Total word count, excluding headline and tagline: 604

Barn Swallows Are the National Bird of Estonia

March means bird migrations are in full swing. The Barn Swallow is among the hundreds of bird species currently moving into and through Texas. From now until mid-April they will be making their way through the state, up to Canada. 

Swallows migrate in flocks, often with other swallow species. The flocks can contain hundreds of birds, and be so large it takes several minutes to pass.
Many settle here for the summer to raise up to three broods of chicks. Many humans know this, as Barn Swallows like to nest in man-made buildings, up close and personal. Actually, most Barn Swallows now rely almost exclusively on man-made structures in which to attach their nests.
We experienced this in Williamson County. We lived in an old farm field, away from heavily wooded areas. Every spring two pairs of Barn Swallows re-built their domed, mud nests up under the eaves of our front porch. 

Barn Swallows prefer open areas, as they are aerial insectivores, feeding on the wing, about twenty-five feet in the air, over land or water. They like to follow tractors around to gobble up disturbed insects. They eat grasshoppers, crickets, dragonflies, beetles, moths, and other flying insects. They will eat berries and seeds.

Swallows also drink on the wing, skimming over the water and scooping up a mouthful before flying off.

Like all swallows, the Barn Swallow has a forked tail. They average five to six inches long, with a wingspan of thirteen inches. They have shiny, blue-black feathers, with rusty, or pale orange underparts. The female is similar in appearance, but not as showy.
As soon as the swallows arrive, they get busy with breeding, which will last from March through mid-August. As many swallow landlords can attest, they return to the same nest to breed, as pairs are lifelong partners.

The males arrive first to establish their territory. Once the females arrive, an elaborate courtship ritual ensues, in which the birds touch bills, preen each other, and perform extensive aerial maneuvers. 

Both build the nest, which takes about two weeks. The female takes a week to lay four to seven speckled eggs. The babies are born in two weeks, and fledge after eighteen days.
Swallows are protective parents and will dive bomb anything that appears to threaten the nest. They stay busy bringing up to 400 meals of insects to their young a day.
As Barn Swallows tend to have more than one brood, the males aggressively defend the nest, and their females. While they are monogamous, it is common for the females to mate with other males.

Once the young have departed the swallows will join a flock, as the nest is only used for raising babies.

Barn Swallows like to talk. They make a "chi-dit, chi-dit", "wit-wit" type of sound. Their song is long, and varies in pitch. Females looking for a mate will choose a male based on his song.

Having Barn Swallows as neighbors can be difficult at times, as along with the “neat factor” of watching nature from the rocking chair on your front porch, there is also the “poop factor”. It can actually become quite a nuisance. 

As the swallows, along with their nests, are protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, it is illegal to destroy the nests or harass the birds. To discourage them from nesting on your house, hang windsocks or plants near the eaves, or build angled barriers between the wall and eave, removing the place where a nest could be attached.

Providing nesting shelves away from areas you don’t want swallows may also tempt them to build their nests elsewhere.
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