
 

      The Ultimate Companion for Birding in Southern Africa 

It has been a long 25 years since “The complete Book of Southern African 

Birds” was published in 1989. We now have a worthy successor in “The 

Ultimate Companion” a coffee table book in two volumes edited by Peter Ginn 

and Geoff McIlleron. 1400 photographs taken by over 140 photographers from 

over 30000 submitted have been selected to present all 960 plus species 

recorded in Southern Africa in all their avian glory. Species descriptions have 

been written by 17 highly respected Southern African Ornithologists, their 

work complimented by the latest distribution maps from the ADU. 

The book came to my attention fairly late in the day when the photography 

editors were asking for shots of specific birds (mainly vagrants) for which they 

needed better images. I submitted 30 odd shots initially, followed by another 

30 close to deadline date and am immensely proud to have had 17 

photographs selected to be shown alongside so many really beautiful 

photographs by the very best of South African photographers. I wish now that I 



had submitted many more but as an 

unknown photographer I did not 

think that my chances of publication 

were very high. 

Still it does now give me the 

opportunity to explain a little of the 

circumstances and events behind 

some of the photographs selected. 

Of the 17 birds featured, six are pure 

vagrants with only a handful of 

records in Southern Africa. Needless to say these shots were taken in countries 

as wide ranging as Australia, Chile, Ecuador, the United Kingdom and Ethiopia.   

Here is the story behind some of them. 

 Magellanic Penguins are found on the coast lines of southernmost South 

America. On our return from Antarctica in 2008 we cruised the Chilean Fiords 

stopping at the Otway Sound Penguin Rookery near Punta Arenas home to 

over 10000 Magellanic Penguins . We spent a delightful morning watching 

them emerge from the burrows and cross the beach to the sea. 

On that same trip we cruised the entire coastline of Western South America  

putting in at Manta on the coast of Ecuador. Exploring an estuary to the north 

of Manta I managed to get my first shots of a Little Blue Heron a bird I have 

subsequently photographed in the USA, Brazil and Colombia. The shot selected 

was however from Ecuador and will remain in my memory forever as shortly 

afterwards we were walking on a raised boardwalk over the mangrove swamps 

which proceeded to collapse under 

the weight of six people, pitching 

us all from a height of two metres 

down into mud. Somehow my 

camera survived and the 

photograph lived to tell the tale. 



Being of British origin we visit the 

UK on a fairly regular basis to see 

friends and family – generally in 

the summer which is considered 

the worst time to go birding in the 

UK. Birding in July August in the 

UK can however still prove to be 

very rewarding  The RSPB reserves 

are great places to visit and my 

shot of a Eurasian Reed-warbler 

was taken at Rutland Water, home to the renowned British Bird Fair. For a bird 

photographer the one” must go” place to visit in the British summer is the 

Farne Islands off the Northumberland coast. Get there before the Puffins leave 

in August and even if you leave it 

too late for the Puffins there is still 

lots else to see. The Guillemots, 

Razorbills and Kittiwakes are there 

all year and offer great photo 

opportunities if you can ward off 

the attacks of the Arctic Terns busy 

protecting their nests. My shot of 

the Lesser Black-backed Gull was 

taken just down the coast at 

Berwick on Sea. 

 

Sooty and Black-naped Terns are tropical ocean birds and can be found 

throughout the Indian Ocean stretching as far east as the  east coast of 

Australia and further north to Papua New Guinea.  In 2010 we paid our first 

visit to Australia driving a camper van from Northern Queensland down to  

Melbourne in the south.. One of the highlights of the trip was a day out on the 

Barrier reef visiting Michaelmas Key and Hamilton reef. 



We were the only birders on the 

boat and while Stephanie went 

snorkelling I was dropped off on 

the Key and spent a couple of 

delightful hours with the 

Noddies,, Boobies and Terns who 

were busy breeding there while  

fighting off the Greater Frigates 

and marauding Eastern Reef 

Herons. The Black-naped Terns 

were all congregated on a spit at the bottom end of the island reachable only 

by boat. The zodiac was pitching quite heavily in a fairly choppy sea and I was 

delighted to come back with a 

couple of reasonably sharp shots  

The Common Noddies pictured 

below are amongst the most 

graceful of the terns and long will I 

remember many hundreds of 

these birds taking off along the 

beach and doing their circuit 

before returning to settle in the 

exact same spot. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



My remaining nine birds were 

all photographed in Africa. 

Two- the Pied Wheatear and 

the Tawny Eagle in Ethiopia 

and the rest in Southern 

Africa. 

Ethiopia is a fantastic place for 

wheatears with 12 species 

occurring there. The Pied 

Wheatear we found just outside our hotel in Yabello where he spent much 

time hawking insects from his favoured perch where he could be found both 

early in the morning and late in 

the afternoon.  

You just have to get lucky to get 

a shot of two Tawny Eagles 

sparring over the Negele Road 

late in the morning. Whether it 

was a courtship display or two 

rival males getting up close and 

personal I was never able to 

discover. 

Most of my photographs I take 

whilst walking through the bush or from a bean bag in my Touraeg. I almost 

never spend hours in a hide waiting for that magic shot of a Kingfisher fishing 

from its favourite perch. Maybe I 

need to change my approach when I 

look at the fantastic pictures taken 

of Bearded Vulture from the 

Drakensberg hide or the hours 

devoted to the Carmine Bee-eaters 

along the Zambezi, but generally I 

am the only photographer amongst 

a group of birders and while I 



appreciate the patience shown from 

Stephanie in particular, I really don’t 

have all day to wait for that magic 

shot. My Dune Lark was taken early 

in the morning walking over the 

dunes at Rooibank on my fifth trip 

to Nambia but my first trip as a 

photographer . The Green-backed 

Honeybird was taken on the same 

trip along the Caprivi strip. 

 

My first trip to Zimbabwe as a 

photographer also gave me two 

pictures to reflect on. A not so special 

shot of a Yellow-mantled Widow out 

on the Harare marshes and a Scarce 

Swift photographed  at Bvumba up in 

the Highlands above Mutare. With 

Swifts you need a lot of patience 

because for every acceptable shot you 

will discard at least a hundred.  

 

The Kruger National Park is one of 

our favourite places. Never a year 

goes past without us getting our 

Kruger “fix”. The birding is always 

good round the camps but the shot 

of the Grey hooded Kingfisher was 

taken on the Mahone loop from 

the car. 

 



 

And then finally Natal- another of 

our firm favourites. Brown Scrub 

Robin are common up at St Lucia and 

particularly so at the camp site at 

Cape Vidal. You just need to sit down 

and pick your moment. They are 

almost tame there and far more 

inquisitive than you would expect.  

My final shot of Red-winged Starling juveniles chasing their supper was also 

taken in Natal- at Nyala Lodge. Getting home after a long day out a Hluhlue 

there was just enough light left 

in the day to watch the noise 

and commotion coming from the 

thatched roof above us and grab 

a shot of Mum deciding who was 

going to get lucky with the last 

meal of the day. 

Please do buy a copy of the 

“Ultimate Companion’- all the 

proceeds go to charity and it will 

proudly grace your coffee table 

for many a long year. Go to www.birdbook.co.za 

 

 

 

 


