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The Preparation Itself can be Fatiguing 
Congratulations. You have finally made the decision to go on that 
overseas trip sitting at the top of your “bucket list”. If you are like 
most photographers, it is natural to get excited about planning the 
intimate details of the trip – travel agent, airline tickets, passports, 
itinerary, securing your house while away, travel insurance, 
equipment insurance, type of local currency you should carry, 
which credit cards, hotels, lodges, safari camps, side excursions, 
tipping overseas, laptop or iPad or both, mobile phone coverage 
overseas, astronomical cost of international data roaming, types 
of power plugs, vaccinations, personal medications, selecting and 
packing clothing and footwear, check-in luggage versus what you 
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can take on-board, photographic equipment lists, camera bags, 
camera manuals, etc. The list can be fatiguing, before you even 
reach the airport! To enjoy your trip, all must be considered and 
addressed carefully.
 However, as a photographer, returning home with your prized 
images is more important than any of the above. Most readers will 
have heard of at least one horror story of a photographer who has 
lost all images for a variety of reasons: damage to camera gear, 
memory card loss or failure, lost or stolen camera, lost laptop or 
failure of a laptop drive, loss or failure of a single external backup 
drive; the list goes on.  
 While some of these events may happen through no fault 
of yours, there are a number of easy-to-follow practices that will 
greatly improve your chances of arriving home with all of your 
“hero” images. This article is written with the beginner to advanced 
amateur photographer in mind; professional photographers have 
their own tested and proven methods to ensure they not only 
come home with all images but will probably be transmitting 
them to their home base as they move from one location to the 

Half Moon Bay, Antarctica.

Lovers Alone. Canon 1DMk4, f/9, 1/100 second, ISO 250, Av, 24mm.



55

next, during a trip. The principles are the same, the differences 
between the two photographers being in the degree of 
sophistication of the hardware and software each may use. Let’s 
explore a number of options.

Multiple Memory Cards
Using multiple, high quality memory cards is a good strategy if you 
know you will not be arriving home with “mega” GBs of images; 
“mega” meaning anything over 40GB. You can fit 40GB onto three 
16GB or five 8GB cards. But, it is not uncommon for participants 
in my photographic safaris to return to Australia with >300GB, so 
40GB is not a lot of images, especially if you are shooting in raw and 
shooting in continuous mode on a wildlife photographic safari.
 If you do decide to keep things simple and use extra memory 
cards for backup purposes, purchase two good quality cases to 
store your CF or SD cards, one case for storing used or filled cards 
and the other for storing the yet-to-be-used cards. This two-case 
approach will reduce the odds of you accidentally formatting a 
used/filled card in the heat of the moment on location. I did this 
once, a number of years ago, and since then I have never used the 
multiple card approach as a backup system.
 A big disadvantage with this approach is the inability to arrange 
your images into either individual locations or dates as most likely 
you will be shooting with the same card over several dates and 
places. You delay the categorisation of your images until you return 
home and hope your memory is good enough to remember where 
you captured certain images. Not an ideal option.
 Some higher end DSLR cameras (e.g. Nikon D7000, Canon 
1DMk4, and Pentax 645 D) have dual memory card capacity and 
you can write to both simultaneously when photographing. With 
this feature you can simply store the filled cards in different bags, 
minimising the chances of losing your images in the event one 
of your bags is lost. I do not see any advantage in using multiple 

cards as either portable storage devices or laptops are much more 
elegant solutions. 

Portable Storage Devices [PSD]
This approach does not require a laptop. PSDs are lighter and 
smaller than all laptops currently available. If you are right on the 
weight limit for flying with your equipment, a PSD provides a 
good option. Models such as those made by Digital Foci, Epson, 
HyperDrive, Jobo, Nexto, Sanho, SanDisk, or Wolverine have 
reasonable sized, high resolution viewing screens with zoom 
capability, storage capacities of up to 500GB, a rechargeable 
Lithium-Ion battery, write speeds of up to 40MB/sec., raw, JPEG 
and video support, access for several memory card types, are 
PC and MAC compatible and can connect to TVs or projectors. 
With most models you can undertake file and folder operations 
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like copy, cut, paste, delete, rename, create new folder, sort file 
directory by name/date/type, format hard drive, erase card, etc. 
PSDs are a very suitable option for photographers who are tired 
of schlepping a laptop around. Some photographers store copies 
of images on a PSD as well as keeping the original images on 
multiple memory cards. A not to be dismissed attraction to using 
PSDs is that they are generally small enough to fit into a hotel 
room safe whilst you are out shooting. In most places, you cannot
 do this with a laptop.

Is an iPad Suitable? 
If you are one of the rapidly growing number of skilled amateur 
photographers eschewing a laptop in favour of a device like 
the iPad, you have a ready-made storage and viewing device 
with one of the best screens in the business. A USB (generally 
a mini USB) connection to your camera allows you to transfer 
your images directly to your iPad and if you have internet 
access, automatically do a further backup to your iCloud or 
similar account (assuming you have one). This provides a level 
of automated security for your images as well as allowing you 
to share them with friends almost anywhere on the planet. Like 
PSDs, an iPad will fit into most hotel room safes. See further 
comments on iCloud and the like below.
 If you wish to organise and name your photos and videos, 
directly on your iPad, and without needing to go through a laptop, 
(because it is too heavy to carry) you can use one of several apps, 
such as Photo-Sort, Pics, or Photo Manager Pro.
 You don’t have to wait to be drowned in a flood of photos or 
videos, or to forget where or when they were taken, or what they 
represent. Instead, on the trip, you organize them and name them 
directly on your iPad. These very inexpensive apps enable you to: 
•	 Organise	your	photos	and	videos	on	the	road	and	do	a	backup	

on your computer when you return home
•	 Create	sub-folders
•	 Transfer	whole	folders	while	keeping	their	hierarchical	

organisation
•	 Keep	the	original	quality	of	your	photos
•	 The	use	of	an	iPad	and	photo	organising	apps	is	a	whole	other	

story and not the main focus of this article. 

What about iCloud, Dropbox,  
Flickr and other Online Backup Facilities?
If your location has reasonable internet capacity and upload 
speeds you have the option of backing up your images to  
online storage sites like Carbonite, deviantART, Divvyshot, 
Dropbox, Flickr, MobileMe, PhotoShelter, Photobucket Pro, PBase, 
Picasa, RedBubble, Shutterfly, SmugMug, Snapfish, Zenfolio and 
iCloud. Some sites offer free storage up to a certain capacity 
while most charge a monthly fee for storing large quantities of 
images. The major limitation of this option in remote locations 
(such as Africa or Antarctica) is the time it takes to make the 
transfers. In these circumstances it is usually best to convert 
your images to a lower JPEG resolution for the transfer if a large 
number of photos is involved. If for some reason, you do end up 
losing the originals, at least some form of photograph will have 
been preserved and all is not lost. Another disadvantage is the 
quite small space some sites allow for storage versus what you 
will shoot on a trip lasting a few weeks. The major advantages are 
that you can share the best of your images almost instantly with 
your friends as you travel from one great location to the next and 
you have some degree of backup elsewhere other than with you 
on the trip. Perhaps it’s no coincidence that World Backup Day is 
the day before April Fools’ Day. The implications are clear: if you 
are not backed up there’s every chance you could end up feeling 
like a fool!

Laptop Backup
For me, this is the simplest approach. It ensures you return home 
with at least two permanent records of all images you decide to 
keep as you travel along. If you follow the steps outlined below, 
your chances of losing even one image are practically zero whilst 
travelling.
 While the use of a laptop makes it comparatively 
straightforward for consistently getting the images off your 
memory cards, it creates two distinct issues for photographers, 
namely additional weight and security.
 Laptops are not the easiest thing to carry, store safely and keep 
charged on a long overseas trip. Unless you own a MacBook Air, a 
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Sony Vaio or a Micro Notebook, that extra 2-3 kgs will feel heavier 
and heavier before you are very far into the trip. 
 The other impediment to the laptop solution relates to 
security. Displaying an expensive brand name DSLR, in certain 
locations, can make you a robbery target, but a high quality 
laptop is just as profitable a heist for a thief. Not all hotels, lodges, 
or camps offer suitable security to ensure peace of mind about 
leaving your computer behind when you are out shooting for the 
day. In most hotels/lodges, the room safe is not large enough to 
hold a laptop. Under the most unfortunate circumstances you 
could find yourself relieved of your laptop and your photographs. 
Insurance will replace the laptop but your photographs are gone, 
forever.
 To minimise the possibility of theft I always take my 13-inch, 
Z-series Sony Vaio laptop and external backup drives with me 
when shooting; this is relatively easy to do as the laptop weighs 
only 1.2kg.
 To avoid the disappointment of losing even one image whilst 
you are on your dream trip, I recommend this simple-to-execute, 
efficient and essentially foolproof (if followed) backup strategy 
using a laptop.
 Decide on a name for the file into which you will download 
the images you have taken during a day. This name could simply 
be the day’s date or the name of the place where you took the 
photos, e.g. 6 May 2012, Aerial Shots of Lake Eyre or Pelicans in 
Flight at Lake Eyre. You might decide to download certain images 
to the file Aerial Shots of Lake Eyre and others to the file Pelicans in 
Flight at Lake Eyre. The naming of these “storage” files is a personal 

choice.	Keep	the	names	understandable	and	easily	recognisable	
so that when you return to them in a year’s time you will have little 
difficulty in remembering, generally, what you have stored in each 
file. Also where you keep these files on your laptop is a personal 
choice; it could be in a general file called “Denis’ Photos”.
At the end of every day’s shooting, download your images to the 
file(s) you have named. 
 As soon as you have finished downloading quickly scan 
through the images, at full screen size, and delete those that 
are ‘just plain awful’, ‘out-of-focus’, ‘repeated’ or ‘less worthy of 
keeping’. Be ruthless with this initial culling as it will pay off in 
spades with the amount of memory you will save on your laptop. 

Above: A Foggy Broome Jetty. Canon 1DsMk3, f/13, 1/125 second, ISO 320, Av, 200mm. Below:  Lago Grey Towers, Chile. Canon 1DMk4, f/11, 1/500 second, ISO 320, Av, 275mm.
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When you have finished culling you can decide if you wish to 
grade the retained images, using stars or colours and if you wish 
to enter specific keywords into the metadata. If I have time and I 
am not tired at the end of a day’s shooting I will grade and enter 
keywords. Otherwise I will leave these refinements until I have 
spare time on the trip or I return home. Usually, when on the road, 
my determination is to get to the next and most important step.
 Immediately you have completed this first cull (including 
grading and keyword entry, if applicable) back up your retained 
images to two separate external hard drives. You now have 
three original copies of every image you have decided to keep. 
Call it a ‘belt and braces’ approach if you wish but do not retire 
until you have completed and checked these backups every 
day of your trip. It is amazing how a glass of wine at dinner can 
weaken the resolve to complete this important daily backup 
work! Some photographers do the backup to the external drive(s) 
simultaneously with the first downloading. I do not do this for two 
reasons: (i) it significantly slows the downloading process and (ii) 
you fill up your external hard drives with too many ‘rubbish’ images 
and these have to be sorted and the number reduced at some 
time. You might as well do it while they are fresh in your mind and 
you know generally what you will be shooting the next day.
 Do not move or delete any of the retained images from your 
laptop drive until it becomes absolutely necessary. External hard 
drives are compact to pack, come in sizes up to 1.5TB and are 
quite inexpensive to purchase. 
 Usually towards the end of a photographically rich trip, a 
time may come when the large number of retained images 
sitting on your laptop will affect its operating speed and you will 
have to get rid of some of them. This drop off in operating speed 
will more likely occur on laptops having smaller sized but faster 
and more reliable solid state drives. To avoid getting to the stage 
where you have to delete some or all of the images retained on 
your laptop, be prudently ruthless with your first cull. You still 
have two backup copies of the images you want to take home, 
on your external hard drives. Some photographers choose to 
store one of the external hard drives with someone else on the 
trip - your spouse/roommate/fellow traveller. I personally do not 

do this, but it is an additional safeguard.
 Using this fast and easy method, you are guaranteed to 
return home without losing one of the images you have decided 
are worth keeping for further culling and post-processing. I 
find I am now returning home with about 30% of the images I 
shoot on a wildlife trip (where sometimes I can get carried away 
when the action is awesome) and about 70% if the shooting is 
predominantly from a tripod and the focus is static subjects or 
landscapes.  Using a tripod concentrates the mind on subject 
selectivity and hence the number of actual shots taken.
 The laptop option is my preferred one and the seven steps 
outlined above is the way I do things and only my suggestion; it 
works for me. Over the last six years I have travelled extensively to 
photograph in some of the more remote parts of the planet. I have 
not lost one image during that time. By all means use your own 
method if you believe it embodies similar principles and is equally 
foolproof.

A Few Thoughts on Software Choices for 
Downloading & Filing Images when Travelling
Lightroom & Aperture
For the vast majority of photographers who use a PC-based laptop 
and who earn their living from travel related photography, the 
software of choice is Adobe’s Lightroom – the latest version being 
Lightroom 4. Apple users have an equally powerful all-in-one-tool 
for downloading, editing and managing images – Apple Aperture, 
which is less expensive than Lightroom.  
 Both offer many of the same basic and advanced image 
adjustment tools: white balance, tint, exposure, highlight 
recovery, shadow fill, black point, brightness, contrast, clarity/
definition, vibrance and saturation, spot removal, selected area 
adjustments, tone curves, sharpening, noise reduction, cropping 
and straightening. 
 Either one makes it fast and easy to apply the same 
adjustments to multiple photographs at once using normal “copy-
n-paste”. You simply make changes to one photograph, then copy-
n-paste them to others. You can apply all of the changes from the 
source image, or selectively apply only specific changes from the 
source image. 
 At the core of image management for Lightroom and Aperture 
is a “database” which contains all of the information about your 
images. Lightroom calls this a “Catalog”. Aperture calls it a “Library”. 
Aside from the name itself, these databases are identical in 
purpose and the information they contain. The database stores 
the name and hard disk location of your images, all of the editing 
adjustments and versions/snapshots you make, all of the IPTC 
metadata, and any ratings and labels you apply to the images. It 
also stores thumbnails and previews of all of the images in the 
database to speed up browsing. 
 Both Aperture and Lightroom are top-drawer programs. Most 
Lightroom users carry out >90% of their post-processing work 
in Lightroom with the balance being done in Photoshop – that’s 
how good the latest version of Lightroom is. If you do not wish to 
get involved with either Lightroom or Aperture, an alternative you 
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might like to try is the sister pieces of software Downloader Pro 
and Breezebrowser Pro.

Downloader Pro
Downloader Pro, developed by Chris Breeze of Breeze Systems, 
was designed with one job in mind: getting your images from one 
place to another as efficiently and effectively as possible. It’s easy 
to use, and provides so many features and options there’s no way I 
could cover them all here. But in here are the highpoints:
 First, you can easily configure the program to run automatically 
when you insert a new memory card or drive. You can also run it 
yourself and “point” it to an existing folder. This lets you make best 
use of the program offers regardless of the source of your images. 
You can even point it to a folder of images you downloaded years 
ago and it makes your old images come out the same as your new 
ones – a really neat feature.
 The program allows you to specify how you want it to 
rename files as it downloads them. While this feature is optional, 
there’s nothing more frustrating than ending up with a folder 
full of those cryptic file names straight out of your camera. You 
can use numerous variations on the date and time, the original 
image name prefix and number, sequence numbers generated 
by Downloader Pro, the camera model and serial number, and 
more. If you shoot with more than one camera, you simply register 
them with the program, mapping them to yet more tags you can 
use when renaming files. A feature I like is the one that prompts 
you for a “job code” to include in renamed files. The combined 
flexibility of this program is quite powerful.
 With many DSLR and compact cameras now shooting video  
as well as still images the program distinguishes movie types and 
so on. 
 You can automatically write IPTC and XMP copyright data to 
your images as they are downloaded, including IPTC keywords 
and change the downloaded images to read-only so you cannot 
destroy them later, even accidentally. It automatically detects 
whether an image has been downloaded previously so you don’t 
waste time duplicating files if you download from the same source 
more than once. 
 You can create backup copies of downloaded images to 
another directory, auto rotate JPEG images based on embedded 
orientation data and generate Adobe DNG versions of each image. 
 Geo-tagging support is built-in. If latitude/longitude coordinates 
are not already implanted in your images, they can be read from a 
track file you download from you GPS. Place names can be added as 
metadata just by visiting via www.geonames.org.
 The program sells for $29.95 and you get a year of free updates 
and it fully supports current cameras of all makes. You can download 
a trial version and play with it for 15 days to see if it is for you.
 For Mac users there is a downside to Downloader Pro – it runs 
on Windows only, on both 32-bit and 64-bit operating systems. 
 I’ve been using Downloader Pro for over seven years and 
have it set up so that upon placing a card in the card reader the 
program automatically opens up and asks me what name I would 
like to give to the file into which I want to download today’s 
images.  I consider it the fastest, most efficient and easiest-to-use 

downloading software program available. 

Breezebrowser Pro
If you are looking for a fast and easy image browser to organise 
your digital photography collections, whilst on the road, 
you might want to check out the Downloader Pro’s sister 
software – Breezebrowser Pro. This software program targets all 
photographers who wish to manage images in their hard drive 
without the hassle of complex features. Even if you are a novice 
user, you won’t have any problem using BreezeBrowser Pro 
because it has a very simple interface with few button choices. 
You can be up and running in minutes, no lengthy learning curve, 
no crowded and confusing interface and no need to get bogged 
down trying to master functions that you may never use. On the 
other hand, BreezeBrowser Pro is a deep, full featured program 
that can take you as far as you want to go, smoothly, quickly and 
intuitively.
 It’s a compact and robust downloadable piece of software that 
uses a “browser” style interface to show and organize your images, 
convert raw images, generate web pages, link geo-tagged images 
with Google Earth™ and online maps, and produce proofs and 
contact sheets. It handles most major digital image formats. 
 Like Downloader Pro you can try a trial version for fifteen 
days; I recommend you have a look at it if you want a purpose 
designed image management system. It costs $69.95 to buy. Both 
Downloader Pro and Breezebrowser Pro are available at www.
breezesys.com.

To Finish
Finally, make sure you take care of sorting the images and naming 
the files as you download. Don’t procrastinate when travelling! The 
longer you wait to sort and organise the image files, the greater 
the chances that your computer’s menu structure will look like an 
old-fashioned, cluttered shoebox and those days are gone.

Devils Marbles in Perspective. Canon 1DMk4, f/5, 6 second, ISO 1000,  Manual, 16mm.


