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A SWALLOW'S METHOD OF FEEDING YOUNG 
WITH FLIES. 

BY 

DOM ETHELBERT HO'RNE. 

THE notes from which I wrote the description of the Cuckoo 
egg-laying incident, communicated by Mr. B. W. Tucker to 
British Birds (antea, p. 214), contain a further account of a 
Swallow's nest which I venture to place on record as it may 
suggest to someone to try the same experiment. 

In the summer-house of a certain monastery garden a pair 
of Swallows (Hirundo r. rustica) had built for years. In May, 
1883, circumstances rendered it necessary for the nest to be 
removed when the young were just hatched. I therefore 
removed the lining of the nest and transferred it with the 
young birds to a box which could be suspended by a string 
passed through a staple driven into the pendent in the centre 
of the roof on which the nest was originally built. Although 
the young birds in the box were only six or seven inches below 
the original nest site, the old birds at first could not find them, 
but kept flying round and round the pendent and up to the 
place where the scraps of the nest adhered. This was between 
10 and n a.m., but in the afternoon the birds were found 
visiting the box and bringing food. By means of the string 
the box could be raised and lowered, and we discovered that 
now by lowering it a foot or so the parent birds easily found 
it, and after two or three days they found it even if let right 
down on to the ground. 

The birds being very tame, some eight or ten of us were 
able to sit round the summer-house, with the box on the floor, 
and watch them feed the young. Eventually a member of the 
community who was alone in the summer-house found that 
he could get the box first at his feet and then on to his knees, 
and after this, for several days, I had the old Swallows 
feeding the young with the box resting on my lap. The bird 
would come to the nest with two, three and sometimes four, 
small " blue-bottles " in its beak, arranged transversely, one 
in front of the other. It put one fly into the open mouth of 
each young one, with extraordinary rapidity, and was off 
again directly unless it had any excreta to carry away, which 
delayed it a moment or two. How the bird managed to 
catch and arrange the flies in its beak in the way it did was 
a puzzle, but a much greater one was how it got rid of the 
fly's wings at the last moment before putting it into the 
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young one's mouth. The two wings would fall from the beak 
of the old bird as if they had been nipped off with something, 
but as the beak was holding other flies and could not close, 
it was probably the tongue that did this wonderful trick. 
Time after time as we bent right over the bird, we saw the 
wings fall from the fly, but we never saw how they were 
removed. I expect if the lining of a Swallow's nest was 
carefully examined, it would be found to contain thousands 
of flies' wings, as those we saw generally fell into the nest 
when they were cut off. The flies used for food were always 
exactly the same, and as far as I could discover they never 
varied the whole time. The bright blue or green, rather 
small, " blue-bottle " was the only insect caught. The old 
birds used to skim about over a grass field at the back of the 
summer-house, and catch them there. The cock and hen fed 
in turns as a rule, for as fast as one bird left, the other came 
in. After the box had been resting on one's lap for a time, 
thousands of minute red lice came out of it and crawled on 
one's clothes ! They were easily swept off and never did any 
harm. 

When the young birds had flown I hoisted the box back 
to its highest position and left it alone. The Swallows then 
began a second nest by putting a layer of mud all along the 
edge of the box, making it about an inch in height. It did 
not go completely round the four sides, but stopped here and 
there. They added some new lining to the old, and when 
they had laid three eggs, unfortunately someone in letting 
the box down, let the string slip, and the box fell to the 
ground and all the eggs were broken. The Swallows did not 
seem particularly disturbed by this, but it is noteworthy 
that they did not build in the summer-house the following 
year. 

I think that this experiment could be repeated by anyone 
who had a Swallow's nest in a position where it could be 
dealt with in the manner above described. 


