
COPING 
ABROAD

Picking up a camera for the first time just five years ago, Cam Cope has 
photographed some of the most picturesque places on Earth – and he’s 

only just warming up. Chris Sorgsepp finds out exactly where he’s been, 
where he won’t go, and what made this former environmental consultant 

pick up a camera in the first place.
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T
aking a look over Cam Cope’s portfolio is a bittersweet 

exercise. It’s sweet in the fact it contains inspirational 

images taken by a clearly talented photographer, but 

bitter in the fact it wasn’t us behind the camera taking the 

shots. It’s hard to believe that anyone could make a living out 

of what seems like a barrage of constant holidays, but for 

Cope, who was determined to change his career path, gave 

it a go and didn’t let the fear of the unknown hold him back 

from pursuing a career in travel photojournalism.

“I don’t really have an epic or romantic story about being 

trained by a Zen master,” laughs Cope. “I was always a bit 

of a visual artist for as long as I can remember and I did a 

University double degree of Arts and Science when I left high 

school. I also studied biology, geography and languages, so 

I set myself up for a life of travelling without really knowing 

how it was going to turn out.”

At just 16 years of age, Cope travelled to Nepal as part of 

a school trip and discovered the travel bug had bitten hard, 

leaving lasting impressions about a life abroad.

GET EDUCATED

Cope attributes much of his success to education and can’t 

convey the importance of continual personal development 

enough. “I bought my first camera back in 2008 and soon after 

learning the basics I decided I wanted to get tuition and it was 

probably the single best decision I’ve made so far,” he says.

Cope then enrolled at the RMIT University in Melbourne 

and undertook a digital photography course where he met a 

wedding photographer who would allow Cope to assist in a few 

wedding jobs. “Assisting with photographing weddings was an 

interesting experience and one thing I learned quite quickly 

was that I knew I didn’t want to be a wedding photographer,” 

says Cope. “I developed a real respect for a good wedding 

I like to think as 
my camera as 
a passport in to 
people’s lives.
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photographer. It’s a craft that isn’t for everybody and it’s easy 

to tell the professionals from the amateurs. 

“I also learned a great deal about reading the natural light. 

It really opened my eyes about reading what the situation is 

telling you and about how to make the best out of what you 

have to work with.

“I think assisting is a great form of education – you get 

on-the-job training and it can be quite an intimate form of 

learning, rather than sitting in a classroom with a room full of 

students all day.”

Cope’s education pathway didn’t end there, enrolling in a 

course with acclaimed documentary photographer Michael 

Coyne, where Cope would fine tune his eye and develop his 

passion for travel photography.  “I’ve also done a lot of self 

tuition where I find time,” he says. “I’m really jealous of people 

that can study full-time, but work commitments seem to take 
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up most of my time these days. It’s part-time at best.

“I firmly believe the best investment you can make is 

in your education; it’s far more important than any single 

piece of gear you could buy. I just think of the equipment 

as depreciating assets. I don’t get too caught up in the 

technology side of things and it amazes me the money 

people are willing to spend on gear, but won’t spend a single 

cent on education to learn how to actually use it. There is that 

mentality where people think your images are a function of 

how good your camera is and not about anything else.”

PIXELS AND PASSPORTS

While working as an environmental consultant in 2009, 

Cope’s contract was coming up for renewal and it was 

by chance that this coincided with the expiry date of a 

girlfriend’s visa, which would see Cope hop on a plane with 

her, and take his trusty camera with him. “My contract ended 

at the job I was in and I chose not to renew it, and with my 

girlfriend’s visa expiring she needed to leave and it just so 

happened I wanted a break as well,” he says.

“While I believed in what I was doing in my job, it wasn’t 

offering the creative fulfilment that I was craving, so it was 

a big decision for me. It’s then that I made the decision I 

wanted to become a travel photographer.”

Finding it very difficult to get consistent work, 

Cope realised there were not many full-time travelling 

photographers in Australia and it would be a challenging 

task to make a living out of his passion. “After much 

deliberation I came to the conclusion I could do travel 

writing to complement my photography. It was a way to get 

my photographs published and it quickly became the two 

elements to my work.”

Filling the passport with stamps has come with 

I firmly believe 
the best 
investment you 
can make is in 
your education. 
It’s far more 
important than 
any single piece 
of gear you 
could buy.
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the reward of many thousands of photographs from 

picturesque rolling landscapes to candid snapshots of a 

village elder. Choosing some his favourite destinations is 

almost impossible, with many pinpoints on the map sharing 

a special place in Cope’s heart.

“All the places I’ve been to are different for various reasons 

and I like them all for their own unique merits,” he says. “It all 

depends on the type of experience you want. If you want the 

best party atmosphere you would go to Brazil. If you wanted 

a really interesting hiking experience then Chile, Bolivia or 

Argentina are fantastic. The Pacific islands feature a very 

friendly, relaxed kind of lifestyle, so somewhere like Vanuatu 

would be great for someone who is starting out.  

“Last week I was in the Cook Islands for a story and next 
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week I’m flying to Mauritius with the chance of going to 

Scotland for a festival in January.”

With such a strong desire to travel, there are only a few 

select places that would be off the radar for Cope. “I wouldn’t 

go into a war zone,” Cope says. “I’m not attracted to war 

photography or personal danger – anything like that doesn’t 

interest me. Other than that I’m a pretty hardy photographer 

and I’ve gotten used to pushing myself out of my comfort 

zone over the years and now feel quite comfortable in 

unfamiliar situations.

“I believe travel photography is all about pushing yourself out of 

your comfort zone; some people like to hide behind the camera, 

but I find it more useful to use the camera to meet people rather 

than to steal a photograph when people aren’t looking. 

“Most times when you are really open with what you are 

doing you will get better shots. You have to remember you’re 
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IN THE BAG
CAMERAS
Canon 5D MkII

LENSES
Sigma 50mm f1.4 

Canon 24-70mm  
f2.8 L series

Canon 70-200mm  
f2.8 L series

ACCESSORIES
Canon 580 EX Speedlite

to view a gallery of cam’s work swipe across
Back to 

top

SWIPE FOR MORE

not doing anything wrong and if in doubt, ask for permission. 

If I find that I can’t ask permission first because it will ruin the 

moment, then after I take the shot and I’ll go over and show 

them what I’ve done.”

Keeping yourself safe when travelling abroad is something 

every photographer worries about, often with thousands of 

dollars worth of equipment attached to a neck strap in plain 

sight for all to see. Cope says keeping yourself safe comes 

down to common sense and there are a few simple steps to 

take in order to keep you and your gear safe from filling out 

an insurance claim form. 

“I’ve never been robbed, but I do accept one day it could 

happen, or I could have an accident and break something 

expensive. It’s part of what I do, but so far it’s been good and I 

haven’t had any exciting stories to tell.

“I take in what people say but I tend to follow my own 

judgment, because if I listened to what everybody had to say 

I would travel around with my camera in a safe and I would 

never take it out! Finding a local guide can be great idea in 

helping stay safe. They will generally be able to tell you where 

is safe and the areas to avoid.”

BOORUN’S CANOE

Boorun’s Canoe was a documentary project Cope undertook 

in collaboration with Steaphan Paton and his family from 

Gippsland, southeast Victoria. The project was all about 

recreating the tradition of building Gunai/Kurnai tree bark 

canoes by lead Aboriginal elder Uncle Albert Mullett, and 

passing the knowledge down to the younger generations of 

Aboriginal men.

“Steaphan’s grandfather was the lead elder in the Gunai/

Kurnai tribe and we got a bunch of his grandsons together 

and taught them how to build a traditional canoe.

“Melbourne Museum’s Aboriginal Cultural Centre found 

out about it and acquired the work for the permanent display, 

and we then later published a book, which is available online 

through my website.

“It was a phenomenal outcome for my first documentary 

project – very mind-blowing to have them used for a 

permanent display at a museum.”

PRODUCING THE SHOTS

Armed with a 5D MkII dubbed ‘The Workhorse’, Cope uses an 

array of Sigma and Canon lenses to get the images you see 

in his portfolio, and prides himself on his minimalistic post 

production used to get high-quality images. 

“I rarely get anything out of RAW processing into Photoshop; 

I usually just process the RAW file in Adobe Bridge,” he says. 

“I try to avoid doing anything too in-depth as it becomes very 

time consuming and gets away from what I think it’s all about. 

For most part I’ll do minor adjustments to exposure, colour 

balance, fill light and black, with some small local contrast and 

clarity adjustments with saturation and vibrance.

“I’ve just been using Bridge and Camera Raw for quite 

some time, but I have used Lightroom a few times and will 

probably end up using it more extensively soon.”     

TIPS FOR 
THE TRAVEL 

PHOTOGRAPHER

1 2 3 4

I’ve never been 
robbed, but I 
do accept that 
one day it could 
happen.
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