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PUBLICATION OF THE BRITISH TRUST FOR 
ORNITHOLOGY 

RECOVERIES OF MARKED SWALLOWS WITHIN 
THE BRITISH ISLES. 

BY 

A. W. BOYD and A. LANDSBOROUGH THOMSON, C.B., D.Sc. 

THE purpose of this paper is to analyze the records of Swallows 
(Hirundo rustica rustica) ringed under the BRITISH BIRDS 
marking scheme and subsequently recovered within the 
British Isles. Part ot its intention is to supplement the two 
reports already published by Boyd (1935, 1936) on the 
results of the special Swallow Enquiry ot the British Trust 
tor Ornithology, dealing with size of brood, nesting habits, 
abundance, and other points.* 

The total number of birds of this species marked up to the 
end of 1935 was 34,243. With a very few exceptions these were 
ringed either as nestlings or as breeding adults at the nest. 
The nestlings constitute the great majority ; complete figures 
are not available, but of the 13,692 Swallows marked during 
the last five years no less than 13,105 were nestlings, or over 
95 per cent. 

The number recovered up to the middle of 1936 was 285, 
including 24 recorded from abroad, as follows :—-

Circumstances of Recovery 

Near nest, same year ... 
Elsewhere in British Isles, same year 
British Isles, subsequent years 
Abroad ... 

Total recovered ... ... ... 

Marked as 
nestlings 

76 
15 

103 
22 

2 1 6 

Marked as 
adults 

7 
0 

59 
2 

68 

Also one marked as a young bird on migration and recovered 
next year. 

Recoveries abroad are not dealt with here in detail, but it 
may be recalled that there are eight autumn or early winter 
records from France, one spring record from Spain, one 
December record from the Belgian Congo, and no less than 

*In the present paper, one of the authors (A.W.B.) is mainly respon
sible for the analysis of the British marking data, and the other (A.L.T.) 
for the references to foreign results ; the general conclusions are jointly 
agreed. Mr. H. F . Witherby and Mr. W. B. Alexander have made 
helpful suggestions, which are gratefully acknowledged. 
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fourteen records from South Africa. Particulars of these cases 
have been given by Witherby and Leach (1931, 1933) and by 
Witherby (1936). Furthermore there are various similar 
records for Swallows marked in other European countries ; 
all except the more recent of these have been conveniently 
summarized by Schiiz and Weigold (1931), and the records of 
Swallows marked in Germany and recovered on migration in 
Europe have been analyzed by Drost and Ruppell (1932). 

Also excluded irom turther consideration here are the 
records of birds recovered in the same year, usually after only 
a short interval, at or near the nests where they were marked ; 
these cases are of no particular interest. The remaining 
recoveries throw light on (1) pre-migratory movements of 
young birds in their first autumn and (2) return to the 
breeding area in subsequent summers. 

AUTUMN MOVEMENTS OF YOUNG BIRDS. 

Of birds marked as nestlings, fifteen have been recovered in 
the British Isles during the same year (excluding seventy-four 
recoveries actually at or near the nest within a few days of 
marking and two near the nest rather later). 

Of these, three had gone in northerly directions : one 24 miles N., 
from Aldcliffe near Lancaster to Windermere, 35 days after ringing in 
August ; one 6 miles N.W. near Glasgow, two months after ringing in 
June ; and one 4 miles N. in Suffolk, 16 days after ringing in June. 

One had gone 20 miles E. in Carmarthenshire, 25 days after ringing 
in August. 

One had gone 23 miles S.W., from Dorney, Bucks, to Winchfield, 
Hants. , 33 days after ringing in June. Five had gone from 2 to 5 miles 
S. from their respective places of marking, in periods of up to one and a 
half months. 

Five others were found within from £ to i j miles of their nests, 
after very short intervals. 

These records presumably indicate a preliminary dispersal 
before migration proper begins. Of the journeys exceeding 
11 miles, three were northerly and six southerly (plus one due 
east) ; of those exceeding 6 miles, one was northerly and one 
southerly (plus one due east). The dispersal thus appears to 
take place in all directions, and from such small numbers it 
would be unsafe to deduce any tendency to prefer one more 
than another ; the distances covered are in any event not 
great. In the accompanying diagram the journeys are plotted 
as if they had a common point of origin. 

Incidentally, it may be pointed out that the absence of 
corresponding records for Swallows ringed as adults* has not 
necessarily any special significance, seeing that the ringing of 

*One adult was recovered 4 miles S.W. just over 3 weeks after ringing 
on July 29th. 
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Diagram shewing dispersal of young birds in Autumn. 

perhaps twenty times as many nestlings has yielded only 
fifteen examples of pre-migratory dispersal. Similarly, the 
chances of autumn records for birds marked as nestlings 
become greatly diminished after the first year : such records 
would in any event be ambiguous, owing to uncertainty as to 
where the birds had nested in the year of recovery. 

Foreign Data. 
Drost and Desselberger (1932) have given evidence of a 

similar dispersal in the case of young Swallows marked in 
Germany. Following Geyr von Schweppenburg, the name 
" Zwischenzug " (literally, " between-migration ") is used for 
this type of movement, particularly where it takes a direction 
more or less contrary to that of the true autumn migration 
which it precedes. These authors record ten journeys of 9 km. 
and over in northerly directions, the longest distances being 
28 km. E.N.E., 52 km. W.N.W., 62 km. N.W. by W., and 
102 km. N.N.E. Another bird was recovered twice, first 
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travelling 9 km. S.S.W., and then 22 km. N. by W. from there. 
This shows that part of the pre-migratory dispersal takes 
place to the northward, but a preference for that direction 
is not clearly shown to exist. The authors do, indeed, cite 
only four cases of southward movement (in addition to that of 
the bird which subsequently went north), and the distances 
covered are all under 20 kilometres ; but they have excluded 
others on the ground that the journeys performed represent 
the first stage of true migration. Thus, Drost and Riippell 
(1932), in the paper already mentioned, give nine cases of 
Swallows recovered in their first autumn at distances of from 
9 to 161 km. in southerly directions from the places of marking. 
At least some of these last might equally, from their dates, be 
classed as pre-migratory, and their inclusion would counter
balance the apparent northward bias of the dispersal. 

Passing reference may also be made to a House-Martin 
(Delichon urbica urhica) recorded by Skovgaard (1930) as 
having been marked as a young bird on Bornholm, Denmark, 
and recovered on Gotland, off the east coast of Sweden, on 
20th July in the same year; the journey in this case was one 
of about 350 km. N.E. by N., but too much stress should not 
be placed on an exceptional record. 

RETURN IN SUBSEQUENT SUMMERS. 
Birds Marked as Nestlings. 

There have been in all 103 recoveries in this country, in 
subsequent summers, of Swallows marked here as nestlings. 
Of these, 90 have been recorded at or near the respective 
places ot marking and 13 elsewhere. 

(1) The 90 records from the native localities show that the 
birds generally return to the district in which they were 
hatched, but very rarely to the identical spot or building. 

Of the cases under review, seventeen were reported from the same 
place without a statement of the exact spot, so tha t it is unknown 
whether they were in the same buildings where they were hatched. 

Only one bird is reported to have been found nesting in the same 
barn where it was hatched—ringed in 1934 in Carmarthenshire, 
nesting in the same barn in 1936 (it did not breed there in 1935, for 
another pair was caught and identified). Seventy-two birds have been 
found at distances of from a hundred yards up to 13 miles from their 
hatching places. Thirty-eight of them were within 1} miles ; twenty-six 
within from 2 to 6 miles ; seven within from 7 to 10 miles ; and one a t 
13 miles. 

It must be remembered that more are likely to be found 
near the place of ringing, where ringers are looking out for 
ringed birds, but even when the recoveries have been made 
through casual reports of dead birds the very great majority 
had returned to some locality in the same neighbourhood. 

Y 
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To the BRITISH BIRDS cases may be added two recorded by 
Thomson (1921) from the former Aberdeen University scheme. 
One of these was recovered in the same village. The other was 
marked at Beaulieu, Hants., and recovered next year 18 miles 
away at Ringwood, where it was believed to be nesting. 

(2) The exceptions are as follows :— 

Place and Date of 
Marking. 

Yarm, N. Yorks. 24.8.31 
Nr. Penrith, Cumberland 

Laugharne, 
Carmarthenshire 

Perthshire, 

Nr. Penrith. 
Cumberland. 

Torrance, 
nr. Glasgow. 

Nr. Penrith, 
Cumberland. 

Petersfield, Hants 
Co. Kildare, 

Ireland. 
Nursling, Hants. 

S.E. Durham, 
Swordale, 

—•7-34 

31-7-25 

15.8.26 

—-7-3i 

29.6.14 

—•6-33 

• 4-9-15 
I7-7-I7 

2.8.11 

2.9.31 
5-7-n 

Evanton, Ross-shire. 
Trefnant, 

N. Wales. 
11.6.24 

Place and Date of 
Recovery. 

Nr. Birmingham. 

Isle of Islay. 

St. Austell, 
Cornwall. 

At sea, 150 
miles N.E. of 

3-5-34 

8-5-35 

13-5-26 

20.5.27 

Lowestoft, Suffolk. 
The Bishop, 

Isles of Scilly. 
Skip ton, Yorks, 

20.5.32 

23-5-15 
(in poor condition.) 

Ayrshire, 

Henfield, Sussex. 
Lurgan, 

co. Armagh. 
Mill Hill, 

nr. London. 
Nr. Doncaster. 
Nr. Glasgow. 

Saltfleet, Lines. 

29-5-34 

30-5-I6 
11.6.19 

—.6.12 

28.7.33 
—.7.20 

—.8.27 

Distance. 
140 miles S. 

160 miles 
W.N.W. 

100 miles S. 

? 300 miles S.E. 

350 miles 
S.S.W. 

160 miles S.E. 

90 miles N.W. 

29 miles E. 
75 miles N. 

75 miles N.E. 

82 miles S. 
125 miles S. 

155 miles E. 

In addition, an interesting record is that of a young bird 
caught and marked on migration on Skokholm, off Pembroke
shire, on the 26th August, 1933, and recaptured on the 30th 
May, 1934, actually nesting on that island. Unfortunately 
its hatching-place is unknown ; it may have been at no great 
distance. 

It will be noted that most of these recoveries took place 
early in the season, when the birds may still have been on the 
way to their destinations. Of the May records there are, 
indeed, five from localities south of the places of marking. 
These are capable of explanation on the basis that the birds 
were returning to their native districts. Although nothing 
can be proved, it seems highly probable, for instance, that the 
birds recorded in Cornwall and the Scilly Isles were on their 
way back to Carmarthen and Cumberland respectively. 
Even the bird recovered on the North Sea may have been 
returning to Perthshire, although the circumstances admit of 
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other interpretations. Of the other cases one recovered in May 
only 29 miles eastward of its birthplace may also have been 
returning to the latter, and was in any event not very wide 
of the mark. 

The two remaining records for early in the season are of 
birds recovered northward of their places of origin, as if they 
had overshot their destinations. In both cases they were 
hatched in Cumberland, and were found next season on the 
west of Scotland. Although they may not have been settled 
in breeding-quarters at the dates of recovery, there are no 
grounds for suggesting that they were likely to retrace part 
of their way before doing so. 

Of the recoveries later in the season, two were south of the 
hatching localities, as if the birds had failed quite to complete 
the return migration ; and one was north, again as if the bird 
had overshot the mark. The remaining.two were, respectively, 
north-east and east of the original points. This last, the bird 
marked in .North Wales and recovered in Lincolnshire on the 
east coast ot England, is the only case of an important lateral 
aberration on the part ot one which had had time to complete 
its migration. It is certainly the most obvious instance of 
failure to return to the former locality, and the distance 
involved is only 155 miles. It should perhaps be explicitly 
mentioned here that there are no records of British Swallows 
being recovered abroad in circumstances suggesting that they 
had found breeding places there, although there are two 
records from France, in " summer " and August of subsequent 
years, which are capable of bearing this interpretation ; the 
more probable explanation is that they were early autumn 
migrants, but there is no proof that they had, in fact, bred 
in the British Isles. 

Birds marked as Breeding Adults. 
AH the 59 records are from the marking localities. These 

recoveries have almost all been made in the same buildings as 
those occupied by the birds when ringed, often in the same 
shed and the same nest; this is not always the case, however, 
for sometimes a different shed had been occupied and a 
different pair had been caught in the old shed. 

On five occasions (all of them reported from Carmarthen
shire by Mr. J. F. Thomas, who has paid great attention to 
the ringing and recapture of adults, and has already published 
notes on the subject) a pair of birds has been found nesting 
together in two consecutive years. On six or more occasions 
in various localities there was one of the old pair with a new 
mate. Mr. Thomas captured one adult which nested in the 
same shed in the August of four consecutive years ; another 

z 
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in four consecutive years which nested first in a different shed 
and then tor two years in the original one ; and four others 
that nested in the same shed or others nearby for three years 
running. 

Only three recoveries were made at any distance from their 
former homes, and these no further away than 700 yards, 
2 miles E. and 5 miles S.W. 

One additional case is recorded by Thomson (1921)—a bird 
which returned to the same farm. 

It may be clearly concluded from these data, firstly, that 
Swallows commonly return to the places where they formerly 
bred ; and, secondly, that they do so with greater fidelity 
than in the case of yearlings returning to the places where 
they were born. The return of birds which have bred before 
tends to be exact, whereas the first return is only approximate. 

The contrast is apparent from the recovery data which 
have been cited. I t is also strikingly reflected in the statistics 
given at the beginning of this analysis. Very many more 
nestlings have been marked than adults, and in three out of 
the four recovery categories the former have yielded more 
than ten times as many records as the latter. In the fourth 
category, that of birds recovered in subsequent summers, the 
nestlings have yielded less than twice as many as the adults. 
The high proportion of recoveries at former breeding sites can 
be explained only on the basis of a tendency to return 
accurately and so to come under the special vigilance ot the 
marker. 

Foreign Data. 
There are numerous series ot records from different European 

countries which show that Swallows generally return to the 
same breeding area ; some of these also bring out the contrast 
between the commonly exact return of old birds and the less 
accurate tendency of young birds returning for the first time. 

Von Szeots (1914 et anted) gave a number of records from 
Hungary showing the return both of birds marked as nestlings 
and of birds marked as adults ; his area of marking and 
observation was wide enough to secure recoveries of birds 
returning to within a few kilometres. In France, on the 
other hand, d'Abadie (1925, 1926) drew attention to the fact 
that his recoveries were all of birds marked as adults. This 
can now be explained by the fact that his marking was on a 
small scale, and that, as retrapping was confined to a single 
colony, return to neighbouring localities escaped observation. 
Pfromni (1931) in Germany, showed that enlarging the area of 
observation brought in recoveries of birds marked as young, 
which were previously not obtained—the same point appears. 
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in the course of the notes published in this country by Thomas 
(1930 et seq.), whose data are included in the present analysis. 

Boley (1932) has given a detailed analysis of recoveries at a 
German locality. Of birds marked as nestlings, forty-one were 
recovered in the following two summers. Of these, only one 
was in the same stable but thirty-four were in the same village, 
within a radius of 400 metres: two others were in the next 
village, 2 km. away, and the remaining two at greater 
distances—one of them apparently on migration. Of birds 
marked as adults, sixty-four were recovered (77 times in all) 
in the following three summers, all of them in the same village 
and 61 per cent, of them in their original stables. 

No attempt need be made here to cite all the literature. 
It has been summarized to some extent by Schenk (1929) and 
by Schiiz and Weigold (1931). The former found 201 published 
records, including some of those forming the subject of the 
present analysis, of marked Swallows recovered in subsequent 
breeding seasons. Of these, he states that 195 were from 
within 10 kilometres (6.2 miles) of the places of marking, 
five from between 10 and 50 km., and one from between 
50 and 100 km. There are now a few cases, foreign as well as 
British, of recovery at greater distances in the case of birds 
marked as nestlings: Skovgaard (1930), for instance, records 
one ringed in Denmark which was recovered in northern 
Germany when three years old, but as the date was in April 
it had possibly not completed its migration. 

AGE. 
The age distribution of the Swallows marked as nestlings 

and recovered in subsequent summers (not including recoveries 
abroad) is as follows :— 

One year old ... ... 74 
Two years old ... ... 19 
Three years old ... ... 8 
Four or more years old ... 2 

103 
Eight of those found abroad were more than one year old; four 

were i j years old, one 4J, and one just over 5 years old. 

There are few records of birds which can be shown to have 
been more than three or four years old. Mr. Thomas caught 
a breeding male in 1931, and found it in the same shed in 1935 
so that it must have been at least five years old. A nestling 
ringed on July 7th, 1924, in Stirlingshire was found dead in 
Dumbarton on May 2nd, 1929—almost five years old. A 
nestling ringed in Surrey on August 14th, 1927, was recovered 
in France in October, 1932—five years and two months old. 
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But by far the oldest bird recorded was that ringed as a 
nestling in Ross-shire in 1911 and recovered in 1920 near 
Glasgow, nine years later ; it was killed by a cat. 

CONCLUSIONS. 
The following conclusions are based on the analysis of the 

British records, but appear also to be generally in accord with 
the foreign data which have been cited. 

(1) Young Swallows, in the year they are hatched, soon 
begin to move after fledging, and there is a tendency to 
disperse before true migration sets in. The movement takes 
place in all directions, including north, but does not seem to 
be of great extent. The records do not show whether there is 
any similar dispersion on the part of adults. 

(2) Yearling Swallows very seldom return to the exact 
spots where they were hatched, but commonly to the same 
neighbourhood and within a few miles. There have been 
thirteen recoveries at greater distances, but in several cases 
the bird had probably not yet completed its migration and 
may have been on its way to the original locality ; the 
remaining cases are from distances of from 75 to 160 miles in 
various directions. 

(3) Adult Swallows that have nested almost invariably 
return to the same place in subsequent summers, and often 
to "the same nest. Not infrequently the same birds are paired 
in more than one season. There are no records of birds marked 
as adults being recovered elsewhere in the breeding season. 
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