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Facts & Breeding

In the UK we have 3 types of  wild Swan, Mute Swan, Bewicks Swan and the 
Whooper Swan, but only the Mute swan is resident year round the other two 
make a long and perilous migration from their breeding grounds in the high 
Arctic tundra, usually beginning in October.  The Mute Swan is the largest and 
the Bewicks Swan is the smallest. Bewick’s and whooper swans have a yellow 
and black bill whilst the mutes have an orange and black bill. 

Their typical lifespan is around 9 years, with breeding typically at 4 years.

Measurements:
Bewicks Swan Length: 121 cm  Wingspan: 196 cm  Weight: Male 6.4 kg   
Mute Swan: Length: 152 cm    Wingspan: 223 cm  Weight: Male 11.5 kg   
Whooper Swan Length: 152 cm   Wingspan: 230 cm  Weight: 9.3 kg

They are usually monogamus and mate for life, they begin breeding at 4 years 
and lay between 3 and 7 eggs weighing from 280g - 340g depending on the 
breed. The oldest recorded Bewicks and Whopper Swans were 28 year and the 
oldest Mute Swan 29. 



Behaviour

They are our largest flying bird,  I have visited the Wildfowl & Wetland 
Trusts sites at Slimbridge and Martin Mere on a number of occassions 
and found them (Bewicks and Whooper Swans) amzing to watch 
gracefully flying in at the end of the day. 

They gather in small groups and chatter amongst themselves, sometimes 
all flapping their wings in unison.  They seem quite territorial and do 
not allow just anyone to join in, often chasing other birds including 
swans away.  

At Slimbridge the Bewicks Swans are identified as indiviuals by the 
patterns on their beaks a study which has continued since 1963, when 
Peter Scott noticed each bird’s bill markings were slightly different. 
He discovered that they pair for life and that paired birds will search 
for each other if separated during migration then perform ceremonies 
on being reunited. He also noted their mouning following the loss of a 
mate, taking a year or more to re-pair and longer to breed.

I would highly recommend a visit at least to the Wildlife and Wetlands 
Trust website www.wwt.org.uk.



Although today, swans are not eaten and are a protected species, 
historically, legislation was created because swans were eaten as a 
prized food at banquets and feasts.

Today the official Queen's Swan Marker monitors the health of the 
local Mute Swan population and organises the annual Swan Upping 
on the River Thames, which dates from the twelfth century, in 
which Mute Swans are rounded up, caught, ringed then released and 
monitored. 

Hundreds of years ago there were severe penalties for injuring or 
killing a swan.  Now apart from the Queen there are only three 
organisations which are allowed to own swans - Abbotsbury Swannery 
since the 14th Century, the 
Vintners since the 15th Century 
and the Dyers also since the 
15th Century.

The Queen



Anna Pavlova most recognised 
for her famous performance of 
The Dying Swan in Swan Lake, 
decorated her ornamental lake with 
swans. Among them she had a close 
bonding with one named Jack. She 
was photographed on a number of 
occassions with him.

Tchaikovsky’s ballet tells a story 
of doomed love between Prince 
Siegfried and Princess Odette. 

Prince Siegfried goes out hunting one night and chases a group of 
swans, one of them transforms into a young woman, Odette, who tells 
him that they were turned into swans by the evil Baron Von Rothbart.

The spell can only be broken by someone who has never loved swears 
their undying love and promises to marry her.  The Prince does this, 
however at a grand reception the Prince must choose a bride a fanfare 
announces the arrival of two mystery guests.  The prince dances with 
one of them thinking it is Odette and asks for her to marry him. But it’s 
not Odette she is the daughter of the evil von Rothbart, Odile. Odette 
sees everything.  Too late Siegfried realises his error.

Siegfried follows Odette to the lake and begs her forgiveness, she 
forgives him but cant change the fact he broke his vow, the lovers throw 
themselves into the lake together to die.

swan Lake



More on Humans... 
The Swan symbolises grace, purity, beauty, love, loyalty, strength and 
elegance it is connected with music and poetry, in Greek mythology, 
it is associated with Apollo, and considered a symbol of harmony and 
beauty.  We seem to have adopted the Swan into many of our stories as 
an Ugly Duckling, A Swan Knight, The Swan Maidens, The Six Sawns, 
The Wild Swans, The Magic Swan Geese but also into ballets, poetry, 
songs and opera, far too many to share in this small ebook... I think I 
need a blog, but I highly recommend looking them up.

Swans are present in many European fairy tales, symbolising chastity, 
artistry, and beauty, swans are associated with fidelity, loyalty in 
marriage, and monogamy because they mate for life. 

People believed that the swan sang a sweet and beautiful song when 
dying.  The swan song was supposed to be the most beautiful song 
a bird had ever sung, especially since swans aren’t known for their 
singing. 

The idea of the Swan Song is referenced in many places Plato records 
Socrates saying, although swans sing in early life, they do not do so 
as beautifully as before they die.   Aristotle noted in his History of 
Animals that swans “are musical, and sing chiefly at the approach of 
death”. Ovid mentions it in “The Story of Picus and Canens” in the 
Metamorphoses “There, she poured out her words of grief, tearfully, 
in faint tones, in harmony with sadness, just as the swan sings once, in 
dying, its own funeral song.” 

By the third century BC the belief had become a proverb.



Bestiary
From the Aberdeen Bestiary. It is called olor because its plumage is 
wholly white. In Greek olos means ‘entire’. The swan is called cignus, 
from its singing; it pours forth the sweetness of song in a melodious 
voice. They say that the swan sings so sweetly because it has a long, 
curved neck; inevitably, a voice forcing its way through a long, flexible 
passage produces a variety of tones. They say, moreover, that in the far 
north, when bards are singing to their lyres, large numbers of swans 
are summoned by the sound and sing in harmony with them. Sailors 
say that seeing a swan is a good omen for them; as Emilianus said: 
‘When you are observing birds for omens, the swan is always the most 
favorable bird to see; sailors set great store by it because it does not 
plunge beneath the waves’. The swan has snow-white plumage and 
dark flesh. In a moral sense, the white colour of its plumage signifies 
the effect of deception, whereby the dark flesh is hidden, in the same 
way that a sin of the flesh is concealed by pretence. When the swan 
swims in a river, it holds its neck and head high, as a proud man is led 
astray by transitory things and even glories at the time in his temporary 
possessions. When, at the very end, the swan dies, it is said to sing 
very sweetly as it is dying. Likewise, when the proud man departs 
this life, he still delights in the sweetness of this present world and, 

dying, remembers the evil he has 
done. When the swan is plucked of 
its white plumage, it is set on the spit 
and roasted at the fire. Likewise, when 
a rich, proud man is stripped at death 
of his worldly glory, he will descend 
to the fires of hell where he will be 
tormented; He who used to seek food 
in the lowest places, descending into 
the abyss, is fed into the fire.



Poetry
The Swan by Rainer Maria Rilke

This labouring of ours with all that remains undone,
as if still bound to it,
is like the lumbering gait of the swan.

And then our dying releasing ourselves
from the very ground on which we stood
is like the way he hesitantly lowers himself

into the water. It gently receives him,
and, gladly yielding, flows back beneath him,
as wave follows wave,
while he, now wholly serene and sure,
with regal composure,
allows himself to glide



The Wild Swans at Coole by William Butler Yeats

The trees are in their autumn beauty,
The woodland paths are dry,
Under the October twilight the water
Mirrors a still sky;
Upon the brimming water among the stones
Are nine-and-fifty swans.

The nineteenth autumn has come upon me
Since I first made my count;
I saw, before I had well finished,
All suddenly mount
And scatter wheeling in great broken rings
Upon their clamorous wings.

I have looked upon those brilliant creatures,
And now my heart is sore.
All's changed since I, hearing at twilight,
The first time on this shore,
The bell-beat of their wings above my head,
Trod with a lighter tread.

Unwearied still, lover by lover,
They paddle in the cold
Companionable streams or climb the air;
Their hearts have not grown old;
Passion or conquest, wander where they will,
Attend upon them still.

But now they drift on the still water,
Mysterious, beautiful;
Among what rushes will they build,
By what lake's edge or pool
Delight men's eyes when I awake some day
To find they have flown away?



The Dying Swan by Alfred Lord Tennyson

I.

The plain was grassy, wild and bare,
Wide, wild, and open to the air,
Which had built up everywhere
An under-roof of doleful gray.
With an inner voice the river ran,
Adown it floated a dying swan,
And loudly did lament.
It was the middle of the day.
Ever the weary wind went on,
And took the reed-tops as it went.

II.

Some blue peaks in the distance rose,
And white against the cold-white sky,
Shone out their crowning snows.
One willow over the river wept,
And shook the wave as the wind did sigh;
Above in the wind was the swallow,
Chasing itself at its own wild will,
And far thro’ the marish green and still
The tangled water-courses slept,
Shot over with purple, and green, and yellow.



III.

The wild swan’s death-hymn took the soul
Of that waste place with joy
Hidden in sorrow: at first to the ear
The warble was low, and full and clear;
And floating about the under-sky,
Prevailing in weakness, the coronach stole
Sometimes afar, and sometimes anear;
But anon her awful jubilant voice,
With a music strange and manifold,
Flow’d forth on a carol free and bold;
As when a mighty people rejoice
With shawms, and with cymbals, and harps of gold,
And the tumult of their acclaim is roll’d
Thro’ the open gates of the city afar,
To the shepherd who watcheth the evening star.
And the creeping mosses and clambering weeds,
And the willow-branches hoar and dank,
And the wavy swell of the soughing reeds,
And the wave-worn horns of the echoing bank,
And the silvery marish-flowers that throng
The desolate creeks and pools among,
Were flooded over with eddying song.



Ride A White Swan by T-Rex

Ride it on out like a bird in the sky ways
Ride it on out like you were a bird
Fly it all out like an eagle in a sunbeam
Ride it on out like you were a bird

Wear a tall hat like a druid in the old days
Wear a tall hat and a tatooed gown
Ride a white swan like the people of the Beltane
Wear your hair long, babe you can’t go wrong

Catch a bright star and a place it on your fore-head
Say a few spells and baby, there you go
Take a black cat and sit it on your shoulder
And in the morning you’ll know all you know.



aesops Fables

    
A  rich man bought in the market a Goose and a Swan. He fed the one 
for his table and kept the other for the sake of its song. When the time 
came for killing the Goose, the cook went to get him at night, when it 
was dark and he was not able to distinguish one bird from the other. 

By mistake he caught the Swan instead of the Goose. The Swan, 
threatened with death, burst forth into song and thus made himself 
known by his voice, and preserved his life by his melody.

A man cannot be too careful of what he does, where the life of any 
creature is in question.



St. Hugh of Lincoln.  Born in 1140 in Burgundy.  He joined the Canons 
of St. Augustine, but in 1165 took to a stricter religious life with the 
Carthusian monks at Grande Chartreuse.   Ten years later Henry II 
invited him to become the prior at the Carthusian Charterhouse at 
Witham, Somerset.   Hugh especially loved outcast and oppressed 
people and compassionately reached out to those afflicted with leprosy, 
to the sick, and to the poor.   He revelled in the company of wildlife 
and nature.   On the lake at Stow there was a particularly large and 
aggressive Swan, which allowed itself to be captured and presented 
to Hugh then quietly ate bread from his hand.  The Swan and Hugh 
became close companions, when he left to carry out his pastoral 
visitations the Swan return to the lake to 
cause havoc amongst other humans and 
animals.  Whenever Hugh returned the 
swan would be waiting for him acting as 
Hugh’s bodyguard, the Swan jealously 
threatened anyone who came close.  On 
one occasion Hugh was absent for two 
years,  the Swan became particularly 
agitated before his arrival at Stow Park 
and greeted him with outspread wings, 
then followed Hugh into the house.  

This friendship lasted for 15 years, but 
at their last meeting the swan seemed 
to be in a depression and made no sign 
of recognition when Hugh returned, 
after several days it allowed itself to be 
captured and brought into the house, but 
it stood listless, Hugh died in London 
on November 17, 1200 just six months 
later.

story



what can we do...
1. Join conservation groups
2. Support Charities who protect habitat and wildlife
3. Encourage good practice in farming and land management
4. Vote with your purse, dont support bad practice in anything.
5. Sign petitions to protect Birds and habitat
6. Share your love of wildlife with friends and family
7. Sign petitions to end hunting and persecution
8. Encourage good fishing practice as Fishing line and hooks are a major 
problem for Swans

Some links for further information:-
British Trust for Ornothology

RSPB
Birdlife

The Wildlife Trusts
The Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust

The  aim  of  this  project  is  to  research  a  different  bird  each month, 
gathering poetry, songs, facts, stories and information to  further  
understand,  discover  and  share  ways  in  which  we can help them in the 
wild.  

 More  of  my  work  can  be  found  on  my  website  including greetings 
cards, prints, printmaking and original drawings and paintings.

https://www.bto.org/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/
http://www.birdlife.org/
https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/
https://www.wwt.org.uk/
http://www.suzysharpeartist.com


sEE YOU IN 

If you would like to see some more of my work including original 
paintings, drawings, printmaking and greetings cards please visit my 

website www.suzysharpe.co.uk
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