
Swooping Swallows by Paul Stancliffe

During the summer months we get these tremendous skies; deep blues and huge fluffy white clouds and at this time of year a real sign of summer in the Swallow.  And one has just flown in here to the barn with that very, very fast swooping flight – very much the fighter jet of the bird world.  They are fantastic birds.  The swallows are here for a relatively short period of time.  They breed here in Britain but really they spend the majority of their time in Africa, maybe five, six, seven months in Africa.  They are absolutely amazing birds and very much a bird of farming, particularly farming that has animals.  Where there are animal droppings around a field, these attract insects and these are vitally important for swallows because that is what they feed on.  They take flying insects from the air and they are perfectly adapted to do this with their long wings and their long tail to give them manoeuvrability.  And they have a tiny break but when they open that beak they have this huge mouth that can act as a trap for insects.

We normally see swallows swooping around fairly high in the sky but now and again they will come close and will feed close to the ground and that is when you can see a swallow for what it is.  It has this wonderful electric blue feathering on the upper parts which at a distance just looks black.  They have this rich red throat and a white belly with a long forked tail.  They are just beautiful birds when you see them close up.

During the summer just take a few moments to sit and watch swallows and just imagine yourself being that bird.  The speed that they are flying at must be absolutely exhilarating - to be so low to the ground and so fast then all of a sudden to pull up in a steep swoop up and then to curve back and then follow the track again across the grass – it must be so incredible.
At the moment I am holding a one pound coin in my hand – it is about the weight of a swallow – around 15grams.  And yet they give the impression of something much heavier with their speed.  

A sure sign that summer is coming to a close is when the swallows start to gather together on a telegraph wire just above my head on the farm here.  They gather because they are ready to leave the UK and go and spend the winter thousands of miles from here south of the Sahara in Africa.  And when the swallows are gone, it is a sure sign that summer is over but autumn is just around the corner and that is a great time to get out and about in the countryside and into the farms because there is lots to see and enjoy during this fantastic season.
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