




he amateur eye may take it for
granted, but a professional

photographer knows it's a virtually
impossible shot. A rainbow bee-eater
leaving its nest is captured mid wing-
beat, each of its feathers visible in sharp
detail, the background showing clear
blue sl{y, green tree and yellow grasses.
It's as if this moment-a fraction of a
second-froze itself for the camera.
This photograph is no accident. It and
hundreds of others like it are the result
of years of hard work and dedication by
international award-winning wildlife
photographic team Babs and Bert Wells.
The amazing part is that Bert did not pick
up a camera until he was 55 years old.

STARTING OVER
Bert Wells first became interested in

photography late in life through a
hobby course run for staff at his
workplace. He describes himself as the
dunce of the class, but later, through a
long-standing interest in wildflowers
and a close friendship with renowned
wildlife photographer Michael
Morcombe, Bert was encouraged to
develop his photographic skills. By
1970, their four children having left the
nest, the Wellses decided to take the
plunge and retire. After 30 years in ajob
that Bert said 'bored him sideways',
they were ready to embark on a new
career and make their love of wildlife
photography into a business.

Today, Bert looks back on his role of
'dunce' in that early photography class
and remembers a valuable lesson. He
says he will never forget how rne
instructor patted him on the shoulder
and told him that in the end, even the
best photography was a matter of trial
and error.

'Sure enough, when we decided to
go professional, we were lucky to get
three or four good shots out of a
hundred,' Bert says. 'Sometimes you
had to accept that the shots you were
taking were trial shots, and continually
go back and build and improve on what
you'd done, and you had to learn early
to set the bar pretty high, or you would
never be able to compete in the
publishing world.'

But compete they did, with
considerable success. Bert's membership
of the Australian Photographic Society
(APS) and the Photographic Society of
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l,rfarnr The vivid colours of this shield
I beetle are captured by Bert! photograph.
Insets: (lopl Photographing small
species, such as th€se pygmy possums,
was one of Bert's specialities.
(centre) Gould's wattle bat photographed
with high-speed flash leaving its nest hole.
(below) A brown songlark feeding its
young.

America (PSA) enabled him and Babs to
submit their work for overseas
exhibitions, where they twice earned a
rating of fifth in the world by the PSA.
Eventually, they established themselves
as foundation contributors to the Stills
Library of Oxford Scientific Films rn
England, and to the National
Photographic Index of Australian
Wildlife at the Australian Museum

l,46oue: A rainbow bee-eater blasts out
I of i l .s nest tunnel in the ground. Frozen
I in time. this image captures what the
eye could never see.

in Sydney. These organisations acted
as agents for Babs' and Bert's work,
reaching publishers worldwide.
Commissions also came from the
American Museum of Natural History
in New York. and from publishers in
Japan and ltaly.

In the end, Babs and Bert attribute
their success to three important
decisions. The firsl was to limit their
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two or three kilometres away from the
camp, and there was heavy equipment,
far too much for one person, to be
carried all that way. Then while Bert
\\,as uraiting in a hide or stalking,
nraiting for hours for the right moment
to fire, I 'd be out scouting around for
the next subject. '

So skil led was Babs at scouting,
particularly for birds' nests, that her
eagle eye and intuit ion for f inding
subjects earned her a reputation among
co l leagues.  Ber t  descr ibes  her  as 'a
wizard'. 'We used to boast that we could
go anywhere, to any spot in \\IA. and
f in , , l  sum<th ing  (x ( i t ing  inJ  abs . , rb i rg
to photograph, that would keep us
interested for hours, even days, he says.
'Babs'abil ity to find subjects, especially
birds, was uncanny.'

Babs attributes her skil l  to her love
of the subject. ' l f you're fond of birds,
for example, and I m passionately fond
of birds, you can tell by their calls \\ 'hat
they're doing,'she explains. 'You start
to kno$r if they're mating or feeding
young or just larking about. You just
get to kno\\ ' their world as you get more
and more  exper ienced a l  ! ' d t .h ing
them. You knou, the nest centres them;
it 's their base and their reason to hang
around a particular spot. Once you spot
their nest, 1,ou have a fix on them.'

A CLOSE CALL
Brb s  ex t raord in l ry  n rs t  s fo t t i rg

prorvess landed them one of therr
favourite shots, but not u'ithout a
moment of drama. She had managed to
identif], at about 20 metres in the air, the
nest of a varied sitella, in a fork of dead
wood at the very top of the forest canopy
at Dryandra. Bert set about shooting the
bird feeding its young, by climbing a
ladder to the nest. As he uras fiddling
with his camera, he didn t notice the

I Aboue left: Babs. cleep in spinifer.
I repurting back to blse rvith h(r two-
I way radio afler s(outing for subje(ts.

I Aboue right: Bert, high atop three
I  ex lens ions  o f  ladder .  se ls  un  a  remole
I high-spcrd camera focused on r scrrlel
robin's nest.

I /.eff Varied sittella photographeJ in an
I inverled chick-feeding posture that is
I  char i ( te r is t i c  o f  lh is  spec ie i .  Th is  shot
almost cost tsert his life.
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and the priceless antiquated equipment
required for the technique.

Bert took this a step further by
designing and assembling modern
equipment that enabled sharp, close-
up, high-speed flash shots of insects in
flight. The 'Wells Special' could !e
hand-held, or placed on the ground or
on a tripod, and fired with a button
switch at three frames per second.
Many shots were wasted, as the insect
flew into and out ofthe frame, but often
a top photograph was achieved.
A sequence taken with this unusual
array of gear, of a flying male flower
wasp attracted to a flightless female,
won Bert a Scientific Professional
Photographer Award. This winning
photographic sequence captured the
species' mating ritual-a phenomenon
that has never been witnessed close up
before or since.

CHARACTER
The 'Wells Special' may be a

custom-made marvel of ingenuity, but
Babs considers the achievement of the
spectacular flight photos to depend
equally on the character of the
photographer. 'Bert took shots of the
burrowing bee that were an epic of

I lzf.' Pollination of the rose mallee by a
I Yellow{hroated miner This image was
I taken with an obsolete high-speed flash
at U10,000 sec.

lBelow left: Apebble-mound mouse
I emerging from its burrow.
I

| Beloro: A southern yellow robin landing

I 
at the nest to feed its young.
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