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Facts

Breeding
First Clutches Laid 9 May - 31 Jul
Number of Broods 2
Egg Size 20 x 14 mm    Weight = 1.9 g
Clutch Size 4 - 5 eggs 
Incubation Period 17 - 19 days 
Fledging Period 20 - 22 days
Typical Lifespan 4 years with breeding typically at 1 year.
Oldest Recorded 11 years Swallows & Martins
Collective Nouns: A flight, gulp, herd, kettle, richness, swoop

Scientific name: Hirundo rustica
Typical Lifespan 2 years, with breeding typically at 1 year 
Measurements Length: 18 cm ,Wingspan: 34 cm , Weight: 19 g
Conservation Status in the UK  is GREEN
Habitat : Farmland and villages
Diet: Flying insects, especially flies in flight usually



Behaviour
Swallows are able to produce many different calls, typically a 
simple, sometimes musical twittering, used to express excitement, to 
communicate with others, during courtship, or as an alarm when there 
is a predator. Male song is related to body condition.  Begging calls are 
used by the young for food.

The Swallow’s seem to be a success story in the UK.  In a previous 
house I had the pleasure of swallows nesting but not at this house 
sadly.  Although they do enjoy my fields as I leave them to grow long 
and they are therefore plenty of insects for them to feed on.  Their nest 
site is typically a ledge or beam in a barn or outbuilding, a suitable 
platform to build its nest on out of the way of predators, relatively dark 
and cool. The nest is built of wet mud which hardens, combined with 
plant materials, then lined with dried grass and feathers. There are two 
to three broods per season with around 4-5 eggs in each. The female 
incubates the eggs, though both parents feed the young.

The chicks hatch naked, generally with only a few tufts of down. The 
eyes are closed and do not fully open for up to 10 days. The feathers 
take a few days to begin to sprout, The parents do not usually feed the 
chicks individual insects but instead a bolus of food comprising ten to a 
hundred insects.

Swallows are wonderful to watch flying and feeding, with their 
acrobatic manoeuvring as they twist and turn over fields and water to 
catch flying insects which is the only food they eat. 
The Swallows who nest in the UK spend the winter in South Africa, 
with some flying over the Sahara, the flight across the Sahara has 
progressively become more hazardous with the ever-increasing spread 
of desertification, less food and virtually no water.



suspicions & Quotations
William Shakespeare:

This guest of summer,
The temple-haunting martlet, does approve,
By his lov'd mansionry, that the heaven's breath
Smells wooingly here; no jutty, frieze,
Buttress, nor coign of vantage, but this bird
Hath made its pendent bed, and procreant cradle:
Where they most breed and haunt, I have observ'd,
The air is delicate.
 Macbeth (1605)
 
The swallow follows not summer more willing than we your lordship. 
 Timon of Athens 

Now to the Goths as swift as swallow flies.
 Titus Andronicus (c. 1584-1590)

True hope is swift, and flies with swallow’s wings: 
 
Aristotle:
 One swallow does not make spring.

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Hyperion (1839), 
 One swallowe proveth not that summer is neare.

Mostly it was agreed that if you killed a swallow, you would have bad 
luck and if it came to your home and built its nest there it was a good 
omen.



In Northern Europe
The swallows marked the beginning of spring and spreading love.  
Farmers said that if you killed a swallow, the milk would be bad.

In Ancient Egypt 
Swallows were associated with stars and therefore the souls of the dead. 
Chapter 86 of the Book of the Dead specifically instructs the deceased 
on how to transform into a swallow.

In Rome 
It was thought the swallow animal spirit to be lucky. It was said that as 
a symbol of Venus, the swallow carried the souls of children.

In Germanany 
Was a kind of protector in that it could prevent fires or storms from 
destroying your home. However, if a female crushed a swallow’s egg, 
then she would be desolate. 

Swallow Tattoos
Historically sailors were very aware of the movement of birds because 
the appearance or flight of certain birds were signs of the weather 
turning. 

Swallows were usually tattooed on the chest, hands or neck. .It is said 
that one swallow tattoo meant that he had traveled 5,000 nautical miles, 
two meant he had traveled 10,000 nautical miles, a great achievement 
for a sailor of the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries, also therefore a symbol 
of courage; deserving of respect and admiration.

Swallows were considered a good sign that stormy winter seas would 
soon calm.  As the swallow always returns home, they were also 
thought to be a good luck charm that would bring the sailor home to his 
family,  swallow tattoos have also become popular with soldiers for the 
same reason .  It is also said that if the sailor drowns, the swallows will 
carry his soul to heaven.



More on Humans... 

Ideas around migration have changed over the years and the passage 
of swallows is full of strange tales.  Aristotle stated that swallows and 
kites had been found in holes in the ground a belief which held in some 
circles for centuries.

This idea was still considered in a sixteenth-century History and Nature 
of the Northern Peoples by Swedish Archbishop Olaus Magnus. 

I love the strangeness of  the woodblock print from 1555 below which 
shows fishermen pulling up a net-load of hibernating swallows from 
a lake. It was said that the swallows congregate in vast numbers in 
autumn and sink down into the mud and water, packed like sardines. 
Inexperienced fishermen, Olaus said, will try to warm up these 
swallows and revive them, but they soon die. Experienced fishermen 
just leave them undisturbed. 



Bestiary
Isidore says this about it: ‘The swallow is so called because it does not feed 
on the ground but catches its food and eats it in the air. It is a twittering bird 
that flies in twisting, turning loops and circuits, is highly skilled in building 
its nest and rearing its young, and has also a kind of foresight because it lets 
you know when buildings are about to fall by refusing to nest on their tops.’ 
… it constructs nests which are more valuable than gold because it builds 
them wisely. For the nest of wisdom is more precious than gold.  And what is 
wiser than to have, as the swallow does, the capacity to fly where it likes and 
to entrust its nest and its young to the houses of men, where none will attack 
them. For there is something attractive in the way that the swallow accustoms 
its young from their earliest days to the company of people and keeps them 
safe from the attacks of hostile bird. Then remarkably, the swallow creates a 
regularly-proportioned home for itself without any assistance, like a skilled 
craftsman. 

Then there is its skill in the arts of healing: if its young are infected by 
blindness or pricked in the eye, it has some kind of healing power with which 
it can restore their vision. The swallow, as this example proves, can be taken 
to represent, in some cases, pride of mind; in others, the repentance of the 
afflicted heart. That the swallow signifies pride is illustrated by Tobit: When 
he lay down beside a wall, says Tobit, and fell asleep, it happened that warm 
excrement fell on his eyes from a swallows’ nest as he slept and he became 
blind (see Tobit, 2:10). 

The swallow flies across the sea, as the truly penitent long to quit the sorrows 
and commotions of this world. There it stays during in winter. As, when winter 
assails us, and the cold comes, the righteous man migrates to the warm region 
of love. There he waits patiently until the coldness of temptation passes from 
his mind. 

The swallow returns after the cold of winter to announce the beginning 
of spring. Likewise, the righteous man returns after the coldness of great 
temptation to the temperate climate of a well-regulated mind.



Poetry
SWALLOWS
Leonora Speyer

They dip their wings in the sunset,
They dash against the air
As if to break themselves upon its stillness:
In every movement, too swift to count,
Is a revelry of indecision,
A furtive delight in trees they do not desire
And in grasses that shall not know their weight.
They hover and lean toward the meadow
With little edged cries;
And then,
As if frightened at the earth’s nearness,
They seek the high austerity of evening sky
And swirl into its depth.

CHIMNEY STACKS 
John. B. Tabb

IN winter’s cold and summer’s heat
The hospitable chimneys greet
Their never-failing guests;
For when the sparks are upward gone,
The swallows downward come anon,
To build their neighboring nests.



SONGS IN A CORNFIELD
Christina G Rossetti

Extract

While the reapers took their ease,
Their sickles lying by,
Rachel sang a second strain,
And singing seemed to sigh:--

'There goes the swallow—
Could we but follow!
Hasty swallow stay,
Point us out the way;
Look back swallow, turn back swallow, stop swallow.
'
There went the swallow—
Too late to follow:
Lost our note of way,
Lost our chance to-day;
Good bye swallow, sunny swallow, wise swallow.

'After the swallow
All sweet things follow:
All things go their way,
Only we must stay,
Must not follow; good bye swallow, good swallow.'



TO A SWALLOW BUILDING UNDER OUR EAVES
 Jane Welsh Carlyle (1801–66)

 
THOU too hast travell’d, little fluttering thing— 
Hast seen the world, and now thy weary wing 
        Thou too must rest. 
But much, my little bird, couldst thou but tell, 
I ’d give to know why here thou lik’st so well         
        To build thy nest. 
  
For thou hast pass’d fair places in thy flight; 
A world lay all beneath thee where to light; 
        And, strange thy taste, 
Of all the varied scenes that met thine eye,         
Of all the spots for building ’neath the sky, 
        To choose this waste. 
  
Did fortune try thee? was thy little purse 
Perchance run low, and thou, afraid of worse, 
        Felt here secure?         
Ah, no! thou need’st not gold, thou happy one! 
Thou know’st it not. Of all God’s creatures, man 
        Alone is poor. 
  
What was it, then? some mystic turn of thought 
Caught under German eaves, and hither brought,         
        Marring thine eye 
For the world’s loveliness, till thou art grown 
A sober thing that dost but mope and moan, 
        Not knowing why? 



  
Nay, if thy mind be sound, I need not ask,         
Since here I see thee working at thy task 
        With wing and beak. 
A well-laid scheme doth that small head contain, 
At which thou work’st, brave bird, with might and main, 
        Nor more need’st seek.         
  
In truth, I rather take it thou hast got 
By instinct wise much sense about thy lot, 
        And hast small care 
Whether an Eden or a desert be 
Thy home, so thou remainst alive, and free         
        To skim the air. 
  
God speed thee, pretty bird; may thy small nest 
With little ones all in good time be blest. 
        I love thee much; 
For well thou managest that life of thine,         
While I! Oh, ask not what I do with mine! 
        Would I were such! 
  



aesops Fables
    
THE SWALLOW and the Crow had a contention about their plumage. 
The Crow put an end to the dispute by saying, “Your feathers are all 
very well in the spring, but mine protect me against the winter.” Fair 
weather friends are not worth much. 



A PRODIGAL young spendthrift, who had wasted his whole patrimony 
in taverns and gaming-houses, among lewd, idle company, was taking 
a melancholy walk near a brook in January; and happened, a Swallow, 
which had made his appearance, by mistake, too soon, flew skimming 
along upon the surface of the water. 

The giddy youth observing this, without any farther consideration, 
concluded that summer was now come, and that he should have little 
or no occasion for clothes, so went and pawned them at the broker’s, 
and ventured the money for one stake more, among his sharping 
companions. 

When this too was gone the same way with the rest, he took another 
solitary walk in the same place as before. But the weather being severe 
and frosty, had made every thing look with an aspect very different 
from what it did before; the brook was quite frozen over, and the poor 
Swallow lay dead upon the bank of it: the very sight of which cooled 
the young spark’s brains; and coining to a kind of sense of his misery, 
he reproached the deceased bird, as the author of all his misfortunes: 
All, wretch that thou wert! says he, thou hast undone both thyself and 
rue, who was so credulous as to depend upon thee. 

C. Whittingham (1814)



The very dark story of PROCNE AND PHILOMELA
From Ovid (Metamorphoses 6.438-674).

Tereus, a Thracian king, marries Procne, an Athenian princess, and 
brings her to live with him in Thrace. After a while, Procne begins to 
miss her beloved sister, Philomela. Procne begs her husband to bring 
her sister to Thrace. When Tereus agrees, he travels to Athens, only to 
fall in deep lust for Philomela. 

Tereus is able to convince the father to let Philomela travel back to 
Thrace with him to see Procne. However, once Tereus and Philomela’s 
voyage is over, Tereus takes Philomela into the woods and rapes her. 
Philomela threatens to tell the world of his unforgivable act so Tereus 
cuts out her tongue, rapes her again, and leaves her imprisoned in a 
cabin in the woods. Since she is unable to speak, Philomela weaves the 
story into a tapestry. She sends the tapestry to her sister, revealing the 
crime through the woven word. Procne finds her sister and brings her 
back to the palace to plot revenge against 
Tereus. 

Procne kills their son, Itys, and puts the 
pieces of his dismembered body in Tereus’ 
dinner. While eating, Tereus asks to see his 
son, but Procne tells him that his son is in 
his stomach. Philomela enters the room with 
the severed head of Itys. Then Philomela and 
Procne flee in fear of Tereus’s rage and are 
transformed into a nightingale and a swallow, 
respectively, while the enraged Tereus is 
transformed into a hoopoe.  

story



what can we do...
1. Join conservation groups
2. Support Charities who protect habitat and wildlife
3. Encourage good practice in farming and land management
4. Vote with your purse, dont support bad practice
5. Sign petitions to protect Birds and habitat
6. Share your love of wildlife with friends and family
7. Sign petitions to end hunting and persecution

Some links for further information:-
British Trust for Ornothology

RSPB
Birdlife

The Wildlife Trusts 

The  aim  of  this  project  is  to  research  a  different  bird  each month, 
gathering poetry, songs, facts, stories and information to  further  
understand,  discover  and  share  ways  in  which  we can help them in 
the wild.  

 More  of  my  work  can  be  found  on  my  website  including 
greetings cards, prints, printmaking and original drawings and 
paintings.

https://www.bto.org/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/
http://www.birdlife.org/
https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/


sEE YOU IN 

If you would like to see some more of my work including original 
paintings, drawings, printmaking and greetings cards please visit my 

website www.suzysharpe.co.uk

June

https://www.suzysharpeartist.com

