
[image: Cover image]



SWIFTS AND US

The Life of the Bird that Sleeps in the Sky

Sarah Gibson

 

[image: Images missing]




Copyright

William Collins

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

WilliamCollinsBooks.com
    
This eBook first published in Great Britain by William Collins in 2021

First published in the United States by HarperCollinsPublishers in 2021

Copyright © Sarah Gibson 2021

Images © individual copyright holders

Jacket illustration © Dorling Kindersley/Getty Images

Sarah Gibson asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008350635

eBook Edition © April 2021 ISBN: 9780008350642

Version: 2021-03-03




Dedication

For David



   
CONTENTS

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

1 Fragile bones

2 Awakening

3 Ancient survivor

4 Swifts around the world

5 Early May

6 Man-made holes and myths

7 Flight and feet

8 A tower and its swifts

9 Rings and devils

10 Into the tower 

11 May into June

12 A second chance

What to do if you find a grounded swift

13 Swifts in Africa

14 Action for swifts

15 Global advocate

16 Scotland’s swifts

17 New houses, new holes

18 Midsummer

19 Eating swifts: Italy’s towers and the war on pigeons

20 Pioneering birds and determined people

21 Switzerland’s activists

22 Northern Ireland: invisible boundaries

23 Late summer

24 Tilting the balance

Picture Section

References

Footnotes

Index

Acknowledgements

About This Book

About the Author

About the Publisher




[image: Images missing]
   
1

FRAGILE BONES

It is commonly believed that if you find a grounded swift, you should pick it up and throw it in the air, preferably from an upstairs window. This is one of those scraps of information that you absorb without thinking and which, like many other such unquestioned beliefs, is actually wrong. Yet this is what I did – and it did not help at all.

I had advertised an evening walk each week of the summer around a small town in Shropshire, to find where swifts were nesting. For thousands of years we have shared the buildings we live in with assorted wildlife. Nooks and crannies within the weathered masonry of our homes have sheltered many different living things; the walls between us and the outside world are porous. It did not happen intentionally but was a consequence of the building materials available. Today we can so easily make them airtight that we run the risk of losing our wild companions. Without thinking, we are shutting nature out, severing yet another link between ourselves and the wild world. 

The contemporary zeal for sealing buildings against all elements and ‘intruders’ is thus depriving swifts of the crevices they may have nested in for centuries. A breeding swift will return to the same hole in the same house in the same street where its seldom-used feet touched down the previous year. This is what instinct impels it to do: to stick to the map in its memory; to navigate back to the exact place it has claimed, won and defended in order to rear its young. Unfortunately, growing numbers of swifts return to find their holes blocked off.

There are still dozens of swifts around town, but I know there are fewer than there used to be. People have told me of places where they used to see them, such as the Victorian Assembly Rooms, reincarnated as a nightclub for many years then converted to apartments with a renovation that left no holes for swifts. It is the same story in towns and cities all over the northern hemisphere. When they disappear from their old haunts, house by house, street by street, life ebbs away. 

Roof renovation can easily be swift-friendly but it rarely is. In my home town I decided to find out which buildings were used by the birds, then to try and ensure their holes were retained when scaffolding appeared, before renovation work started. To my amazement, around a dozen people joined me on the first outing, fellow enthusiasts keen to find out more about this wondrous bird and its habits. 

An hour before sunset is the best time to look: parent swifts will be snapping up the last insects of the day, a late supper for their nestlings. We scan the skies, listen for high-pitched cries and follow. Always on these evenings we are led into the older parts of town, along streets of Victorian terraces, above shops in the centre, down back alleys of old warehouses and beyond. Ventilation used to be regarded as essential in building construction, to prevent timbers from rotting. This ensured plenty of cavities for swifts and bats. With the advent of new materials, such as concrete and plastic, buildings started to be sealed off from the air, plastic soffits and fascia boards replacing wooden ones, with little chance of gaps opening up. Damp courses prevented moisture entering, and building regulations were drawn up, stipulating that ventilation holes must be bird- and insect-proof. Inevitably, this brought serious consequences for swifts and other hole-nesting creatures. 

Discovering nest sites takes time and patience, but is endlessly interesting. Much of our time is spent simply watching the wild antics of the birds as they screech above the streets, dark crescents of energy. Every week until the midsummer solstice we set off a few minutes later, thereafter a few minutes earlier, hoping to catch sight of the parent birds as they return with the chicks’ last meal of the day, flashing into crevices under eaves in the blink of an eye. Only when the bats start to emerge do we head home; this is a crossover moment after which you seldom see a swift.

These outings open my eyes to a side of town I have barely noticed before. We look up, scanning the eaves, searching for the tell-tale signs of thin whitewash that stains the walls for a few inches below their nests, watching for a swift to make its sudden return as it swoops back into its dark hole. It is like a treasure hunt; each new nest site raises a cheer. One or two in an evening is as many as we can hope to discover. Sometimes people tell us of their sightings: ‘Look up at the third brick to the right of the drainpipe above the opticians on Willow Street,’ writes one. ‘They’re nesting at the back of Betfred,’ says another. Gradually, our knowledge of town grows a new layer, the elaborate mouldings and previously unregarded architectural details appreciated as we tune in to the swift’s world, high above the shops and pedestrians walking the streets.

Staring up in the direction of top-floor windows inevitably attracts attention, especially when using binoculars. People stop and ask us what we are doing, which is good as it gives us a chance to talk about swifts. We meet others who share our passion. Nick, who works in an old mill in the crumblier end of town, emails me to say the sky is full of swifts around his building. We find it down a back lane. At the top of an iron fire escape a door is open. Forty steps up I call out and he appears, back from a run and eating his supper. It is a fantastic place to watch swifts, he says, the town’s roofscape below and big skies all around. Several pairs are nesting under the eaves, but he thinks fewer birds have returned in recent years.

We call on Jas, a sculptor, who contacts me to ask if his home would be suitable for a swift nest box. He lives in a single-storey, brick-built, Victorian industrial building, imaginatively converted to flood his studio with light. His backyard has been transformed into a garden with a fountain, greenery and a bird feeder. On the adjacent wall of a taller building, he is planning to grow climbing plants. And put up a swift box or two. We talk about the possibility of him doing a swift sculpture; he already has several artworks in town: some naked acrobatic drinkers outside a pub, and a man leaning out of a window, arms stretched to catch an escaping chicken, above a fast-food shop.

We have seen swifts slipping under the roof of a redundant Victorian chapel. A few weeks later, scaffolding goes up and we worry. This splendid old building has been bought by an Italian restaurateur and restoration is under way. I speak to Paolo, the owner, and he expresses concern – he does not want to do anything that will harm i rondoni. Fortunately, the roof is found to be in good shape; no renovation work is necessary. Paolo is also interested in putting swift boxes up in the tower of his house, an imposing nineteenth-century Gothic building, perched on a hill overlooking the town. 

Our last outing takes place towards the end of July, a warm summer evening during a spell of hot weather. Sun, blue skies and enough rain to keep things fresh have ensured an abundance of insects at ground, tree and aerial levels. It has been just right for the swifts; they could hunt from dawn till dusk to feed their growing chicks.

The sky seems quiet. A massive thunderstorm had broken over the town a few days earlier and it looks as though some of the swifts have already left. More than a third of the birds hurtling around in mid to late summer are immature birds, and their sojourn in Europe is even briefer than that of the breeders. We meet as usual in the square, by the statue of a stocky shepherd and his sheep. Where to go? While they may not have been nesting, those immature birds have given us clues as to where to look, screaming around the active colonies and searching for nest sites to claim and use in following years. 

Our decision is made when one of our number, Andrew, takes a piece of paper from his pocket. He has received a message from an elderly friend, a man who worked on the nearby railway until its closure in the Beeching era. The note tells us to go to the Cambrian Railway Museum, formerly a goods shed, where swifts have nested for at least sixty years and where, he says, we will find a swift in a cardboard box. A cat had brought it in, alive and apparently unharmed.

The first flight of a fledgling swift is always perilous. They have one chance to get their wings together and go. The urge to fly is instinctive, but it still requires courage to take the plunge. Fully-fledged birds will shuffle to the entrance of their nesting place, peer out, teeter on the edge … then turn around and head back to the dark safety of their hole. The building had been used by two pairs of swifts this year and it sounds as though this casualty might have been from one of their broods. The shed is single storey, so fledgling birds have little more than a second to get flying or crash to the ground. Despite this disadvantage, generations of swifts have successfully negotiated its relative lack of height.

Our railway foundling is sitting in a shallow box with its incredibly long, narrow wings folded like crossed scimitars. Andrew spots a mite crawling away from its eye. ‘I’ve heard the best thing to do is throw them in the air from a good height,’ says someone. This is what Ted Hughes did; he had written about it in his much-quoted swift poem. And no, it had not worked out well for his swift. Still, this is the accepted wisdom and we decide to give it a try. We pick up the bird, still in its box, and take it across the road to a house belonging to a friend of Andrew’s. She lives in a flat on the second floor – ideal, we think. When we arrive, she and her young granddaughter are piecing together a puzzle at the table, but they welcome us in and happily agree to let us get on with our reckless mission. She raises the sash window as high as it will go. Gently, Andrew lifts the bird from its box and launches it upwards over the street. Its wings open … and it belly-flops down to the tarmac below. If it was not injured in its first fall, it very probably is now.

On the ground, several of our group watch as the swift tumbles to the road and quickly scoop it up, fortunately still very much alive. Back in its box I carry it away; it turns its head like an owl and looks at me. Despite the wretched circumstances, this encounter is something to treasure. Never before have I seen a swift so close, so still. Wildlife has a way of vanishing before you get a chance to look at it properly, and with a swift, that most aerial of birds, you rarely get more than a passing glimpse. Well developed, with long wings, it has the markings of a juvenile: the finest white line along the outer edge of its primary feathers. Young swifts often have white foreheads too. This one is mostly brown but with a faint, pale edging to the feathers on its head, overlapping like fish scales for perfect aerodynamics. Around the corner of its eye is a black fringe of tiny, eyelash-like feathers. Nightjars, a not-so-distant relative of swifts, have these too. They protect their eyes from aerial debris and insects. 
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White fringes on the feathers of a juvenile swift.
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For the swift, though, this is grim. Two crash landings in one day and a near-death experience when a monstrous furry animal fifty times its size had snatched it up in its teeth.

What to do now? A young lad and his girlfriend come along and look into the box, curious. I tell them its story. ‘There’s a twenty-four-hour vet down the road,’ he says. ‘They might help.’ 

The blind is drawn over the door but, seeing a light switched on, I call through the letter box. A young veterinary nurse opens up and lets us in. Instantly, the swift becomes a subject of administrative procedure, its details logged on the computer. ‘Name?’ she asks. ‘Jonathan,’ says Andrew, instinctively. 

Naming it after an eighteenth-century literary Swift certainly bestows dignity on our bird but I have always been uneasy about giving wild creatures names; the practice seems to tether them to the human world. No sooner has this bird fallen to Earth than its identity is altering. What I want is to restore it to its aerial realm nameless, a swift among swifts. 

The bird is taken away and we head home. Straightaway, I turn on my computer and look up Swift Conservation’s advice on a grounded swift: DO NOT THROW IT IN THE AIR. Yes, that is a lesson we have learned, but what folly to have done this.

I lie awake, wondering how it is faring and whether it is badly injured. It had seemed lively, though, so I remain hopeful. Perhaps, I think, I can look after it. I had found detailed information on the internet about how to care for and feed young swifts, and a strong desire takes hold to see whether, given appropriate care, it might recover and fly. I have booked a couple of weeks off work without many plans, so I have time, I think. 

The next morning I arrive at the veterinary surgery at eight-thirty. The vet on duty has checked the swift over and found no injuries, so I offer to take it away. The nurse looks doubtful but I show her my freshly printed pages on swift care. She sees my determination and fetches it from a back room, tucked into an empty latex glove box.

The swift looks terrible. Its eyes are closed and its body limp, but it sits, as before, perfectly symmetrically with its elegant wings crossed. I take it home and put it down gently in a recycling box on a towel, settling it into the spare room upstairs with two closed doors between it and my cat, Spindle. Its eyes do not open all day, nor does it move. I give it water, soaked onto a cotton wool bud, stroked along the side of its beak. If the water is dripped onto the top it would pour straight down its nostrils. The swift opens its beak a little and swallows so I repeat this every hour or so. Bright, spinach-green droppings start to appear.

I do give it a name of sorts: swiftling, a term of endearment that doesn’t need a capital letter and has no inference of gender. The plumage of male and female swifts is identical; only when they are mating or egg-laying can you tell them apart, though it is known that male and female birds make up a duet of calls: that sweree sound is actually produced by a male and female bird calling alternately, and that there are subtle differences between male and female calls. But my swift is by itself and silent, so swiftling remains an ‘it’.

The next morning it seems better: eyes open and a slight turn of the head. In my hand it feels stronger, not limp any more. I stroke its head and throat. Swifts like this; they preen each other when nesting and it relaxes them. Tremulous when first picked up, it soon grows calm. I give it more water and offer it a headless, legless cricket. These, I had read, are the best food to give a swift. My local pet shop had recently put up a sinister sign in the window: Live Food Available. Unsure quite what this might include, I had enquired about insects.

Crickets come packaged like grapes, in clear plastic cartons. Inside, they hunker down among the hummocks and hollows of egg-boxes, nourished by a sprinkling of bran. Most of them are destined to be snapped up by pet reptiles, but they also make excellent food for insectivorous birds such as swifts.

First, though, you have to remove the indigestible parts: heads and hairy legs. I have to grit my teeth for this bit; I am a vegetarian and prefer not to kill things, though I can be ruthless with slugs when they trail across my kitchen surfaces at night. But I have to think from the swift’s point of view; their diet is composed of insects and spiders, aerial fodder blowing about the sky. So crickets it has to be and I soon become adept at the necessary snipping.

To start with, my swiftling will not accept these delicate offerings, its beak staying resolutely closed. Fearing its imminent starvation, I turn back to the internet for advice. Instantly, I find a German video with subtitles showing me what to do. Use a blunt, rasped fingernail to carefully open the pecker.

I do as instructed, first wrapping the bird in a soft cloth to keep it calm. Next, I open its beak, whereupon its tongue shoots out, a strong, pointed thing. When a parent swift feeds its chicks its whole head goes into the nestling’s mouth and the food is deposited far back. I have to do something similar with a pair of eyebrow tweezers, carefully avoiding touching the soft skin inside its mouth. With my index finger I do my best to keep its beak open, which the swift seems determined to close. Finally, I get three crickets in, though it seems a small victory when I learn they need to eat at least sixty per day. 
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A parent bird delivers food to a nestling.
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I am not happy with my tweezers, alarmingly sharp instruments that could easily inflict damage on the delicate tissues of its mouth, but I can’t find blunt-ended ones in the shops. I ring Andrew, who is a retired eye surgeon. He has a set of surgical tweezers, including some round-ended ones. With these and growing confidence, I manage to feed the swift thirty crickets and it grows livelier, its droppings whiter. I fold a towel over the side of its box and soon it climbs up; swifts can rest vertically, like bats. Their hook-clawed toes are ideally adapted for this: two pairs set at an angle to each other, enabling them to cling onto walls and rock faces.

The swift grows used to me feeding it and I can feel its hunger as it almost swallows the finger that holds its beak open. Between each mouthful of cricket I stroke its white throat. To preen it properly I use an artist’s soft paintbrush; a bird’s feathers need to be in perfect order for flight.

For two days I am in London and Andrew takes over. With his deft surgeon’s hands he is quick to get it eating – this time with a pair of yellow plastic tweezers, gentler even than the round-ended steel ones. It tips its head right back, completely at ease as he strokes it. 

Back home I weigh the swift as best I can on my kitchen scales with its old-fashioned brass weights. One ounce and … two 5p coins. In metric measurements I make this 34.85 grams. Weight is a good indicator of a fledgling’s readiness to fly. Nestlings can reach around 52 grams, fattened by a dozen meals a day, but then lose weight through exercise. This involves doing press-ups with their wings to strengthen their muscles, pushing their whole bodies up, balancing on their wing tips. By the time they leave the nest their weight will have dropped to about 42 grams; if they are too heavy they will plummet to the ground. This swift, however, went without food on the day of its crash to the ground and has eaten little for a day or two afterwards, so it needs feeding up. 

For the next week or so, my life revolves around the bird. Six or seven meals a day, ten crickets at a time. Once I knock the open container and a dozen of them leap out. I scramble to retrieve them. Spindle pounces more effectively, trapping them under his paw. One creeps behind the skirting board and he listens for hours for the silent scuff of cricket feet on floorboards, crunching it up when it finally emerges.
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Andrew Tullo and the rescued swift.
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The nutritious crickets work their magic and the swift puts on weight – another 5p piece on the scales. Its plumage shines; in the garden, sunlight reveals the iridescence of its feathers, a purple gleam transforming its dark brown colouring. Healthy though it appears, it still shows no inclination to fly, no restlessness, no press-ups. On the palm of my hand I hold it up and notice one of its wings slip down. I do my best to put this out of my mind. 

By now it is the beginning of August and all the local swifts have gone, probably halfway to Africa. Will I have to make myself a pair of wings and leap up and down the garden to show it what to do? I speak to a swift carer in the Midlands. ‘Don’t worry,’ she says, ‘there’s still plenty of time – your swift will know when it’s ready to go.’ She is right, of course. A swift knows these things instinctively; I have to give it time.

Two and a half weeks after we found it, the bird is still in my spare room, shuffling across the carpet or hanging vertically on the fuzzy material of my car boot cover, a barrier I have put up to stop it disappearing into the dust and clutter under the bed. Once I come in to find it sitting comfortably in the middle of the bed, and sometimes it clings to my jumper, hooking its claws into the wool. My swiftling’s instincts are clearly not telling it to fly.

Finally, I take it to a wildlife rescue centre in south Shropshire. No name is requested here; the veterinary nurse simply writes ‘swift’ on her list, which already includes rabbit, pigeon, sparrowhawk and house martin.

She looks at it carefully and expresses concern about its shoulder. A full examination reveals a broken bone; it is mending, but my bird is damaged, its exquisite flight equipment faulty. I will never know whether it was the initial fall from the nest or that well-intentioned throw from the window that caused the injury. The first we could not have prevented, the second was a mistake made in ignorance, never, ever to be repeated. 

A bird that lives its entire life on the wing, that will fly several million miles in its lifetime, must be in perfect physical shape. This is no longer a possibility for my swiftling. Its brief life is over.
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AWAKENING

One swallow may not make a summer, but the first screech of a swift irrefutably rings in the season, wildly announcing the promise of sunlit days and long, warm evenings. Not everyone looks up into the skies, not everyone is tuned into birdsong, but for those who are, the arrival of the first swifts at the end of April or beginning of May is a thrilling moment. 

Still, it took me forty-odd years to notice them. Did I grow up with cotton wool in my ears? In the 1960s and 70s there were probably twice as many swifts as there are today, so they would have made one hell of a screech.

The wild end of the garden was our playground: under the tangle of bushes I made dens with my sister; in the more tenderly nurtured areas I pulled stamens out of golden azalea flowers to suck the sweet nectar, and picked sawfly caterpillars off roses, sixpence a dozen. One summer I spent days searching hedgerows for birds’ nests and wondered at the intricate construction of a blackbird’s woven cup and the mossy secrecy of the wren’s spherical home.

Mostly, though, I sat in my room reading the books I had borrowed from the library: three a week, using my green junior member tickets. Later, we got a dog, a bouncing golden retriever who needed a lot of walks, so she got me away from my reading, out into fields and woods. Still, I did not notice birdsong. House martins, yes. They nested right outside my bedroom window, chattering excitedly in their mud bowl nests, so I couldn’t miss them. Yet the Sussex Weald, rich in woods, old pastures and hedgerows, would have been alive with song: multitudes of warblers doing their stuff by day, nightingales filling the air with melody by night. I must have heard all this but remember none of it.

Seared into my memory, though, is the destruction of hedgerows in the fields around our home in the 1970s. Agricultural intensification was in full swing and farmers were being given grants to grub out hedges in the name of efficiency. This was my brutal awakening to the reality that nature is constantly under threat, that the landscapes we love are ever vulnerable.

Swifts came to my attention briefly when I was twenty – in a book. Searching for a birthday present for my father, I stumbled on Derek Bromhall’s Devil Birds, the vivid story of Oxford’s swifts, which accompanied his film, aired by Anglia Television in 1980. I read the book before giving it away, and discovered for the first time the extraordinary miracle of a bird that spends virtually its entire life in the air. 

I married a birder, so my ornithological horizons broadened; his study was lined with bird books and he kept detailed records in black notebooks of all that he saw. At a motorway service station in Cumbria I listened to a willow warbler for the first time, and that sweet cascade of notes has been a joy every spring since. But we lived parallel lives and birds were seldom shared territory. The marriage lasted twenty years but never thrived. When I left, I mentioned the fact that even the house martins that had nested at the front of the house for seventeen years had left us, shunning an unhappy house. He, too, had taken this as an ill omen.

From a rural house in Shropshire, on the border with Wales, I moved into Oswestry, a small market town a few miles away. Straightaway, I knew that I wanted to share my house with swifts. A long-dormant seed of awareness had suddenly grown into a passionate desire to be close to these birds; I was a town creature now, but that did not have to mean leaving behind the wild things I loved about the country.

Swifts are living symbols of wildness. They are the most aerial of birds, staying on the wing for years at a time, rarely touching ground for a single moment. They catch all their food in the air: aphids, flies, spiders, beetles, mayflies, even small moths and dragonflies, whirled into the sky, carried on the wind. Swifts drink and bathe on the wing, sleeping and even mating in the air. They fly closer to the sun than any other bird, feeding and sleeping at altitude. This is their realm, the world to which they are supremely adapted; Icarus, be green with envy.

Yet there is one thing the sky denies them: a place to rear their young. For this, they must descend like mortals and behave as other birds do: seek out a safe hideaway, build a nest and breed. The places they choose to nest in could not be more different from the boundless, aerial world. Not for them the wind-blown treetops that a rook, heron or mistle thrush would choose, but a dark, tiny cavity, sheltered from rain, storm and predators. And a place their feet can shuffle along, where their eggs will not roll around. For most European swifts, this means a hole under the eaves of a house or crevices in the walls of churches, old factories, warehouses and castles in cities, towns and villages. Few swifts now nest in natural habitats in Europe; they have adapted overwhelmingly and very successfully to human architecture.

I knew they would be in Oswestry and, as if by instinct, I was tuned in, alert to the earliest returning birds. Their calls had registered in my memory without my even noticing, the soundtrack of summer, heard in towns and villages all over. Often now, I hear their calls in films – sweree – a uniquely evocative sound. That May I first heard them through my kitchen window. I shot out to watch a pack of screamers speeding overhead, black bolts of wildness.

With all my heart I welcomed these birds back, but I wanted to do something practical, too. My new garden, a dull rectangle of lawn and decking, had great growing potential. I would have a pond, a hawthorn hedge, angelica, sweet cicely, thyme, lavender, a patch of wildflower meadow with yellow rattle and knapweed, ivy and honeysuckle up the walls; every last scrap of space could be brought alive. An abundance of insects would, by some earthly miracle, move in – spiders, flies, froghoppers and bees – many of which would be snapped up by bigger insects and birds, while some would float up into the sky and feed swifts and martins. Meanwhile, I would ensure that the holes at the ends of the gables would stay open; the house would have places where swifts could nest – sparrows and starlings too, if they would. I determined to do everything I could to lure them under the eaves.
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With help from the new man in my life, the transformation began. He would arrive with a crowbar to lever up the decking and a chainsaw to fell the leylandii, swing a ladder against the house to put up swift boxes, bring evening primrose and borage plants, and buckets full of broad beans and blackcurrants from his allotment for supper. My son astounded me by digging a deep hole for the pond, with an enthusiasm for spadework unseen since childhood days on the beach. 

Already, swifts were tantalisingly close, racing over the rooftops and calling to each other, high in the sky over my garden. Then I saw that they were nesting in my neighbour’s house, slicing down the narrow gap between the buildings, turning sharply under the eaves. If I played the swift calls loud enough, their offspring might return the following year and notice the new boxes on the other side of my house. 

Making my own patch bird- and wildlife-friendly was the first step, but I wanted to know how swifts were faring where I lived and across our fast-changing world. I feared the worst. I had witnessed a slow loss of swallows around my old home along with the disappearance of house martins. So I was braced for the news that swift numbers were falling steeply. Over the last twenty years the UK breeding population has halved. 

Yet grim though this statistic was, what I uncovered was a story of hope, of people taking simple, practical steps which would make a difference; determined people doing their level best to ensure that swifts remain part of our summer, screaming through our skies, making their scratty little nests alongside us for hundreds of years to come. 

My curiosity about these strange birds was growing. I wanted to learn about their lives, find out how people had gradually unravelled their story over centuries, and how they had evolved from a tree- and cliff-nesting bird to one almost entirely associated with buildings and the urban environment.
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ANCIENT SURVIVOR

It sometimes happens on a mountain in thick mist: a gust of wind will suddenly blow the clouds apart, giving you the briefest glimpse into the valley below. It is like this with fossils: they are snapshots into ancient chasms of time. 

These fragments of petrified creatures give us tantalising clues about the history of life on Earth. The house in the hills where I previously lived was built of local limestone, its walls studded with the fossils of ancient sea creatures, while the step down into the pantry from the kitchen, a polished slab, held the white, tubular shapes of crinoids, vivid against the dark stone. Here, in landlocked Shropshire, more than seventy miles from the sea, was dizzying evidence of another time and place. This limestone had formed in a shallow tropical sea more than 300 million years ago, shifted by the continental drift that keeps the earth’s landmasses in constant, imperceptible motion.

Crinoids were once known in folk memory as ‘fairy money’. Though philosophers have speculated about such fossils and their connection to the marine environment for more than 2,000 years, it is only relatively recently that their significance has begun to be clearly understood. The word ‘palaeontology’ first appeared in 1822 in France, coined to describe the study of ancient living organisms through fossils. A surge in geological exploration and study over the next century unravelled many of the mysteries of prehistoric life. 

The discovery of a fossilised feather in Germany in 1860, followed by a near-complete skeleton three years later, advanced our understanding of the origin of birds by a leap. The skeletal creature was named Archaeopteryx, meaning ancient feather or wing in Greek. It had been alive some 150 million years ago, in the late Jurassic period. With its sharp teeth and long, bony tail, it vividly resembled a dinosaur but its feathers raised questions. In 1868 Thomas Henry Huxley was the first scientist to suggest it could be an evolutionary link between dinosaurs and birds – a transitional creature.

Further similarities between birds and dinosaurs emerged as more fossilised remains were unearthed around the world. Dinosaurs had hollow bones as contemporary birds do; they made nests and laid eggs resembling those of birds, brooding them in a similar way. Endearingly, scientists also cite the habit of both dinosaurs and birds of sleeping with their head under their forelimbs or wings – perhaps to keep their head warm – as evidence of their shared ancestry. Yet it would be another 100 million years before the first swift-like birds evolved. 

Fossils have emerged from quarries and land slippages across the northern hemisphere, revealing evidence of our swifts’ forebears; they have flown through our skies for nearly 50 million years, gliding and beating the air with their long, slender wings.

Some of the earliest evidence of primeval swifts emerged in the London clay in southern England, and has yielded a wealth of detail about the nature of this land in the early Eocene era, the geological period named from a Greek word meaning dawn of the new, and the time when many new types of fauna emerged. At this time, the land lay some 10 degrees further south and was vegetated with mangrove ferns, magnolia trees and other tropical vegetation, similar to the forests of Malaysia and Indonesia today. Fossils of tiny horses, 14 inches high, have been found, along with turtles and crocodilian reptiles. In the Fish-Tooth Beds of Bognor Regis and Warden Point on the Isle of Sheppey, along with other bird relics, two small humeri, the stocky wing bones of a primitive swift, were discovered in the 1930s. These were described in detail some forty years later by palaeontologists at the Natural History Museum in London. More remained of the Bognor bone, which became the holotype for a new genus, Primapus lackii, the first swift, named in honour of David Lack, whose pioneering study of swifts had been published in 1956. Scientists assigned it to the fossil swift family Aegialornithidae, similar to modern treeswifts, which are closely related to true swifts.

A few years later another bone emerged in Essex, in the rich fossil beds at Walton-on-the-Naze. Along with ancient fish bones, shark teeth and carbonised tree trunks, the fossilised remains of more than 150 bird species have now been found, some with teeth, revealing their dinosaurian ancestry. Among these petrified marvels, palaeontologists found a distinctive humerus (upper wing bone), from a species which would be named Eocypselus. It appears to be a primitive treeswift but also has some anatomical similarities with owlet-nightjars.

Evidence of early swift-type birds has emerged around the world too, fragments or even complete skeletons preserved over many millions of years. In the west of the United States, in Wyoming, Utah and Colorado, a series of dried-up lakes along the Green River has yielded a rare treasury of fossils, preserved in the sedimentary lime muds. Absence of oxygen within these fine-grained sands halted the process of decay, revealing the burgeoning life of the early Eocene period. There are even fossils of insects, their delicate wing membranes clearly visible, and leaves and ferns with the bite marks of nibbling insects, intact in wondrous detail. Thousands of fish, reptile and bird fossils have been unearthed, along with the first recorded bat, complete with its last undigested meal, eaten around 50 million years ago. 

In one of the lakes in Lincoln County, Wyoming, a tiny fossilised bird skeleton was discovered with features recognisable in modern swifts: the stocky humerus and an elongated carpometacarpus (tip of the wing skeleton), both characteristic of the swift and its closest relative, the hummingbird. Described by palaeontologists in 2013, their investigations point to it being an early example of the Apodiformes order, which includes hummingbirds, treeswifts and swifts. 

Named Eocypselus rowei, this 52-million-year-old bird is the forerunner of both swifts and hummingbirds. That sturdy upper wing bone would ultimately enable tiny, nectar-seeking birds to hover above flowers, flapping their wings fifty times per second, and swifts to reach greater speeds than any other bird in level flight: cheetahs of the sky. The shared ancestry of these birds, which few of us would ever have imagined, seems less surprising when you think of the exceptional aerial abilities of both. 

By a miracle of natural preservation processes, some of its feathers were still intact. This bird had a crest, just as some treeswifts and hummingbirds do today, and a wing shape between that of a swift and hummingbird; the wings are shorter than those of contemporary swifts but longer than those required for the hovering flight of a hummingbird. Scientists – quite astonishingly – were able to identify melanin within the cell structures, indicating that the bird was probably black and possibly had an iridescent sheen, just like our swifts.

Perhaps the richest-known fossil bed of the Eocene period lies in a former oil shale mine in Hesse, Germany. The Messel Pit’s value has been recognised by fossil-seekers since the late nineteenth century when mining began. However, when industrial activity ceased in 1970, the quarry narrowly escaped being turned into a landfill site. Following an outcry by local scientists and an international campaign to save it, the pit was purchased by the state of Hesse, designated a cultural monument and, in 1995, a UNESCO World Heritage Site. 

Like the Green River formation, fossils at the Messel Pit preserved details of both plant and animal life. Scientists believe that volcanic gas released into the lake caused the sudden death of creatures, poisoning its waters and surrounding vegetation. Birds and bats flying over its surface may have been overpowered by
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The swift’s feathers shimmer with iridescence as it emerges from a nest brick into sunlight.
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Parent swifts collect between 300 and 1,000 insects per meal for their chicks.
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The aerodynamics of flight. Opposite A steep, banking turn, the wings almost vertical. Above Tilting for a turn. Below A slow glide, the wings slightly turned down.
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Swifts at sunset.
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Common swift drinking from a forest lake in Denmark.

© Ben Andrew
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The feathers of young swifts have white edges and the throat is paler than in the adult.


© AGAMI Photo Agency/Alamy Stock Photo
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Aerial mating of common swifts.

© John Hawkins
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The swift’s throat is engorged with food for its nestlings.

© Roger Wyatt
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Swift chicks at 35, 41 and 42 days old.

© Ulrich Tigges
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Swifts flying around Gaudi’s La Pedrera building in Barcelona.

© Laurent Godel
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