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Introduction to travel photography

The inner game of travel photography
All photography is a compromise, but never more so than with travel photography. Prepare to ready yourself 
mentally for the challenges: will you go sightseeing or chasing the light? Will you shoot unobtrusively or will 
you engage and direct people you meet? Will you spend the whole time wishing you had the lens you left 
behind, or can you get over it and enjoy the moment? If you are on an organised tour, how much can you 
deviate from the programme, and will it annoy your friends if you try? More than in any other discipline, 
learn to accept the time, the place and the kit you have with you, and do not obsess about the shot you 
missed.
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What is travel photography? 
Just as landscape photography brings its own 
challenges, so too does travel photography. I define 
travel photography as taking photos in a place that is 
new to you in order to document the landscape and 
culture.

As such, one of the bigger challenges has nothing to 
do with kit or technique - it is a state of mind issue. 
Will you prefer to research a new place before you 
arrive, or do no advance planning and enjoy the 
spontaneity? Can you be a travel photographer if 

you know nothing of the history and culture of your 
destination? Does everything ride on you getting 
one hero image? What are your motivations - do you 
see yourself as a tourist, a journalist, a guest? Does 
your being there change the place, so you can never 
actually experience it as it truly is? 

There is no right answer, but bear these things in 
mind as you work through this part.

Where to go
It is only the lucky few that can travel the world 
with their camera, visiting iconic destinations and 
enjoying the luxury of waiting for the right light. 
Most of us squeeze our travel photography into a 
precious weekend, or a day in the middle of a family 
holiday. 

I have written this part of AWYMC assuming that 
anyone can visit somewhere that is completely new 

to them, even if it is just a corner of their home 
town. This experience of novelty is the essence of 
travel photography, and you should experience it 
as often as you can. And when I say, "experience", I 
mean be deliberate. Pay attention to your thoughts, 
and the way novelty affects your decisions and your 
photography.
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KIT

PHOTOGRAPHIC

Weight becomes a big issue in travel photography. How long will you have 
to carry your kit for, and will it spoil your trip if you get a bad back? Have 
you got airline weight restrictions to consider? Are you willing to check your 
kit into the hold?

1. Consider just using your phone, especially if it is a holiday you are 
documenting rather than a destination photography trip. 

2. Lenses: it is a compromise between weight/volume of kit, and 
convenience. Do not discount your superzoom just because it does not 
have a big max aperture - will you really need f2.8? If you have white pro 
lenses do not forget they will attract a lot of attention from thieves.

3. Tripod: always handy, but check if you are allowed use it. 

4. Spares: how long will you be away from electricity? Spare batteries are 
probably essential, and spare memory cards if you cannot back up on the 
road.

NON PHOTOGRAPHIC

1. Apps, including local streetmaps, and translation services.

2. Something to disguise your expensive kit. Try not to use obvious camera 
bags.

3. Insurance: check whether all your kit is covered on your travel insurance.

4. Cleaning/protection kit suitable for your destination. 
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14: Research

How much control do you want?
If you were dropped anywhere on Earth and you did not know where you were, your experience would be 
very different than if you were given a week's notice and the internet to do your research first. In the first 
instance you have very little control. You will start to explore, but your decisions will be based on instinct 
not planning. In the second you will have an itinerary and a degree of control. Which version appeals to you 
more? 

In this chapter
Most of us are time-limited in a new destination, and 
want to make the most of the few days we have. It is a 
brave (or rich) photographer who spends their 5 days 
in a new place with no previous research at all. 

I do not doubt you would get some incredible 
photographs - spontaneous ones that genuinely 
reflect your experience of seeing a place through 

new eyes. But if you want to save time, you can make 
preparations before you go. 

In this chapter I run through some practical steps 
you can take to make any trip run more smoothly. 



150

Travel photography research

1. Location scouting and viewpoints

As for landscape photography, 500px.com and Instagram are easy to search for iconic 
locations. Have a couple in mind, but be open to seeing where the day takes you once you 
have arrived. Balance a fixed itinerary with time for serendipity.

2. Light

If you do have a particular shot in mind, use an app like The Photographer's Ephemeris to 
work out what time of day will have the best light. And the day before, check for cloud/rain/
fog forecasts. 

3. Local guides

You can save a lot of time by hiring a local guide or fixer. Have a clear idea of what you want, 
otherwise you will just be taken to tourist spots. Think twice before you go anywhere isolated 
on your own with a guide.

4. Safety

Go on some travel photography forums or Facebook groups to see what people are saying 
about your destination. Returnees are very happy to share tales of pickpocket hotspots and 
rip-off guides. 

5. Crowds

Look up opening and closing times, and ask around for when popular places will be least 
crowded. You can even plan your entire trip around quieter times of year, not just on a day-
to-day basis once you are there. 

6. Tripods

Can you use a tripod where you plan to? It is not just indoor locations that have tripod bans 
now. There are many places in London where you will be asked to move on if you set up 
a tripod on the pavement. If you need a tripod, can you take a workaround? For example, 
would a monopod that doubles up as a walking pole help? 

7. Transport

You can save a lot of time and money by researching local transport before you leave. What 
times do you need to be anywhere, and are there any travel passes available?
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St Mark's Square, Venice.

9am: still not empty, but this is before the big cruises empty out all their 
passengers mid-morning. At about 11am you cannot see any pavement for 

crowds.
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Homework
Although this chapter is all about planning and 
preparation, for the homework I want you to do 
the opposite, so you can see what it feels like to be 
unprepared and a bit out of control. Notice how it 
affects your photography, and your experience of the 
place. 

All you need to do is go anywhere at all that you have 
never visited before, and spend some time taking 
travel photographs there. Do not forget you are 

documenting the landscape and the culture, and it 
is your experience, so pay attention to what you are 
feeling. Ideally you would spend a day, but anything 
over an hour or so will give you time to feel a bit lost 
and then find your feet.

When you have finished, think about whether you 
enjoyed the feeling of being unprepared, or whether 
you would have preferred to have done some 
research?

Stick a homework photo here:
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In my own words...
How do I feel about forward planning vs spontaneity?

Checklist for Chapter 14

▢ I understand that travel photography encompasses 
documenting both the physical landscape and the culture of a 
place

▢ I know the benefits of prior research before visiting a new place

▢ I know that if I do lots of research I will not be able to experience 
a place in the same way as if I arrive with no preconceptions

▢ I understand that travel photography can be done close to 
home and need not be expensive or time consuming

▢ I have done the homework
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15: Documenting a holiday

When photography is the reason for the holiday
We cannot always plan our holidays around photography destinations. The joys of having family and friends 
mean that we do travel for traditional holidays as well. There are two skills to manage in this situation: being 
able to compromise, and being able to tell a story.

In this chapter
Your non-camera-loving friends and family will 
not thank you for continually waving your camera 
in their faces throughout their holiday. (They will 
probably thank you for the beautiful photographs 
afterwards, but they do not realise how much effort 
goes into a great set of photos.) The first compromise 
you will have to make is this: will you shoot 
unobtrusively and infrequently, or will you be driven 
to direct and document every single moment?

The second compromise is a kit consideration. How 
much do you want to take, and how much to you 

actually need to take? Imagine how liberating it 
would be not to have to carry a body and 3 lenses 
around with you, not to mention no tripod? 

The other skill you will need on holiday is 
storytelling. You will want to create some kind of 
album afterwards - online or an actual book - so 
cultivate the ability to tell the story of the holiday 
through your images.



156

How much to shoot?
Do not let your camera spoil your holiday. And do 
not let it spoil everyone else's holiday either. My 
family is phenominally understanding of my passion 
for capturing the moment, but even I reign it in if I 
am with other people. 

A couple of things to try if you find your companions 
getting annoyed:

1. Negotiate time off for photography, on the 
understanding you will put your camera down 
(mostly) for the rest of the trip

2. Involve others in photography - give them a 
scavenger hunt of shots to get

What kit to take?
If I am just going on a family holiday, not on a 
photography destination, I honestly just take my 
phone nowadays. Yes, I might miss some shots, but 
the quality is great, and the ability to focus on the 
holiday not the photography is priceless.

If you cannot bring yourself to do this, do keep 
it as light and as flexible as possible. Embrace the 
compromises you will have to make, and enjoy the 
freedom.

Leave the big camera at home for beach holidays. The sand gets everywhere 
and the salt water encourages rust.
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Homework
To tell a story it helps to forget about your kit. If you were creating a coffee table book of your finest travel 
photos, you would want to use all your kit, technique and expertise to craft stunning images. But for a 
holiday photo book it is more important that the book is printed, and enjoyed. 

So for this homework, first remind yourself that done is better than perfect. 

Then, using only your phone, tell the story of a day or weekend in your life. If your phone does not have 
a camera, use your smallest and most basic kit, on a mid range aperture (f8). The idea is not to create arty 
depth of field shots, but to hone your documentary and composition skills ready for the end of part project, 
which will be to work on a longer series of photos.

How to tell a story
Shoot with the end in mind. What will you be doing 
with your photos? A Facebook album? A printed 
photo book? One a day on Instagram? Whenever 
you are documenting something with more than one 
image, use some basic storytelling principles to keep 
your audience interested.

1. Edit ruthlessly

Only include one of everything in your final album. 
No one wants to see 6 different shots of your 
breakfast.

2. Use a story arc

The best stories have a beginning, a middle and an 
end, with something interesting happening along 
the way. So shoot for the story. Have an establishing 

shot (a wide location shot), and a farewell shot (a 
sunset?). And then for the middle, create tension, 
use humour, have a running theme. Try and be the 
opposite of a dry textbook about the place you are 
visiting - bring it to life.

3. Use everyone's photos

If you are printing a photo book, use other people's 
photos too. Use a cloud or messenging service 
to make sharing frictionless (I use Dropbox and 
Whatsapp). 

4. Finish it

It is easy to be full of good intentions to print your 
book. It is harder actually to do it.  

Done is better than perfect
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Phone photography tips
1. Composition

You cannot rely on aperture or shutter speed 
for creative effects - everything hinges on the 
composition. Use strong, simple images for impact.  
Remember the design principles from Book 1 - 
repetition, leading lines, symmetry, asymmetry, rule 
of thirds.

2. Safety

Do not drop your phone in the sea like I did in 
Venice.  

3. Close focussing

See how close you can get to your subject - it is 
probably closer than you think. Many phones let 
you tap on the screen to force the focus closer than 
normal. You can achieve a pretty good blurred 
background using this technique. 

4. Alternate shutter release

If you have an iPhone you can use the Volume + 
button to fire the shutter, which makes it easier to 
shoot one handed. You can also use the Volume 
control on the headphones as a remote shutter.

5. Exposure compensation

On an iPhone, once you have tapped the screen 
to force the focus, you will see a small yellow sun 
appear next to where you tapped. If you scroll the 
sun up you will brighten the photo, and if you scroll 
it down you will darken the photo. 

6. Viewpoint

Adult head height is not the only place to take a 
photograph from. When you are working within the 
limits of phone photography, viewpoint becomes an 
important way to add variety to your images. Get 
right down to ground level, visit buildings with high 
viewpoints, shoot food straight down instead of at an 
angle.  
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7. Context

Include more than just your subject to add context 
and interest. Make sure the photos you are taking 
could not just have been taken at home.

8. Clean the lens

Suncream smears, dust, thumbprints - these will all 
add a certain grimy quality to your images.  

9. Do not use the zoom

The digital zoom just crops the outside of the image 
away. It is not like a proper zoom lens, where the 
overall quality of the image stays the same. With your 
phone camera's zoom you end up with a smaller, 
lower quality image.

10. Edit 

Try apps like Snapseed, VSCO or Enlight to brighten, 
saturate, sharpen and use filters on your images. If 
you are telling a story, be consistent with your editing 
and filters.

11. Try panorama mode

Most phones have a mode that lets you pan round a 
scene to make a panorama. Hold the camera steady, 
rotate slowly, and try to keep the horizontal guideline 
central. 

12. Light

The light will still make or break your photographs. 
Remember everything you learnt in Book 1 about 
the direction and quality of light. In particular, if you 
shoot people under strong sun, they will have big 
shadows under their eye sockets. If you face them 
into the sun, they will squint. If you have the sun 
behind them you will need to use +1 or +2  exposure 
compensation. 

13. Low light

Phones are pretty good at shooting indoors in the 
evening, but do not expect miracles.
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Stick a beginning, a middle and an end photo from your 
homework, here:
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Checklist for Chapter 15

▢ I have thought about the differences between a traditional 
holiday and a photography holiday

▢ I know it is OK to compromise on photography when I am on 
holiday with family and friends

▢ I know it is OK to take less kit on holiday than I would like to

▢ I accept that shooting only with my phone, or with a very basic 
camera, can be very liberating

▢ I have thought about visual storytelling, and how to document 
a holiday so people will enjoy looking at the photos

▢ I know that in this situation, done is better than perfect

▢ I have done the homework


