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Plain’s Zebra: Equus quagga (Right)

‘Josh’s Big Year’ is, on first glance, a celebration of wildlife and birding, 
but on deeper inspection is a celebration of so much more. It illustrates one 
young man’s experience of overcoming the challenges that life has placed 
in his path and celebrates his personal and inspirational journey of hope.

In 2012, the pressures of having to deal with OCD (Obsessive Compulsive 
Disorder) and Asperger’s Syndrome (an autism spectrum disorder), 
while at High School, produced a deep and crippling depression in Josh 
Crickmay. Depression is not uncommon in teenagers with Asperger’s as 
they struggle to cope with the increased social and academic demands that 
these transitional years bring; and Josh was impacted profoundly. When 
Josh hit rock bottom his family knew they needed to take drastic measures 
to help Josh rediscover joy and purpose in his life. They decided to focus 
their attention on helping Josh discover a passion that would give him 
a focus and, ultimately, provide a foundation for a future career. Josh’s 
parents and his aunt and uncle got together and came up with the idea 
of ‘Josh’s Big Year,’ – a project that would nurture and develop his keen 
interests in writing, photography, and birding.  His parents, Andrew and 
Kathy, then made the decision to take a year off work and embark with 
Josh on the ‘ultimate birding challenge’ to record as many bird species in 
Southern Africa and South America as was possible in one year. This book 
is the product of that adventure; showcasing Josh’s photography endeavors 
as well as giving an honest account of the physical and emotional journey 
that has helped Josh rediscover his purpose and passion for life… in simple 
terms – a reason to get up in the morning.

From the harsh and arid climate of a place like Namibia, Africa, with 
its boulders, and sand dunes to the lush, green rainforests of Ecuador to 
the icy, frozen peak of the dormant Antisana Volcano, Josh took pictures 
of birds as small as the Bananaquit to as large as the Andean Condor, 
considered the largest flying bird in the world, and from the camera 
friendly Toucans to the camera shy Namibian owls. The book explores 
the wonders and beauty of the many diverse places and habitats that Josh 
visited as well as the many colorful and new birds that he saw. Josh’s 
unwavering commitment and dedication to capturing the best photos he 
could possibly get, no matter what is impressive, resulting in a very rich, 
varied and beautiful collection of photographs, not just of birds but of other 
wildlife including frogs, lions and elephants.

Just like the oftentimes long and gruelling physical journey that Josh 
embarks upon in ‘Josh’s Big Year’, the emotional journey that autism takes 
individuals and their families on is not an easy one. There are mountains 
to climb, pitfalls to leap over and frightening times to navigate along the 
way but there are also many incredible and beautiful things to discover, 
about yourself, your family and the world. ‘Josh’s Big Year’ shows just how 
much can be achieved through courage, passion, hard-work and the support 
of family and friends. It is an inspiring story of how one family, impacted 
by autism, have rallied and risen to the challenge to help their loved one 
discover their indomitable spirit and the talents they possess. Furthermore, 
it illustrates just how crucial and impactful the fostering of interests is in 
young people with autism and Asperger’s on their journey towards building 
a positive, productive and rewarding life. 

What Josh has succeeded in doing, with support from his family, is an 
incredible feat. By embarking on his ‘Big Year’, Josh has been able 
to make major steps forward in reconstructing his life and in doing so 
produced something amazing, beautiful and inspiring in the process. 
‘Josh’s Big Year’ is not only a triumph of birding, photography and 
writing, but also a triumph of the human spirit, the triumph of light over 
darkness and of hope over despair. 

For Josh, and his family, collating the material and putting together this 
book had a transformative effect; like turning on a flashlight in a dark room. 
For readers the book serves as a delight for the senses – visually, thanks to 
the diverse and brilliant photography, and emotionally, through the way in 
which the book navigates Josh’s emotional journey. For parents of a child on 
the spectrum it reinforces and illustrates what we already know, but which 
we do not tire of hearing… that our kids are strong, and talented individuals 
who, given the opportunity and the correct supports, have the ability and 
passion to make a massively positive contribution to society.   

Congratulations to you Josh for not only having the courage and 
determination to follow your dreams but for leaving the breadcrumbs of 
inspiration behind you, to help others follow theirs.

Ernie & Liezl Els
Founders of the Els for Autism Foundation

www.ernieelscentre4autism.co.za

Foreword



“To the vultures, it was a restaurant, to 
my dad and I, it was a buffet.” 

-Giants Castle vulture restaurant South Africa



Rock Martin: Ptyonoprogne fuligula

Prologue

My Story

My name is Josh Crickmay, and I have been diagnosed with Aspergers. 
Well, that and OCD, Turrets, Dyslexia and a bunch of acronyms that, 

much like me, don’t go well at parties.
At the age of 15, I fell into a deep depression, the pressure of falling 

behind my peers, the stress of OCD and the calamities that come with 
Aspergers finally overwhelmed me, and I dropped out of school. But that 
was just the beginning.

The details of my leaving are hazy to me, to this day my mind blots out 
any memory of the time, and I don’t think it plans on bringing it back any 
time soon. I do remember that I could never go back to school, I hated it 
more than anything that my young mind could comprehend, but had I known 
what was to come, I may have chosen to stick it out, even if it killed me.

Now officially out of the system, the immediate sense of freedom soon 
wore off and I began to waste away from the inside out. Too young for a 
career, and nothing to keep me occupied, I slowly rotted in front of the TV, 
my energy sapping and my very soul withering.

This is depression. Many people make the mistake in believing that 
depression is just the extremities of sadness, but it can be much worse. 

I was a prime example as I looked at my bleak future, an empty prospect 
without an education, slowly being hollowed out as a person until I barely 
had the energy to get up in the mornings, if I did at all.

As the months ticked by, and the TV shows all became re-runs, I started 
showing signs of sour philosophical thought, developing a bad outlook on 
life unusual for my age, and with nothing but my own thoughts to entertain 
me, I drifted downhill fast.

I began displaying suicidal traits, disappearing from time to time 
and boiling into anger outbursts that saw me having to be sedated and 
hospitalized, where I finally hit rock bottom.

My family suddenly realized that a change was needed, something 
drastic had to be done to break my downward spiral, something that would 
drag me away from the depressing confines of my room and, to put it 
simply, give me a purpose.

Their hope was that they could help me find a passion, be it a simple 
hobby to get me out of the house, or a career that would last me a life-time, 

but we would have to find it soon. My parents looked to my old interests, 
I had always been fascinated by wildlife, right from small I was watching 
documentaries instead of the Disney channel, soaking up all forms of 
knowledge ranging from extinct dinosaurs to the very much alive and 
kicking mammals and reptiles of today. Over the years my interests had 
developed, slowly drifting from the larger, furry and scaled beasts, over to 
the tiny winged critters that we have come to know as birds.

It wasn’t going to be easy, in my state nothing seemed worth the effort, 
living so close to deaths door I firmly believed the affairs of the world were 
no longer my business. Much like a monkey on a water slide, I was going to 
have to be pulled into something big, before I had the time to bail out. 

This was where my parents drew their conclusion, and the Crickmay Big 
Year flickered into life.

A Big Year is a full calendar year of birding, trying to find as many species 
as possible, by sight or sound throughout the course of the year. The idea, 
ironically, came to us from the movie: ‘The Big Year’, starring Jack Black, 
Owen Wilson and Steve Martin, in which they do just that.

My parents knew what it would mean, taking on such a task, they knew 
that it would be no easy trip, and that everything would be different once it 
was done. Nonetheless, they could see no other option, I was too far gone, 
and I can never repay them for what they did next.

They quit their jobs, my Dad leaving his business of fifteen years in the 
hands of my Uncle, and my Mom leaving her teaching all together, they put 
their lives on hold, and began to plan for the Big Year.

A little warning before we begin, this is not a story of record-breaking, nor 
one of new scientific discoveries, this is my story of overcoming my trials, 
and doing what I consider great things in the face of adversity. Join me as 
I wander the dunes of the Namibian deserts, navigate the waterways of the 
Amazon, scale the volcanoes of the Andes and climb a few mountains with 
some guy named Jakkie.

On the 1st of January, 2013, we began to bird.



Cape Rock Thrush: Monticola rupestris (Right)
Overleaf:

Utopia Dam, home of Wattled Cranes and stage-grounds of countless Wilson-Crickmay fishing competitions.

My Big Year journey started on Glenside farm, Underberg.
New Year has always been a major celebration on Glenside, with all 

the fireworks, braais and badly told stories that come with a gathering of old 
friends, but this New Year was a little different. Months of preparation had 
lead up to this moment. When the clock struck 12, myself and anyone I had 
managed to rope in for the hellbent mission, abandoned all celebrations and 
hopped onto The Rhino, a four-wheeled death trap with a roll cage, and 
hurtled off into the night in search of the first few Owls of the year.

Unfortunately this plan, although valiant, was not very well thought out, 
and since the fireworks had probably chased off every nocturnal creature for 
miles, we soon returned semi-frozen, empty handed and a little sheepish.

I wasn’t phased, in fact I was exhilarated. In the past, I had never 
taken an interest in New Years celebrations, whether it was an Aspergers 
thing or simple pessimism, the evening of December 31st had always been 
just another day. But today was different, today was the day I had been waiting 
for. The minute the bell rang a race was put in motion, and for the first time in 
months I felt excitement. I felt happiness. I felt determination. Against our better 
judgement, we threw on an extra layer of clothes, and took to the night once 
more, scrambling through dongas and bouncing over cattle grids, I let loose an 
uncharacteristic yelp of glee. I was free at last.

The next morning I woke up at 4am long before the alarm I had forgotten 
to set, I gazed sleepily out of a crack in the curtains, only to see that the 
sun had barely made it over the hills on the far end of the farm. True to 
habit I rolled lazily back into bed, sinking into the cosy warmth of its 
covers to escape the icy rondavel, and slowly nodded off.

It hit me like a box of infamous Glenside fireworks. Today January 1st, 
the Big Year had arrived.

I stumbled out of bed, pants on before I hit the ground, wrestling with a 
T-shirt as I barged out the door. Despite the time of year the air was crisp 
and the ground covered in a layer of frost. I sprinted across the hard, 
frozen earth, shoes a forgotten cause as I made my way to the main house 
where I had strategically forgotten my binocs the night before. Locked. That or 
the handle had frozen stiff, and considering that last night was New Years Eve, 
nobody in their right mind was awake to let me in at 4am!

So I settled down on the verandah couch and made a mental note to always 
sleep with my bino’s under my pillow. I finished scolding myself, and turned to 
head back to bed, prepared to wait out the cold until I was allowed back inside, 
when the beating of massive wings and a loud honk stopped me in my tracks.

I looked up in time to watch two massive Grey Crowned Cranes soar over my 
head and disappear into the valley below. My first Big Year bird.

Inspired by the great display of these no less than majestic birds, I lay 
back down on the couch and pulled the blanket over my head. From my snug 
perspective I began to tick my next few birds.

The adventure had begun.

The Big Year Begins

Glenside
- Day 1
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Collared Sunbird: Hedydipna collaris (Left)
Scarlet-chested Sunbird: Chalcomitra senegalensis (Below)

Overleaf:
Collared Sunbird: H. collaris (Left)

White-bellied Sunbird: Cinnyris talatala (Right)

I turned to see an old khaki clad tourist shuffling towards me, I’m not quite 
sure where he came from, and I may have mistaken him for a Park Ranger 
had it not been for the multi-colored short shorts.
“Excuse me.” he mumbled, as he effortlessly nipped in front of me, skipped 
up to the biggest aloe and shoved his cellphone in the sunbirds face, letting 
off a loud; “KACHICK!” and pocketing the device.
“Thank you!”

And with that he wandered off towards the reception, leaving me standing 
in the flowerbed catching flies with my hanging jaw.

The Sunbirds hadn’t batted an eyelid in the mystery mans direction, drunk 
on nectar and so blinded by the goldrush, the little birds would not have 
noticed an Elephant in their flowerbed. So much for my stalking.

In the end my subtlety did pay off, and the Scarlet-chested made a 
dramatic appearance. If only every bird in the Big Year was as tame as the 
Collared Sunbird.

Our list was beginning to pick up pace, quickly surpassing 150 we 
barreled toward 200. While the Sunbirds were a pleasant addition, they 
were far from the only ones. We scoured the veld for Honeyguides, the 
rivers for Darters, the forests for Goshawks and the Olifants Camp toilets 
for Mocking Cliff Chat.

It wasn’t always going to be like this, with birds being ticked off at a 
frenzied rate. Already new species were coming fewer and farther between, 
as the initial new-list-buffet slowly wore thin. However, I was going to enjoy 
the feast while it lasted, and it certainly wasn’t through yet.

Sunbirds are drawn to flowers, much like their Hummingbird counterparts 
across oceans. They are mostly nectivorous, feeding mainly on the 

nectar of wildflowers in their area. Their specially designed beaks are 
perfectly adapted to hooking into tube-like petals and harvesting the liquid 
gold with a long tongue. Often in the bushveld, flowers can be quite hard to find, 
so when suddenly a patch of Aloes begins to bloom, it’s every bird for himself! 
The birds, driven mad by nectar, flock to the plants, and where you would 
only have found two or three individuals elsewhere, here you find ten or 
more all fighting for the best patch of flowers in a flurry of feathers, petals 
and color.

I often joke that all the best birds can be found in car parks, but I tend to 
forget how true that can be! I stumbled into the feeding frenzy right at the 
front gate of Skukuza camp, where the garden was littered with flowering 
Mountain Aloes, all swarming with Sunbirds like beehives. Careful not to 
disturb the picture-perfect scene I mapped my route, starting along a low 
hedge that ran alongside the nectar buffet. Keeping my head just below the 

shrub line I tucked into some bushes that grew on the edge of a small pond, 
and slowly crawled forward, pushing aside twigs and leaves and scraping 
my knees as I inched toward the perfect shot. I came nose-to-nose with a 
Diederik Cuckoo which had been watching the Weaver colony above the 
pond. The bird startled and took off in a flurry of feathers and screeching, 
spooking myself and the Weavers, which took off after it. I winced, realizing 
I had foiled the birds malicious nesting plans, and turned to see if the 
Sunbirds had turned tail with it, but they hadn’t seemed to notice. Strange. 

Twenty minutes of pain-in-the-knees stalking and tree-immitation later, 
I had snuck, undetected, into the midst of the flock. Birds zipped over my 
head, feasting and playing all around me without the slightest clue I was 
there. Well, all except one. The Scarlet-chested Sunbird was craftier than 
most, and managed to stay just out of reach. Nonetheless my position could 
not have been better, amidst the sunbird paradise I steadied my shaking 
breath and raised my camera for the perfe-
“Sorry! S’cuse me! Sorry!”

Sunbirds by the Dozen



Namibia is a place of extreme beauty, and harsh climate.
This is a place designed to test the adaptations of 

any hardened animal, tree, car or air-conditioner. Even 
the toughest grasses struggle to take hold here, either worn 
down by the elements, or chewed to the root by a hungry 
grazer. 

Being 15 and growing up in the city I had become 
accustomed to my electronics, temperature controlled rooms, 
and bug-zappers, and while Namibia has these things, they are 
confined to the luxurious lodges and cities, far off our course. 

We were headed into the wildest parts of the country, far from 
the urban life, where man’s steel and glass touch turns into canvas 
and rope as buildings fade into tents and windows become bug nets.

Of the few trees that grow in these parts, one of the most significant would 
be the Shepherds Tree. It earns it’s name from it’s usefulness to the herd boys 
who guard their fathers sheep. They mainly favour it for it’s shade, for while the 
leaves are small, they are close together, and form a reasonable shield from the 
intense sun. The leaves are also very nutritious, and when the boys get tired, they 
snap off a couple of branches from the tree, scatter the leaves in the sand, and 
relax as the goats stay by their side to eat the only food within reach. One does 
not enter this place without being as prepared as a Namibian herd boy.

Us however? We were armed only with our wit.
The landscape varied dramatically, and while there are few cars up to the 

challenge, The Beast met it with vuma! 4X4 Routes by the dozen found their 
way under our wheels. Every time we veered off course after the widespread 
endemics, many miles ticked by on the odometer as we traveled along roads 
straight and long enough to have duck-taped the steering wheel and napped off. 

From the dunes of Sossusvlei, the boulder hills of Spitzkoppe, and the barren 
landscape of the skeleton coast, to finally the lush Caprivi Strip, crisscrossed by 
massive rivers and thick riverine bush, Namibia holds it’s natural beauty in a 
way like no other country I have yet seen.

Surrounded for years by a jungle of concrete, steel and glass one tends to get 
a little too comfortable, I certainly had. Probably became a little too chummy 
with fast foods and pizza too. However, out in the heat and stripped of electricity, 
you suddenly feel very vulnerable, at the disposal of the elements. We certainly 
felt it as we melted in our boots while crossing the Orange River border. It will 
either send you scuttling home, vowing never to brave the wilderness again, or 
awaken a taste for adventure you didn’t know you had.

Despite the tough landscape, life prevails. Reptiles of all sorts thrive 
in this habitat that was almost built for them. Dune and Ground Beetles 
scuttle under your feet at night, and scramble madly along the sand 
during the day, leaving brilliant patterns on the orange hills. Raptors 
sat in almost every tree, as even the smallest shrub hid a dozen field 
mice. They alone were bold enough to do so, every other bird for 
miles dared not show its face to the sun. This was going to 
be tougher than I thought.

Welcome to Namibia.

The Red Dunes of Sossusvlei, “Vlei” ironically meaning: “Shallow Lake”.
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Herein lies the second stage of my journey. Upon returning from 
gallivanting around the Southern African Subregion, with our year list 

sitting on just over 500 birds, we began the preparations for an incredible 
next step. The Amazon.

Covering over 5.5million km2 and made up of over 15000 known tree 
species, the Amazon is the stuff of legends, crawling with wondrous wildlife 
and ancient mystical ruins. Countless naturalist scientists, explorers and 
treasure hunters have lost their lives to this uncharted territory, and it was an 
imposing prospect. But also a promising one as it is also home to over 1500 
species of birds, many of which are found no-where else on Earth. 

However, one does not simply walk into the Amazon. For the preservation of 
life and limb, one should first have a plan. We were meeting up with Murray 
Cooper, world renowned wildlife photographer, author of many bird-based 
books and Maritzburg College old-boy. For the next few months I was to 
follow him on countless expeditions into the forests, chasing the 
whackiest birds on the planet, and learning the tricks of the trade 
from one of the best in the business.

Here we would try to find the second half of our 1 000 birds.

Quito

S O U T H 
A M E R I C A

Ecuador

E c u a d o r

A
M A Z
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E C U A D O R

Into Jungle
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Since I was knee high to a grasshopper, the rainforests of South America 
were nothing less, but nothing more then a legend in my eyes, a place 

where life was more than just existence, but thriving ecosystems where the 
power of nature stood in all its glory in the form of towering jungle. That 
day I arrived at Bellavista did not disappoint. Waking early and frantically 
scrambling into the vehicle we left our stomachs behind in the take off up the 
side of the mountain, pulling off three units of G-force on the corners of the 
sketchy dirt track that snaked up the mountain. 

Suddenly we plunged into the jungle, the canopy closed and we slowed 
our pace, we weren’t at the top secret spot yet but in this environment 
anything was possible. Murray was taking us to Bellavista Cloud Forest 
Reserve, a lesser known slice of heaven high on top of the mountain with its 
back to the slope, facing out over the canopy.

 Pulling into the entrance I jumped out the car, unwilling to wait for it to 
stop and came to a running halt. I was narrowly missed by two tiny, bright 
green birds, with long spikes and ball ends for tails, chasing each other 
through the trees and practically between our legs. Booted Racket-tails. The 
overload began.

Birding with wide eyes at the shocking arrangement of woodpeckers, 
tanagers, and trogons, all decorated in bright, vivid colors, most of which, 
we had never seen on birds before. The lodge was unreal, the roofs were all 
made from woven palm, then covered in a thick layer of moss and orchids, 
as was everything else. All made from wood, each structure was draped 
in growing plants, all alive, every exposed surface supported its own little 
ecosystem. Hummingbird feeders were strung along the paths like Chinese 
Lanterns, shaped as little houses and covered in frantic little hummers. They 
created an almost mystical atmosphere, as if these forests actually held a 
spark of magic in them. Hummingbirds buzzed back and forth between 
feeders and the cocktail mix of jungle flowers, stopping only for a second to 
hover level with you, look you right in the eye and size you up with a few 
challenging chirps, before disappearing into the forest as the constant search 
for nectar kicks in once more.

To my disbelief, the Hummingbirds were almost outshone by a family of 
birds called the Tanagers, a massively successful group of mostly fruit-eaters 
that have developed the most shocking array of jigsawed color patterns, pure 
bright blues, yellow and reds forcing them to stand out against the forest.

With all these incredible subjects, photography should have been a dream, 
but it was more like trying to nail jelly to a tree. The thick canopy blotted out 
whatever light seeped through the clouds, and without a tripod, the slightest 
vibration blurred every image, and the Jays and Coronets didn’t seem to feel 
the need to pose still for every shot. I began to realize that I would have to 
learn fast how to adapt my photography to this new environment, and that it 
would be no easy task.

Of the many things I would soon come to learn from Murray and the 
locals, the first was that the birds of Ecuador moved in massive feeding 
flocks. Gathering together in large groups of many different species, birds 
find safety in numbers while foraging. Insect and fruit-eaters alike form 
temporary alliances to watch each others backs in a chaotic feeding frenzy 
that slowly moves through the forest, turning a perfectly quiet patch of 
jungle into traffic hour on Times Square in the blink of an eye. We suddenly 
found ourselves caught in the middle of one of these “Bird Parties” as the 

Speckled Hummingbird: Adelomyia melanogenys (Top left)
Overleaf:

Turquoise Jay: Cyanolyca turcosa (Left page, left)
Masked Flowerpiercer: Diglossa cyanea (Left page, top)

Chestnut- breasted Coronet: Boissonneaua matthewsii, mis-identified until later (Left page, bottom)
Collared Inca: Coeligena torquata (Right page, top+bottom)

Following Spread:
Buff-tailed Coronet: Boissonneaua flavescens (Top left) 

Plate-billed Mountain Toucan: Andigena laminirostris (Bottom left)
White-booted Racket-tail: Ocreatus underwoodii (Left page, right)

Jungle View (Right page)

trees around us sprung to life, hosting feeding grounds for Flower-piercers, 
Jacobins, Incas etc. My carefully monitored notes became a crows nest of 
misspelled names and half finished words trying to keep up with the count.

I nearly missed it. Trying to keep track of so many different birds I almost 
didn’t see one of my most sought after birds, one of the main reasons I was 
here in the first place, pass right over my head. Murray shouted and pointed 
at a silhouette passing through the branches of an indescribably large tree 
near the edge of the mountain. A clumsy, hooked beak, a mossy-green back 
and a flash of blue was all I saw of my beloved Plate-billed Mountain Toucan 
as it disappeared into the fog. It took all that I had not to march on after it... 
Next time.

The Choco
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We were still roughly 200 birds off our 500 target with barely a month 
to go. We looked to the South, where Ecuador borders Peru. There the 

habitats are mixed, steep jungles and dry forests border the ocean. We were back 
to speed birding. We caught a cheap flight to Loja, which turned out to be one 
of our trademark mistakes. As we neared the airport the wind changed, and we 
realized that the runway, little more than a strip of tar in a deep valley, was facing 
the wrong way. The little plane was forced to bank into the mountain range, 
maneuvering between the cliffs, twisting and diving, the wind turbulence pushing 
us dangerously close to the rock face as we turned to face the runway. We landed 
almost parallel to the landing strip, tyres squealing as we were tossed around by 
the crosswind. Stepping out I caught a glimpse of the pilot, feet on the dashboard, 
yammering on his cellphone like it was just another day in Chinchipe. Something 
told me he’d been like that the entire flight.

Once on solid ground we thought our troubles were over, but the moment we 
climbed on a bus as rickety as the plane and slowly rumbled East, we realized 
they weren’t. A landslide had taken out most of the main road halfway to 
Copalinga, and the locals were making the most of it. Landslides in this area were 
a regular occurrence, and when word got out that cars and busses were backed up 
behind hundreds of tons of fallen rock, every salesman in 50miles was on his way 
to sell his goods to the conveniently captive audience. They sold spices, sweets 
and fruits of all kinds, mostly types I had never seen before. They would climb 
onto the bus, hand out their wares, talk about the product for an extended period 
of time, then retrieve the samples, if you kept it, you paid for it, which sucks 
if you’re new to it and you’ve already eaten the sample. One guy rattled on in 
Spanish for a good half an hour about the glory of his product, which turned out to 
be bubble gum. 

Six hours later we arrived at Copalinga, and started birding immediately, with 
little time to spare. Bay-headed Tanager! Stop, look at it, write it down. Saltator! 
Stop, look at it, write it down. Andean Motmot! You get the point.

The first day ended quickly, and by then we were exhausted, having seen 
one Speckled Chachalaca too many, we were dragging our feet back to base. 
Until the Andean Cock-of-the-rock stopped us dead in our tracks. My mother, 
ever the spotter, had singled him out when even the guide had missed him. 
Sadly with the clock counting down, we didn’t have the time to stop and 
appreciate the magnificent Bogey Bird, though I insisted on taking his picture.

One more surprise for the day took me off guard, a Violet-fronted Brilliant. 
A ray of light flashed at me from the dark forest, bright with a hint of blue 
stood out from the dull green, a sighting I will never forget.

The sun had barely risen before we were at it again, following a particular 
stream to a particular flower where a specific hummingbird comes to feed for 
only one hour a day, only on weekdays. The telltale buzz of a small hummer 
became louder and louder as the tiny bird worked his way through the trees 
to his favorite patch of nectar-dispensers. Nothing else was awake yet, so his 
subtle buzz was crystal clear above the trickle of the stream, and the moment 
he zipped into the clearing, the Spangled Coquette immediately became the 
center of attention, which was fine by him. 

It was a successful trip, a massive 70 new species were added to the list in 
just two short days, it had been a landslide. Things were heating up, and they 
were about to get messier, we made for the coastline, where Murray’s good 
friend Ben Hasse was waiting for us.

Spangled Coquette: Lophornis stictolophus (Below)
Andean Cock of the Rock: Rupicola peruvianus (Top Right)

Violet-fronted Brilliant: Heliodoxa leadbeateri (Bottom Right)

Chaos in Copalinga

Copalinga
Spangled Coquette

Andean Cock-of-the-Rock

Wire-crested Thorn-tail
Andean Motmot

Violet-fronted Brilliant

Great Tinamou

Band-bellied Owl

Blackish Nightjar

Lineated Woodpecker

Western Striped Mannikin

Summer Tanager
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The Plate-billed Mountain Toucan through a hole in the trees, I 
would be back for this Bogey Bird. (Below)



Sani Pass had given us the push we needed to get back in the saddle after 
our post-Ecuador break, and while we had covered almost the entire 

Drakensberg species list, we were still to get up close and personal with SA’s 
most beautiful scavenger.

Giant’s Castle mountain is the breeding and feeding ground of many 
species of unique raptors. Buzzards, Harriers and Vultures all nest in it’s 
cliffs in large numbers, but they are dying out. Poison, egg-
snatching and lack of food threaten the populations drastically, 
and occasionally it takes someone to step in and help. And so the 
Vulture Restaurants were born.

Whenever livestock of the surrounding area dies, the carcasses 
are dragged up to an open patch on a cliff opposite the mountain 
and left to rot. Soon enough every raptor on the mountain is 
drifting in for a piece of the action, and nothing is left to waste.

We arrived at the hide at around 6am. After sneaking past the feeding site 

it took us a while to locate the door, as it was built into the rock of the 
cliff, but the birds hadn’t noticed us. Making myself comfortable, I opened 

the small camera hatch, peering out like a sniper from my vantage point. 
For the first few hours, the site was quiet. Dozens of Ravens pecked at 

the scraps of last weeks prize, while a few bolder individuals tried their luck 
with the newer, bloated carcass only the Vultures could open.

A shadow passed over the ravens, scattering them in all directions, 
the Starlings squawked at the large bird overhead and I frantically 
dashed to another spyhole to get a better look when the Bearded 

Vulture soared into view.
The well-dressed, kingly bird stole the show, his dynamic shape and rust-

colored chest drawing all the attention, turning the inside of the hide into a 
war-zone of camera shutters, rattling off like machine gun fire. The Vultures’ 

thunder was only stolen by the halftime show Jackal Buzzard that swooped 
in and made off with a leg bone.

Bearded Vulture: Gypaetus barbatus (Below)
Jackal Buzzard: Buteo rufofuscus (Right)

Overleaf:
Jackal Buzzard stealing his prize from the nearest Bearded Vulture. (Left)

Cape Vulture: Gyps coprotheres (Right)

Royal Scavengers



Until Next Time...



This book would not have been possible without my financial sponsors 
whose brands connected with my story. We only approached companies 

whom we felt had a genuine affinity with the story.

Many Adcock Ingram products/medications are hugely beneficial 
to people on the Autism spectrum. Their mission is “adding value to life”, 
and their delight and interest in my story shows me that they are genuine in 
their endeavours.

Super C is an energy sweet whose core values are bravery and 
inspiration. I always make sure to keep my backpack stocked full of Super 
Cs, while out exploring the wilds of Africa or South America, a roll of these 
brilliant sweets has never failed to give an extra boost to energy and morale 
of my fellow birders, as we take to the journey once more. The Super C team 
also spent time helping us develop and understand our branding.

Thrive is a high-protein multigrain breakfast cereal for the whole family. 
Their team is passionate about their product and their mission is for people to 
start their day happy. On early birding days this is an invaluable trait!

Burble Pix is a high quality printing works specializing in photo books 
who got behind my project from the start and never hesitated to go the 
extra mile.
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