
Most of us think about Turkeys at Christmas, but this year we want to share with you our Hornbill story. Back 

in March Barbara & Claire were privileged to visit Samburu with David and Mary Sarson. We were told of a 

pair of hornbills who had a nest a tree in the compound where we were staying. The female Hornbill lays her 

eggs in the hollow of a tree, and the hole in which she enters is plastered closed except for a small aperture 

through which she, and then the newly hatched chicks are fed by the male. Once the chicks are large 

enough, and the nest no longer adequate, the mother breaks out and the chicks reseal the hole and are now 

fed through the aperture by both parents. We were told these chicks were about to break out any day, and 

thought how exciting it would be if we chanced to be visiting on the day it actually happened. 

Claire wondered off to take her usual photos, and then rushed back to excitedly tell the others she thought it 

was indeed the day the chicks were going to break out. No-one really believed her, but covered in sunblock 

and with her safari hat and sunglasses on she lay on the ground beneath the nest and patiently waited to see 

what would happen – whilst taking over 300 pictures! Low and behold it was true, the chicks gradually 

started pecking away at the edges of the aperture in the wall where they were imprisoned. The parents 

visited to feed the chicks, and time passed slowly. Other tourists wondered over to see what the strange 

person lying on the ground was photographing. They showed interest and wondered away again. 

 

After an hour or so Claire was called urgently by a game warden to see some elephants that had come to 

drink down by the river. Elephants are one of Kenya’s ‘Big Five’ animals that all tourists hope to see and it 

never ceases to give us pleasure to observe them in their natural habitat. However leaving the Hornbills was 

a wrench, although the warden could not understand the problem of leaving a hole in a tree to go and see a 

herd of elephant: all tourists want to tick elephants off their list, don’t they? In fact the elephants were 

marvellous; a large herd with many young ones, but Claire was itching to get back to her hole in the tree! 

 



Arriving back twenty minutes later the hole was indeed larger, and gradually more of the chicks could be 

seen, an eye at first, then a beak, and finally a head emerging! 

 

Sadly we had to leave for Maua before the chicks had broken out completely, but felt so fortunate to have 

seen this spectacle that without being professional wildlife photographers we are never likely to see again! 

However long we have been in Kenya, the wildlife never ceases to amaze and captivate us. Every trip to a 

game park is to us an exciting privilege, and each experience different. One visitor last year, after seeing 4 

lionesses with cubs and then the male lion commented “I’ve seen enough lion for a life-time” and we felt so 

sad. 

“Amazing”, “best”, “most exciting” “must have” is not always the biggest, most expensive, coolest, or latest 

model. Every year we celebrate the birth of Christ, we hear the Christmas story which we have heard so 

many times before, but each time it is also different, new and exciting, there is always the marvel and 

wonder, that God gave us his son, as a vulnerable baby, new-born in a humble stable to a poor family. The 

huge elephants are splendid, but for us that day in March the true wonder was watching the Hornbill chicks 

break out from their nest. Although the birth of Jesus was something insignificant to most people, it was in 

fact something so exceptional it is hard to put into words. Let us never be distracted from or tire of the 

miracle of Christmas. We can never hear enough in our life-time of God’s amazing love for us. 

We wish you blessing this Christmas and in the New Year 

With love from Barbara and Claire 


