
8 • WRACK LINES: A Connecticut Sea Grant Publication

Telling the story of nature and 
the people who care for it By Johann Heupel

Tomas Koeck’s first feature-length film, Flyway of Life, 
premiered on Earth Day just over a year ago, the pinnacle 
of years of hard work for the young photographer and 
filmmaker. 

The film was an enormous undertaking, documenting 
one of the most populated bird migratory pathways in 
the world, released alongside multiple gallery exhibits 
of photos from his expeditions and a coffee table book 
full of stunning wildlife photography that Koeck shot for 
the movie. Now, after the whirlwind of 2025, Koeck, 27, 
reflected on his love of nature, his career thus far and 
the community of dedicated scientists, naturalists and 
volunteers he’s met along the way.

For Koeck, there is no future for nature without 
conservationists and caring citizens across the globe, as 
the birds and other wildlife he showcases connect people 

to faraway places and to each other.

“When it comes to the storytelling,” he said, “I am trying to 
share empathy through the screen, get everyone engaging 
at these community-oriented events, and hopefully they 
walk away with a spark ignited to spread their empathy 
around the world.”

Two of those community events took place at UConn’s 
Avery Point campus, where Connecticut Sea Grant is 
based. CTSG helped fund publication of his book through 
its Arts Support Awards Program, leading to an exhibit 
of his photography at the campus art gallery and a 
public screening of Flyway of Life in the campus theater. 
More recently, Koeck showed two additional films and 
participated in a panel discussion as part of a campus 
lecture series. According to Koeck, these were incredible 
opportunities that brought his vision to life.

	 Connecticut Sea Grant has been supporting artists for 15 years now through our Arts 
Support Awards program, and it is clear with each new awardee, how successful this program 
has been in nurturing new art and artists,” said Syma Ebbin, research coordinator at CT Sea 
Grant. “Tomas is no exception, now nominated for a New England Emmy for his new work. 
Tomas is a talented photographer and filmmaker who integrates his passion for wildlife 
conservation with his artistic vision to promote public awareness of the issues facing wildlife 
and encourage sustainable behaviors.

Tomas Koeck saw his first barred owl in a preserve 
near his home in Fairfield. Photo: Tomas Koeck
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Koeck grew up in Fairfield, near a woodland preserve 
owned by the Connecticut Audubon Society. The 150-
acre Larsen Wildlife Sanctuary was the backdrop of his 
childhood and shaped his connection to nature.

“This has been my backyard since I was in a stroller, where 
I would go looking for different trees, and where I saw 
my first barred owl,” he recalled. “I had only seen an owl 
in books but calling through that quiet forest were the 
echoing calls of a barred owl. My mom called back, it came 
closer, we saw it, and it flew away silently into the snow. 
That was a memory seared in my head.”

The electric feeling of connecting with wildlife stuck with 
him, and his early college endeavor to be a tree scientist 
was not as exciting as showcasing nature to viewers. High 
school adventures with low resolution photography gave 
way to professional grade lenses in college, and the joy he 
found capturing photographs of local wildlife, spreading his 
excitement for nature drew him back home to Fairfield.

Sacred Heart University, a private Catholic university in 
Fairfield run by laymen, welcomed Koeck into the School 
of Communication, Media and the Arts. There, he met 
program Director James Castonguay, who would become 
the executive producer of Flyway of Life.

Koeck was determined to stand out, to help at after-hours 
events and attend extracurriculars, to take advantage 
of opportunities to fund student projects. It made an 
impression on Castonguay.

“Tomas was the complete package from the beginning, 
motivated and disciplined, with an incredible aesthetic 
talent. He took advantage when we brought back the local 
newspaper the Easton Courier,” Castonguay said.

Tomas Koeck photographs nesting shorebirds at Milford Point in 
Milford. Photo: Collin Moura

As part of a class, Koeck suggested he author a weekly 
nature column with photos of local wildlife he had seen. 
With few expectations, Castonguay was blown away by the 
results—incredible photographs of charismatic raptors and 
backyard critters alike.

“He took these photos that captured these unbelievable 
moments, we started publishing them, and he won a 
Society of Professional Journalism award,” a rarity for 
students, Castonguay said.

Tomas Koeck walks across the stage at the first screening of his movie Flyway of Life at 
Sacred Heart University. Photo: Jackson Sokoloski
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Koeck had greater aspirations for his next project, an 
expedition to the boreal forests of Minnesota to film owls. 
Needing a small budget of $2,500, Castonguay took a 
chance on Koeck and found funding for the 10-minute 
film. Partnerships with Canon cameras and the National 
Audubon Society helped buoy the project to success.

Although he aimed to film many birds in the taiga of the 
northern United States, he desperately wanted to capture 
footage of a great gray owl—a bird he almost didn’t see. 
On his last day of filming, after days of not seeing the 
elusive predator, he caught the photograph that became 
his trademark.

When you watch the film, titled Sentinels of the Boreal, 
you’ll notice the focus is not solely upon wildlife. While 
many documentarians mention conservation without 
showing the scientists and naturalists involved, Koeck gives 
the stewards of the wilds their due, a theme that makes 
Flyway of Life special. 

The film began as the cornerstone project of Koeck’s 
master’s degree, spanning the vast network of diverse 
habitats within the Atlantic flyway, a migratory route that 
supports hundreds of types of birds requiring rest, food 
and breeding grounds. While species differ in how far they 
travel along the flyway, birds that rely on habitats from 
northern Canada to central America are all impacted by the 
perils of travelling across the continent.

Mirroring the seasonal voyage of birds, Koeck and his 
crew began Flyway of Life in the springtime of a Costa 
Rican cloud forest. Here, the conservationists of the Finca 

Cántaros Environmental Association who track migrating 
birds, have transformed more than 200 acres into crucial 
habitat for the migratory warblers we love in New England, 
and also teach local school children about the environment.

The film then follows the birds as they travel north to 
the Everglades National Park in Florida, an environment 
that once had an undeserved bad reputation, until 
environmental activist Marjorie Stoneman Douglas led the 
campaign for its preservation.

“Everyone had this idea of it as this boggy, dirty, mucky 
swamp—but it is this clean, beautiful, vibrant environment,” 
Koeck said.

With the help of fellow Sacred Heart student Collin Moura, 
Koeck set out to capture the abundance of the Everglades. 
He ended up focusing on an unexpected returning bird—
the American flamingo.

“We weren’t expecting to find flamingoes, we went down 
there with the goal of filming the roseate spoonbills, but 
we ended up spending our time chasing around another 
charismatic, pink bird,” said Moura, adding that the 
population was wiped out a hundred years ago by hunters 
looking for feathers to make women’s hats.

Unlike some nature films that focus on stunning landscapes 
and closeups of wildlife alone, Flyway takes the time to 
explain the impact of development on these migrating 
birds. Back in his hometown of Fairfield, he follows a group 
of bird banders working at the Connecticut Audubon 
Birdcraft Museum, who operate the oldest continual 

Koeck describes the Everglades National Park as a “clean, 
beautiful, vibrant environment.” Photo: Tomas Koeck
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Koeck unexpectedly found American flamingos when he traveled through the Everglades for Flyway of Life. Photo: Tomas Koeck

banding station in the state. Here, many warblers that 
overwinter in Central America rest in this small preserve 
next to the bustling I-95 corridor, as their populations 
continue to decline on their path through the gauntlet 
of the Northeast. The skyscrapers of New York City are 
emblematic of the modern United States, yet it is also along 
the primary route for the swaths of birds that take to the 
skies every night, northward in spring and southward in fall.

More than a billion birds die nationwide each year after 
collision impacts with buildings, vehicles and towers, 
according to the American Bird Conservancy. The 
heartbreaking work of the volunteers of the New York 
City Bird Alliance, walking the city each morning during 
migration to collect the bodies of birds that died after 
flying into the large glass buildings, is something most 
documentarians would avoid showing. It grounds the 
scenes of warblers in blooming trees with the grim reality. 

The hope is in the chance for action. Data from bird 
banders reveal the undeveloped sanctuaries these birds 
rely upon, and new types of bird-safe glass are being 
installed in buildings across New York City.

Hope is palpable in the way Koeck frames bird 
conservation along the Atlantic Flyway, in the efforts of 
the Audubon Alliance in Connecticut to protect shorebird 
nesting grounds on crowded beaches, and in the Loon 
Preservation Committee’s community events that raise 
awareness of the dwindling habitat for common loons in 
the north woods of New Hampshire. He does not dwell 
on the bleak circumstances of wild creatures. Rather, he 
focuses his storytelling on the perspectives of people 
working tirelessly to preserve their future.

“The most ethical way to tell a story is through science, 
based in reality,” Koeck said. 

Yet he also emphasizes the passion of the experts he 
works with, trying to capture their “lightning in a bottle” to 
inspire advocacy, kindness and change.

He highlights why the preservation of nature is not only 
important for the future of birds—but to maintain a thriving 
ecosystem for all living things. The wolves that live in the 
tundra of Manitoba in Canada are a classic example of 

charismatic megafauna, connected to the small warblers 
and shorebirds that breed there in a strange way.

“When wolves are taken out of an environment, ungulate 
species destroy the undergrowth of the forest,” Koeck said, 
referring to a study he had read. “This keeps birds from 
being able to migrate, and then the warblers disappear. 
When wolves are reintroduced, the warblers return.”

His close encounters with wolf pups bring the hopeful 
feeling to a crescendo, a sign that the environment may be 
back on track.

Several themes stand out in Flyway of Life, particularly the 
importance of ethics, science and empathy in the stories 
Koeck tells. 

“It shows empathy for the environment, but also for 
humans—a sincere appreciation for the wild world,” 
Castonguay observed. “The heart of his filmmaking is 
people who have profound empathy for animals and the 
environment, providing a model for people to do their part. 
It’s a filmmaking of care.”

These qualities have catapulted Koeck to new heights, 
as he was recognized by the prestigious Explorer’s 
Club as one of their 50 People Changing the World in 
2026, nominated for the 2026 New England Regional 
Emmy Awards, and sent on assignment for National 
Geographic—all thanks to the support of Sacred Heart 
University. His production non-profit, Silent Flight Studios, 
is empowering young storytellers to find perspectives 
that matter, producing entertaining and educational films 
that promote conservation. The way these stories are told 
matters. If they do not focus on facts and education, if the 
production makes a negative impact on the environment, 
or if it does not invoke compassion for nature—what is the 
point of filming? Flyway of Life is a call to action for both 
the audience and other documentarians on how to care for 
the world around us.

For information on viewing Flyway of Life, visit: www.
flywayfilm.com. To learn about Koeck’s other projects, visit: 
www.silentflightstudios.org.
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