
To Be or Not to Be

Here's the dilemma.  Do you throw away your box brownie camera and embrace digital photography, or not?  
Digital! The only thing you know about digital is that you have ten of them.  Are you finding it harder and harder 
to purchase film and get it developed. Don't I have to buy one of those fangled computer things for digital 
photography?  Not necessarily but, it can substantially increase your photographic fun. Anyway, you can still 
keep it simple by owning and using a computer.  In other words, if you do decide to buy one, only learn to use it 
for the things that interest and benefit you. Don't worry about all the other bells and whistles. You can make all 
the computer noise you like with more experience. 

If you are an older person about to embrace the computer age, photos, document writing (word processing), 
internet searching and email may be all you require. 

I wrote this article on the presumption that you have mustered up the courage to make the transition to digital 
photography but, I will also work on the KIS principle - 'Keep it simple'.

O.K. I’m In

Strewth!  Do you know how many brands and models there are?  Lots actually but, before we get to that, let's 
work on a suggested short list of priorities. 

•      What do you want to use the camera for? Travel, sport, close-ups (macro) e.g. flowers etc.

•       Physical size of camera hence, portability issues.

•       Interesting and/or useful special features.

•       Simple point and shoot features or, extra flexibility for when you learn a little more about the camera 
purchased or, both.

•       What size mega-pixels?  Mega what? Without getting 
too technical, mega-pixels relate to the density or finest of 
resolution of the picture.  Pixel is short for picture elements. 
Digital images are made up of minute dots or squares. Each 
dot or square has three to four colour elements.  Each pixel 
is a colour sample of the original image.  The more pixels 
the more accurate the digital photo will be of the original 
sample.  Hence an 8 mega pixel camera should reproduce 
an image twice as good as a 4 mega pixel one.  8+ mega 
pixels will enable you to reproduce stunning A4 sized prints, 
if required.

•        Size of camera’s memory stick/card.  Or in the old parlance, shot holding capacity of the film.

•        Quality of lens. A little bit like stereo speakers e.g. tin can sound versus depth and clarity. Most camera lens 
are acceptable but, some manufacturers and models have better quality lens than others.

•        What is your price range?  Remembering, that cheap-skating on anything returns a cheap result.  

•        How do I pick the hay from the chaff? In other words which camera?



Features & Priorities Explained

I will leave issues relating to price range and camera choice until Later.  Before we can make these decisions we 
have to determine all the elements and features that we require in the camera.  To a novice, many camera 
features can sail over their heads like a tax return.  

Some basic ones I would consider would be:-

•     Shooting modes other than fully automatic so that, when you become more knowledgeable and 
comfortable with your camera, you can vary shooting and exposure modes. Most cameras come with some pre-
set, picture graphic modes on the shutter dial which,  can also be useful but further flexibility can enable you to 
get that once in a lifetime shot.

•      Having a good zooming capability can be a great advantage when getting 
close to the subject is not possible.  This allows you to zoom in and out on the 
intended subject matter to compose the picture properly.  This is a great advantage 
when traveling.  However, excessive zooming will still require the use of a tripod or, 
other bracing techniques to get a clear shot, as any camera movement will be 
exacerbated.

•   Macro (close-up) capability.  As lovers of 
plants, flowers and nature, this is something we 
should all consider in our new camera.  Macro 
allows you to get up close and personal to 
flowers etc. and still get a clear, in focus shot.  
Even macro has its limitations and these 
specifications can vary from camera to camera. 
Macro also assists in narrowing the depth of 
field of the photo. In other words, the picture of 
the butterfly (left) remains in focus while the background becomes blurred.  
Hence, the finished result emphasis's the butterfly and not the butterfly and 
your knickers on the clothesline behind in the photo.

•     Some flash level control.  Being able to adjust the camera's flash 
output levels can minimise flash-induced, colour flaring and washed out shots.

•      Camera Stability Control.  This is particularly advantageous when shooting in zoom or macro (close-up) 
and in lower light situations.  Stability control can also benefit shutter stabbers and hand shakers.

•      Camera sensitivity, one capable of shooting in relatively low light 
situations. It can get very dark when you're lying on your back under the bush 
trying to capture the perfect shot of the perfect bloom, not to mention the weather 
or time of day. A camera that can still take a decent photo in low light without 
having to resort to the flash and without adding  much 'noise' to the final result is 
handy.  'Noise' you say but, I crept up on the flower? In digital photography 
'noise' is what we call a grainy, poor quality photo resolution because the 
cameras ability to handle the low light situation was pushed to the extreme.  
Some camera models are more sensitive or better able to handle this than 
others.

•     Remember those mega-pixels. These days, I believe you should by only considering a camera of 8+ mega-
pixels with 10 being fairly common.  Don't get into the headlong rush into mega, mega-pixels about 10 is 
enough.

•      Capacity of the memory card/stick.  The Card/stick is a small, removable electronic card housed inside 
the camera that digitally records and stores the photos you take.  This card is 
not only easily removed but, is re-writable hence, no need to buy film.  Most 
new cameras come with a small capacity card to get you started but if you want 
to take many shots or, travel you will need to upgrade to larger capacity cards.  
Cards with a capacity of at least 1 gigabyte are required but, I would suggest 
even larger would be better.  Always carry spare sticks when traveling.  With 
digital cameras you have the ability to change the resolution and/or image size 
of the photo in the camera settings.  
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This can be very tempting for the inexperienced photographer in order to fit more photos on the memory card. I 
recommend shooting your pictures in full quality resolution and size so that future editing, cropping and 
reproduction can be carried out without much degradation to the original image.  Remember, once the picture 
opportunity has past there is often no take twos.

•     Battery types, capacity and availability.  Personally, I like cameras that can take 
re-chargeable Nickel Metal Hydride (NiMH) batteries.  

Most come in AA size and have a much larger capacity than standard AA alkaline 
batteries.  One of my cameras came with AA alkaline batteries which, did not last very 
long and therefore became expensive even though they are freely available.   I have 
since bought NiMH batteries and a small charger which has minimised this expense.  

Always have enough charged batteries on hand to cover your photographic assignment 
as, there is nothing worse than getting half way through the days tour and running out 
of power.  If traveling overseas, make sure the charger you take can operate on your 
intended destination countries domestic power supply which is quite often 110 volts. At 
any rate, if you are caught power short you can still revert to standard batteries.

•     Processing speed (re-load speed).  Some cameras can have long photo processing lag times, in other 
words are slow between shoot-ready mode.  Select one with a reasonable processing time, otherwise you may 
miss out on getting an important shot away. 

•     Temporary photo storage devices.  If you are going on a protracted overseas 
trip, or photographic exercise, what happens when your memory cards are full?  You 
can either buy more cards or, download the camera-stored images, i.e. empty them 
onto devices such as ipods etc. or small portable data storage devices.

Alternatively, you may be able to find a photo shop that can transfer them onto a CD 
or something similar.  Once you ‘dump’ all the images off the memory card you have a 
clean slate to start again. Some people I know have even found ways of emailing 
their photos home but, this can be very problematic if you have download file size 
restrictions on your email account and no way of electronically compressing the files 
for transmission.

Price     Range  

Cars range from little tin coffins through to Hummers. Cameras are much the 
same. They range from toys to hi-tech production models i.e. simple point and 
shoot models to professional single lens reflex cameras.  Presuming that you 
are a first time buyer, I will also presume that you are going to buy a compact 
style camera. However, is saying this, I hope that you might at least allocate 
between $300.00 +  for your camera.  In doing so, you will at least be able to 
get a camera of sufficient quality and features to take great pictures, without too 
much compromise.

Pre-shopping Homework

With a myriad of digital cameras to choose from, which one do you choose?  Maybe at this stage I can make 
some more suggestions to narrow down your choices.

Source out camera reviews by ‘independent’ experts, not the manufacturers themselves.  Newspapers (Green 
Guide- Herald Sun-Tech Guide etc.), Newsagents (reading digital photo magazine reviews) internet (plenty of 
reviews on Google), informed, word-of-mouth recommendations.  With word of mouth make sure that the 
bearers camera requirements fit your own.
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 Whoopee! Shopping Time

Now that you’ve got to the camera store with your hard-earned and very short list and you’ve got your hands on 
the goods, what next?  If you’ve done your homework you will be able to avoid some of the sales spin e.g. 
Dealer mainly pushing particular brands or, making you spend extra for unnecessary features. 

Don’t get distracted from your needs and preferences unless you can afford to upgrade from your initial choice 
and only for the right reasons. i.e. Don’t get sucked in.

Apart from all the aforementioned features, the following capability is also important. 

Most digital cameras come with a small LCD screen (TV) on the back of the camera.  Make sure that it has a 
clear display outdoors so that you can accurately compose your photograph.  In addition, it is also helpful if your 
camera has the option of an eyepiece viewfinder (like traditional cameras); in case ambient light washes out the 
LCD screen.  You’ll need to take it outside in the sunshine to test for this capability.

Bling or Bang

There is always the temptation to buy a camera on looks alone.  Ladies, metro-sexual males and others may be 
tempted to jump at the diamond-studded, fluoro pink model but, is bling a real substitute for the real thing? If you 
want that type of accessory buy a gawdy bag to put your camera in.

Johnson Syndrome

Or, ‘my cameras bigger than yours' syndrome.  Pick a camera size that is 
suitable for your intended situations e.g. Travel, personal stowage etc.  A word 
of warning here, going too small will probably considerably lessen your 
chances of getting all the features you may require.  For instance my point 
and shoot model has a retractable zoom lens and, while not as small as 
some, it doesn’t make too big a bulge in my coat pocket.  There are some 
quite well-featured smaller cameras but they can be quite expensive.

Mr. DodgyBling but no bang Bling bag



Ultimate Accessories

Circular polarizing & Neutral density filters.  The circular polarising filter is my favorite camera accessory.  It 
is a mountable filter that goes over the existing camera lens that reduces reflections and increases colour 
saturation. Have you ever marveled at the rich colours in landscape and horticultural books, chances are many 
of the photos were taken through a polarizing filter?  Skies in particular can look quite dramatic.  The polarizing 
filter can also be used as a limited neutral density filter which means that, if there is too much light for a particular 
shot, it can reduce the through the lens exposure enough to prevent washouts (over-exposure).  Anyone wearing 
Polaroid glasses with notice similar effects. Many cameras have lenses with internal threads that will allow you to 
screw on filters if not; some filter or camera companies provide mounts for them.  Hoya and Cokin are reputable 
filter makers. Neutral density filters are made as a specific filter to reduce exposure levels in excessive light 
situations.  These come in a range of strengths e.g. Reducing light levels registered on the cameras light meter 
in f.stop increments. A two f.stop ND filter would be handiest but, at the very least invest in a circular polarising 
filter if your camera can accommodate one.

•                     Camera case.  The camera comes in a cardboard box and I know your not going to carry it around 
in this.  This is where you can buy a relatively inexpensive carry case or, your diamond-studded, pink Gucci bag.  
The former at least, will hopefully, provide protection from dust and the elements and not include your cosmetics 
or tobaccy.

Conclusion

Now that you've arrived home with all these exciting goodies, what comes next?  Familiarise yourself with the 
camera etc.  Read the operating manual and then read it again.  Before heading off on your overseas trip 
practice with and become comfortable with the camera.  This is one of the great advantages of digital 
photography, you don't have to pay for and waste film. It may seem like a good idea to trade your Brownie box 
camera for a digital one at the airport duty free store but, you're going to be under great pressure to make a 
comfortable and successful transition to the new format at 30,000  feet.   Avoid frustration and disappointment by 
buying one pre-trip and practicing with it.

I have a high end digital S.L.R. Camera and a good quality compact.  I am amazed how often I use the compact 
because of its portability and the great advances made in digital photography offered in smaller packages these 
days.  I will resist telling you what I own because by the time you read this article my models will be obsolete and 
further advances will be included in newer models.   Happy photography. Notice I didn't say 'Happy snapping'. 
Now go to my Opus  # 2 – 'Down The Digital Trail' for my tips on how to make the most of using your digital 
camera.

 Barry W. Johnson
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