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A NEW DOCUMENTARY
ABOUT THE BLUE SWALLOW

ould you mind if I filmed you
taking photographs in the
field?” Johan Vermeulen asked
me almost two years ago. He was
filming a documentary about
the history and folklore around birds
in South Africa and wanted to include
footage of people who work with them.
As a photographer, I thought it would be
pretty boring filming me in the field and
suggested that we rather drive to Rose-
lands Nature Reserve and use the oppor-
tunity to tell a short story about the Blue
Swallows there. With only 25 pairs left
in South Africa, I thought that would be
far more captivating. Johan agreed and
he and his wife Lardine arrived the night
before at my home in Balgowan, in the
KwaZulu-Natal Midlands.

Before light the next day we set off for
Roselands, about 16 kilometres from the
town of Richmond. What was meant
to be a one-day event - filming what
we could of the swallows and their en-
vironment and interviewing Nathan
Bam, owner of the Roselands Outdoor
Centre - became an 18-month project
to capture the story of Roseland’s Blue

Swallows in a short documentary. We
had no budget and put it together with
the help of the same passionate conser-
vationists who have been doing their
best to protect these incredible swallows
for well over a decade. And if it weren't
for Johan, his remarkable filming skills
and his encouragement, the documen-
tary would never have been made.

The story really started during the
Covid-19 pandemic. A friend told me
about Nathan and his outdoor centre
near Richmond, which is home to the
Critically Endangered Blue Swallow.
‘Can you give him a call? He could do
with your help’

Excited by the very mention of Blue
Swallows, I called Nathan to see what
he needed. He had not had an invoice
paid in 11 months as his business,
which focused on educating children
about the outdoors and conservation,
had been shut down by the pandemic.

His proposal was simple. I should take
a few photographs of the swallows on
the property, post them on social media
and hope that other bird photographers
would be willing to visit and contribute >
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aBove One of the five nest sites at Roselands
when [ first visited the nature reserve during
the Covid pandemic. | watched a Blue Swallow
pair feed their young in a natural sinkhole in this
stunning grassland.

top Award-winning filmmaker Johan Vermeu-
len captures a pair of Blue Swallows for his
documentary.

opposiTE This image reached a million people

on social media and helped to save a business.
The white feathers under the wings of this male
Blue Swallow are thought to be used to line his
nest and make it easier to locate in the dark
environment in which it is built.
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a small sum for the opportunity to see
and photograph these incredible birds.
Great idea! My only concern was how
we were going to get decent enough
photographs of small, fast-flying birds
to convince enough people to visit. Na-
than, however, was optimistic and with-
in a few days I headed off to meet him.

asove Of all the swallow species, Blue Swal-
lows feed at the lowest level to the ground,
overcoming many of the challenges that
extreme mist and heavy rain can throw their
way. They rely on the rich insect life in the
grasslands to feed their young.

opposITE, ABOVE A male Blue Swallow carry-
ing food back to his young hidden deep in
a sinkhole.

opposiTe, BeLow Nathan Bam, the owner of
Roselands Outdoor Centre, explains to a group
of youngsters about the importance of the
Mistbelt Grasslands habitat and how we can
work together to conserve it.

While walking down to one of the five
active nest sites on the farm, Nathan ex-
plained how he and his partner Hazel
had been running the Roselands Out-
door Centre, a popular overnight camp
for many of the local schools, for more
than a decade. They focused on the Mist-
belt Grassland and its Blue Swallows to
educate children about the importance
of protecting this precious environment
and the animals that live in it.

With 6000 children passing through
the nature reserve each year, I under-
stood why Nathan is such an optimist.
As we walked, the local pair of Blue Swal-
lows flew in and the male circled a few
times before landing on a bracken perch
not more than 50 metres from us. Within
a few minutes we had taken portraits that
I would never have believed possible.

The first post on social media reached
more than a million people and within
weeks Nathan had enough paying visi-
tors to get his business through that
toughest of times. It was awesome to

see how photography and a great com-
munity of birders could make a posi-
tive difference over such a short period.

That first visit sparked my curiosity
and led to many return trips to under-
stand more about this threatened spe-
cies and what was causing its demise. I
found it particularly interesting — and
concerning — that no one could explain
exactly why the birds were disappear-
ing from certain locations. There were
many theories, but no concrete an-
swers. Because of this, it was proving
very difficult to implement workable
conservation solutions.

I had the privilege of going out in the
field with Brent Coverdale, who has been
monitoring the swallows for most of his
adult life. T was able to observe their
breeding, see their cup-shaped nests and
learn so much from one of the experts
in our country. I learned how conser-
vationists like Brent and organisations
such as BirdLife South Africa, Ezem-
velo KZN Wildlife and Conservation

Outcomes, as well as ordinary people,
had poured so much of their time and
energy into protecting not only the Blue
Swallows, but also their critically en-
dangered Mistbelt Grassland home. As
we looked for experts to help us paint a
picture for viewers of the documentary,
Johan and I developed relationships and
gathered information that served us ex-
tremely well.

Melissa Whitecross was there to
explain the riches of Mistbelt Grass-
lands, Steve McKeen gave insight into
why the Blue Swallow is in danger
and Kevin McCann described what
we can do to try and save the species.
The passion shared and the time given
voluntarily showed even more tangibly
how much these special birds and their
habitats matter.
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The biggest concern for Johan and
me, however, was whether we would be
able to get decent footage of the swal-
lows themselves. Only two pairs had
returned and only one pair was looking
like they may breed. It would be tough
to make an interesting documentary
without this! What transpired was un-
doubtedly the biggest surprise yet...
RICHARD FLACK

Into the blue

To watch this short
documentary, go to
youtube.com/watch
2v=0JqYYdEzxYkor or
scan the QR code.

You will learn about the birds, what
they are up against, why Mistbelt Grass-
lands is so important as a habitat type
and what we can do to save it. You will
also learn about the heroes and heroines
who are dedicated to safeguarding Blue
Swallows and you will have the opportu-
nity to contribute to these special birds’
future protection.

Donate to: conservationheritage

foundation.co.za/blue-swallow/
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