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MENAGE A TROIS IN THE MUTE SWAN. 
BY 

J. M. DEWAR, M.D. 
THE Mute Swan (Cygnus olor) is a monogamous species, and 
menage a trois appears to be of uncommon occurrence. 

The term—menage a trois—was borrowed by F. B. Kirkman 
from human affairs and applied to the association of three 
individuals of a bird-species for the purpose of nesting. 

As a label, menage a trois is preferred to its synonym, 
bigamy, because menage a trois implies the setting-up of an 
establishment, which bigamy does not necessarily do. The 
relationship may be that of one male and two females (1-2 
relation), or of two males and one female (2-1 relation). In 
birds, the 1-2 relation is much more common than the 2-1 
relation, and, as far as I know, only the former has been 
observed in the Swan.* 

Menage a trois has to be distinguished carefully from 
homosexuality and other sexual relations. Homosexuality, 
which has been recorded several times in the Mute Swan, is an 
association of two individuals of the same sex, leading to 
pairing and nest-building, and in the case of females the laying 
of eggs which are necessarily infertile. 

Altogether I have been able to collect from the literature 
six examples of menage a trois in the Mute Swan, and to add a 
seventh case coming under personal observation. 

From an old number of the Zoologischer Garten, Heinroth 
{Die Vogel Mitteleuropas, Vol. III., p. 146) records an early 
case of menage a trois in the Mute Swan. A paired male drove 
a second female out of his territory and then courted and 
paired with it. Within his territory he attended to the first 
female. No further particulars are given. 

In 1890, Stevenson and Southwell [The Birds of Norfolk, 
Vol. III., p. 93) published an account, derived from hearsay, 
of two examples. In the first case, one of the females died in 
the first or second year of the association. Thereafter the male 
remained with the other female in simple monogamy. In the 
second case the 1-2 relation lasted four years, from 1870 to 
1873. In the first three years the one female hatched out five, 
seven, and eight young, and the other female two, one and 
five young. In 1873 the eggs were lost. 

In 1901 F. A. Forel, in his monograph on the Lake of Geneva 
(Le Leman, Vol. III., p. 38), records another instance in which 
one male associated with two females. In the spring of 1894 
the females nested on the shore of the lake, about a hundred 
metres apart. They were served and guarded by the male, 
which, however, did not assist either female in incubating. 

*I am indebted to the Rev. F . C. R. Jourdain for most of the 
references to the literature. 
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In 1932 F. C. R. Jourdain (Jr. Derby. Arch, and Nat. Hist. 
Soc, Vol. LIU., p. 93) reported, fide H. H. Hollick, a case of 
menage a trois arising in two adjacent pairs of the Mute Swan, 
apparently as a result of the death of one of the males. The 
other pair hatched out seven young. The male of this pair 
next joined the widowed female which in due course hatched 
out six young. The male gradually killed off these young, and 
then returned to assist the first female in the care ot her brood. 

In 1936 A. Portielje [Jour, fur Orn., Vol. LXXXIV. 
p. 140) gave an account of another case, which was under 
observation, in 1935, in the Zoological Garden, Amsterdam. 
The male tolerated and bred with both females. But he did 
not take up with the second female until the first female had 
been fourteen days on her nest. The male was known to have 
served both females. He defended both females from intrusion, 
although he did not, as in Forel's case, assist in the incubation. 
Six young were hatched in the first nest on the twentieth of 
May, and two young in the second nest on the sixteenth and 
seventeenth of June. The nests were nine metres apart. 

In the present year (1936) it has been my good fortune to 
meet with another example of menage a trois in the Mute 
Swan. On the Blackford Pond, Edinburgh, a male has 
associated with two females for some years. The females are 
easily distinguished by the fact that one of them has a 
conspicuous deformity of the foot. Hitherto, the male has 
bred only with the normal female, but no cygnets have 
hatched. This year he was known to have served both 
-females, and these built nests on the shore a few yards apart. 
The sequence of events at the two nests was not simultaneous, 
the time-interval being about twenty-one days (cf. the 
Amsterdam history). The male spent much time sitting with 
the first female on her nest, and he also relieved her at intervals. 
At no time during incubation was he known to have paid any 
attention to the second female. The first female laid fifteen 
eggs of which the park-officer removed eight, and the second 
female seven eggs of which the officer removed four. The first 
clutch was expected to hatch at the end of May, the second 
clutch on the eighteenth of June. Unfortunately all the eggs 
were addled. The birds were allowed six weeks of incubation. 
When the first female exceeded the period by several days, 
the eggs had to be removed. The second female deserted on 
the forty-fourth day. The clutch of fifteen eggs laid by the 
first female appears to be noteworthy, but I am unable, 
personally, to vouch for the number. 

I am greatly indebted to the park-officer, Mr. James Low, 
for much of the history of these birds, for confirmation on 
certain points, and for the opportunity to open five of the 
eggs. 




