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I have finally succumbed. For years now I have wanted a digital camera, but I have held off until I could get a good camera, with high resolution, at the price I wanted. That time has now arrived. Often I hear people say that they don't want to buy a computer just yet, because something cheaper and better will soon be released. That will always be the case, I tell them, so you should buy as soon as you can get what you want at a price you are prepared to pay.

By that definition I have been able to justify a PC for nearly 20 years. But only now can I justify a digital camera. I have waited until a crisp and clear image was available in a camera that cost $1000. In the past three weeks I have been to Singapore, London and New York, comparing prices. I finally bought an Olympus D-490 in Boston for $US500, and I think it's fabulous.

Digital photography is one of the marvels of the modern age. Pictures are not stored on film, but in a computer-like memory. My new camera can store 128 very clear images on a little card the size of a postage stamp. This seems like white man's magic to many people, of course, but it's just another manifestation of the digital age. In today's world everything can be stored digitally. It has long been easy to store text digitally, by encoding the alphabet as a series of bits, and digital music has been the norm since CDs all but replaced vinyl 10 years ago.

Digital images have taken a bit longer, because the technology has been very expensive. Breaking an image into enough dots, or bits, to make it clear and crisp requires a massive amount of storage, and storage has been comparatively expensive until recently. And the sensors required to translate images to bit maps have been very high tech, and therefore also very expensive.

To get a decent digital image requires at least a million pixels (a word derived from ``picture elements'' just as bits is derived from ``binary digits''). A million pixels is called a megapixel. Until recently, this was the limit with even the most expensive digital cameras. Today two megapixel and even three megapixel cameras are the norm.

The three megapixel cameras cost a fair bit more, but do not yield noticeably better results. Two megapixels is about where you can get good quality, which can still be blown up into quite large images without too much graininess. I chose the two megapixel model, saving myself $500.

You will find many cheaper cameras, with fewer than two megapixels. My advice is not to buy them. Wait until two megapixels comes into your price range. On past form they will probably halve in price over the next two years. You can buy some real cheapos, but the images are very grainy and disappointing. Why buy a digital camera at all? I can think of a half a dozen reasons. You never have to buy film, or get your shots developed. If you don't like a shot, you just erase it and shoot another one. You can enlarge it and zoom in even after you have taken the picture. You can change the colours and the resolution and the perspective at will. You can even take short movie clips and put audio commentary on some models.

And that's just before you download it into your computer. That's when the real fun starts. Your PC gives you a fabulous storage device, and software like Adobe Photoshop allows you to massage the image as much as you like. Most cameras come with their own image handling software that allows you to do quite sophisticated changes. You have the creative control formerly the preserve of professionals in a darkroom.

But probably the biggest advantage is that you can email the photos to your family and friends. There are few better ways to keep in touch. Email has already changed many people's lives, and reintroduced millions to the art of letter writing. Now it's a simple thing to add images to your emails.

There are many image formats, the most common of which is JPEG, which stores very high resolution images in about 200KB and quite reasonable ones in half that space. A cheap inkjet printer will give you passable hard-copy images, but if you want “real” photos, there are places that “develop” your images to make them look and feel just like the conventional thing. Slide shows are a thing of the past. You just connect your digital camera to your TV, and show them that way.

Digital photography will never replace conventional photography entirely. There will always be a need for very high quality images, but the cost and inconvenience of using chemicals to translate light into images will eventually mean digital will be used by all but high-end professionals and serious amateurs. As you can tell, I am a convert. Many people have been using digital cameras for years, and all this is old hat to them. But if you like taking photos (and even if you don't), you owe it to yourself to check out this technology. To my mind, this year digital photography has come of age.
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