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It is human nature to be nosey about other 
people’s lives, and portraits convey bags of 
information. We want to know what daily life is 
like, what the dress code is and what people eat, 
and a good portrait will tell us something about 
these things. However, unlike monuments and 
landscapes, people have feelings, and it’s only 
natural to want to avoid potential conflict. Taking 
time to swot up on the traditions and customs of a 
place will help you to avoid offending anyone. 

Travel photographer Kimberley Coole emphasises 
the need to never ‘take’ a photo, but to ask permission 
first instead. “On more than one occasion I have 
walked into a village to find other tourists and 
photographers standing over the people, not talking 
or interacting, not getting to know about their lives 
and customs, but simply turning the people into 
objects and getting as many photos as possible,” she 
says. “Interaction is the key, and I often find that after 
spending time with people, either chatting, using 
hand signs or having a cup of tea, they are much 
happier to be photographed. After getting to know 
the person a little more they relax, smile and laugh – 
making a much better photograph.”

In some tourist destinations, people ask for 
money in exchange for a photo, and it’s completely 
up to you whether you wish to delve into your 
pockets. It’s worth remembering, though, that 
some of these places are very poor, and what seems 
like a little to us could bring a big smile to their 
face in the photograph. Asking permission is not 
always possible if you’re shooting a street scene, for 
example, but be sensitive and move on if someone 
looks uncomfortable. One way of appearing less 
intimidating is to ditch bulky equipment in favour 
of a lighter load and Kimberley only packs a Canon 
EOS 5D Mark II, a 24-105mm lens, a 16-35mm lens 
and a HOYA Pro1 Digital Filter for protection. 

So rather than rely on long lenses to pick 
people off like a sniper, build up the confidence to 
approach people instead. “This is often the hardest 
part, whether you speak the same language or not,” 
agrees Kimberley. “By simply having the courage to 
go over and say hello, people will generally attempt 
to interact with you. The best way of becoming 
friends is to try and make people laugh, which can 
be done easily if you don’t speak the same language, 
as they will find whatever you say amusing!”
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A young girl carrying sticks on her 
head along the banks of the Yamuna 
River, located next to the Mehtab 
Bagh, which is also known as the 
Moonlight Garden, India 
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Gear guide
AF-S NIKKOR 16-35mm 
f/4G ED VR
Web: www.nikon.co.uk  Price: £880/$1,160 

A wide-angle lens such as this one enables you to 
pack a lot more into the frame. They’re perfect for 
landscapes and portraits, which are two of the 
biggest genres within travel photography.

Canon EF 70-200mm 
f/2.8 IS USM  
Web: www.canon.co.uk  Price: £1,250/$1,700

A telephoto lens is incredibly versatile, reaching 
subjects such as wildlife and landmarks from a 
distance. The wider the focal range, the heavier the 
lens will tend to be, so a lighter second lens is useful.

Joby Gorillapod Flexible Tripod 
Web: www.joby.com  Price: £20/$20

Tripods can be 
cumbersome when 
you’re trekking all day, so 
invest in a portable 
lightweight option such 
as this. Its flexible legs 
can be wrapped around 
railings and branches for 
steady shots. 

Lowepro Photo Traveler 150 
Web: www.lowepro.com   
Price: £42/$55

It’s important to choose a 
purpose-built kit bag in 
order to get the protection 
you need. Customisable 
padding compartments are 
a bonus, and comfortable 
straps will ease the strain of 
heavy kit.

Silicon Power Armor A70 
Web: www.silicon-power.com  Price: £130/$109

Avoid losing photos by 
backing them up to a 
portable hard drive 
regularly. There are 
cheaper options, but this 
one is ideal for travelling, 
as it’s waterproof  
and shockproof.

Unforgettable 
experiences
Four of the best cultural events 
caught on camera

RIO DE JANEIRO CARNIVAL
Brazil

This loud and vibrant parade is 
held in February every year, and 
is famous worldwide. Street 
parties and band processions 
in downtown (Centro) and 
South Rio (the Zona Sul) 
provide ample opportunities 
to get candid portrait shots 
that are full of character. Try 

using a long exposure to capture the energy and 
movement of the samba dancers. If you want to 
get close to the action you will need tickets. For 
more info, visit www.rio-carnival.net.

CHINESE NEW YEAR
China

Chinese New Year is the most 
significant day on the Chinese 
calendar. It runs from the first 
day of the lunar month until 
the 15th, and is celebrated with 
fireworks, temple visits and 
street festivals. The fire is meant 
to drive away evil spirits, and 
people dress from head to toe 

in red for the same reason. These vibrant colours 
make for dynamic photos, and make sure you 
master the panning technique in preparation for 
the dragon dance.

NEW YEAR’S EVE 
Sydney Harbour

The firework display over the 
iconic landmark is second to 
none, so practice shooting in 
low light in advance. Secure 
your camera to something, 
whether it’s a nearby wall or a 
monopod (as it will be busy) 
and ensure your horizon is 
straight. Shoot in bulb mode 

and keep your finger on the shutter button for as 
long as it takes for the firework to explode. 

RUNNING OF THE BULLS
Pamplona, Spain

The Pamplona Bull Run is one 
of the most tense and exciting 
traditions around. At 8am 
every morning from 7-15 July, a 
rocket is fired to signal to the 
runners to pray, followed by a 
second one to announce that 
the bulls have been released. 
Switch on the continuous 

burst mode to capture the action, and book 
accommodation months in advance so you don’t 
miss it.

“ Immerse yourself 
in the culture 
simply by sitting 
and watching or 
joining in with 

a local 
tradition  
or activity”
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Kimberley Coole
www.coolephotography.co.uk
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Top travel tips
01 PACK SMART

Keep your camera kit to a minimum, but 
make sure to pack spare batteries and memory cards 
somewhere safe and waterproof. A plug adapter specific 
to the country you’re visiting should also be stowed away. 

02 ASK THE LOCALS
General tourist information will guide you to the 

most popular places, but for a true representation of what 
a place is like talk to the locals. Simply asking ‘What do you 
do for fun around here?’ may uncover hidden gems.

03 WEATHER
Look up the weather forecasts for the area 

you’re travelling to and prepare accordingly. Even if 
there’s a minimal chance of rain, stash a plastic shopping 
bag in your pocket for back-up camera protection.

04  PROTECT YOUR KIT
 Be aware of potential pickpockets, and never 

leave your equipment unattended. You can deter thieves 
by covering your camera in masking tape to make it 
seem less attractive, but always make sure you have 
sufficient travel insurance.

05 DOCUMENT THE JOURNEY
Time spent on a train or in a taxi doesn’t have 

to be wasted. It’s part of the experience of travelling, so 
take pictures from the window. Friendly drivers can also 
make willing portrait subjects and help to build your 
confidence approaching strangers.

06 THINK CREATIVELY
Look at the postcards in a souvenir shop, and 

by all means take the same shot, but then think about 
the scene creatively and aim to capture something 
unique. Seek alternative vantage points and play with 
manual modes.

07 SHOOT RAW
Most DSLR cameras will give you the option of 

shooting in RAW, and although this file format is larger 
than a JPEG, it will capture more information for higher 
quality images. You’ll stand a better chance of rescuing 
sub-par exposures later.

08 CONSIDER COMPOSITION 
CAREFULLY

Don’t leave valuable composition techniques behind and 
look for lead-in lines, foreground interest and apply the 
rule of thirds to strengthen your photos. Shoot at least 
one wide-angle scene before going in close to give the 
complete picture.
 

09 SHOOT AT UNSOCIABLE HOURS
Heading out at sunrise will not only provide  

you with good-quality light to shoot with; it will also 
enable you to capture shots before the tourists swarm. 
Look up the sunrise time beforehand, as this will be early 
in hot countries.

10 TELL A STORY
Your photographs will have the power to 

trigger memories, so tell a complete story of your trip by 
documenting sign posts and pointing your camera 
at your dinner plate, and in the process reveal 
something about the way of life in a particular place.
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