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“With the bigger 

animals you make sure you don’t get 

yourself  into dodgy situations”

T
here aren’t many people 
who can say they’ve got up 
close to a tiger, but Irishman 
Colin Stafford Johnson 

can. Colin, originally from Dublin, 
is an Emmy award-winning wildlife 
cameraman who has been involved 
in some of the most highly acclaimed 
wildlife productions in the world. His 
work has taken him all over the world 
and seen him fi lming everywhere 
from mountains and deserts to 
rainforests where he’s worked 
alongside David Attenborough on the 
BBC series Planet Earth. 

“I got into wildlife fi rst when I was 
a kid,” Colin tells Woman’s Way in 
a break between in fi lming. “I was 
brought up in Dublin and we had a 
cottage in Wicklow where I would 
spend all my time outdoors with my 
brothers going around looking for 
frogs in ponds. 

“When I left school I went to 
university, but I didn’t last very long 
because I wanted to travel. I spent 
the next years travelling the world 
and doing odd jobs and I wanted 
to see things like the Paradisaeidae, 
birds of paradise, in New Guinea 
and Komodo Dragons in Indonesia. 

When I was passing through London 
on one of my trips I got information 
about a course in the University of 
Derby which was in Biology and Film 
Making. I did the course and then I 
got work with a wildlife cameraman 
as his assistant and then I learnt on 
the job.”

Filming tigers has been one of 
Colin’s biggest and most memorable 
jobs, and he has spent over 600 days 
fi lming tigers in India. However, there 
is one female tiger who has a special 
place in his heart. 

“We named the tiger Nachali,” 
he says, “which is rotten name for 
a tiger because it means fi sh, but 
she had a marking on her cheek like 
a fi sh. 

“I fi lmed her over fi ve years and I 
watched her grow up and I fi lmed 
her one day when she was defending 
her cubs from a big male and this 
happened right in front of me and 
nobody had fi lmed a tiger fi ght 
before so that was an amazing event. 

“We spent so much time following 
her and because of the programmes 
a whole tourist industry has started 
around her and they think she’s 
brought in about $15 million to the 
area near the Ranthambore National 
Park where she lives, so tigers are 
worth more alive than dead.”

Filming so close to large predators 
may sound like a job where you take 
your life into your own hands, but 
the father of four assures us that the 
dangers are in other forms. 

Colin Stafford Johnson is a wildlife cameraman on some of the best known programmes in the world By Angharad Williams

“With the bigger animals you 
make sure you don’t get yourself into 
dodgy situations, you always have to 
read the animals and you get to tell 
their moods. The greatest problem I 
faced are things like mosquitos and 
the diseases they carry as well as 
snakes, I have been bitten but not 
badly. And the leeches, especially in 
places like Guinea, where you literally 
remove 500 leeches from your body 
in one day, are not much fun. 

“Last time I was fi lming in Guyana 
I was feeling a bit itchy one evening 
and I removed over 200 ticks from my 
body. Those things are the ones that 
get you.”

It is as a result of these smaller 
dangers that Colin has been seriously 

ill on more than one occasion, but 
some would say that this is the 
risk of his line of work. “I once had 
malaria, bacillary dysentery, amebic 
dysentery and dengue fever at the 
same time and I nearly died then and 
another time I ended up in intensive 
care for fi ve days in Australia and they 
didn’t know if I was going to make 
it. I’d picked up some weird virus, 
possibly from a tick bite, but they 
didn’t know what was wrong with me, 
and then I started getting better.”

Colin has just fi nished a 
documentary about tigers which will 
be shown worldwide called Broken 
Tail which is the story of the fi rst tiger 
cub he fi lmed in India. 

He has also travelled all over Ireland 

BUT YOU HAVE TO LOOK AFTER WHAT’S IN YOUR OWN BACKYARD”

fi lming a fascinating 
variety of wildlife as part of the nature 
programme Living the Wildlife. 

“It’s great to be out there fi lming 
tigers but there are amazing things to 
fi lm in Ireland. 

“I was in Kerry last week with my 
daughter fi lming natterjack toads and 
this amazing event happens every 
April that I hadn’t seen before where 
hundreds of toads come to a pond to 
mate and spawn, it’s just amazing to 
watch. 

“We have frogs, newts and toads 
all over Ireland and these things are 
happening and most people have 
never seen them and it’s a pity for us 

and our kids to miss out on this.. 
Nature’s free and it takes very 
little to get out and investigate 
what’s around you. 

“We have to make people aware 
of what’s around them because 
if we don’t, things won’t get 
protected or looked 
after properly. 

“I felt I have to do something 
here because it’s fi ne to go off 
chasing tigers and that sort of 
thing but you have to look after 
what’s in your own backyard.” WW

You can see Colin presenting 
Living the Wildlife on RTÉ One 
or fi nd out more at www.rte.
ie/TV/livingthewildlife. For 
more information about the 
documentary Broken Tail – The 
Last Days of a Wild Tiger visit 
www.brokentail.ie.
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