
Are You Ever Too Old to Start Birding? A Family Story 

 

If you asked me five years ago whether birding would ever become a central theme on our 
family holidays, I probably would’ve laughed and said something like, “We like the big stuff.” 
And we do—we’re a bush-loving family through and through. We choose the bush over the 
beach every time, and our holidays are usually filled with early mornings, thermos flasks of 
coffee, and cameras always within arm’s reach. My parents are both keen photographers—
by no means professionals, just passionate about capturing the magic of the natural world. 
From insects to elephants, they love it all. But back then, birds were more like pleasant 
background music than the main show. 

That is, until Luca joined our family. 

Luca, my partner, is every bit the bush enthusiast too. He loves wildlife as much as we do—
especially leopards—but his heart truly belongs to birds. Wherever we go, he has one eye on 
the trees and the other on his bird app. Whether it’s a weekend escape or a longer family 
holiday, Luca is always tuned in to the possibility of a new species, a unique call, or an 
unexpected flyover. 

For my parents, at first, it was kind of a novelty, they would snap a photo of a bird if it landed 
conveniently on a branch, but they didn’t really dive much deeper. Identifying them, learning 
their behaviour, even recognising them in flight—none of that was on their radar. 

But then something started to shift. 

Maybe it was the way Luca would light up at every new sighting, or the gentle persistence 
with which he’d share facts or calls without ever being pushy. Maybe it was the growing 
realisation that birds were everywhere, not just in the background of our game drives. 
Whatever it was, I started noticing a change—especially in my mom. 

She started asking questions. She began watching birds a little longer before reaching for her 
camera. And then, on one trip, she bought her own bird app. I remember being genuinely 
surprised. We’d been to some of the wildest places in Southern Africa, seen lions on the hunt 
and elephants on parade, and now here was my mom flipping through a bird app with more 
interest than I’d ever seen. 

But here’s the thing: it hasn’t come easy for both mom or dad. Birding, especially the ID side 
of things, hasn’t just clicked overnight. It’s not like learning a new hobby when you’re a 
teenager or even in your twenties, when your memory is a bit sharper and your free time a 
bit more flexible. My parents both have busy lives and limited time to sit down and study bird 
books and now apps. And so, the process has been slower. 

I was reminded of this again just the other night. 

We’d just come back from a weekend in Pilanesberg, and my dad turned to Luca and said, “I 
saw a bird! It was bigger than a quail but smaller than a francolin. Its chest was quite solid in 



colour—almost chestnut—and it just looked like something I’ve never seen in Pilanesberg 
before.” 

Luca, of course, went straight into birder mode, asking all the right questions: What was it 
doing? Where exactly was it? What shape was the bill? Did it flush low to the ground or fly 
high? My dad did his best, but you could see the frustration creeping in—not because he 
didn’t care, but because he did. He wanted to know. He just didn’t have the words or 
reference points yet. 

And it got me thinking… Is it really an age thing? Or is it simply about the time and intention 
we’re able to give something new? 

Learning to bird isn’t just about memorising a book of species. It’s about observation, 
practice, and building a sort of visual and auditory memory bank over time. For my parents, 
birding is slowly becoming part of the way they experience the bush—but it’s happening on 
their terms, and at their pace. 

What I love most is that it’s become a shared language in our family. We might all be at 
different stages in our birding journeys, but it’s something we talk about around the fire at 
night. We laugh at our misidentifications. We celebrate the new lifers. And we argue—light-
heartedly—about whether the call we heard was a Woodland Kingfisher or a Diedrick 
Cuckoo. It’s added a new layer to our holidays, and in many ways, brought us even closer. 

So, are you ever too old to start birding? I think, honestly, no - not if you’re curious and not if 
you’re willing to keep learning. It might take a little longer to remember names or calls, and it 
might feel daunting to dive into a world filled with “lookalike LBJs” (Little Brown Jobs, for the 
non-birders reading this), but the joy it brings? That’s timeless. 

Birding has a way of making you notice the world more deeply. It invites you to slow down, to 
listen, to wonder. And whether you're 16 or 60, that kind of magic is worth pursuing. 


