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Foster parent, chef, nurse, 
swim instructor. ∏hese 

are some of the roles Charlie 
Smith plays on Necker Island in 
the British Virgin Islands. Oh, 
and then there’s his most pivotal 
job: flamingo walker. Charlie, 
from Northern Cyprus, has been 
Necker’s flamingo guy since 
2005, when billionaire Sir Rich-
ard Branson introduced four pink 
Cuban birds to his 72-acre island. 
When the wild flock, now about 
250 strong, rejects or abandons a 
newborn chick, Charlie steps in.

 Using a leash to walk fla-
mingos isn’t necessary. I tried 
a leash early on, and then realized 
that as soon as I’d get ahead of the 
birds they’d start to run after me. 
∏hey flap their wings and jump 
off the ground. It’s hilarious! 

 The babies are high mainte-
nance. It’s an around-the-clock 
job for the first five or six weeks. 
I have to monitor the incuba-
tor, make sure the chicks are 
fed, clean and warm. It’s labor 
intensive, like mothering. 

  I teach them how to swim. 

∏he pond is sometimes too 
muddy for me to walk in, so I get 
the little birds to sit on a stand-
up paddle board and I swim them 
out. ∏hen I coach them to swim 
back to shore. I get some strange 
looks from guests and staff pass-
ing on the nearby footpath. 

  Sir Richard loves them. 
He even built a house on a hill 
between the two flamingo ponds 
just so he can see them all the 
time. ∏he guests like the birds, 
but nobody likes them nearly as 
much as Richard does.
   There’s other wild stuff 
here. I’ve righted giant tortoises 
that have capsized. I capture 
invasive lionfish. I’ve even pre-
pared food for the lemurs. But 
walking imprinted juvenile fla-
mingos is the most entertaining 
part of the job. Probably because 
they seem to consider me to be 
their parent after they’ve been 
abandoned by the flock. 

  This isn’t exactly your 
average 9-to-5 job. I literally 
burst out laughing every day. 
Another volunteer here, named 

The Flamingo Nanny
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First Person

C a r i b b e a n

Frank, helps me take care of the 
chicks. He likes to wear a pink 
shirt and hat whenever he walks 
them. Maybe there’s some sci-
ence behind his approach, but I 
think it’s just his sense of humor. 
Fortunately, they still follow me 
when I’m dressed in my regular 
board shorts and white ∏-shirt 
because, to be honest, I’m not 
really a big fan of pink.  — ∏old 
to Brian Wheeler

necker’s rescuees

Ring-Tailed Lemur
This is a haven from habi-
tat threats in Madagascar.

Rock Iguana 
Hundreds of the endan-

gered reptiles roam freely. 
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