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A CONTRIBUTION TO SWAN HISTORY. 
BY 

N. F . TICEHURST, M.A., F.R.C.S. ENG. 

IN the course of various researches into the past history of 
the Kentish avifauna, the subject of Swan-rights has naturally 
presented itself for examination. During the years spent 
in collecting material for a history of the birds of that county 
search was made in vain in all the likely places with which 
I was then acquainted for any trace of their former existence ; 
and though one felt sure that this was merely due to want 
of effort directed in the proper channels, the subject was 
necessarily passed over in silence in that volume. Recent 
inquiry has, however, resulted in the accumulation of a 
certain amount of material, but at present this is so in
complete as to be hardly worth putting together in permanent 
form. 

In the present paper I will, therefore, content myself 
with bringing forward one or two points that are of more 
than local interest, in that they throw a little light on the 
history of Swan-keeping at a very early date, including a 
Swan-mark, the record of which is, almost certainly I believe, 
the oldest of its kind that has yet been brought to light. 

Our knowledge of English Swan-law, with its customs, 
regulations and marks is usually reckoned to date back 
to the statute of 22 Edward IV., c. 6 (1483). It is quite 
clear, however, from the preamble of this Act that the keeping 
and marking of Swans was a practice of far greater antiquity. 
Whether originally regulated by statute (since lost) or merely 
by custom, it is evident that it had become so universal, and 
poaching by unprincipled owners so rife, that this statute 
was really passed for the suppression of such irregularities 
and to restrict the ownership of Swans. Its provisions 
have been frequently quoted (vide Yarrell, British Birds, 
IV., p. 330, etc., etc.), but the preamble which is certainly 
just as enlightening from an historical point of view seems 
never to have been quoted and is referred to, so far as I can 
ascertain, in the Birds of Norfolk only. It may be of interest, 
therefore, to reproduce its text here (translated) :— 

" Item, Where as well our said Sovereign Lord the King, as other 
Lords, Knights, Esquires and other Noble Men of this noble Realm 
of England, have been heretofore greatly stored of Marks and 
Games of Swans in divers parts of this Realm of England, until of 
late that divers keepers of Swans have bought and made to them 
Marks and Games in the Fens and Marshes, and other places and 
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under colour of the same and of Surveying and Search for Swans 
and Cygnets for their Lords and Masters, have stolen Cygnets and 
put upon them their own Mark, by which unlawful means the 
substance of Swans be in the hands and posssesion of Yeomen and 
Husbandmen, and other persons of little Reputation ; (2) Wherefore 
it is ordained," etc. etc. 

Most Swan-marks hitherto published appear to have been 
taken from Swan-rolls and other records belonging to the 
sixteenth century or later, which is to be expected, since 
it was not till after the Act of 1483 came into force that it 
became necessary for permanent records to be compiled 
and kept. I can only find two references to the subject 
of an earlier date than this. One is a quotation in the Birds 
of Norfolk (III., p. 102) which describes just such a poaching 
event, as the statute was designed to prevent, that occurred 
in 1451 ; the other is the mention of the King's Swanherd 
in the Parliamentary Rolls of 1393 (" Swan Law," by Sergeant 
Manning, Penny Cyclopcedia, XXIII., p. 372). The practice 
of keeping Swans by " persons of little reputation" is, 
however, well illustrated by'certain entries in the Chamberlains 
Accounts of Lydd and New Romney. In the first half of the 
fifteenth century, and in the case of New Romney in the latter 
part of the fourteenth also (as far back as the records in either 
case extend), it was customary for both these corporations 
to make presents to people in high office, such as the Lord 
Warden of the Cinque Ports, his Lieutenant, the Archbishop 
of Canterbury, etc., whom it was to their interest to placate. 
Very frequently these gifts took the form of one or more 
Swans or Cygnets. These were invariably purchased, as the 
records state, from different people, inhabitants of the marsh 
or commoners of the town, who pretty certainly could not 
have been lawful keepers of Swans as afterwards defined 
by the Act. 

From a perusal of some of the Corporation records of the 
Port of Sandwich, then one of the chief channels of communica
tion with the Continent, it is clear that prior to 1483 measures 
were already being taken to restrict the ownership of Swans. 
The Customal of this town was transcribed at the beginning 
of Edward the Fourth's reign, probably between 1461 and 
1465, by John Series, then town clerk, from a more ancient 
manuscript (now lost) written by Adam Champneys in 1301. 
The transcriber, however, embodied with the older work many 
observations and customs of his own time, and others have 
been added since, so that we cannot certainly assign anything 
contained in it to an earlier date than 1461-5. In the para
graph dealing with the appointment and duties of the King's 
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Bailiff there occurs a long schedule of 152 articles of merchan
dise and live stock, upon which it was this functionary's duty 
to collect the king's dues. These were payable by all traders, 
other than freemen of Sandwich, bringing any of these goods 
into the town, apparently either by land or from oversea. 

By this list the customs duty on a Swan was the relatively 
enormous sum of 6s. 8d., twice its value at that time as an 
article of food and double the duty on the next highest taxed 
article. Only four other things paid a higher duty than 4d. 
It is evident therefore that no one, barring freemen, who 
were exempt from these dues by their Charter, could afford 
to deal in Swans or import them from abroad unless he were 
a person of considerable wealth. I am assured by Mr. J. A. 
Jacobs, the curator of the Sandwich Records, that this entry 
regarding the Swan is in the handwriting of the- original 
transcriber, so that this duty was imposed not later than 1465. 

The Swan-mark that I now have to draw attention to dates 
from some time prior to the first year of Richard II. (1377) 
and possibly much earlier, as indeed others may be, though 
they have only come down to us in records bearing much 
later dates. It was inscribed in the earliest volume now 
remaining of the Corporation Registers of New Romney, 
between that date and 1352. The history of it is here com
piled from information derived from the fourth, fifth and 
sixth reports of the Historical Manuscripts Commission, but 
the mark itself is reproduced (less the conventional outline 
of the Swan's bill) from a tracing, kindly taken for me by 
the Rev. C. E. Raven, from the book itself, which is now 
preserved in the library of St. Catherine's College, Cambridge. 
As given in the fourth report above-mentioned, it is so 
inaccurate as to be barely recognizable. 

THE SWAN-MARK OF SIR RICHARD DE TOTESHAM circa I37O. 

The earlier half of the Register is occupied with Corporation 
accounts and other matters concerning the government of 
the town, running in consecutive order from 1352 to 1381 
in the handwriting of those who held the office of Common 
Clerk. From internal evidence it appears that the occupant 
of this post from the commencement up to some time in the 
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first year of Richard II. (when the handwriting changes) was 
one Daniel Rough or Row, who seems to have combined an 
occupation requiring considerable education and learning 
with that of a dealer in fish in a large way of business, holding 
office in later years as a Jurat, but never again as Common 
Clerk, and dying about 1385. The record of the death of 
Edward III. and the coronation of his grandson Richard II. 
is almost the last entry in his handwriting. The latter half 
of the book was evidently used by him during his term of 
office as a " Common-place " Book for the entry of miscel
laneous matters, including the recording of conveyances and 
other deeds, not directly concerned with the government of 
the town. Amongst these latter on folios 84a to 86a are a 
number of leases and conveyances concerning tenements and 
land in the neighbourhood of New Romney and made between 
Sir Richard de Totesham or Dotisham of West Farleigh and 
Adam Adam of Bromhill in Romney Marsh. At the foot of 
folio 846 is a note in Latin, of which a translation reads : 

" Mark on the beak of the Swans belonging to Sir Richard de 
Tot' [esham], knight, in the marsh of Romeney, as set forth " 
[here follows the mark]. 

None of these conveyances, as was often the case, bear any 
date, but an entry two pages back is dated November 1366. 

The Totesham family lived at Totesham Hall in West 
Farleigh, near Maidstone, so far back at any rate as the 
reign of King John and down to about the end of that of 
Henry VIII., and were evidently in the fourteenth century 
the owners of considerable property in Romney Marsh, where 
they maintained a game of Swans. 


