so you have more options.
 
    
 
   Visualizations, budgets, wants and needs – all of these factors come into play when making your final decision on what camera's best for you. And while it may seem restrictive having these constraints, it can actually make your decision easier because you're forced to pick based on the priorities you value more, which will hopefully leave you happier with your choice. 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Choosing Your Accessories 
 
    
 
   Since we're keeping it simple, there aren't too many accessories you'll need. If you decide a camera phone is perfect for you, then you can safely skip the rest of this part.
 
    
 
   For the others, the following accessories are the ones I personally consider to be must-haves:
 
    
 
   Spare battery: 
 
   Some camera batteries don't hold a charge for very long, so a spare is essential.
 
    
 
   Extra memory cards: 
 
   In my experience, you can’t really have too many memory cards (especially because the price has come way down), but you can definitely have too few!
 
    
 
   When choosing your memory cards, I suggest going with name brands as I think they tend to be more reliable. And given the choice between having one very large-capacity card (say 64GB) versus having a few smaller cards (say 16GB to 32GB each) I recommend the latter. This way you spread out your risk and aren't relying on a single card that could fail (and you'd lose everything).
 
    
 
   A memory card holder: 
 
   If you do have a handful of memory cards, it's helpful to have some kind of case or pouch to keep them all in one place.
 
    
 
   Lens cloth: 
 
   Lenses and filters gather dust and smudges and it's best to use a clean lens cloth made for this purpose (as opposed to a t-shirt). 
 
    
 
   If you have interchangeable lenses or heavier gear, the following accessories are helpful:
 
    
 
   A UV filter: 
 
   The primary purpose for this type of filter is to protect your lens glass from scratches and dust. If your filter is damaged, it's much easier and cheaper to replace this than your expensive lens.
 
    
 
   A padded camera strap: 
 
   The straps that come with most cameras are uncomfortable, especially after a long day of shooting. If you invest in a strap that’s padded, your shoulders and neck will thank you.
 
    
 
   A padded camera bag or insert: 
 
   Camera gear isn't cheap, so if you're going to be traveling with it I recommend investing in some kind of padded enclosure to help protect your stuff. A camera-specific bag with a dedicated area for your camera equipment can work, as will a padded insert that you can put into almost any regular bag or backpack.
 
    
 
   These accessories are nice-to-haves:
 
    
 
   Memory card reader: 
 
   Card readers typically transfer images more quickly than if you were to connect your camera to your computer with a USB cable (which is more common).
 
    
 
   Air blower: 
 
   A photography-specific tool that blows clean air to remove dust very gently from sensitive and hard-to-reach areas (please be careful because this blower is NOT the same as compressed air which can damage your equipment).
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

But what about _______ accessory? 
 
    
 
   When I started out, I thought it was important to get a whole slew of stuff in order to round out my photography gear. But then I realized this advice was typically given to me by gear heads (people who love photography equipment so much they end up accumulating ridiculous amounts of it – all while spending lots of money, too).
 
    
 
   I eventually learned that just because something is available for us to buy, doesn't mean we should buy it. Instead, we need to look at the types of things we actually want to shoot and then make a decision on whether we actually need it or not.
 
    
 
   Take tripods, for instance.
 
    
 
   When I was just getting started in photography, I had the impression all photographers needed to have a tripod. So without thinking about whether I actually needed a tripod, I blindly followed the standard advice and bought one.
 
    
 
   I quickly learned I don’t have the patience for a tripod and I really don’t like carrying it around. I found other creative ways to get the shot and I think these techniques beat lugging around a big, heavy-ass piece of equipment any day. And besides that, for the type of shooting I do – which is mostly during the day – I do just fine without one. And if you shoot mainly during the day, you'll probably be okay without one, too. But decisions like these are ones only you can make.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

What Gear Do I Have?
 
    
 
   My camera equipment has remained pretty constant since I started doing photography professionally in 2008, but this is what I have now:
 
    
 
   ●       A DSLR camera body
 
   ●       2 lenses (zoom & prime)
 
   ●       A few dust cloths
 
   ●       Memory cards & holder
 
   ●       Memory card reader
 
   ●       Extra battery
 
   ●       Padded camera strap
 
   ●       Padded insert (I can put it into any regular backpack or shoulder bag)
 
    
 
   Note: If you’re curious about the exact gear I have, you can find more details in the Resources section in the back.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Summary
 
    
 
   Choosing the right camera and gear is challenging, but not impossible. With a mix of self-knowledge, experimentation and prioritization, you'll figure out what's best for you.
 
    
 
   Here are a few considerations you may want to rank in order of importance:
 
    
 
   – Price
 
   – Size & Weight
 
   – Ease of Use
 
   – Image Quality & Size
 
   – Functionalities & Features
 
    
 
   Keeping your rankings for the above in mind, determine which of the following types of photographer you most identify with (which will then hopefully help you narrow down what kind of camera you should get):
 
    
 
   – The Convenience Photographer
 
   – The Casual Photographer
 
   – The Avid Photographer
 
    
 
   You may not get it right the first time (I didn't), and that's okay. I think the key is to start with as little photography equipment as you can get by with so you don't end up spending too much money or time (or both) on stuff you don't need or use.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3: Technique
 
    
 
   There are some really simple and straightforward techniques you can use to take better shots with whatever gear you're using, and below I’ll show you a few I think work well.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Befriend Your Camera
 
    
 
   Let's say you're at a party and you meet someone new who seems really interesting. You'll probably want to spend some time getting to know them, so you chat with them to learn where they're from, what they like to do, etc. It's the same thing with your camera. 
 
    
 
   One of the first things I think you should do when you get a new camera is familiarize yourself with it so you have at least a basic understanding of how to find and use its main features. The best way to do this? You probably guessed it – read the manual.
 
    
 
   I know reading the manual is not everyone's idea of a good way to spend a couple of hours. But I promise you, if you take even an hour to familiarize yourself with what your camera can (and can't do) it's easier to get the shots you're envisioning. When you make the time to learn what your camera's buttons do, you can more easily find the function you need when you're out photographing and reduce (or eliminate) guesswork and frustration.
 
    
 
   If you're in a hurry to get started, then at a minimum I'd say the following are the most important things to know how to do:
 
    
 
   – Use your camera menu to change the setting that enables you to capture the largest image quality (size) possible. You will typically only need to set this once when you first get your camera. If you're not sure where the setting is (or if your camera even has one), you can refer to your manual. But usually the menu title is something like "Image Size" and the choices could be "Large, Medium, Small" or perhaps "Fine, Medium, RAW". The main thing to remember is you can always resize (or downsize) your images later, but you can never make them bigger. 
 
    
 
   – Double check you're using Neutral settings if your camera has this option. You can always make a color photo black and white later, but not the other way around.
 
    
 
   – Quickly turn your flash on and off. 
 
    
 
   – Set a focus point. (Because it sucks when faces are blurry.)
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Play With the Shot
 
    
 
   Sometimes the image you capture when you press the shutter looks nothing like the shot you imagined. When this happens, try finessing your shot a bit. This little trick is something even professional photographers do quite often when they aren't satisfied with the initial composition.
 
    
 
   To play with your shot, you essentially photograph the same subject over and over again, but do something different with each image. Sometimes you can simply zoom in or out a little. Other times you may need to change your perspective completely by repositioning yourself with respect to your subject so you can get a new angle. 
 
    
 
   Many times the making of a great image is there initially, but you need to "work the shot" a bit to get it just right. It takes practice, but it's worth the effort.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Story Behind the Shot
 
    
 
   I took the following photo along the Costa del Sol in Spain. There was a promenade above the beach and I walked back and forth along the entire length. I kept looking down and capturing various images from different vantage points because I wasn’t initially sure what would work. I ended up liking this vertical image best because I feel it captures the essence of what I saw when I was there, showing both the people relaxing at the beach as well as the picturesque mountains in the background.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Use Both Hands & Hold Still
 
    
 
   It probably seems obvious that you should use both hands and hold still when pressing the shutter. But it's surprisingly easy not to do.
 
    
 
   Unless you're consciously reminding yourself to keep your camera (and your own body) steady while you're trying to get the shot, you may end up taking photos in too much of a hurry and could end up with blurry, unfixable photos. And blurry photos equals sad photographer.
 
    
 
   The solution is easy. All you need to do is to stop moving, stabilize your camera with both hands and only then press the shutter.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Story Behind the Shot
 
    
 
   We got to the Portland Head Light in Maine late in the day and I was losing the natural light quickly. Since I don’t use a tripod, I held my body and camera as still as possible and also leaned against a nearby railing for added stability. This technique helped ensure the result wasn’t blurry.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Use a Strap
 
    
 
   I don't understand why anyone would not want to use a strap for their camera. I've heard enough stories from people who have dropped their cameras and spent a lot of money replacing or repairing them that I always use a camera strap. If you want to save yourself the scare (and the expense), I recommend you use one, too.
 
    
 
   If the strap that came with your camera is uncomfortable, there are many other designs and options available, including padded straps, wrist straps, slings and more. If you're curious what I use, I put more details in the Resources section.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Pay Attention
 
    
 
   By being extra observant and hyper aware of your surroundings, you start to notice things you may not have otherwise. Sometimes your extra attention helps you capture a passing moment, while other times you pick up on smaller details. 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Story Behind the Shot
 
    
 
   While wandering around the Botanical Garden at UC Berkeley in California, this tree caught my eye. If I had been walking too quickly and wasn’t slowly taking in everything around me, I may’ve missed the shot. But I did see and capture it and I love how the ends of the bark started to peel away from the branch and then got all curly.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Plan Ahead
 
    
 
   Whether you're going out to photograph for a couple of hours or all day long, be sure you plan ahead for what you'll need while you're away. No one wants to run out of memory cards or have their camera's battery die (especially in the middle of a once-in-a-lifetime event like a wedding). 
 
    
 
   In many cases, you won't need to bring all the camera gear you own, so just think about what you'll actually need. At the very least, you may want to:
 
    
 
   – Have an extra battery: I've only ever had or needed one spare camera battery, but I've definitely used it on many occasions and was thankful to have it.
 
    
 
   – Charge your battery (or batteries): Check that your batteries have enough juice to get you through whatever you're shooting. If they don't, give yourself enough time to charge them.
 
    
 
   – Bring extra memory cards: Memory cards are pretty cheap and they take up very little room, so bring more than you think you'll need. 
 
    
 
   – Check your memory cards: If you still have images on your memory card(s), make sure you've already transferred them to your computer and backed them up before you overwrite or erase them.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Be Ready 
 
    
 
   If there's only one tip you remember from this chapter, let it be this one: Be Ready.
 
    
 
   I really admire photojournalists because they have to be on their game at all times. They have to be watchful, nimble and prepared. And this is how you can improve your shots, too.
 
    
 
   One of the simplest ways to get the shot is to be ready to get the shot. Some of my favorite photographs wouldn't exist if I hadn't been prepared. So many moments are fleeting, and in order to capture them you need to be ready the instant it happens.
 
    
 
   If you're out sightseeing or doing a photo walk, don't tuck your camera away in its protective case after each shot. Instead, when you know you'll be using your camera frequently during a period of time, keep your camera out and easily accessible.
 
    
 
   Also be aware that many cameras have painfully slow start-up times. And if you wait too long to turn on your camera, you may miss the moment. If there's a particular shot you can anticipate ahead of time, turn on your camera and have it ready to fire.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Story Behind the Shot
 
    
 
   As I stood on the sidewalk across from the famed Radio City Music Hall in New York City, I spotted a red pedicab making its way towards me. I thought it’d be fun to show the movement of the pedicab whizzing by and I prepped my camera and adjusted my settings so that I’d be ready to shoot the moment it entered my frame.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

A note about JPEG vs. RAW Files
 
    
 
   If you're interested in keeping your photography as simple as possible and aren't the type of person who will spend much (if any) time editing your images, you can stick with JPEG files and skip to the end of the chapter. 
 
    
 
   If, however, you want more control over what your images look like and your camera gives you the option to shoot RAW files, you'll want to decide ahead of time if you prefer those to JPEGs and which of the two file types is better for your temperament.
 
    
 
   While not exactly a technique, it's important to know the pros and cons of each file type and why you might want to use one over another.
 
    
 
   JPEGs are a standard image file type. They're universally viewable on devices and within software programs. They come out of the camera more "finished" than RAW files and so even if you don't do any post-processing, they may look just fine. JPEGs will likely be around for a long time so you probably don't need to worry about having to convert your images to any other format in the future.
 
    
 
   RAW files, on the other hand, are not a standard file type but rather proprietary image files unique to the brand of camera you use. So for example, Canon's RAW files are not the same as Nikon's. And sometimes computers and software programs aren't able to natively read or view these images. This means that in the long term, after editing your RAW files you may want to consider converting your final images into a format that's likely to be around longer – like JPEGs. By choosing to use RAW files, you'll likely be doing more work. The plus side, though, is RAW files contain more data about the original images you capture which then gives you more creative flexibility when editing your files. 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Summary
 
    
 
   Here's a quick look at the techniques we covered in this chapter:
 
    
 
   – Befriend Your Camera
 
   – Play With the Shot
 
   – Use Both Hands & Hold Still
 
   – Brace Your Camera
 
   – Use a Strap
 
   – Pay Attention
 
   – Plan Ahead
 
   – Be Ready
 
    
 
   The more you apply these tips, the more natural they'll become.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4: Composition
 
    
 
   If there's one skill I recommend working on the most, it would probably be composition. Technical expertise is great, and given enough time I think everyone can be good at this. But I believe you should focus less on the technical stuff and more on what you're actually capturing within your frame. 
 
    
 
   To me, a skillful photographer is someone who can create compelling images by knowing how various elements contribute to a strong composition. And when you know how to do this, you're able to make captivating photographs no matter what camera you're using.
 
    
 
   So don't worry if the only thing you know how to do is press the shutter. Right now it's time to focus on composition.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

"Rules" of Photography
 
    
 
   Okay, so the fun can't start quite yet because first we need to talk about the "rules."
 
    
 
   You've probably heard there are a handful of basic rules of composition when it comes to photography. And it's true – there are a few guidelines that help all of us - from beginners to professionals - capture great shots. And with the help of these rules we can create images people will find attractive.
 
    
 
   That said, I say "rules" in quotes because you're not going to get in trouble if you break them. And, as you progress in your photography, it's actually a good idea to push the boundaries of what's traditionally considered "a good shot." 
 
    
 
   But for now, it's better to learn a few tried-and-true ways to capture good images. The suggestions in this chapter don't include every possible "rule," but rather the ones I personally found most helpful in simplifying and refining my own vision. It’ll take some time to perfect your own photographic vision, but my goal is to get you started quickly so you can go out and photograph without worrying too much about how it's "normally" done.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Simplify
 
    
 
   When we're just beginning, we tend to cram everything we see into one shot. The resulting image then tends to be overly busy and distracting. And sometimes we may even look at a photo and wonder what it was we were trying to capture in the first place.
 
    
 
   To combat this, you'll want to simplify your shot by knowing what your purpose is for it. Get in the habit of asking yourself, What is my primary subject? How can I focus just on this? 
 
    
 
   When you have a single goal in mind for each shot, you'll be able to determine which elements in the scene are inessential so you can remove them from the frame.
 
    
 
   I realize this may sound like a lot of mental work for every single image you take, but it will get easier the more you do it and eventually you won't even realize you're doing it.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Story Behind the Shot
 
    
 
   I have a thing for old signs and when I came across this one in Nevada I knew I had to find a way to shoot it. The motel itself had been abandoned and was in sorry shape, and had I included it in my frame I think it would have lessened the impact of the sign. So to simplify and strengthen the composition I cut out the motel and focused entirely on the sign itself – which was what I was most attracted to anyway.
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Crop in Tightly
 
    
 
   One way you can simplify your scene is to crop in tightly, which means you'll be filling most of your frame with your main subject.
 
    
 
   You can physically get closer to your subject (by walking, for example) or you can crop in by using a zoom lens (if you have one). With either method, your goal is to recompose your image so that you either remove or reduce the elements in the frame that aren't adding value to your overall composition.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Story Behind the Shot
 
    
 
   To capture the watchful face of this snow monkey in Japan, I used a combination of getting physically closer and pulling out my telephoto lens. I first walked as close as I could to the monkey without being too annoying (there weren’t any fences there), and then I zoomed in to where everything was cropped out except the head, cutting out the body and background completely.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Viewpoint
 
    
 
   Many people are used to capturing images only at their own eye level. But another way to spice up your composition is by changing your viewpoint.
 
    
 
   When looking at your subject, ask yourself if you could capture it better by getting above it and shooting down on it. Or perhaps it would be more appropriate to squat or lie down on the ground (this viewpoint happens to be particularly useful for kids and small animals).
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Story Behind the Shot
 
    
 
   This puppy was incredibly adorable but also incredibly stubborn. He was not excited about sitting still and posing cooperatively (I know, I was asking a lot of an energy-filled pup). But I lucked out when he found a feather to entertain himself for a moment and I had just enough time to lie down on the ground and capture him playing with his new “toy.” I think this vantage point is much more effective than if I took the image towering above him.
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Frame Your Subject
 
    
 
   An effective way to balance out an image or draw attention to a specific subject is by using a frame within a frame.
 
    
 
   While looking at your image through your viewfinder, recompose it so that you're intentionally including an object in your foreground that will either help fill empty space (like a sky that seems too vast) or focus attention on your main subject.
 
    
 
   You can use any number of objects as frames. Trees, archways, doors and windows are some of the more common ones.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Story Behind the Shot
 
    
 
   There’s an abundance of old churches near Taos, New Mexico, and many of them have gates or walls around the church. I decided to use this gate as a frame for the church beyond it to create a sense of depth and draw the eye inward.
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Lines
 
    
 
   There are many different ways to incorporate lines into your images, but "leading lines" are perhaps the most used.
 
    
 
   Even if you've taken steps to simplify your images, sometimes people still aren't sure what they're supposed to be looking at when viewing a photograph. And this is where you can use leading lines to help carry your viewer's eyes deeper into your image.
 
    
 
   Leading lines take many forms and oftentimes you'll see things like winding roads, hiking trails, fences and rivers used with this method.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Story Behind the Shot
 
    
 
   I took the image below when trekking in the Dolomites in Italy. And just as your eye is likely drawn into the photo by following the dirt road up to the barn, this is also how we proceeded by foot along the path. So you as the viewer of the photograph end up having an experience similar to the one we had in person.
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Rule of Thirds
 
    
 
   No discussion about photography composition would be complete without the rule of thirds. 
 
    
 
   The idea here is you take your camera’s viewfinder and draw four imaginary lines that divide your frame into nine sections. 
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   Then when you place your primary subject either along one of these lines or at an intersection of them your photograph is usually more aesthetically pleasing.
 
    
 
   Many cameras allow you to change the settings so that these "rule of thirds" lines appear in your viewfinder which can make it easier to apply this rule in the beginning. But as you get more accustomed to using it, you'll eventually know instinctively where to place your subject without the use of any guides.
 
    
 
   A very simple and straightforward example of this in action is when you're shooting the horizon. In most cases, the horizon doesn’t look best when centered (with your image cut into equal halves), but instead when placed either in the top or bottom third of your image. 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Story Behind the Shot
 
    
 
   For this California beach image, I split up the scene into three roughly equal parts horizontally: the sky, the ocean and the beach. Because I only dedicated about 1/3 of the image to the sky (rather than half of the image), the end result feels more balanced.
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Symmetry
 
    
 
   Humans are wired to find symmetry pleasing, so you almost can't go wrong with this type of composition.
 
    
 
   Symmetrical patterns and shapes can be found all around you. And while I tend to find more symmetry in man-made buildings and structures, you can definitely find symmetrical subjects in nature, too.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Story Behind the Shot
 
    
 
   I was captivated by everyday objects in Morocco and I felt this door was a beautiful representation of the types of designs you see there. If you were to split the image vertically into two pieces, each side would be a near perfect reflection of the colorful patterns.
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Textures
 
    
 
   When you're able to capture a subject's texture well, your viewer will practically know what it feels like to touch the object and then hopefully have a deeper connection with the image. 
 
    
 
   One way to highlight a subject's texture is by enhancing the shadows since shadows create the illusion of depth. To do this, it can help to have your light source hit your subject at an angle rather than overhead. 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Story Behind the Shot
 
    
 
   You’d think one of the last things I’d think to shoot while on vacation in New Orleans, Louisiana is a tree. But shoot a tree I did. The reason I was so interested in this particular tree is because of the different textures and colors. Just by looking at the photo of the bark you can tell the darkest parts would be rough and bumpy to the touch while the lighter-colored bits would be smoother and soft.
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Patterns 
 
    
 
   Patterns consist of repeated elements such as lines, shapes and colors. While repetition in everyday life can be boring and uninteresting, patterns in photographs can have a pleasing visual impact. 
 
    
 
   When capturing patterns, you'll typically want to zoom in enough so that your patterns fill the entire frame and give the impression that it repeats forever.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Story Behind the Shot
 
    
 
   I was mesmerized by the undulating waves of sand at the Great Sands Dunes National Park & Preserve in Colorado and wanted to find a way to show how seemingly infinite the ripples were. So I found an untouched swath of sand and zoomed in, also choosing to include a random stone to break up the monotony and show a little scale.
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Shoot Vertically
 
    
 
   One of my favorite suggestions for improving your composition is to shoot vertically. Many people only shoot horizontally when they first start out. But if you simply rotate your camera 90 degrees, a whole new world opens up for you.
 
    
 
   I’ve noticed after looking through my photo catalog that the majority of my favorite images were shot vertically. If you try shooting this way for a while, you may end up feeling the same way. And the great thing is changing your camera’s orientation is an easy way to mix up the types of images you capture.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Story Behind the Shot
 
    
 
   I’d read somewhere that from Treasure Island near San Francisco you could get a great shot of the Bay Bridge. Because the bridge was so tall from my vantage point, it made sense to shoot it vertically so it would fill up my frame. This vertical orientation also helps make it clearer to the viewer that it’s the bridge they should be paying attention to as opposed to the city (which seems to more often be the case).
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Pay Attention
 
    
 
   There will be times when you come home and discover the image you thought was perfect (and looked great on your camera’s little screen) is not so great after all. This can be really disappointing.
 
    
 
   Luckily the solution is easy (at least for future images). All you need to do is pay attention when you're composing your photos. This is by far the simplest way to improve your photos. Because even if you could fix the images later using software, often it only takes a couple of seconds when you're actually taking the shot to compose the image properly. Then you may not have to do anything to it afterwards. 
 
    
 
   Here are a few specific things to watch for that can be especially hard (if not impossible) to fix later:
 
    
 
   – Distracting shadows across people's faces
 
   – Items coming out of people's heads (like poles, signs, trees, etc.)
 
   – People and faces not in focus
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Break those "Rules"
 
    
 
   As I mentioned earlier, composition "rules" are useful, especially in the beginning. They give you a good place to start and help you understand what the makings are of good images. But they're not meant to be binding forever and they're certainly not applicable at all times.
 
    
 
   After you've become fairly comfortable with the "rules," it's time to start breaking them. Because photography is an art and the images you're capturing are your vision alone. You have the choice to do what you want with them. If you want to center your image and break the rule of thirds, then go right ahead.
 
    
 
   It's exciting when you get to a point where you know that if you take a shot a particular way you will be breaking rule X, but you do it anyway. And it's even better when you come away with a photograph you love - broken rule and all.
 
    
 
   So here's the thing. Learn the rules. Then break them as you see fit. 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Summary
 
    
 
   Here's a quick review of the different "rules" of composition we covered:
 
    
 
   – Simplify
 
   – Crop in Tightly
 
   – Viewpoint
 
   – Frame Your Subject
 
   – Lines
 
   – Rule of Thirds
 
   – Symmetry
 
   – Textures
 
   – Patterns
 
   – Shoot Vertically
 
   – Pay Attention
 
    
 
   Learn them, use them, then ignore them as needed.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5: Organization
 
    
 
   With digital photography, it’s great to not have to worry about how much it's going to cost us to buy a bunch of film and develop it. There are essentially no limits on how many images we can take, so we often end up taking a lot. But with this benefit also comes a new challenge: staying organized.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Decide on a System
 
    
 
   In my busiest year as a professional photographer I took over 35,000 photos. Yeah, I know - a lot. If I had any hope of knowing where anything was - then or in the future - I had to figure out a good system for organizing. 
 
    
 
   It took me a little while to settle on a consistent system, but when I did it was a tremendous help. I highly recommend you take the time now to create a system you can stick with before you get in too deep with your photos. (But don’t worry if your photos are currently a mess – you can still go back and clean stuff up once you devise a new plan.) Whether you have 300 photos or 30,000, there's not much point in taking or keeping them if you can never find what you're looking for later.
 
    
 
   There are generally 2 main ways to organize your images:
 
    
 
   – By Date
 
   – By Subject
 
    
 
   Depending on how your brain naturally functions, one option usually works better than the other.
 
    
 
   For instance, let's say you have a group of photos you took at your mom's birthday party back in 2015. You could file them either:
 
    
 
   – By the year you took them (2015) or
 
   – By the event or subject (Birthday or Mom)
 
    
 
   Does one of these examples stick out to you as being more intuitive? If you're not sure yet, that's okay. We're going to keep going and you'll find detailed examples of each method and hopefully one will click with you (but of course you can also change or modify the system to fit your needs later if you start with one system and soon decide it doesn’t work for you as well as you thought).
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Organize By Date
 
    
 
   When sorting your images by date, you usually want your highest-level folder (or directory – I use the two terms interchangeably) to denote either the decade or the year. Because I have photos going back many decades, I created a folder for every decade and then put them all inside the "My Photos" directory. 
 
    
 
   So my top-level folder called “My Photos” has these folders in it:
 
    
 
   1990s
 
   2000s
 
   2010s
 
    
 
   Then within each decade's folder, I created folders for each year. So here's what my 2010s folder contains:
 
    
 
   2010
 
   2011
 
   2012 
 
   2013 
 
   2014
 
   2015
 
   2016
 
    
 
   For each year you could create additional nested folders for each month, but at this point I think it's easier to just create a new folder for each day you create images. 
 
    
 
   Here are some example folders I could have in my 2016 directory:
 
    
 
   20160122_belgium_bruges
 
   20160220_co_mom_birthday
 
   20160317_ak_anchorage
 
    
 
   When naming these folders, I usually include two primary pieces of information: Date and Subject.
 
    
 
   I recommend using the reverse date format (Year, Month and Day) so all of your folders will automatically sort chronologically. 
 
    
 
   And then for the short description, I typically include the:
 
    
 
   – Location: using 2 characters for US states or the full country name
 
   – Main Subject(s): events, people, etc.
 
    
 
   This allows me to quickly scan a bunch of folders for any given year and easily know what's inside them without having to open every one. 
 
    
 
   Putting it all together and using the last folder above as an example, the entire directory path would look something like this:
 
    
 
   C:\My Pictures\2010s\2016\20160317_ak_anchorage
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Organize by Subject
 
    
 
   Another way you could organize your photos is by the main subject. Using this method, you'd start with broad categories as your highest-level folders, and they might look something like this:
 
    
 
   Events
 
   People
 
   Places
 
    
 
   Then within, say, the Places folder you could drill down by the continents you've visited:
 
    
 
   Europe
 
   North America
 
    
 
   Then by countries within a particular continent, like North America:
 
    
 
   Canada
 
   Mexico
 
   US
 
    
 
   And finally, if you want to get even more specific, you could create new folders for each state or region. Here are some folders you might have for the US:
 
    
 
   Alaska
 
   California
 
   Colorado
 
    
 
   As your last step, for every folder that goes inside of the Alaska directory, for example, you could create names based first on the year you took the photos followed by a brief description (similar to what you'd do if your top-level folders are organized by date).
 
    
 
   So let's say you've been to Alaska a couple different times. Within your Alaska folder, you might have folders that look like this:
 
    
 
   2008_ak_cruise_inside_passage
 
   2016_ak_anchorage
 
    
 
   In this example, here's what the entire directory path might look like:
 
    
 
   C:\My Pictures\Places\North America\US\Alaska\2016_ak_anchorage
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Try First, Then Commit
 
    
 
   Whichever method you think will work better for you, I suggest giving it a trial run with a few folders before committing to that system. This way you can see if it really does work for you before you spend too much time renaming all of your folders. 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

A Step Further: Beyond the Basics
 
    
 
   You now know of a couple different ways to keep your photos organized by using just your computer's folders. You could stop reading the rest of the chapter and be just fine.
 
    
 
   But, if you want more granular control and are willing to invest a little extra time, money and effort, there's one tool I highly recommend. And that tool is Adobe Lightroom.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Adobe Lightroom
 
    
 
   Normally I'm a big fan of open source and free software. They're usually just as good - if not better - than many options you have to pay for. But Lightroom is one tool I willingly paid for and I think is worth every penny.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Why is Lightroom so awesome?
 
    
 
   In short, Lightroom makes your life easier because it does practically everything photography-related you need it to (if only regular life had one single tool that was so useful!).
 
    
 
   Here are just a few things Lightroom can help with:
 
    
 
   – Editing
 
   – Keywords
 
   – Ratings
 
    
 
   The benefits of having all of these features (and more) available in just one program is you're not likely to need anything else. It doesn't get much simpler than this. 
 
    
 
   So let's go over each of the features above and talk about why they're useful to have.
 
    
 
   Editing
 
   Whether you're new to photography or have been doing it a little while, you've probably heard of Adobe Photoshop. But what you may not know is it's rather complicated. If you're looking for a simpler way to edit your photos, Photoshop is not the answer. Lightroom is.
 
    
 
   While there's still a learning curve, I think Lightroom is much easier to use. With Lightroom you can do anything from the most basic adjustments - like exposure, white balance, cropping - to more advanced editing - like noise reduction and vignetting. 
 
    
 
   The changes you make to your photos in Lightroom are also considered "non-destructive." This means the adjustments you apply aren't permanent until you Export the file from Lightroom. So you can make any changes you want to your photos and your original photo remains intact. With Photoshop this is not the case. If you crop an image, it's cropped forever unless you save a duplicate copy (and these additional files can take up a lot of space if you do this a lot).
 
    
 
   Keywords
 
   Keywords are single words or phrases used to describe your photos in more detail. I'll tell you right now it can take a while to add keywords to your images depending on how specific you get with them. But I'll also say that when you do add a few keywords to your photos, you’ll find it’s incredibly easy to find specific photos later.
 
    
 
   For example, say you have an adorable dog named Sadie and one day you decide you want to put together an album of your favorite photos. How would you begin a potentially massive project like this? Well, with keywords this is a simple task and all you need to do is search for your target keywords and all matching images would be found.
 
    
 
   If you are diligent about adding even the most basic keywords to your photos, you would very easily be able to pull up every single photograph ever labeled with that keyword in Lightroom. In the example above, you would probably search for keywords like "dog" and "Sadie." 
 
    
 
   Okay, that's great I can find photos just of Sadie, you may be thinking. But what if I still end up with hundreds of images taken over the last few years? How can I narrow them all down to just a handful I can include in a small album?
 
    
 
   That's where Ratings come in.
 
    
 
   Ratings
 
   Lightroom allows you to apply star ratings to any of your images in your catalog. So as you're going through the photos you've taken, you can apply anywhere from 0-5 stars based on how much you like them. 
 
    
 
   Once your images have ratings applied, you can then use Lightroom's filtering tools to easily find the ones you want based on the criteria you’ve specified (ratings, keywords or both). Ratings in particular make it really easy to find the best photos of Sadie so you can quickly pick your favorites for your album. 
 
    
 
   Try it First
 
   If your goal is to have a simple but very powerful tool, Lightroom is a perfect solution. If you're interested in checking out Lightroom before buying it, they do offer a Free Trial and I recommend taking advantage of it to see if Lightroom will work for you.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Summary
 
    
 
   When you want to be able to find your images easily, I highly recommend coming up with a consistent system for organizing, naming and filing them. In general, there are two ways to do categorize your photos:
 
    
 
   – By Date
 
   – By Subject
 
    
 
   Decide which method works better for you and stick with it.
 
    
 
   If you want to take your organizing a step further, you can use a program like Lightroom which makes both photo management and editing a breeze (and if you’re not fully convinced yet, check out the free trial first).
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6: Transfer & Back Up
 
    
 
   After you've gone out and captured some photos, your next steps will be to transfer your images and create backup copies.
 
    
 
   There is more than one way to complete these steps, but below I walk you through a simplified version of my own process. Feel free to adapt it to fit your needs.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Transfer Your Images
 
    
 
   With newly-captured images in hand, you're ready to transfer, or copy, them to your computer. In preparation for the transfer, go ahead and create a new folder (or folders) where these photos will live on your computer (for more help on naming and creating these folders, check out the previous chapter on organizing). Once that's done, it's time to transfer all of the images from your memory cards into the appropriate folder(s). 
 
    
 
   There are three main ways to transfer photos:
 
    
 
   – Attach your camera with a cable to your computer (if you choose this option, make sure your battery has enough charge so your camera won't die in the middle of the transfer)
 
    
 
   – Insert your memory card into your computer (some newer computers come with built-in slots for certain types of memory cards)
 
    
 
   – Use a standalone memory card reader which is attached to your computer with a cable
 
    
 
   Any method above is fine, but before you start the transfer keep the following in mind:
 
    
 
   – Make sure you copy (don't cut) your photos from your memory card
 
    
 
   – After you've copied your photos, don't delete your images from your memory card(s) until after you have at least 2 copies of every image saved elsewhere (one on your computer and one backup copy)
 
    
 
   The main reasons you want to do the above is because A) it helps safeguard against corrupted images and B) you won't accidentally delete an image you haven't transferred or made a backup copy of yet.
 
    
 
   Once you've finished transferring all of your images from your memory cards onto your computer, set your cards aside for now. Don't delete anything yet because first you need to make backup copies of your photos.
 
    
 
    
 
   Make Backup Copies
 
    
 
   Most of us store all of our images on our computers and I've known far too many people who keep their only copy of their photos here. If anything were to happen to the computer – say the laptop is stolen or the hard drive fails – then everything would be lost. I don't want this to happen to you.
 
    
 
   With digital photography it's extremely easy to make backup copies of all your images, so there's no good reason you shouldn't be doing this.
 
    
 
   Now that you've transferred all of your original images from your memory cards to your computer, it’s time to copy all of your new photos to one of the following backups:
 
    
 
   – External Hard Drive
 
   – Online Storage "in the cloud"
 
    
 
   Each backup has its pros and cons, and below I'll discuss more about both of them to help you decide which one may be best for you.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

External Hard Drives
 
    
 
   External hard drives are the simpler choice in a couple of different ways. One, hard drives are readily available at your local computer store or online. And two, it's much quicker to copy files from your computer over to your external hard drive than it is to upload images to an online service. 
 
    
 
   The main disadvantage of hard drives is that you’ll usually store them in the same physical location as your computer. So if, for example, a natural disaster were to strike your home, it's possible you could lose all of your photos. Another drawback is that hard drives may eventually fail or become unreadable and you can’t really predict when this will happen. If a hard drive does fail, the data is not always recoverable. Finally, unless you have backup software that will copy your new photos from your computer to your hard drive automatically, you will need to remember to manually copy them every time.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Online Storage
 
    
 
   The biggest benefit to storing your photos online is they're not saved in the same physical location as the main copies of your images. This is a huge safeguard. Another plus is you can go online anywhere in the world and access your photos. Online storage can also be fully automated so that when new folders are detected in your "My Photos" folder (or similar location) your photos are uploaded and backed up automatically. Finally, if you choose to go with an actual backup service, they are usually quite diligent about ensuring your data is safe and secure with them.
 
    
 
   One downside to choosing the online option is you'll obviously need to have an Internet connection. It also takes longer to upload your images to the cloud than it does to copy images to a local hard drive (though it helps if you have a lightning-fast connection). And, in some rare cases, less-reputable online storage companies have shut their doors without warning, so there is a risk you'd lose your backup copies and access to your images.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Additional Thoughts
 
    
 
   Regarding the costs, the average price of an external hard drive versus an online service tends to be about the same over a few years' time, but how and when you pay is what differs. With an external hard drive, you have a one-time cost (at least until it dies or you fill it up), whereas with an online service you typically pay an ongoing subscription fee (but it's pretty minimal). 
 
    
 
   With either option, I recommend doing research ahead of time to see what people say about factors like reliability and trustworthiness. For hard drives some brands tend to be more reliable than others, and with online services it seems most of the top-rated companies are quite similar and interchangeable (you can find more details about what I recommend in the Resources section).
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

An Extra Precaution
 
    
 
   There is one last option for those of you who want to be doubly sure you’re covered and that's to have not one backup, but two.
 
    
 
   Having two backups (both of which are separate from - and don't include - the original copies on your computer) will help you sleep better at night. 
 
    
 
   A (mostly) fail-safe backup system includes both the external hard drive option and the online option. This is what I do and I'm happy to report that I've never lost any photos with this system. And, on the very rare occasion I come across a corrupt photo on my computer, it's easy to dig into one of my two backups and restore the original image. It's wonderfully reassuring to know you have backups of backups.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Summary
 
    
 
   Once you've captured new images, your first step is to transfer (or copy) your images from your memory cards onto your computer into new folders.
 
    
 
   After your photos are all safely copied onto your computer (and you haven't deleted them from your memory cards yet), you can then copy all of your images from your computer to your preferred backup - whether that's an external hard drive, an online service "in the cloud" or both. 
 
    
 
   When that's done, you can relax knowing your photos live safely in multiple homes.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7: Edit & Post-Process
 
    
 
   We've come a long way so far and still haven't really talked about actually reviewing and post-processing the photos you've taken. But now we're ready!
 
    
 
   In the editing stage, you'll start with a little housekeeping and then review all your images. As much as it would be great if all the photos we took were amazing, we usually have some duds that we need to address and this is a good time to do it. Your last (optional) step will then be to post-process any images you want to fix up. 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Rename Your Photos
 
    
 
   You may notice when you transfer your photos to your computer they're named something like "IMG_2877.jpg", which isn’t particularly useful. So before you do any editing, you may want to rename your files.
 
    
 
   I like to use a consistent naming convention and this is how I rename all of my images:
 
    
 
   firstname_lastname_YYYYMMDD_XXXX
 
    
 
   Where YYYYMMDD stands for the Year, Month and Day I took the image and the XXXX is the numerical part of the file's original name.
 
    
 
   So if I just transferred the following file from my camera:
 
    
 
   IMG_2877.JPG
 
    
 
   Then after I rename the photo, the filename changes to this:
 
    
 
   kim_olson_20160316_2877.JPG
 
    
 
   By combining the reverse date (which helps me sort my images based on when I took them) with the file's original file number, I can be reasonably sure every image in my entire photo catalog will have its own unique filename.
 
    
 
   You may be tempted to add a short descriptor to the filename that includes each file's subject(s), and you can certainly do that if you wish. But if you created a photo directory structure like the ones we talked about in the organizing chapter, you would have already placed the files into a folder whose name reveals a short description of its contents so it becomes redundant here. Plus, if you'll be using a tool like Lightroom that allows you to add keywords, it's typically better to use those instead when you need to get more specific.
 
    
 
   To rename my files I use Lightroom because I can quickly apply a template that utilizes my naming convention and automatically combines my first and last name; the date I took the photo and the original numerical part of the filename (2877 in the example above). 
 
    
 
   If you don't have Lightroom or a photo program that makes it easy to rename your files, you can also use your computer's basic "Rename" command by selecting multiple photos and entering the prefix you prefer. But as far as I know, when you do it this way there's no easy way to preserve the original numerical number of your images.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Review Your Images
 
    
 
   Here is where you’ll review the images you captured. The main idea in this stage is to first take a look at all the images you have and then decide what you want to do with each one.
 
    
 
   I describe here a simplified version of the process I've refined and reworked a lot over the years. It's what works well for me, but there is still room for improvements and alterations due to your preferences. For example, some photographers are ruthless about trashing shots they don't love, but others never throw away any of their images (yes, they literally keep everything they ever shot). So please feel free to adapt any part of the process you like and modify the things you don't.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Delete or Keep 
 
    
 
   With a folder of new images sitting in front of you, you're going to look at each photograph and make the first decision about its fate: 
 
    
 
   Will you keep it?
 
    
 
   If you don't like a photo enough to keep it, you can delete it. I don't see the point of keeping shots you took accidentally or are completely out of focus. So if you are pretty sure you will never want or care about a particular photo, then it can go in the trash.
 
    
 
   If you want to keep it, your next question is: 
 
    
 
   How much do you like it?
 
    
 
   When deciding "how much" you like an image, you may find it helpful to create a number of different categories, or "buckets," to put your photos into. You could keep it simple and have just two buckets - the "Keep It" bucket and the "Delete It" bucket. But I think more categories are helpful, and this is what I have:
 
    
 
   Okay = 1 star
 
   Good = 2 stars
 
   Favorite = 3 stars
 
    
 
   And here are the explanations as to why I chose these.
 
    
 
   Okay
 
   Most of my shots live in this bucket since my primary photography goal is not to capture artistic images but rather to document my life. So often these photos are not particularly compelling, but I keep them anyway because they remind me of people, places, events and things I care about and want to remember. I rate these with 1 star.
 
    
 
   Good
 
   This is my next fullest bucket and it's filled with images I consider to be solid shots that I would be happy putting into an album. They're rated with 2 stars.
 
    
 
   Favorite
 
   The final bucket holds my all-time favorite shots. These are the ones I'm most proud of and I'd put up on the wall. They're the ones I'm happiest sharing with the world. They get 3 stars.
 
    
 
   You may notice if you’re using a program like Lightroom that there are usually 5 stars available for ratings, but in my simplified version I only used 3. What about the others? Well, in my slightly more complicated editing process I do use more. If a photo has 0 stars, this means I haven't looked at it yet. So it's not technically a rating since no final image should have 0 stars, but it tells me at a glance which photos still need to be reviewed. Then I use a 4-star rating for images I'm currently selling and the 5-star rating is unused.
 
    
 
   Do I ever go back and change my ratings? Sometimes, but very rarely. It's not because I continue to agree with my original assessment. It's just that as time goes by and I continue to improve my photography, my focus tends to shift more towards newer images. So spending time on old photos is only a good exercise if I want to look at my progression.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Post-Process (or Edit) Your Images
 
    
 
   At this point you've chosen which images you want to keep and rated them according to how much you like them. Your next step is to decide if you want to make changes to your photos through post-processing and, if so, how much.
 
    
 
   In my experience, it seems people just getting started in photography fall into one of two groups. The first group liberally applies various "enhancements" to their images using one of many tools available with digital photography software. The second group is either intimidated by the editing process or simply uninterested in making many (or any) changes.
 
    
 
   Eventually most of us end up somewhere in the middle, floating from one side of the editing spectrum to the other depending on our mood or the particular image we're working on. But in general, if you have the time and patience I think most digital photographs benefit from a little post-processing. And luckily these changes are pretty quick and easy to make.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Software & Tools
 
    
 
   Photography is popular and this means good things for you. Why? Because you have a lot of choices when it comes to post-processing your photos.
 
    
 
   The cost of these tools ranges considerably, but thankfully there are options that are 100% free if you don't want to spend any money. 
 
    
 
   For free options, your computer probably has a built-in photo program that will allow you to do simple edits. Or if you like to work online, you can use PicMonkey.com. I often use the latter for quick edits because it's easy and offers a lot of functionality for free (though there are also some premium options you can pay for).
 
    
 
   If you are interested in investing some money, you probably know already I highly recommend Lightroom. Lightroom is an extremely versatile program and my favorite all-in-one tool. 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Basic Edits
 
    
 
   One of the benefits of keeping your edits simple is that they'll stand the test of time well. Another is that most photo-editing tools – both free and paid – offer the ability to make all the basic adjustments you're likely to want.
 
    
 
   There are all kinds of editing tools available, but in most cases I only employ a few of them on any single photo. Below I’ll explain each of the tools I regularly use (or at least consider using). I start with a brief description and then explain when and why I might use it. 
 
    
 
   Note: Some of the tools and their names may differ slightly depending on which program you're using, but usually the name is fairly self-explanatory (and if not, you can always do a quick Internet search to learn more about it). As you get more familiar with these tools, you'll learn what they do and which one(s) you end up preferring and using a lot (or not at all).
 
    
 
   Crop:
 
   The crop tool essentially lets you recompose your image by cutting out unwanted objects along the perimeter.
 
    
 
   When I use the crop tool I try to severely limit what I'm cutting out. My thought is, if I didn't already compose my image properly when taking the photo, then I don't typically want to crop my image now because this will make the overall image size smaller and I'll lose the data that was cropped out forever. This is primarily important if I want to print the image later - it doesn't really matter if I'm only viewing the image on my computer because the resulting size will usually still be large enough to look good.
 
    
 
   Exposure:
 
   The exposure control affects the overall brightness of your image.
 
    
 
   Because I typically prefer slightly lighter images, l boost the exposure more often than not.
 
    
 
   Contrast: 
 
   This setting makes darks darker and lights lighter.
 
    
 
   I don't usually use this setting, but when I do it's to lessen the contrast because I like a more subtle look. 
 
    
 
   Highlights & Shadows:
 
   These controls affect the bright and dark areas of your image.
 
    
 
   If I use these settings, I tend to lower the Highlights and increase the Shadows (and doing so lessens the impact of each, so the highlights and shadows are both less pronounced).
 
    
 
   Saturation:
 
   Changing the saturation of your image will affect how intense colors appear.
 
    
 
   I don't use this much, either, but when I do I use it very minimally as even minor adjustments can make your photo appear unnaturally colorful. 
 
    
 
   Sharpen:
 
   Sharpening does what you'd expect - it makes your image look crisper.
 
    
 
   I apply at least a little sharpening to every image, and it's always my last post-processing step.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   And that's it. I do very little editing on my 1-star images (which are the majority) and these go quickly. My 2- and 3-star images take more time, but because I prefer minimal editing I usually spend less than 10 seconds on average per image.
 
    
 
   If the tools look intimidating to you right now, don’t worry. You’ll get more comfortable as you use them more. 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Keyword Your Images
 
    
 
   Your final editing step is to keyword your images. This is an optional step, but one I highly recommend. In case you haven't gathered by now, keywords make it a lot easier to locate specific photos you’ve taken, especially if you don’t remember the exact time or place you took them.
 
    
 
   The main drawback with keywording is it does take extra time and doesn't provide immediate gratification. But if you commit to adding just a few basic keywords, I can almost guarantee you'll be happy you did.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Which keywords should you add?
 
    
 
   To keep it simple, I suggest you focus primarily on the location and subject. While you want to perhaps go a few levels deep with each, it's important not to drill down too deep or you'll end up spending a lot of time keywording single photos without getting any huge benefits.
 
    
 
   As an example, let's say I just finished post-processing a photo of my mom's birthday cake. I'd probably use the keywords "Mom, birthday, food" but I'd leave out "cake" because it's too specific and the keyword "food" is descriptive enough. 
 
    
 
   Keywords don’t need to be a single word but can also be a short collection of words like "Grand Canyon" or "Eiffel Tower". So if I took a photo of the Grand Canyon in Arizona, I would probably use the keywords "United States, Arizona, Grand Canyon".
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Summary
 
    
 
   There are a lot of steps in the editing phase, but they're often the most rewarding because you finally get to look at all the images you captured and then polish them up a bit if you want.
 
    
 
   Here's a look at each step in the process:
 
    
 
   – Rename
 
   – Review
 
   – Post-Process
 
   – Keyword
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8: Print & Share
 
    
 
   Your photos are now transferred, backed up, edited and look great. Now what?
 
    
 
   Depending on your purpose for creating your photos in the first place, your answers will vary. If you're perfectly fine with just keeping them for yourself then printing and sharing isn't something you need to learn about.
 
    
 
   If, however, you're interested in letting your photos loose for the world (or maybe just a few friends and family) to see, then your next step is to print and/or share them.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Printing
 
    
 
   If you're using files from newer digital cameras and many camera phones, you should be able to print regular-sized photos (like 5x7" and 8x10") without a problem. And as camera technologies continue to improve, it’s becoming likelier you can even make good-looking enlargements from almost any camera.
 
    
 
   The main factor that determines how big you can print is the number of pixels in your image file. So as a general rule, it’s better to keep your images as close to their original size as possible and not crop them if you can help it. Because the more data you have in your images, the larger the prints can be.
 
    
 
   If you aren't sure how big you can print a particular image, it usually doesn't matter too much because most photo-printing services provide very specific instructions and guidelines to help you determine whether or not your image will turn out well at a particular size. And often their software will also warn you if the resolution is too low and the photo will end up looking pixelated (which basically means the image doesn't have enough information for the print to appear sharp and clear). 
 
    
 
   Since each service typically has advice specific to their own equipment, I recommend double checking with your print vendor to verify your image(s) are within their recommended guidelines.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Sharing
 
    
 
   When it comes to sharing your images, you'll usually be doing this online. So whereas you normally want to keep as many pixels available in your images as possible for printing, the opposite is true for sharing images on the Internet or via email. 
 
    
 
   The files coming out of your camera are far larger than they need to be to look great on a computer screen. And by larger I mean both in terms of file size (measured in megabytes (MB) or kilobytes (KB)) and dimensions (measured in pixels). So there's one important step you should remember to do before you share anything online: Resize your photos.
 
    
 
   CAUTION: Please be sure you are NOT resizing your original images. If you overwrite your originals, you'll be stuck with these smaller resized versions (unless, of course, you followed the advice to create backups and then at least you can go retrieve those). To make sure you don't overwrite your original photos, you could first create copies of the photos you want to resize, then rename them to something like this:
 
    
 
   OriginalPhotoName_123_small.jpg
 
    
 
   This way you can easily determine which image is which and then resize the correct one.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

What Resizing Is
 
    
 
   When I say you need to resize your images, I'm referring specifically to downsizing your image's dimensions (reducing the width x height in pixels) so they're smaller (which will also reduce the overall file size in megabytes of kilobytes). Then your resulting image is like a shrunken version of the original. 
 
    
 
   If you look at the properties of any of your photos, you'll see their dimensions listed in pixels as width x height. For example, my Canon camera's original files are 5616 x 3744 pixels. This is great for printing enlargements, but far larger than necessary for it to look great on a computer monitor. 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Why You Should Resize
 
    
 
   Most original image sizes are quite large, and as we discussed this is good for printing. However if you're just going to be emailing your photos to people, your large files are overkill and take a lot of data to send and receive. And if you're going to be uploading these files for people to look at online, the larger files will also take longer to load. But once you resize your photos, they’ll load a lot quicker because they’re much smaller.
 
    
 
   Another reason why you may want to resize your images is to have more control of your work. If you are emailing or uploading your original files for other people to see and use, you're potentially putting yourself at risk of those people doing something with your images you may not want them to – like make their own prints, claim your images as their own, etc. These things aren't likely to happen and most people wouldn't even think of doing this, but it's still something to be aware of because it does happen.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

How You Can Resize
 
    
 
   Most photography editing programs offer the ability to reduce the dimensions of your images, therefore making your photos smaller and more shareable. The steps on how exactly you do this varies greatly depending on the program you're using, but often it's as easy as typing into the resize tool your new desired dimensions or specifying a percentage of the original width x height in pixels.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Target Dimensions of Resized Images
 
    
 
   You're probably wondering what your target width x height should be for your resized images. And the answer is it's based mostly on your personal preference. But to give you a starting point as a guide, I would consider a small image to be around the 300 x 200 pixels range, and a large image to be about 1500 x 1000 pixels. So a good happy medium may be around 900 x 600 pixels.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Where to Share
 
    
 
   We've talked about emailing your photos to friends and family, and my guess is you've likely done this at some point already. But what are your other options for sharing your photographs?
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

For Fun
 
    
 
   Flickr
 
   Many of you have probably heard of Flickr. I think Flickr's a good place to upload and share your photos, and they also have many great communities who share a variety of common interests, from travel to cars to the business of photography. 
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

For Selling
 
    
 
   SmugMug
 
   If you're considering selling some of your photos, there are certainly lots of services and websites that can help you with this. But after doing research for where to share my own work, I ended up choosing SmugMug because I felt they offered the best all-around experience for both me and my viewers. I also liked that SmugMug was created for photographers by photographers. 
 
    
 
   For a monthly fee, SmugMug allows you to easily upload your photos and create beautiful galleries quickly. They also have a built-in shopping cart that handles all of the payment processing for you. You can even have them automatically fulfill any orders for you (at an additional cost, but it may be worth it to you if you want to be more hands off).
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Summary 
 
    
 
   If you decide you want to have some of your photos printed, try to keep the image file as close to its original size as possible (don’t crop it if you don’t have to). 
 
    
 
   If you want to share your images via email, make sure you resize (or downsize) them to make them smaller and easier to send (but make a copy of the original file first!).
 
    
 
   Finally, if you want to share your images, Flickr and SmugMug are great options. 
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9: Conclusion
 
    
 
   Now that we've reached the end of the book, it is my sincere wish that you learned something new and useful about photography and the basic digital workflow.
 
    
 
   If you found the book helpful, I would be honored and truly grateful if you share your thoughts about it with others by leaving a review on Amazon (even a couple of sentences helps a lot!).
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Your Feedback is Welcome
 
    
 
   If you enjoyed the book or have any suggestions that will make the book better, please get in touch as I’d love to hear your thoughts. If for any reason you are not fully satisfied, please let me know so I can refund your money and address any issues or concerns you may have. 
 
    
 
   You can reach me directly at kim@simplerphoto.com.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Thank You!
 
    
 
   Finally, thank you very much for reading my book and happy photographing!
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

About the Author
 
    
 
   Kim Olson is a travel photographer currently living in California, but has also called Colorado, Alaska and Hawaii home. Her photo philosophy revolves around simplicity and she enjoys sharing ways to take better photos without a bunch of gear. You can learn more about Kim at kimolsonphoto.com or simplerphoto.com.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Resources
 
    
 
   
  
 

Where to Purchase Camera Equipment
 
    
 
   I buy the majority of my photography gear from one of these two sources:
 
    
 
   amazon.com
 
    
 
   bhphotovideo.com
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

My Camera Gear
 
    
 
   You can find more detailed information about my equipment on my website:
 
    
 
   http://www.simplerphoto.com/my-photo-gear/
 
    
 
   But I also wanted to include a list of my camera equipment here. For many everyday images, I use my iPhone 4S. But for more serious shooting, I use my DSLR (Digital Single-Lens Reflex) gear listed below. 
 
    
 
   Canon 5D Mark II camera body (as of this writing, the newer version is the Canon 5D Mark III)
 
    
 
   Canon 50mm f/1.8 II lens (a prime lens – it’s my favorite and also the cheapest!) 
 
    
 
   Canon 17-40mm f/4L USM lens (a wide-angle lens)
 
    
 
   Canon 70-200mm f/4L IS lens (a telephoto lens)
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Accessories
 
    
 
   Microfiber cleaning cloths (which are specifically made for camera equipment)
 
    
 
   Extra battery 
 
    
 
   Clear UV Haze Filter (protects lenses from scratches and dust)
 
    
 
   SanDisk Memory Cards 
 
    
 
   Giotto's Medium Air Rocket Blower
 
    
 
   OP/TECH USA Super Classic Camera Strap (a padded strap that’s typically way more comfortable than the ones that come with your camera)
 
    
 
   Ape Case Cubeze Padded Insert (this is useful because you can put it into almost any regular non-camera bag and keep your gear protected)
 
    
 
   Lowepro Fastpack 250 Camera & Laptop Backpack (this camera-specific bag has a padded area for your camera gear plus a dedicated laptop compartment with a small area for other things like books and cords)
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Backing Up Your Photos
 
    
 
   Crashplan by Code42 (what I use and recommend for an online backup service)
 
    
 
   Western Digital external hard drives (I've had great luck with external hard drives from this company, but quality can vary based on the model so read reviews first)
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Editing
 
    
 
   Adobe Lightroom (my favorite all-in-one software for organizing and editing photos)
 
    
 
   PicMonkey.com (a great FREE online tool for editing and resizing photos)
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Sharing
 
    
 
   Flickr.com
 
    
 
   SmugMug.com
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