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Introduction

Many people own a digital camera these days, but do they have proper access to all the pictures they take? Countless images sadly never really see the light of day, remaining trapped on memory cards and computer hard drives. This book shows you how to change all that and make the most of your digital photos.
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When you take a picture with a digital camera, you can see exactly what you are shooting as you shoot it in the LCD on the back of the camera.

The digital revolution

In recent years, digital cameras have revolutionized photography. In the old days, you instinctively had to ‘know’ what was going to appear on the film as the shutter release was clicked. You would then have to wait – often for a couple of weeks – for the processing to be done and your photos to be returned to you. In the meantime, all you could do was hope that everything was going to work out as planned. These days, however, we can instantly assess the image we have just captured, and if necessary, adjust the settings and try again until we are happy with the results.

An ever more popular medium

The greater flexibility of digital photography makes the entire subject much more accessible to the ordinary, everyday person and, as a result, vast numbers of people now regularly enjoy taking digital photos. They are to be seen at every party, pop concert, sports meeting and family event, with cameras ranging from those built into low-cost mobile phones, to high-end digital SLRs with fancy lenses and flash guns.

As a consequence of this, countless millions of digital images now reside on computer hard drives the world over. However, a cleverly composed digital photo will not do anyone any good if it is kept hidden away as an electronic file. While it may seem to require a lot more effort and skill to edit and use a digital image to its best effect, it is not rocket science and is well within the grasp of anyone who has a rudimentary knowledge of computer technology.
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Whatever you take pictures of and whatever their purpose, you need easy access to them so that you can share your work with family, friends and colleagues.

Making the most of your photos

Anyone who is willing to sit and read a book such as this should, with a little practice, be more than capable of unleashing the full potential of their images. By learning a few simple techniques and fully understanding how to exploit the internet and other elements of the digital world, you can make the most of your digital photos. The following chapters will demystify the subject and will allow you to develop your artistic abilities to produce work that you are proud to display to your family and friends.
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1
Organizing your photos

If you have owned a digital camera for some time, you have probably taken lots of photos with it. If all has gone well, you will doubtless have been impressed with the results. of your artistic efforts, but you may still feel, somehow, that something is lacking. Perhaps, having gone to the effort of getting the camera and then learning how to use it, just having several memory cards’ worth of digital image files seems a bit of an anticlimax. You need to liberate your images and get more out of them. To begin this process, you must get your images properly organized.




Transferring your images

The first thing to do in terms of organizing your photographs properly is to get them off your digital camera and safely stored elsewhere. In order to do this you will need memory cards or a portable storage unit as an interim back-up measure prior to downloading your images onto your computer.




must know

There is much more to a memory card than just its storage capacity – the speed at which it can store your image or transfer it can be very important, as well. This is especially true if you shoot a lot of photos in quick succession, or use your camera’s video facility often.



Cards and portable storage units

When you take a digital photograph, the image is stored as a series of data bits on the memory card. The memory card is just like a computer hard drive, in that it needs to be formatted before you can use it. The process of formatting sets up a digital storage structure that is recognized by the camera. In doing so, it blanks out any information that was already on the card, and bypasses any damaged memory sectors. Consequently, it is good practice to re-format a card rather than simply deleting any images that are already stored on it. To re-format your memory card, you simply go to the main menu on your camera, select ‘Format’, and select ‘OK’. The camera will then display a message or symbol that indicates that it is in the process of formatting. It usually takes a few seconds to complete.

[image: images]

Most memory cards will do the job they were designed for very well. However, if you need extra fast image storage, then you will need professional quality items, such as these Extreme III cards.

No matter what kind of digital camera you have, it is a very good idea to obtain several memory cards – the bigger their capacities, the better. After all, if you have plenty of card space, you will be able to try taking lots of experimental shots without having to worry about running out of storage room. When digital cameras first came out, memory cards were very expensive. These days, however, they are much more affordable. An alternative is to buy some form of portable storage device such as a battery-powered CD writer or a dedicated photo archive unit like the Nikon Coolwalker. The latter offers 30GB of storage, which means it can store as many as 10,000 2MB photos.

Card readers and memory sticks

While it is possible to download images directly from your camera’s memory card to a computer (while it is still in the camera), it is something that should only be done if there is no other option available to you. This is because the process is very slow, and if the card is full, it could take hours to complete. Instead, you will find that a good card reader – a device that plugs into your computer and that you insert your card into – will save a lot of time and effort.

One handy solution to the problem of how to transfer large numbers of image files in a quick and easy manner is the memory stick. This useful device is also known as the data pen – because it stores data and is designed to be carried in the pocket. However, use a memory stick as a temporary storage device only; think of it as a convenient way in which to transfer images rather than to store them.
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A card reader is a device that is used to transfer digital images quickly and easily from a memory card to some other piece of equipment, such as a computer.
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USB memory sticks – or data storage pens – plug neatly into the keyboard of some computers for maximum ease of use. Alternatively, they will plug into any USB port on a standard CPU.

Rescuing lost photos

One of the most frustrating things you can experience in digital photography is accidentally deleting images. Fortunately, there are several ways to rescue lost images, but the best method is to make sure that you only delete images which have already been downloaded onto a computer hard drive or a CD.

Back-up CDs for insurance

One way to avoid disasters is to make sure that you always carry several freshly formatted memory cards (see ); that way, if one of them fails, you will always have another to hand which will enable you to replace the images you lost on the first card. You should also never leave the house without making sure that any existing card content has been safely stored elsewhere. However, before doing any card re-formatting – which necessarily involves deleting old images – it is always worth double-checking that the back-up storage method you have chosen is working efficiently. If you have burnt your images onto a CD, for instance, make sure that you can view them properly. Occasionally discs do not ‘burn’ correctly (see) and images may not have recorded. Imagine your frustration if you were to re-format a card believing all your images to be safely backed-up when in fact your storage disc had completely failed?



must know

If you decide to invest in a high capacity memory card you will obviously be able to fit a larger number of images on it. A failure, however, would result in you losing many more of your treasured images. If you are photographing something important such as a wedding, it is therefore worth spreading your shots over several cards by regularly changing them around.
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The best way to avoid losing your images is to keep emergency back-ups on disc.
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You will find it easier to avoid deleting the wrong files by mistake if you take the time to label them properly. Here it is impossible to tell from the filename which image is about to be deleted.

Do you have enough power?

Another issue to look out for is the battery level on your camera. In the case of some cheaper cameras that have a fixed memory (that is, no removable card), if the battery goes flat during a download, it can result in a loss of images. It is also worth making sure that you do not turn off the power on your camera until it has finished processing the last image, or else you will lose it forever.
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Disgo make a variety of portable data storage devices. If you buy one of these and back-up images as soon as they are taken, you will avoid the pain of loss due to failing camera batteries or similar.

Usually, there is an indicator light somewhere on the camera body which shows what is going on. This is generally only a problem with larger file formats, such as ‘RAW’ files, which can take half a minute or more to process in extreme cases. Probably the most common way in which photos are lost, however, is during the editing process; this will be covered in detail later in the book, but it is worth saying twice – before you edit a photo, make a back-up copy of it, and NEVER edit the original.

Recovery strategies

If you find that you have accidentally deleted some images while they are still in the camera, then stop and think before you do anything else. This may have occurred as the result of a simple deletion, or through an accidental card re-format. Either way, do not take any more photos as they will almost certainly over-write the deleted ones (if this happens, your images will be gone forever). Ask yourself how important those photos were. Can you do without them? If so, consider yourself lucky, and try not to do it again. If, however, they were images that you would really like to recover, then you may be able to do something about it. If the camera has a removable memory card, take it out and put it somewhere safe until you have access to a suitable computer. In the meantime, you can use a different memory card to continue with your photography. If all else fails, you need data recovery software.
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If you accidentally delete or reformat your memory card and need to recover lost photos, then buy some specialist recovery software such as Photo-Saver.
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It would be a crying shame to lose a beautiful close-up portrait such as this. By investing in some file recovery software you can avoid such disappointment.

Data recovery software

Once you have returned to your computer, you can decide what you are going to do about recovering the lost images. One method is to use some special data recovery software – this is something that you can do at home, or, if you are not confident about attempting it, by sending your card off to a company which offers a dedicated file recovery service.

File recovery programs can be used on nearly all digital camera and video systems, as well as other memory cards, zip discs, floppy discs and hard drives. Some vendors offer a service whereby you can download a trial version of their software and then connect your camera or memory card reader to your computer. The program then scans the relevant hardware, and you can see if it is able to access your lost images. If you are happy that the relevant files are indeed available, you can then go online and purchase a licence key. This will allow you to save your photos onto another storage device, such as the hard drive on your computer.

While such methods can be used on almost any modern computer – be it either Windows- or Macintosh-based – there are some digital cameras which use what is called a ‘destructive deletion process’. In the case of these, it may not be possible to recover any lost images. If you are in any doubt, speak to the people whom you bought your camera from. If they cannot help, look on the camera manufacturer’s website and contact their technical support helpline for assistance.



watch out!

If you need to recover any lost images from a memory card, the first place to look for suitable software is on the card manufacturer’s website. Lexar, for instance, sell a downloadable program called ‘ImageRescue’ which is designed specifically for identifying and recovering lost photos on any system.




More about avoiding data loss

Until your images have been transferred onto a computer, you are reliant upon your memory cards to keep them safe. Different manufacturers use different data storage architectures, however, so only ever format your memory cards in the camera in which you intend to use them. This will not only ensure that the cards are able to write the image data properly, but it will also clear out any old images and ensure that there are no corrupted files left around to complicate matters.

It is also worth bearing in mind that although memory cards do not wear out as such, they do have a finite life. Consequently, if you have several different ones, try to rotate their use. This way you will be less likely to experience an early failure. If a card does start behaving erratically, get rid of it before you lose any important photos. It is just not worth the risk when new cards cost so little to buy.



Storing your images

Once you have transferred your images onto a memory card or a portable storage device, you need to decide how to keep them safe in the longer term. Most people just download their images directly onto a computer, but there are other considerations.

Treasured possessions

Many people who have gone through the trauma of losing their homes will tell you that one of the most distressing factors was losing their family photo albums. Fire is one of the most common causes of such losses, but natural disasters such as hurricanes and floods also take their toll. In the days before digital photography came along, there were few ways to protect your negatives or prints. Today, however, we are fortunate enough to have a wide variety of choices open to us to help ensure that we will not have to face losing our photos.



must know

Mass storage devices have both strong and weak points, so make sure you understand what these are before you rely on any particular method to store your treasured photos:

	Hard disc drives: huge capacity, fast access, but disc failure can result in loss of all data.
	CD/DVD: cheap and basically reliable, but easily damaged.
	Online albums: easily shared with friends, but unsuitable for large numbers of images.
	Data pen: convenient and easy to carry, but really only suitable for temporary storage.





Minimizing the risk of loss

The best way to minimize the risk of losing particularly treasured photos is undoubtedly to use a combination of different storage methods. It is also important to ensure that you keep archive copies in different locations – it would be foolish, for instance, to have a stack of CDs next to your computer. If a thief stole your machine, they might also take your photo discs at the same time. Likewise, a fire or a flood could also damage your images beyond recovery if they are all in the same place. One way around this is to put copies of your most important photos onto CDs, and then store them somewhere away from your main home, such as at a friend’s house.

[image: images]

As a reliable interim storage repository, a docking station is a useful device. It has a large memory capacity and enables you to perform many useful tasks – such as recharging your camera – as well as downloading images.

Longer-term storage methods

If you wish to store your images on disc – a process known as ‘burning’ (see) – you will need to make sure that you have some disc-burning software installed on your computer before you proceed. You will also have to check that your computer is fitted with a suitable disc-writable drive. Once this is taken care of, you will need to have a supply of blank discs to hand. If you are using DVDs, then it is vital that any discs you buy will work with the disc-writer; check the manufacturer’s recommendations to ensure compatibility. Although data discs are reasonably robust, they do scratch quite easily, so always handle them with great care and do not allow them to get covered in dust, as this will end up inside your disc drive and may cause irreparable damage. How to create and store back-up CDs and DVDs is discussed in detail later in this chapter.
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Really strong, vibrant images such as this one of an eagle landing deserve being treated with respect and stored where they can be easily found for later use.

The copying process

When it comes to transferring your files to your PC or Macintosh computer – whether this be directly from your digital camera, from your memory card, card reader or portable storage device – the first thing to do is to organize the files you want to store into a coherent structure. If they are spread all over the place, it is a good idea to create a temporary folder on your computer and then copy them into it. Before you go any further, make sure that the combined size of the images in the folder is less than the storage capacity of the available disc space. If it is, all is well, but if it is not, then you will need to split them up into separate folders. Once this is done, you can progress to burning and backing-up your image files to disc, of which more later (see ). This will ensure that your images are archived safely somewhere other than on your computer hard drive, which might fail at any time.

If for any reason you prefer not to make CD or DVD back-up copies of your images, you could always opt for storing your digital photographs on one of the increasing number of image repositories which are now to be found on the internet. This topic is considered in detail in Chapter 5 of this book.
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Ideally, you should back up your images on a portable data storage device while actually taking your images, then download them onto your computer and burn a CD or DVD back-up as extra insurance.



must know

CDs:

	Pros – Most people have CD drives in their computers that can read a CD. They are much cheaper than DVDs (although this situation is changing).
 	Cons – You cannot view a CD on a TV without special equipment.


DVDs:

	Pros – DVDs have a greater storage capacity than CDs, and DVD drives that are connected to a TV are increasingly found in homes across the world.
 	Cons – Not everyone can read a DVD in their computer and DVDs are more expensive than CDs.



Image size, format and resolution

The sizing, format and resolution of images are all important considerations to bear in mind as you save and store them away. If the images are too big, they will take up too much disc space.

Size matters

Saving an image at an unnecessarily large size will just give you a headache when you come to store it away. If it is too big you will find that the image takes longer to open, is slower to respond to any subsequent changes that you wish to make and takes a long time either to back-up on your hard drive or to burn to disc. You will find very quickly that you get through a lot more CDs than you would were the image to be saved at a more modest size in an economical format such as ‘JPEG’ or ‘GIF’ as opposed to the less space-efficient ‘TIFF’ format.



watch out!

When the time comes to email your photos off to someone, you need to think about the size and type of your files. It may be worth, for instance, giving them a phone call or sending an advance email to find out what connection speed they have. If they don’t have broadband, they may be very unimpressed at having to download an email which has massive, incompatible files attached to it.




Fit for purpose

Apart from storage issues, you also need to consider the ultimate purpose of your image – what is it for? If, for example, you want to send your digital photo off to be used in a magazine, then you will need to supply it in the right size, format and resolution. Photos that are going to be used in glossy publications generally need to be of a high resolution – what is often referred to as ‘300 dpi’ (dots per inch) – as otherwise they will not reproduce well. As a rough guide, a 2MB file will be suitable for a small photo – one of around, say, 50mm x 75mm. At the other end of the spectrum, images for large coffee table books may need to be in excess of 70MB. For more on this issue, see .
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1 To save an image in a different format, click ‘Save As’ under the file menu, and then click on the ‘Save as type’ drop-down symbol – a list of different file formats will then be shown. Select the one you want and click ‘Save’. A new image file will then be created in the format you have chosen.
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2 When you change the format of a file, you will often have the option to change various detail features. For example, when you save an image in jpeg format, you can click the ‘Options’ button which is located at the bottom right of the ‘Save As’ window, whereupon the dialog box shown here will appear. This allows you to set the amount of compression – that is, how big the file will be – as well as various other factors that you need not be concerned about
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