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If you travel, you are hard pressed to avoid tourist 
traps selling trinkets and souvenirs destined for a 
shelf. I love those items for sale if they are small 
because that means I don’t have to worry about 
luggage space or display space at home. While I don’t 
collect shot glasses or spoons or thimbles, I do know 
why they are popular. But traveling with my camera, I 
get far better souvenirs. I “collect” images of unusual 
souvenirs. I’m always intrigued by what shops figure 
out to offer me including nail polish that changes 
colors to toothbrushes that say British Virgin Islands 
(which makes me wonder if folks use them when they 
get home).


Souvenirs are all about memory. We buy these trinkets 
to remind us of our experience. Photographers take 
pictures instead (although some of us do both) to 
transport us back to the moment. We aren’t likely to 
get a prizewinning image that will get us international 
recognition, but that’s fine. We will have prizewinning 
memories.


On my most recent adventure into the world, I 
encountered mate cups. These are truly good 
souvenirs because they are real. They are something 
that the inhabitants use daily and are representative of 
the country in which they are found. I didn’t buy one. 
Instead, I photographed them in as many ways as 
possible. I snapped a quick pic (see the hint below) of 
some in a tourist shop, another of folks actually 
carrying them, and finally of one up close and 
personal. I’m brazen. I walked right up to the 
gentleman using the cup and asked if I could 
photograph his. He was somewhat surprised (as you 
can imagine) and in extraordinary English said, “of 
course, but do you know about these?” Since our 
guide had talked extensively about the different ways 
one uses them socially, I could answer yes, but there 
are times when I find a wealth of fascinating 
information from someone like this. When I had 
internet access, I researched Yerba tea and the 
customs associated with this unusual “souvenir” and 
added this to my “collection.” It isn’t the only memory I 
am taking back about Argentina and Uruguay, but it’s 
an important one.


Just for your edification: here’s a bit about these cups 
and the tea they are used for.

Mate is the national beverage of Argentina, Uruguay 

Calabash gourds are the traditional cup but modern 
ones are now stainless steel.

Hot water in a thermos is an essential accessory for 
mate.

This is a traditional mate cup. Really pretty.
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and Paraguay. It is prepared by steeping dried 
leaves of Yerba mate in hot water and is served in 
a hollow calabash gourd with a metal straw 
(traditionally silver) called a bombilla that strains 
out the tea leaves. This drink is often shared 
handing off the cup one to another. 


HERE'S A TIP: how to photograph in shops

Here’s a sticky wicket. Most of the time shop 
owners don’t care if you take a photo of their 
souvenirs. My experience has been that they are 
sort of honored by your attention. I’ve learned to 
use sign language to indicate my desire to shoot a 
particular item. But often they are busy serving 
paying customers and your time is limited with a 
companion urging you on with “it’s time to go.” As 
a result I’ve learned to shoot without looking. 
Forget composition, lighting, or setting anything 
on your camera. If I’m using a cell phone camera, 
I use the volume button to quickly go “click click.” 
If I’m using a traditional camera, I just sort of 
move my camera into position and click. Will I get 
fabulous shots? Probably not. But I do get 
souvenir pieces and that’s what I’m aiming for. 
When I’m someplace quiet, I can crop to get the 
moment I want. None of these will likely be the 
“picture of the day,” but they will give me the 
memory I’m looking for.
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Green mate tea fills the gourd cup.

Bombilla straw are used to strain out the Yerba leaves.
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