I like this time of year!

All of a sudden we have gone from a surprise snow fall, to glorious sunshine and warm evenings.

The trees are suddenly full of leaves and you can’t quite believe that they were ever quite that shade of brilliant green ever before.

Hopefully those of you with keen eyes will have noticed the return of several visitors to the skies above Blackthorn.

I am often surprised that people are unaware of these birds and cannot differentiate between the different species. Here is a bluffers guide to some of the avian wildlife that you can see around blackthorn on any day during the spring and summer.

Swallows.

We first saw the swallows this year on the Sunday when we had the snowfall. They were perched on a telegraph wire in Weir lane. They must have wondered whether they had got their dates mixed up as there was two inches of snow on the ground.
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The picture above shows their distinctive profile. Note the extended tail feathers. They appear quite dark when seen against the sky but in reality they are very colourful.
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If you can get close to them you will see they have a pale cream chest and a dark red face with an inky blue body.

You can usually find quite a few of these birds sitting on the phone wires in Lower Road near the White’s farm. 
There diet is almost entirely flying insects and they can be seen feeding on the wing in the fields in Blackthorn, swooping low above the grass and even in the road!

These birds are precision flyers, if you go to the village pond you can see them flying a matter of inches above the water and just making the smallest ripples as they pluck their meal off the waters surface.

The type of swallow that we get here is usually known as a Barn Swallow. They tend to return to the same nesting sites each year and have travelled from as far as South Africa to came all the way back to Blackthorn. They are monogamous and give birth to typically 4 or 5 youngsters each year. The parents share the feeding duties you’ll be glad to hear!
House Martin.

These birds are smaller than a Swallow but are related.
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They have a shorter tail and have a distinctive white band around their lower body. 

Their diet is similarly flying insects and you can usually hear them making an incessant chatter before you see them!
The Swift.
We saw the first ones arrive in Blackthorn last week.
These are definitely the masters of aerobatics and endurance as far as anything flying is concerned. Their appearance is similar to the swallow and the martin but they are not related.
These remarkable birds can live on the wing almost indefinitely. They can “cruise” at 10,000ft where the air is quite thin, at this altitude they can shut down half their brain and fall asleep, the part of their brain that is still awake corrects for wind drift and thermals and they can wake up in the same place where they fell asleep. 

From birth they are fed by both of their monogamous parents until they leave the nest after 30-40 days. They are on their own from then on.
They eat, drink and mate on the wing. They don’t mate for the first few years and seeing as they only land to nest they just don’t bother landing at all during that time. 

In the summer you can see swifts that are not mating circling up in to the night sky for a good night’s kip away from predators under the stars.
They are properly fast flyers, one young swift was recorded leaving the UK on the 31st of July and arriving in Madrid on the 3rd of August!!! You would struggle to drive in that time, but they would arrive, fed watered and after a nice little sleep. 

This was on his way to Africa where he will spend the autumn and winter. Oh and they don’t stop on route just in case you were wondering!!

Needless to say they don’t have very strong legs and actually need height from their nests to fly, if they were to land on flat ground it would be a struggle for them to take off again due to short legs and long wingspan.
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I was amazed to learn that they can live for up to twenty years or more. Which means that they could possibly fly more than 1,000,000 Km during their lifetime.
The most endearing aspect of these birds is that in the evening you can see them roaming in groups of 7 or 8 all chasing insects and each other. Like a bunch of kids in an aerial game of tag. It’s almost as though they are doing it for fun. 

Sometimes in our garden they all come so low that you here their wings cutting through the air and I have to admit that I can watch them for hours.

They normally fly higher than the swallows and martins, must get a better class of insect up there!
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Easily distinguishable from the swallow by the fact that it doesn’t have the long tail feather, they are a sort of dark chocolate brown colour with a slightly longer wingspan with a smaller aspect ratio than the swallow.
But in my mind, easy to tell because if you watch them they are just faster and much, much better flyers.

I’d like to say that I knew all the information above but whilst I knew some of it I read a bit more on the internet about these fascinating birds. So I’d like to thank the internet for providing some of the info above and the pictures.

John Thompson 08.05.08

