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A bird in the hand: House Martin rescue 

 

We are very lucky at Gateways to be a nesting site for House Martins, Delichon urbica. Their 

scientific name reflects the fact that these birds have adapted to living in urban 

environments, nesting almost exclusively under the eaves of buildings. Despite this, these 

beautiful birds are in decline, due to various factors such as reduced numbers of the flying 

insects on which they feed and a reduction in the number of suitable nesting sites (e.g. on 

new-build houses). They are spring and summer visitors to Europe, coming here from Africa 

to breed while our insects are plentiful.  

Last week one of our fledgling birds tried his (or her) maiden flight and made rather a mess 

of it, ending up on the ground outside the very busy Schofield building. These birds, along 

with swallows and swifts are unable to take off from the ground, and so the parent birds will 

not feed the youngsters on the ground either. Several attempts to put him back up high 

failed and he kept ending up back on the ground again where he was in danger of being 

stood on, starving or boiling to death in the sun. So some kind pupils came to fetch me from 

the dining hall to help. 

Bubbles, as he has become known, spent the afternoon in the Science departnent. He was 

given a drink from a pipette and allowed to rest quietly. However, he had his own ideas and 

was having none of this ‘resting in a box’ nonsense! He seemed to genuinely enjoy sitting on 

my hand and then walking up my arm to end up either nestling in the back of my neck or 

sitting on my collar! 

When the end of school came and all went quiet, myself, Mrs King and Mrs Hamlyn tried 

once again to get him to fly. We tried various different ways, but Bubbles clearly hadn’t 

learned to fly yet. We couldn’t leave him there so he came home with me.  

House martins are very specialist feeders, eating only flying insects, predominantly flies and 

aphids, which they catch in the air. This, clearly, poses a problem when trying to feed them 
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by hand. Long story short – it is very hard work catching enough aphids (greenfly) to feed a 

young bird, and harder work trying to get him to eat them from a pair of tweezers! 

The following day I took him outside to where the nests are and he was very excited – 

responding to the calls of the adult birds. So we decided to put him up on the roof next to 

where the nests were and see what happened. To our delight (you’d think Ivan and Seb were 

watching England win the football), within a few minutes, two adult birds joined him and fed 

him. We were thrilled. But as the hours went by, he was left alone. We decided to leave him 

be and hope for the best but sometime over lunch he was found again on the floor and 

brought back to me.  Bizarrely, he seemed quite happy to see me and hopped happily up my 

arm and resumed his favourite position on my shoulder. This is also where he seems to feed 

best – all in a day’s work having aphids and bits of wriggling mealworm dropped down the 

back of one’s neck! (Thanks, Seb) 

At the time of writing, two Upper 3 pupils, Seb and Warren, have been working with the 

most incredible patience and persistence to try to get Bubbles to learn that mealworms are 

edible, as they are much easier than aphids. They have also built him a temporary house 

complete with simulated mud-nest and perches. Only time will tell whether he will ever fly 

or even whether he will survive. But even if he doesn’t make it, his time here will not have 

been in vain as so many children have been able to see him up close, touch him gently and 

learn about house martins and the circle of life. It has been a very special experience for all 

of us. And so far – Bubbles seems happy enough.  

UPDATE: Day 5 and he is now taking mealworms and crickets with gusto!! He also seemed 

to enjoy his road trip in Ms Rayner’s campervan over the weekend where he had a go at 

hunting ants and aphids on his own. His flying is improving but he still can’t go very far. 

Upper 3 have been excitedly planning a spectacular enclosure for him but the ultimate aim is 

still to get him well enough to be able to fly with the other martins. Fingers crossed and 

watch this space!                                                        

 

Ms Jo Rayner  

                              

 

 

 

 

Scroll down for more pics…     
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