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"I was totally engaged by the book: fascinating, revelatory and delightfully penned. An inspiring and eye-opening account of one of our best-loved birds, Swan is totally compelling."


 


Alan Titchmarsh, gardener, broadcaster and presenter









"Swan is a love letter to one of our most enigmatic birds. Dan lifts his readers into the clouds to see the world through the eyes of these iconic creatures, and in doing so, sifts through the myths, legends and facts to give us a soulful, joyous and well-rounded portrait of this fierce and enchanting bird."


 


Tiffany Francis-Baker, illustrator and author of Dark Skies: A Journey into the Wild Night
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PREFACE










The swan is a creature with two natures: both a lover and a fighter, a graceful angel and a clumsy oaf; both an inspiration behind the design of some of our most beautiful aircraft and a natural hazard responsible on occasions for bringing them down. This book explores these contrasts while studying the swan's life and death via courtship, mating, feeding, predation and, in some cases, migration. We'll also shed light on its relationship with humans and examine some of the myths and legends surrounding one of our largest and strongest birds. Can a swan really break your arm? Does swan meat really taste like fishy mutton? Can you be locked up for killing a swan? Woven into all of the above are my observations and experiences of this most magnificent of creatures over three decades of birdwatching and many years of freelance nature journalism and wildlife photography.




  But when I say 'swan', what do I mean? After all, Britain is lucky enough to have three different species: the mute swan, the Bewick's swan and the whooper swan. I will be focusing on the mute swan throughout this book – that's the one with the orange beak. Unless stated otherwise, when I speak of 'swans' I'm talking about mutes, and unless you are a birdwatcher this is probably the only species you've ever seen. Unlike Bewick's and whooper swans, which are shy, easily spooked and pretty hard to track down, mute swans are generally tame, trusting of humans and plentiful in the lakes and rivers near our homes.




  It is probably the mute swan's relative ease around human beings which has allowed me to spend hundreds of hours observing and photographing them in our waterways, our meadows and even up among the clouds (I also happen to be a qualified pilot). Yes, their beauty fascinates me, but so does their disposition, their aura and their history. 




  Swans were swimming in our rivers and waddling in our wetlands long before humans arrived. As a species, they have seen so much and overcome so many challenges. They possess an adaptability and a resolve which over the years I have spent many hours exploring. More recently, I have also become obsessed with giving them a voice. You see, unlike most birds, mute swans really are mute. They can't sing like a robin. They can't even call like a crow. A hiss or an occasional grunt is all they can muster. It's important we speak out on their behalf. So thank you for joining me in singing this song for the mute swan.













PROLOGUE










Winter birdwatching is the most rewarding kind. The cold light of the New Year brings a clarity of image absent in the warm, hazy summer months. If you are lucky enough to rise to a clear blue sky, the prize can be enormous. With fewer leaves on the trees and humans to alarm, the chances of catching a glimpse of nature's wildlife are improved. The backdrop – an icy lake, a frost-coated tree or a snow-smothered knoll – enhances the shot. But a 'shot' does not require a lens. Many a memory remains beautiful when we live in the scene, rather than striving for a perfect picture of it.




  It is on one such frosty January morning, without a camera, that I push my way up a small mound towards my favourite tree in the world. The satisfying crunch of fresh frost under my boots is briefly interrupted by the oak's giant roots and a pothole obscured by the packed snow. Eyes front or skywards, scanning for movement in the trees and oblivious to what lies beneath their feet, a birder can easily turn an ankle on a day like this. But, as I regain my balance, I'm reminded that snow and frost bring far greater threats to Britain's favourite bird than balance of body. For this red-breasted member of the thrush family, such conditions can tip the scales of life in favour of death.




  Robins are rarely killed by the cold alone, but instead perish from the starvation that follows. The male hops and skips between fallen twigs, stabbing his short, thin, black beak into the snow, desperately searching for insects, seeds and worms. Far from plump, his breast is waning, flat and bedraggled. A week of sub-zero temperatures is taking its toll. He pokes and prods his way through an inch of snow only to find a thick layer of frost sheltered from the weak winter sun. Today is the tenth day of Christmas (3 January). What for humans is a festive scene is instead a bitter fight for survival for the robin. When seeds and fruit are scarce, the bird relies heavily on ground-dwelling prey such as spiders, snails, worms, caterpillars and other grubs. Unlike blue tits and great tits, he rarely feeds in trees, instead foraging on the ground. But the ground can no longer be found, buried under an inch of snow and hard frost.




  The arrival of a dunnock complicates his plight further still. Similar in size but far less fearsome than his songbird cousin, this male is in better condition. Plump and with a shiny finish, he hops to within a yard of the great oak's base. The battle is a short-lived affair. The robin is pound-for-pound one of the UK's most violent birds, a fiercely territorial lone wolf. With a short, sharp beat of his wings, he lurches at the invader in a jerky stabbing motion. The strike is three-pronged. Two feet and a bill come crashing down upon the dunnock, which swiftly retreats to the safety of a dense holly bush. 




  But why is the red-breast so viciously defending this seemingly barren tree-base? Suddenly all becomes clear. The heavens open to reveal a shower of brown, greasy dust raining down upon the snow. Just eight feet above the ground, among the sturdy branches of the mighty arms of an oak, a second story is unfolding – one which could yet help the robin survive the day. Swinging gently in the cold breeze is a cluster of six suet-balls, or 'fat balls' – man-made tennis-ball-sized spheres of nutrition packed full of seeds and beef suet, held together with lard. They have triggered quite a commotion. It is here that bird-table politics play out in full view. A great spotted woodpecker, the king of the garden, perches proudly above the trove, leaning down to dismantle one of the swinging balls with its thick, grey beak.




  Woodpeckers are messy eaters. Food pours down towards the snow on which the robin stands. The robin cocks his head, jabs at the edible scraps and swallows while scanning the horizon for threats. He disappears into the foliage for ten seconds and then returns, repeating the ritual while the woodpecker continues its feeding frenzy.




  Two minutes pass before the greedy woodpecker disappears into the woodland with a short, sharp 'keek' call. It takes less than a minute for the pecking-order's next-in-line to appear on the scene: a pair of great tits, clinging to the feed ball's string, never daring more than three bites before disappearing into the labyrinth of branches. Then come the smaller blue tits, squeaking like mice, sometimes mixing with their great tit relatives but mostly waiting for a short moment to feed alone. Then finally the tiny coal tits. Appearing from a neighbouring pine tree, they have been watching the drama unfold, biding their time for even the shortest of windows to pickpocket their share. Once the larger birds have had their fill, they take their chance – but tentatively. My heart melts at their nervous, frenetic behaviour – landing, scanning for predators, one tiny peck, scanning for predators, fleeing to the ferns, scanning for predators, eating, scanning for predators. What a life! Forever in fear of being snatched and gobbled up by a passing sparrowhawk.




  As I watch the coal tits make the most of this narrow opportunity, my eyes are drawn to another minuscule ball of feathers hopping between the oak and the fern. Never straying from the weakest and slimmest of branches, the goldcrest feels safer flitting around the edges of the oak, away from the bigger, bolder birds which might do it harm. This female will not join the feast, though she may dare to forage for scraps once the robin has left. But the faint 'sree-sree-sree' of Britain's smallest bird is being drowned out by something else. Something's wrong. She disappears and my eyes return to the tree's base. Nothing – no robin and no more falling food. Just the fat balls gently swaying in the breeze.




  Next, a moving broken shadow and the soft but growing sound so familiar to my childhood – a rhythmic 'wouwou' of beating wings. The perfect V-formation of five begins to break as it skims the tops of the trees. Oblivious to the feast they have ruined, these splendid white beasts descend with slow, regular beats towards the partly frozen lake just a few hundred yards from where I stand. From the top of the knoll, the winter sun behind me, I have a perfect view of one of nature's great spectacles.




  Swans in flight are truly majestic. The huge webbed feet tucked neatly out of sight behind the tail feathers give the bird a slick, sleek shape in which feet, tail, torso and neck form one natural horizontal line with the head dipped ever so slightly in front.




  Only the lake's centre section has thawed. As the leader approaches, the wings fall silent as he glides above the water, three feet high. The nose which has been dipped, begins to rise in the landing flare; the body so perfectly horizontal when passing the oak, now diagonal with the nose pointing skywards. As every beginner pilot knows, the last few seconds of a good landing leave you blind to the ground, with only the sky, the clouds or the darkness of night in your sights. A metre above the water and the male at last lowers the undercarriage. Two short legs protrude as he gently beats his wings to cushion the return to earth. From a distance of 300 yards I hear both feet skim the water's surface, high but descending in pitch as the legs are plunged deeper into the black icy darkness.




  The remainder of the flight is far less graceful. Missing the small area of rippled water, the remaining four touch down on snow-peppered ice. Accustomed to the rough grip of grass or the soft cushion of water, they slip on the icy glass and tumble onto their sides sending mallards and pochards rushing to the sky. Rising quickly but sheepishly, the four clumsy stragglers – a mixture of males and females – now display their least elegant trait: walking or, more correctly, waddling back to their friend in the water. As they do, I scan the edges of the lake. One fox, three greylag geese, four dogs and six humans have all stopped to watch the show, oblivious to anything else.




  The swan is a scene-stealer, a show-stopper of the highest order, inspiring Greek tragedies, poems, ballets, songs, art, boats and aircraft. The eminent eighteenth-century naturalist Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, could not have put it better when he wrote this of the swan: 'displaying a thousand graceful attitudes… there is not a more beautiful figure in all of nature.'














Chapter One




 
 

THE MUTE SWAN
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The swan is a complex character, bursting with contradiction. Only a handful of this planet's birds remain loyal to their partner for life; even fewer have a propensity for the kind of violence required to drown your dog. Its graceful majesty in flight and on water has inspired some of our greatest architecture, dance, paintings and literature. Yet its awkward dawdling on land has provoked little beyond ridicule and slapstick comedy. 




  More than 10,000 bird species exist across the world. To date, I have seen 214 of them in the UK and 600 across the planet. Not one has come close to matching the swan for drama and grace, affection and ferocity. And not one has ever displayed all four traits in a single minute like a swan can in springtime. 




  We will soon explore these contrasts by getting underneath the feathers of the mute swan. But it would be rude not to give a brief shout out to Britain's two other species. After all, one day you might find yourself staring at a yellow-billed swan rather than an orange one, and wouldn't it be nice to know what it is?




  The Bewick's and whooper swans (with a silent 'w') are both beautiful and fascinating birds which without doubt are worthy of books of their own. The Bewick's is the smallest of our swans. It has a yellow and black bill (or 'beak', depending on your preference), is less stocky than a whooper and considerably shorter than a mute. In recent years it has made a name for itself by marking the beginning of the Great British wintertime. Arriving from deepest darkest Arctic Russia, hundreds of Bewick's swans descend on Slimbridge Wetland Centre on the River Severn in Gloucestershire, to be closely followed by chilly weather.




  Researchers have recorded the arrival of the year's first Bewick's swan at the centre every year since 1963. In 2018, one of the latest 'first arrivers', a bird called Trotsky, touched down on 10 November. It was later than usual, as the autumn months had been mild. Sure enough, frosty weather soon followed. Unsurprisingly this research is not conducted with weather forecasting in mind but with conservation. Sadly, the news is not good. Populations are declining, with a wider study suggesting numbers of Bewick's migrating to northern Europe have plummeted from 29,000 just 50 years ago to 18,000 in 2010. Illegal hunting and loss of habitat in Russia could be to blame. 




  Some ornithologists refuse to label the Bewick's an individual species separate from North America's whistling swan. Many bird geeks continue to argue that both are mere sub-groups of a species more generally known as the tundra swan. If you care to look into the issue, you'll find the Bewick's to have much more yellow in its bill than the whistling swan – but a different appearance does not necessarily mean a different species. 




  When it comes to the whooper swan, there is no doubting its validity as a species. The UK's third swan, the whooper is faring slightly better, although it is still in decline.  It migrates to the UK from northern Europe in wintertime and is once again distinguished from the Bewick's by its bill (the whooper's yellow section tapers off into a black tip) and, more easily, by its tremendous 'whooping' call, which is often compared to an old-fashioned car horn.




  Both the Bewick's and the whooper are undoubtedly beautiful birds. In fact, most birdwatchers would find themselves far more excited at the sight of a Bewick's or the honk of whooper than they would the glimpse or the hiss of a mute. But say the word 'swan' and for most British people it's the orange-billed mute swan they think of, a much-loved bird that brings so much joy to a relaxing walk by a lake or river. How do I know? Well, the stats don't lie. In 2015 the ornithologist David Lindo (also known as the Urban Birder) unveiled the results of a nationwide poll designed to find Britain's favourite species and nominate a national bird. From more than 200,000 votes cast, the robin was the emphatic winner with 34 per cent of the total. The barn owl followed with 12 per cent, and the mute swan finished 7th with a six per cent share behind the blackbird, wren, red kite and kingfisher. The top 10 was completed by the blue tit, hen harrier and puffin. The Bewick's and whooper swans did not get a mention.*

















Britain's favourite bird:


 


Robin   34%   (75,623 votes)


Barn Owl   12%   (26,191)


Blackbird   11%   (25,369)


Wren   9%   (19,609)


Red Kite   6%   (14,057)


Kingfisher   6%   (13,922)


Mute Swan   6%   (13,480)


Blue Tit   6%   (13,123)


Hen Harrier   5%   (12,390)


Puffin   5%   (10,674)



















You may notice that garden birds fared well compared to other groups. This makes perfect sense given it was a public poll, not a vote among birdwatchers. In fact, some 60 per cent of voters were not associated with birdwatching or conservation organisations in any shape or form. Birdwatchers, you see, are naturally exposed to a far wider range of species and often fall in love with a particular bird following a specific trip. I, for example, have had a particular penchant for hoopoes, with their bright orange plumage and crest, ever since the time I spent a week's worth of lunch breaks scouring a nearby industrial estate in Reading for this lovely bird after it was spotted by a team of local builders. A birdwatcher is more than happy to sit for six hours in the confines of a freezing bird hide on Sheppey's windswept estuary for a glimpse of a lesser white-fronted goose. But it's fair to surmise that most folk feel closest to the birds that visit them in the comfort of their back garden. 


  It is worth noting that while Britain is a country of gardens and gardeners, this passion is less common in parts of Europe. I once proudly described my garden to a Spanish colleague, detailing my bird table, daffodils, narrow stone path and hand-built shed. I pondered aloud the feasibility of a vegetable patch in a city garden and whether a picket fence made from truck pallets would afford my carrots adequate protection. By the time I had looked up from my backyard daydream, she had walked off – a mixture of confusion and utter boredom. 




  But unless you live on a lake, a river or a farm, the chances of meeting a swan over a cup of tea in your garden are somewhat slim. So, what makes the swan popular enough to make the top 10? And what prevents it from beating the robin?




  We've already discussed the great access we have to swans compared with other birds. They are often quite tame, view humans as a source of food, and nest in places which are easy to spot. I can think of few British birds whose nesting and brooding of chicks can be so easily watched, studied and enjoyed. Perhaps only the coot and the moorhen come close. In short, we can interact with a swan and enjoy its quirks in a way that isn't possible with most other species. 




  Maybe we Brits see something of ourselves in the swan. It is calm and composed on top, a portrait of stoicism and tranquillity, but this disguises a relentless and tiring pedal underneath. 




  The robin, however, has one distinct advantage – it is found just about everywhere. Voters the length and breadth of the country will see robins near their own homes. They'll hear them too. Many birds sing only when defending nesting territory or attracting mates. Robins are different, defending feeding territories with their explosive song throughout the year. Cities, towns, villages, seaside resorts, woodlands both deciduous and coniferous, shrubland, heathland and mountains are all suitable for robins; the same cannot be said for swans.




  Then there's the swan's notorious temper. While the swan is undoubtedly an icon of love, romance, peace and grace, very few people will have been hissed at or attacked by a robin. In fact, most would describe the robin as friendly despite its propensity for violence against other birds. A swan, while sometimes friendly, won't sit on your spade while you're watering the plants or digging up weeds in the place you call home.




  Maybe the mute swan suffers from being the 'almost champion'. After all, it's not the UK's biggest bird – that title belongs to the whooper swan. It's not even the heaviest flying bird in the world – the kori bustard has that one sewn up1. But while records and titles may be important to some people, they aren't to me. Enjoying birds is an art not a science. I will never fully understand why some birds are more popular than others. But I can take a stab at explaining why the swan is and always will be number one for me. To get there, I must begin by asking an even more important question – why birds at all?




 



Growing up with swans




Birdwatching is one of the world's fastest-growing hobbies. In 2017 the luxury travel magazine Condé Nast Traveller described birding as the year's 'unlikeliest craze'. The 2008 financial meltdown, the recession and the economic troubles which followed encouraged people to seek cheaper pastimes. Many who were no longer able to afford sailing, ballroom dancing or whatever expensive hobby they had enjoyed in better times, turned instead to activities that were completely free. Countryside hikes, weekend bike rides and Sunday morning strolls became increasingly popular. We began to notice more about our surroundings: the change in the trees, the depth of the rivers and, of course, the wildlife near our homes. 




  Next we faced a new challenge, a global pandemic, which saw us confined to our neighbourhoods for long stretches of time during what turned out to be one of the sunniest springs and most glorious summers in living memory. And what did we do? We explored the world around us, the one we usually fail to notice. And having caught the bug, as lockdown eased but travel abroad was still almost impossible, we looked further afield in our own country, started noticing the subtle changes to our natural surroundings that are part of the seasonal rhythm to which in normal times we pay almost no heed. 




  Covid also made us more conscious of our mental health. We questioned the need and even the wisdom of the daily commute. We began to appreciate the incredible potential of nature to help free our minds, stimulate our creativity and live a more peaceful life.




  But again, I hear you ask, why birds? Why not fish or mammals?




  First and foremost, there are lots of birds to be seen. There are of course plenty of mammals too – but how often do we really spot them on our walks? Deer? Yes, if you live in the right area. Foxes and squirrels? Absolutely, in both towns and countryside. But I often go weeks without seeing a rat, a mouse, a vole, a shrew or even a rabbit. I could go months without seeing a stoat, years without seeing a hedgehog and decades without seeing a badger.




  But birds are everywhere. While it's true that many species are in steep decline, they are still abundant – in our skies, our trees, our waterways, our fields and on the roofs of our homes. We can hear them too. I defy anyone to walk around London without hearing a feral pigeon, a blackbird or a herring gull. For those who decide to take spotting birds more seriously, there are more than enough species to keep things interesting. In contrast there are only 100 mammal species in the UK, and many people only see between 10 and 30 in their lifetimes because a large proportion are rare dolphins, whales and bats. But there is one reason to enjoy watching birds which for me supersedes all others: they fly.




  I dare not speak on behalf of mankind but I suggest most humans have at some time wished they could simply take off and fly away. Think of the times you've spent sitting in traffic or standing on crowded trains, desperate to return home to enjoy the evening. Or the daydreams spent yearning to fly away to warmer climes without the expense, the security checks and the transfers. Above all, think of the time you've spent feeling physically and mentally trapped, desperate to rise above the claustrophobic rat race for the liberty and infinity of flight. Every path we tread eventually narrows, the buildings close in or the road comes to an end. But not the sky. The sky is infinite. 




  Our love of flight is evident in so many walks of life. Our favourite football goals see the ball fly into the top corner, the goalkeeper briefly levitating – arms outstretched, feet off the ground – as he reaches out in vain. In cricket there is no more exhilarating sight than a sweep stroke which launches the ball high over the boundary for six.




  Humans have been working to design the smoothest, fastest, most manoeuvrable flying machines for more than a century. Jet packs and levitation devices could one day become the norm, and for those without the skills to create one (or the money to buy one), there is a plentiful supply of activities to mimic the sensation. Extreme activities such as sky-diving, wing-suit flying and even bungee-jumping are perhaps popular not only for the adrenaline rush, but because they bring us closer than ever to the world as seen through the eyes and felt through the wings of a bird.




  But birds make flight infinitely more fun. They fly fast, they fly slow, they hunt in the air, they fire themselves skyward and dive down to land. Some, like the kestrel, can hover. Some, like the hummingbird, can fly backwards. Others, like the swift, can even sleep on the wing. Birds do all of these things more beautifully and more effortlessly than anything we will ever build ourselves.




  The excitement and freedom expressed in flight is something which captured my imagination from the day I was old enough to stand on two feet and stare at the sky. But there was also some gentle encouragement from a dad who became a birdwatcher after exploring the meadows of Hampshire and Berkshire with his father. My dad is the best birdwatcher I know – and I do mean birdwatcher, not ornithologist and not twitcher. Ornithologists are scientists. Dissatisfied with strolling the hills and woodlands near their homes, they study the behaviour and movements of birds in forensic detail, often focusing on a particular trait of a single species. Twitchers on the other hand are the extreme sport athletes of birdwatching. They travel the length and breadth of the country and sometimes the world, in search of particular birds. Their species totals are impressive and their dedication unimpeachable. But twitching is too stressful for birdwatchers. In fact, believe it or not, the very name 'twitcher' is said to derive from the facial twitching that some enthusiasts exhibit when getting anxious at the thought of missing a rare bird.




  And so, if like me you enjoy watching birds, hate stress and have little interest in dissecting the diet of a great grey shrike or studying the tail bobbing of a lapwing, you are probably a birdwatcher. My dad is a birdwatcher. He knows a lot about birds but particularly those in west Berkshire. His joy and satisfaction derive not from the ticking of birds from a list nor the thrill of a chase, but from observing what turns up in his local patch.




  He could tell you when he first saw a Berkshire swallow for any given year. (In 2015 it was 10 April. In 2020 it was 8 April.) He could tell you how many different types of birds he has seen from his living-room window (82, since you ask). His lifetime number of species currently stands at 266. Of those, he's seen 221 of them in his home county. He keeps diaries, lists, and lists of lists. But his contentment is rooted in the love of birds not in the pursuit of birds. Indeed, as the years roll on, he takes more satisfaction from watching the same birds in his back garden than from the search for new ones farther afield. He taught me how to enjoy watching common birds rather than bemoaning the lack of rare ones. He taught me to check the edges of lakes for waders and the tops of pylons for kestrels. But most importantly, he taught me the songs.




  Knowing your patch's common sights, sounds and songs inside out gives you a huge advantage over other birdwatchers. Accustomed to seeing redshank and wigeon ducks on Theale's gravel-pit lake, my dad's interest is piqued whenever that lake is deserted. He instinctively knows to scour the hedgerows, fenceposts and skies for a predator. Sometimes he will find a peregrine stalking beneath the looming grey clouds. Sometimes he won't. But the point is that without that local knowledge, an outsider would have seen just an empty lake, given up and moved onto the next. Dad sees not an empty lake, but a scene gone awry – a potential hunt.




  Birdsongs and calls give birdwatchers a similar grounding. My number one tip to birdwatchers is 'Keep your head up, not down.' My second is 'Learn ten songs.' Only when I made a concerted effort to learn the calls of some of Britain's most common birds did my birdwatching and identification really improve. Here are my ten:*

















	Blackbird


	Robin


	House sparrow


	Blue tit


	Great tit


	Wood pigeon


	Collared dove


	Wren


	Song thrush


	Coal tit





















The results were instant. Every time I heard a bird that was not on this list, I knew it could be something rare. Just a week after learning the call of a collared dove I heard a similar but different call from a medium-sized oak tree near home. Rather than the familiar 'coo-coo-cuk' of a collared dove, I heard a slightly deeper 'ooo-woo, ooo-woo'. Upon closer inspection with binoculars it became clear this was in fact a stock dove. Without the knowledge of the unusual call, I would not have bothered looking in the tree. The eternal presence of birds in my eyes and ears, the exhilaration of watching them fly, and the gentle encouragement from a loving dad meant I was hooked. I had become a birdwatcher. But why mute swans? Why not kingfishers or kestrels?
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