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A Recipe for Avoiding Disaster While on the Road 
You’ve got your gear all neatly stowed in your bag, and your suitcase is packed and ready. You’re all organized and ready to go on your 
next photographic adventure—but is your Lightroom Catalog ready? 
 
We spend a lot of time and money traveling to specific locations to capture unique moments. But if you are not fully prepared, then that 
moment will be gone forever, and our efforts to preserve it and share its beauty with others will all be in vain. How will you manage the 
files on your laptop if they need to be merged into your home catalog? How will you protect your images from corrupt, lost, or stolen 
memory cards?  

This guide covers the basics of file management: preparing your library for travel, developing a backup strategy to safeguard your 
images, and some essential tips for the traveling photographer.  

There are two different scenarios for traveling with Lightroom Classic. Some photographers use two computers, a home computer plus a 
laptop for travel. Other photographers use a single laptop for both home and travel use. This guide will cover both situations.  

Travel Hardware Recommendations 
Lightroom Classic runs best on a relatively powerful laptop with plenty of RAM. Make sure that your laptop meets the system 
requirements of Lightroom Classic. Beyond that, the faster the machine, the less waiting you will do. So it is a matter of balancing expense 
with performance.  

While you might think you would prefer a larger display, be aware of the difference in size and weight. 
A 13” display is quite serviceable and packs into a much lighter, smaller package than 15” laptops. In the end, it is a matter of personal 
preference. Note that the speed of the video card will have an impact on the performance of Lightroom Classic.  

You will also want to make sure you have plenty of camera memory cards for the trip. Often the best solution is to bring enough cards for 
the entire trip so that they don’t need to be reformatted while out in the field. Keeping your images on your original cards is one form of 
backup if your drive fails. For people shooting with expensive cards, this might not be practical, and they will only have enough storage 
on their cards for a day or two. In either case, we recommend having a backup drive. Specifically, an SSD (Solid State Drive) will provide 
the best performance and stability. HDDs (Hard Disk Drives) have spinning disks, which introduce more mechanics and are more likely to 
fail, especially when jostled around during travel. However, for large amounts of storage, SSDs are significantly more expensive than 
HDDs. In some cases, you might want to have a second backup drive where you store a third copy of your images.  

On your return home, be sure to pack your backups in separate bags. That way, one lost bag won’t mean the loss of all your images.  



You can load your cards from camera to laptop with a cable, but it is often easier, more convenient, and faster to use a dedicated card 
reader. Using a card reader has the added benefit of not consuming power from your camera battery.  

Do not forget all the cables and adapters you will need for your trip. There is nothing worse than not being able to charge your laptop or 
connect something to it. One thing we like to pack is a travel-sized power cord, such as this one. Also, for Mac users, this is a handy way 
to keep your MacBook Pro power cord from getting all over the place. Lastly, we have a complete list of recommended accessories here.  

Using Lightroom Classic Offline  
Ever since Adobe moved Lightroom Classic to a subscription model for their pricing, the application periodically verifies your license in 
the background. This happens while you have an internet connection, but if the time expires when you have no internet connection, 
Adobe will not allow Lightroom Classic to run until it can verify your license. This is problematic if you spend an extended amount of days 
without internet connectivity.  

To reset the timer before traveling, follow these five simple steps.  

You will need your Adobe credentials for this!  

1. Open the laptop you will be bringing on your trip, and close Lightroom Classic. If you use Photoshop, then make sure it is closed, 
also.  

2. Open the Adobe Creative Cloud app, and sign out of Creative Cloud. You will get a warning asking if you are sure you want to sign 
out. Just click ‘Continue.’  

3. Sign back into Adobe Creative Cloud.  

4. Launch Lightroom Classic (and Photoshop, if you are using it). This restarts the ‘timer’ Adobe has hidden in your system, letting 
them know how long you can use the products before it checks again.  

5. This step is just to verify that you have been successful. Close Lightroom (and Photoshop), and put your laptop into offline mode 
with no internet connection. Make sure you are truly offline and then re-open both programs to ensure that it opens without issue. 
You can now go back online and continue working.  

That’s it! Lightroom Classic will now be fully functional until the time runs out. The timer’s length depends on your subscription.  

If you pay for it monthly, then you have 30 days from your last check. If you have an annual subscription, then you have 99 days on the 
timer.  
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Before You Leave Home  
Make one more pass over all your gear. Make sure your home computer is backed up locally and offsite. For online backup, we 
recommend Backblaze. Having a secure, off-site backup of your data is crucial for the safety of your data.  

If you will be gone for more than 30 days, follow the instructions here to prevent Backblaze from removing your backup, or simply make 
sure your home computer is turned off during that time, which will retain your backup for up to six months.  

Update your laptop to the latest operating system and update all your software, Lightroom Classic, plugins, backup application, and any 
other software you need. Updating Lightroom Classic to the latest version is especially important if you are headed out on a workshop, 
where you will need to follow along with the instructor. It is much easier if your version of the application matches the one being 
demonstrated. You should also double-check the available space on your drives, ensuring that you have enough free space to import or 
backup.  

Keep Your Folders Organized  
Being consistent in your naming and organization is key to a useful catalog. Inconsistency makes filtering, sorting, and managing your 
files unnecessarily difficult. The method you ultimately choose is up to you, but we suggest this file organization:  

Photo Storage Drive>Photos Folder>Year>Shoot Name  

Ideally, your photo storage device will be a fast external drive. On that drive, you should have one folder into which all your images are 
imported. Each year, you will make a new folder for that year, and within each year will be your Shoot Name. Your Shoot Name should be 
the numeral of the month, followed by the name of the shoot, like this: 06-Death Valley. There is no need to use subfolders for each shoot 
day, as images can be sorted by date within Lightroom Classic. So, if you’re going on a workshop in Death Valley in March of 2022, your 
path would look something like this:  

Photo Storage Drive>Photos Folder>2022>06-Death Valley  

Tips for Importing Images  
At the end of each day, you should import all of the new images off of your cards and into your catalog. Here are the things to 
pay attention to in the Import Window (clockwise from upper left):  

Source: The source will be the memory card you are importing from. You can select “Eject after import” or not. It is a personal preference.  
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File Handling: When you import a file into Lightroom Classic, you create a “pointer” from the catalog to the file, which can be in any 
location connected to your computer. Lightroom Classic gives you four options for how to handle the file. It doesn’t care which of these 
options you choose (any of them will still import the file into the catalog), but you should select “Copy.” Let’s go through the four options 
so you understand why “Copy” is the one you want to choose:  

Copy as DNG: This is a very misleading label for this action and should be called “Convert and Write.” It is not copying the file at all. It is 
changing the file type and writing that new file type to your destination. No matter what Adobe says about the integrity of DNG files, it is 
not worth the time to convert the files while importing on a laptop and during travel. We recommend that you do NOT convert your files 
to DNG. Keep them in the original RAW format.  

Copy: Copies your file from your card to your destination, unchanged. It does not change the files on your card, and it creates an exact 
copy of that file in your destination folder.  

Move: Moves the file, removing it from your memory card, and writing a new copy to your destination folder. This can be a useful tool, 
but it is dangerous when importing from your cards. This is because you are deleting files off of your card and destroying data. You should 
only do this after you have backed up and verified the backup of your images.  

Add: Adds the file to the library in place, meaning it imports the file on your memory card into your library, but the file itself remains on 
the card. “Add” can be handy in certain situations, but having images in your Lightroom catalog stored on memory cards is not practical.  

Destination: Lightroom is a bit confusing here, as there are two places to set your Destination in the Import Window. One is at the top 
right, and the other is at the bottom right. Since you are copying the files, you need to tell Lightroom where to copy the files to.  

IMPORTANT: Set the organize method to “into one folder.” This will prevent you from sending files to automatic date-based folders. The 
suggested path should be:  

SSD Drive>Images Folder>Name of Destination  

Previews: We recommend setting this to “Embedded & Sidecar.” and de-selecting “Build Smart Previews.” This speeds up the process by 
using your camera's jpeg preview files until later, when Lightroom Classic can build regular previews.  

Duplicates: Select “Don’t Import Suspected Duplicates.” This is important when using a memory card more than once on the same shoot. 
Otherwise, you will re-import images you have already imported the previous day(s).  

File Renaming: Again, this is up to you. The most important thing is consistency. We recommend a custom setting of “Shoot Name-
Original Filename.” You will need to write the “Shoot Name” in the appropriate field. A sample of the naming convention will appear at the 
bottom of the File Renaming panel.  



Apply During Import: You can apply three settings to the image at the time of import. Be aware that these are being applied to the 
image in your catalog, not the file itself.  

Develop Settings: Develop presets can be applied during import. 
Metadata: If you have metadata presets for data like copyright or contact information, those presets  

can be applied at import.  

Keywords: Applying keywords on import is a great shortcut to organizing your images. Keep it simple at this stage, applying only the 
keywords relevant to all the imported photos. Remember to use hierarchical keywords so they fit right in with your keywords on your 
master catalog.  

Backup and Verify  
After you have imported, you want to make sure that all of your images made it safely into your library and to their destination. Give your 
library and drive a quick spot-check, and then follow one of these two options, depending on your needs:  

If the type of memory card you use is inexpensive enough, you can buy enough to last the entire trip. After import, keep using the card 
until it is full, and then safely stash it somewhere, using another card to continue shooting. This way, your images are in two places: on 
your memory card and your computer drive. If you lose one, you still have a backup.  

For added protection, consider making a third copy to an additional external SSD drive. With both external SSD drives attached to your 
laptop computer, choose “Make a Second Copy To” in File Handling. Then, navigate to your second external SSD drive. Lightroom Classic 
will create a second copy of all your original files to that additional drive. This will become a third copy.  

Sort, Rate, and Process  
You can sort, rate, and process your photos while in the field; just make sure you’re following the same conventions that you would at 
home. Rate your images 1-5, with 1 being the lowest-rated image and 5 the highest. You can pass over (don’t rate at all) any images that 
you think will ultimately be deleted.  

It is helpful to geocode images while in the field and locations are fresh in your mind. This has the added benefit of adding regional 
information such as Country, State and City metadata to your images. This isn’t necessary if your camera is embedding GPS coordinates, 
but it is helpful when you are manually tagging images on a map. Geocoding with the Map Module requires internet connectivity.  



DO NOT DELETE any photos while in the field. Wait until you have returned home, had some time to look through your images, and be 
sure you want to delete them. If you are confident, then filter by “unrated” and in this subset, “select all.” Now type the “X” key to set these 
unrated photos as “rejected.” Once they are all marked as “rejects,” then you can delete them all at once with the command Photo>Delete 
Rejected Photos>Yes, delete them all.  

Using Two Computers: One for home, one for travel 
This section is intended for those who have a master catalog on their computer at home and use a temporary travel catalog on their 
laptop computer.  

We recommend using two catalogs: one for your home and one for travel. Your external SSD drive needs a folder titled “Travel Images.” 
Create a new Lightroom Classic catalog in this folder if you do not already have a travel catalog. This is also where images from the trip 
should be stored. Storing your images and catalog on an external SSD drive makes it simple to merge your new images and catalog file 
back into your main catalog when back home.  

When You Return Home  
After your trip is over and you are back home, it is time to merge your travel catalog back into your home catalog.  

1. Confirm all your images from your travels are imported into your travel catalog.  

2. On your laptop, close Lightroom Classic and unplug your SSD drive, and plug it into your main computer.  

3. Open two windows in Finder or File Explorer, one for your travel SSD drive and another for the location where you store all of your 
original images on your home drive.  

4. Drag and drop the contents of your travel folder, catalog file and images in that new folder on your home drive.  

5. Eject and disconnect your travel drive from your main computer.  

6. Open your Master Catalog on your desktop computer.  

7. Go to File>Import From Another Catalog. This will prompt you for the catalog to import from; select the travel catalog.  

8. Select “Add new photos to catalog without moving,” then select Import. Wait for Lightroom to finish importing.  



9. Delete the travel catalog that you copied over to your home drive.  

10. Verify your images are now in your Master Catalog. When certain that your images are safely stored on your main drive and backed 
up, reconnect your travel SSD to your laptop, open your travel catalog in Lightroom Classic, and delete all of the images.  

Using One Computer: Same for home and travel 
If you travel with the same laptop computer you use at home, there are a few important topics to consider.  

Setup  

Since you’ll be using your master catalog, there is no reason to create any additional catalogs. But, it is very unlikely that your laptop has 
enough internal storage for your original images. It is best to use an external SSD drive to store your new images while traveling. Then, 
the images can be moved when home to another more permanent drive that remains at home.  

BACKUP  

Be sure to keep a backup of your catalog file and images on a separate drive at home in addition to an offsite backup such as Backblaze. 
You do not want to travel with your only copy of original photos.  

Transferring original images  

When you return from your shoot it will be time to move your new files onto your home hard drive.  

Connect both drives to your laptop, home drive and travel drive. Open Lightroom Library and navigate 
to the Library Module. Find your YEAR folder on your home drive. Now locate your folder with your new images on your travel drive and 
drag and drop all the images from your travel SSD drive to your home drive. Do not use Finder or File Explorer to move these images. It is 
important that you do this within Lightroom Classic so all the file links are updated.  

Once you have confirmed all your new images are on your home drive, it is time to delete the image files from your travel drive. Again, 
double check that all files are located in the home hard drive.  

 


