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A year in the life of the world’s best-known, and best-loved, bird
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To Shelley, Luke, Kaya and Skie – our family’s very own migrants to the southern hemisphere
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My little book is concerned with the life history of a bird which is beyond doubt the best known, and certainly the best loved, species in the world – the swallow.

Collingwood Ingram,

The Migration of the Swallow (1974)




Author’s Note

The ‘swallow’ featured in this book is Hirundo rustica, officially known as the ‘barn swallow’ to avoid confusion with the eighty or so other species in its family. However, for convenience I mostly refer to it as ‘the swallow’, except where that might cause confusion.
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Prologue


It’s a year almost that I have not seen her:

Oh, last summer green things were greener,

Brambles fewer, the blue sky bluer.

It’s surely summer, for there’s a swallow …

Christina Rossetti, ‘A Bird Song’ (1862)






Prologue

The Traveller Returns

It’s early April, and the village is waiting.

The paperboy, yawning as he tries to stay awake; the farmer, herding his sheep from one field to another; the woman, walking her dog along the lane – all are waiting – though they may not yet realise what they are waiting for. I am waiting too, in this little Somerset village, where a few wheezy sparrows greet the cold, grey dawn.

All of us are expecting a visitor. One which, more than any other, heralds the end of winter and the coming of spring. Not a human traveller, but a bird: the first swallow.

We are not the only ones doing so. All across the Northern Hemisphere, from Alaska to New York, Ireland to Japan, people are gazing up at the sky for the first glimpse of their annual guest.

Our swallow, along with tens of millions of others, is already on his way back. Back from his African winter quarters, after one of the longest journeys made by any living creature on earth. Back home.

By the time he arrives, he will have flown more than 6,000 miles, across land and sea, to reach the place where he hatched out of an egg not so very long ago. How he does so is one of the world’s greatest natural wonders; little short of a miracle.

This swallow’s journey begins two months earlier, as he swoops and dives through the humid air, hawking for insects over the dry South African savannah. It’s the height of the southern summer, and for this swallow, and millions of his companions, it appears to be the ideal place to live: with endless sunshine, plenty of insect food, and water to drink and bathe in.

Yet our swallow is beginning to feel restless. His instincts are telling him to leave this wonderland; to embark on a journey that will test his skill, stamina and endurance; a journey he may never complete. He has a good chance of dying before achieving his goal.

But why leave at all? To answer this question, we must go back to when this swallow’s distant ancestors left Africa and headed north for the very first time. What impelled them we do not know. Perhaps the skies there were simply too crowded, and they were seeking out new places to feed and breed. Perhaps a genetic mutation created an instinctive wanderlust, an urge to explore new horizons.

What we do know is that, once the travelling habit took hold, these swallows could never stay put again. Generation after generation, over tens of thousands of years, they pushed further and further north, until the descendants of those early pioneers finally made it all the way to the land we now call Europe.

Here, as the last of the Ice Ages finally retreated, they found another ideal place to live: longer hours of daylight than in Africa, a seasonal abundance of flying insects on which to feed, and safe and plentiful nesting sites. They could raise a family without having to compete with the many other swallow species back in their ancestral home.

But once summer was over, and the winds of autumn began to blow, that abundance of insects soon dwindled to nothing. Faced with the inevitability of starvation and death, these birds then embarked on the long journey back across the Equator to southern Africa, where they would spend the remaining half of the year.

So, although we like to think of these birds as ‘our’ swallows, the truth is rather different. These birds belong to Africa. They visit us for a few short months each spring and summer: a brief but welcome stay. In return, we provide them with food and lodging, cherish their presence while they are with us, and miss them when they are gone.

By the end of February, our swallow can no longer ignore the urge to migrate. Tomorrow, at dawn, he will set off on the first stage of his long journey. But now he has a more urgent need: a safe place to spend the night.

The sun sinks fast at these latitudes, and the grassy plains are soon bathed in the last, rapidly dying rays of daylight. By Kipling’s great, grey-green, greasy Limpopo River there stands … not an Elephant’s Child, but a vast fig tree, its silver branches etched against the deep red sky. In its shadow stretches a field of maize, gold and glowing, where a flock of swallows has come to roost for the night. Ours is among them. One by one, the birds drop like spots of rain from the darkening sky into the tall crops, seeking safety in numbers. From a sea of gently waving grass, nightjars and crickets sing a rough-edged evensong; a prelude to the night’s activity. But for our swallow, darkness brings no quiet rest.

Swallows never really experience uninterrupted sleep. Instead, their heart rate slows down, and they snatch brief catnaps, always alert to the possibility of danger. Tonight, hyenas whoop to one another across the dry plains. They’ve heard the lions roar, and they know there might be a free meal on offer, somewhere out there in the darkness.

As the cold blue light signals another African dawn, a pair of fish eagles greet the day from their high perch above the water. These birds are the king and queen of this land, magnificent creatures whose snow-white head-dress gives them a regal air of authority. They stare down at the river with piercing dark eyes. A trail of bubbles is breaking on the surface.

These are produced by a family of hippos, barely visible beneath the surface. Perhaps they are responding to the eagles’ cries. Or maybe, as local people believe, the hippos are telling each other jokes and, when they can restrain their laughter no longer, it erupts in a stream of bubbles.

The swallow stretches his wings, shivers briefly, and sets off, his long wings scything through the chilly air. It’s time to leave.

By the time the land is warming up he has already flown many miles north, with only a few tiny morsels, grabbed in mid-air, to satisfy his appetite. Now he needs to refuel with something more substantial. Breakfast.

In the far distance, a mile or so away, are some familiar movements: vultures, which have appeared out of an apparently empty sky, and are now drifting slowly down towards the ground on their broad wings. As the swallow approaches, he sees a pair of male lions astride the bloodied corpse of a zebra, with a dozen or so hyenas standing around like delinquent teenagers, impatiently waiting their turn. The vultures keep their distance too but, once the lions and hyenas have eaten their fill, they will tear greedily at what remains, performing their vital role as the clean-up squad of the African savannah.

The swallow is not a scavenger like the vultures: he hunts and kills for himself. Although he cannot yet hear the flies buzzing around the zebra carcass, his acute eyesight has picked out tiny, tell-tale movements that give away their presence.

A twist of his wing, and the swallow changes gear, flying lower than usual, the ground beneath him skimming past like a speeded-up film. Impala, a herd of elephants, a giraffe flash by. A lone human figure, walking along the riverbank, is soon left behind.

Wings swept back, the swallow dives, then swoops up towards his prey. A split second before impact, he opens his beak wide and strikes. Beak and fly make contact, beak snaps shut; the fly’s world goes black. Another few milligrams of food; another burst of energy; another few hundred metres of fuel for the swallow’s long journey north.

It’s a journey that will take him many weeks. Today, he is just one of a loose flock of swallows following the course of the river that runs along South Africa’s borders with Botswana and Zimbabwe, heading towards Mozambique and the Indian Ocean.

In a week or so, he will turn north towards the cradle of evolution, the Great Rift Valley, where Masai tribesmen sing and dance, and archaeologists discovered evidence of our earliest ancestors. Soon he heads north-west, crossing the world’s greatest desert, the Sahara, until he reaches the sanctuary of a North African city, where the cry of the muezzin calls the faithful to prayer.

After seeing the sun set in Africa for the last time, he will watch it rise over the Mediterranean island of Mallorca, then a day or two later hear a chorus of nightingales in a Provençal vineyard. Finally, he will cross the Channel from Cap Gris Nez to the White Cliffs of Dover, almost home at last.

But all this lies far in the future. Our swallow cannot afford to look ahead. His attention must be focused on the present, for with the present comes constant danger.

High above, in the deep blue African sky, a falcon is circling. It’s a hobby, a bird born and raised in a disused crows’ nest in an English wood, only a few miles or so from the village where the swallow is heading. Just as the swallow saw the flies, so the hobby has seen the swallows. Wings back, eyes fixed on the target, she sweeps down towards the tiny blue-black specks below. The air whistles past her feathers: a new and unfamiliar note amid the usual late afternoon hum of insects.

At first, the swallow notices nothing wrong. Then, something deep in his consciousness warns of danger. He and the birds around him begin to speed up their flight; each is glancing right, left, above, below …

Above – that’s where the danger lies. There’s a cry of alarm, but for one swallow it’s already too late. In a couple of seconds, it’s all over. The hobby stretches out her claws, brakes momentarily, and grabs a small bundle of feathers. A journey which had only just begun is already over.

Our swallow has been lucky. He was not the hobby’s target – not this time – though he did feel the rush of air and hear the thud of impact. It is a useful lesson: keep alert, keep aware, keep focused. If he fails to survive today, there will be no tomorrow.

There we leave him, high above the mighty Limpopo River as it glints in the late sun. Heading north, to a Somerset village so very far away. The journey has begun.
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Swallows


The Swallow is the glad prophet of the year – the harbinger of the best season: he lives a life of enjoyment amongst the loveliest forms of nature: winter is unknown to him; and he leaves the green meadows of England in autumn, for the myrtle and orange groves of Italy, and for the palms of Africa.

Sir Humphrey Davy,

Salmonia: Or, Days of Fly Fishing (1828)






I love swallows; they are one of my favourite birds. But that was not always the case. For the first forty-plus years of my life I lived in London, where the commonest member of the swallow family is the house martin, while the swift, whose flocks tear screaming across the city skyline, is the true sign of summer. Swallows were at best overlooked, and at worst simply irrelevant: I hardly even noticed the date when I saw the first returning bird of the year. These birds’ annual reappearance made virtually no impact on me as a city-dweller, even though they had flown many thousands of miles to get here.

Then, well over a decade ago now, I moved to the countryside with my young family. We chose to settle in a Somerset village which, I soon discovered, boasted large numbers of sheep, a worrying lack of streetlights, and an abundance of swallows. On the day we moved in – 19 July 2006, then the hottest day of the hottest month on record – the swallow was the very first bird I saw flying over my garden. Soon afterwards, I made this note in my diary:


House sparrow and greenfinch are permanent fixtures, while sparrows also congregate on the bushes by the farmyard next door, and collared doves perch on the roofs of the buildings. Meanwhile, a constant procession of swallows and house martins (mainly swallows) passes overhead, usually heading westwards into the prevailing wind.



Having moved from city to country, it took me a while to shake off my rather abrupt urban manner, and adopt a friendlier, rural one. At first, I would be frustrated at having to wait in a queue in the village shop while the people behind the counter chatted to the customers. I also, to my subsequent embarrassment, asked our local farmer how his ‘herd of sheep’ was doing, and panicked the first time I had to cycle back from the local pub in the pitch dark.

But over time, I settled down to my new life. I can mark the very date when I realised I had ‘gone native’, and finally become a proper country-dweller.

It was 6 April 2010 – my fourth spring here in Somerset – and I had taken my children out for a walk along the lane behind our home. On our way back, I caught sight of an unfamiliar movement: a small, determined bird heading low over the field, forging a path into the sharp north-westerly breeze. It was, of course, a swallow – my first of the year. For the very first time in my life I felt that rush of excitement and emotion that marks this classic sign of spring, and, though the children were happily unaware of the moment’s significance, I’m not ashamed to say I wiped away a tear.

I soon realised I shared this feeling with many others, not just in my village, but right across the Northern Hemisphere, as each year they too welcomed the swallows back. As the poet Ted Hughes so perfectly put it, ‘The moment they dip in, and are suddenly there …’

‘You would have to be very dull of soul indeed not to be moved by the life of the swallow,’ reflected another former Poet Laureate, Andrew Motion, in the BBC-TV series Birds Britannia. ‘We time our seasons by its coming and going, in an absolutely primitive and very ancient kind of way – it’s in our bones.’ Veteran birder and TV presenter Tony Soper agreed. ‘The way swallows come and whistle and sing is a very joyous arrival; and the fact that they make their home in your outbuildings is something you really look forward to each year.’

Having finally appreciated the swallow as a sign of spring – albeit rather late in life – I began to think about where I had seen the species before. I soon realised I had watched these birds in many parts of rural Britain, from Scilly to Shetland. Looking back over the thirty years of field notes from my birding trips abroad, I also noticed that wherever I had travelled, the swallow had been a more or less constant presence.

On my very first foreign birding holiday, to northern India in 1985, I had watched swallows skimming over the vast wetland of Bharatpur, and hawking for insects around the Taj Mahal. A decade later, on a filming trip to Florida, I’d come across huge flocks near Lake Kissimmee. I’d noted them on family holidays to Menorca and Mallorca, and while birding in Israel, Jordan, Mexico and Morocco. I’d seen them flying among elephants on game reserves in Kenya’s Masai Mara and Tanzania; feeding above lions and wild dogs in the Okavango Delta of Botswana; over a sea lion colony along the coast of Patagonia; and even during our honeymoon in the Gambia. Swallows had, it seemed, followed me on my travels right around the world.

But despite all this documentary evidence, I could recall hardly any of these encounters. Perhaps I’d been more interested in the many new and exotic species of bird I saw, or transfixed by the other wildlife spectacles I was witnessing. My only excuse is that the swallow is such a ubiquitous bird I simply took it for granted.

There is one exception to my amnesia. It was June 2003, and I was filming in Iceland with the TV presenter Bill Oddie. On the final day of the shoot, we hitched a helicopter ride with the Icelandic Coast Guard to the volcanic island of Surtsey. Having erupted from the ocean floor in November 1963, this new land had the unusual distinction of being younger than any of us.

We only had a couple of hours on Surtsey, so we concentrated on filming the gull colony and various scenic shots, under a surprisingly warm sun. Then, literally out of the blue, a small bird appeared: a lone swallow, hawking for insects over our heads. Swallows are a very rare visitor to Iceland, the only European country
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