
REVIEW 
T H E MUTE S W A N IN ENGLAND. By N. F . TICEHURST. 

(Cleaver-Hume, London, 1957). 131 pages ; 32 plates in black-
and-white and two-colour line. 35s. 

T H E LITTLE we know of the past history of birds in Britain is derived 
from archaelogical research during" prehistoric excavations, from 
mediaeval household accounts in which birds used for food are 
mentioned, from occasional references in early literature, many 
of which refer to falconry, and, in the 17th and 18th centuries, 
from the payments for "ve rmin" by churchwardens and petty 
constables. There is, however, one bird, the Mute Swan, with a 
long and detailed history, and to the study of this Dr . Ticehurst 
has devoted 30 years of intensive research. 

To begin with, he examines and successfully disproves the long-
accepted belief that the Mute Swan is not an English indigenous 
bird. That all our swans are derived from introduced birds must 
indeed have been held in doubt for some time by anyone who has 
considered their abundance as a wild species in southern Sweden 
and other parts of Europe. As Dr. Ticehurst points out, the 
Grey Lag Goose—whose bones, with those of the Mute Swan, 
have been found in peat deposits in East Anglia—bred in England 
until the 18th century and has now been absorbed in our farmyard 
s tock; this provides an obviously parallel case. 

The fact that the Mute Swan occupied a unique position as a 
Royal bird, a dignity it attained at some time before 1186, makes 
it possible to follow its career through the centuries in a way 
impossible with any other species. W e learn that the King 
exercised a right to grant permits to keep swans and to mark them 
so that ownership could be proved. One of the principal reasons 
for their semi-domestication and protection was their value for 
food, especially on great occasions and an indication of their 
number is shown by the quantity supplied at feasts—for example, 
400 at the installation of the Archbishop of York in 1466. 

The laws for their protection, and the Courts of Swanmote to 
deal with these laws, are here given in detail. The Master of the 
Swans, a royal official, or his deputy, was evidently a man of some 
importance and his many duties were actively performed. A 
list of these worthies for many of the years between 1276 and 1799 
has been compiled from various sources. Swan-rolls, 61 of which 
have been examined, contained the swan-marks used in each a rea ; 
a " g a m e " of swans was the group of swans in a given area, and 
their owner was rather delightfully known as a " g a m e s t e r " . 

A discussion of these rolls leads to the examination of the actual 
swan-marks. Older readers of British Birds will remember 
Dr. Ticehurst 's interesting papers on this subject (antea, vols, 
xvii, xix and xxii) and will be glad to have these and his other 
researches in permanent form. These swan-marks were made on 
the mandibles of the bill or on the leg and foot; they were the 
absolute property of the owner and could be bequeathed, left by 
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will or sold; a history of a number of them is given. "Swan-
upping" , when the birds are marked, is now practised only on 
the Thames, by the Royal Swanherd and those of two of the City 
Livery Companies, and, near Norwich, on the Rivers Yare and 
Wensum. Those with a regard for tradition and ancient custom 
must hope that it will long continue. 

This is not the place to write of all the details of marking so 
carefully recorded and portrayed, which form an important part 
of the book, but enough has been said to call attention to points 
of interest in a volume of genuine scholarship. Enquiry into 
the past history of others of our birds might well be the subject 
of research by some of our younger ornithologists with the 
prospect of 30 years before them. A .W.B . 
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