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Amazing Swallows
By Trish MacDuff ABNA

In six months, could you travel over 12,000 miles 
under your own steam, build your own house, 
and then raise maybe two families? This is what 
the amazing swallow can do!

As daylight hours get longer, the days become 
warmer, and the supply of insects is more plen-
tiful, these amazing little birds make their long 
flight back to the UK from Africa. 

They fly over 6,000 miles to reach here, taking 
around six weeks. They feed during flight on in-
sects, and swoop low over water to drink. The 
males arrive in this country first, the females ar-
riving about two weeks later

An adult swallow weighs around 16–25g (that’s 
about the same as the contents of a small bag 
of crisps) and are about 10-24 cm long. This 
handsome bird has shiny metallic blue feath-
ers, with a chestnut brown forehead and chin. Its 
streamlined body, pointed wings and forked tail 
allows great manoeuvrability, being able to reach  
speeds of 35mph and to glide for long stretches 
of time. They have strong jaws, a small bill and a 
wide mouth to help them catch insects while they 
are on the wing.

About half the swallow population will return to 
the exact nest it made in previous years – how 
does it do that?? If building from scratch, both 
male and female will make the new nest togeth-
er from dried grasses. They make them high 
up in buildings such as barns, where they are 
protected from bad weather and predators. This 
might take over 1,200 trips backwards and for-
wards to the nest site. Although the construction 
is a shared task, the female alone will line the 
nest with feathers. A successful pair will normally 
raise two broods of chicks, but sometimes they 
can manage three.

The chicks take around three weeks to fledge – to 
grow enough feathers and become strong enough 
to fly. Then you see many swallows and their new 
families flying together around the skies.

When the days start to cool down, and the sup-
ply of insects starts to decrease, swallows can be 
seen gathering in large groups on telegraph wires, 
ready to return to warmer climes where there will 
be more food available to them. Once again, over 
two weeks, they will fly about two hundred miles 
a day to reach their winter home. Aren’t they truly 
amazing! 

A Good Book To Read...

A Single Swallow by Welsh-British author 
Horatio Clare. Horatio embarks upon an epic 

journey, following the migration of the 
Swallow from South Africa to South Wales. It 
is an incredible read as the author encounters 
different characters along the way, trials and 
tribulations - yet the humble swallow flies on 
...... oblivious of the tanacity displayed by the 
author in following the migration to learn more 
about this species. The book includes a map 

at the front, which makes following the journey 
interesting and perhaps an excellent way to 

brush up on Geography!

One swallow does not a summer make.... 
Being a good naturalist is all about learning from 
observation. Before we understood migration, 
an early naturalist, Olaus Magnus, had conclud-
ed that as soon as winter approached, swallows 
joined together and submerged themselves into 
lakes and ponds, to emerge next spring. Today, 
we know that swallows migrate, but it does prove 
to you, that even adults make mistakes and that 
as naturalists we are always learning something 
new - and it’s alright to learn from our mistakes.



Summer Project 
Make an Insect Box 

 
If you’re interested in insects you could make this simple Insect Box during the Summer Holidays. It 
will attract all sorts of insects seeking a hidey-hole to breed or hibernate over winter. 
 
All you need are five pieces of wood, a drill to make the holes and some nails or screws to fix it 
together. Get an adult to help you cut the wood and drill the holes. 
 
Any off cuts of wood will do - you can make it any size, this one is the size of a bird nest box. 
 

1. Cut two pieces of wood the same size for the sides of the box, the bottom edge of each 
piece needs to be straight and the top edge needs to be angled, then drill a large air hole in 
the centre of each side to allow air to flow through it – see figure 1. 

 
2. Cut a piece of wood for the bottom which is slightly longer at the front, than the sides – see 

figure 2. 
 

3. Cut a piece of wood for the top so it over hangs at the sides and front – see figure 3. 
 

4. Cut the last piece of wood so it fits the size of the hole at the back – see figure 2. 
 

5. Screw or nail all the pieces together as in Figure 2. Then use two screws to fix your Insect 
Box to a fence or shed through the back of the box. (Place it out of full sun) 

 
6. Fill the box with pine cones (see figure 5.) or lengths of garden cane cut to size, and wait for 

the insects to move in! 
 
 

                 
                  Figure 1.                          Figure 2.                                 Figure 3.                           Figure 4. 
 

Do you have a query?
email: info@bna-naturalists.org

write: Youth Officer, British Naturalists’ Asociation,
BM8129, London WC1N 3XX

Do come along to your local branch field trips. It is one of the 
best ways to learn and you will meet like minded people.

Thick-legged flower beetle (Oedemera nobilis)
By Di Farrar MBNA

Thick, hind legs distinguish this stunning beetle 
from other species, together with its dazzling, 
metallic green colour, sometimes with a coppery 
or blue sheen that shimmers in the sunlight.  It is 
easy to tell the male and female apart as it is only 
the male which has the thickened thighs (called 
femora). They have a flattish body which is cov-
ered with a layer of soft fine hairs, around 8-10mm 
in length with pointed elytra (wing cases) that gape 
open, looking rather like a coat that doesn’t quite 
fit! The head is elongate and narrow with protrud-
ing black eyes, dark metallic antennae have 12 
segments and are longer than the elytra.

These beetles are excellent pollinators, seen 
mostly feeding on pollen of open structured plants 
such as ox-eye daisies, cow parsley, wild roses, 
and brambles. They are most active in the sun-
shine in various habitats that contain a good sup-
ply of flowers like meadows, parks, gardens and 
woodlands. They first appear in April becoming 
more common in early May when Hawthorn blos-
som is in flower and can be seen up to Septem-
ber. Larvae are not easily seen as they are well 
hidden in dry, hollow stems of plants or decaying 
stumps of trees where they feed and grow before 
emerging as adults.

Also known as swollen-thighed or false-oil bee-
tles, they were more commonly found in the south 
of England but are now becoming more wide-
spread in the north, so hopefully more people can 
see the beauty of these beetles.

Summer Project
Make an Insect Box

If you’re interested in insects you could make this 
simple Insect Box during the Summer Holidays. It 
will attract all sorts of insects seeking a hidey-hole to 
breed or hibernate over winter.

All you need are five pieces of wood, a drill to make 
the holes in it and some nails or screws to fix it to-
gether. Get an adult to help you cut the wood and drill 
the holes.

Any off cuts of wood will do and you can make it any 
size, this one is the size a bird nest box would be.

1. Cut two pieces of wood the same size for the sides 
of the box, the bottom edge of each piece needs to be 
straight and the top edge needs to be angled, then drill a 
large air hole in the centre of each side to allow air to flow 
through it – see figure 1.

2. Cut a piece of wood for the bottom which is slightly 
longer at the front, than the sides – see figure 2.

3. Cut a piece of wood for the top so it over hangs at 
the sides and front – see figure 3.

4. Cut the last piece of wood so it fits the size of the 
hole at the back – see figure 2.

5. Screw or nail all the pieces together as in Figure 2. 
Then use two screws to fix your Insect Box to a fence or 
shed through the back of the box. (Place it out of full sun)

6. Fill the box with pine cones (see figure 5.) or 
lengths of garden cane cut to size, and wait for the insects 
to move in!


