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Hyôko: winter habitat of wild swans at Suibara

R O S E  L E S S E R

F our hours on th e  no rthw ard -bound  ex­
press tra in  take  us from  T okyo to  N iigata  
City. A drive th rough  a m aze o f  entangled, 
eye-offending streets follows, to  Suibara, 
16 km  from  th e  Sea o f Japan , an agricul- 
tu ra l-industria l tow n o f 20,000. H yôko, a 
tiny w ater reservoir, lies to tally  exposed in 
the  m idst o f paddy-fields w hich it serves, 
alongside an ugly, noisy highw ay. A tight 
row  o f low w ooden houses a  few yards from  
the  w ater along its w est b an k  is a poo r 
screen against this busy road  w ith cars, 
heavy trucks, and  m otorcycles com ing and 
going all day long.

T he im pact therefo re  on the  visitor is 
enorm ous, w hen he finds h im self con­
fron ted  by m any hundreds o f graceful big 
w hite swans, und istu rbed  righ t before his 
eyes, resting peacefully on th e  w ater. A nd 
while his eyes feast on the unexpected sight, 
the question arises: how  ever was this pos­
sible?

Tradition and history

Swans have been com ing to  Japan  ever since 
h istory  was recorded ; th e  lite ra tu re  
abounds w ith nam es fo r them , m ost likely 
derived from  th e ir un ique voice. N iigata 
p refecture has a particu larly  old swan 
trad ition , as revealed in a  delightful little 
story from  th e  oldest Japanese C hronicle, 
th e  ‘K ojiki'.

H om uchiw ake no M iko, one  o f  th e  spec­
ially favoured sons o f E m pero r Suinin Ten- 
no ( b .c .  2 7 - a .d . 7 8 )  did no t talk . H e was born  
under strange circum stances. In a  palace 
fire, his m o ther in the last stage o f  her preg­
nancy was bu rned  to  death . T he child in her 
w om b survived and  was b o rn  after her 
death . Since then he had  grow n in to  a  man 
w ith a beard  already reaching deep dow n to 
his sash. Y et he had  never u tte red  a single 
w ord and his fa ther was greatly  w orried.

O ne day it happened  th a t a big bird called 
‘K ugui’ (swan) flew over th e  palace in N ara  
w here the P rince lived, u ttering  its strange 
cries. The P rince who had  heard  it, w atched 
it w ith am azem ent and  exclaim ed loudly: 
‘W ow ! W hat is th a t? ’ H earing  his w ords, 
the E m peror was overjoyed. ‘F o r  sure, the 
P rince was pleased to  see th a t bird. G o 
righ t aw ay and catch  it!’ he in structed  his 
vassal, O tak a  o f Y am abe.

O taka  accepted  th is o rder hum bly, 
though  he was w ondering how  he could 
ever m anage to catch  th a t strange big white 
b ird  flying so high in the sky— w ho knew 
w here? N evertheless, he started  a t once 
from  th e  palace in K inai and  ran  on and  on, 
over m ountains and  valleys and  th rough  
m any a plain tow ards the northw est and to 
the farthest end of th e  H okuriku  path  at 
the Sea o f Japan , on the W anam inozu in 
Echigo (now  N iigata). A nd here , a t last, 
O tak a  succeeded in catching th e  Kugui 
w ith a  net. G ladly he hu rried  back  with the 
b ird  and handed  it to  his pleased E m peror.

Since th e  K am m u Age (starting  a .d . 797), 
besides the adoption  o f Buddhism  by many 
w hich did no t perm it tak ing  of life, large 
areas w ere fenced off as special hunting 
areas fo r privileged persons. These w ere 
called ‘K inya’ o r ‘Shim eno’, ‘Forbidden 
F ields’ and  ‘M arked F ields’ respectively. 
T hus K inya and  Shim eno served well to  in­
crease w ildfowl, as d id  la te r the  m any re­
servations, viz. the  ‘O taka-B a’ o r ‘O tom e- 
Ba’ o f th e  T okugaw a Lords ( a .d . 1603-
1867). Besides, swans w ere for a long tim e 
declared  specially ‘p ro tec ted  b ird s’, the 
shooting  o f w hich was punishable.

F o r these reasons N iigata  (gata =  la ­
goon) had  m any places w here swans and 
o ther w ildfowl liked to  go, rivers, lakes, 
sw am ps, ponds and paddy fields.

Before all, Sagata in A katsuka  Village 
was since o lden tim es an im p o rtan t na tu ra l 
w inter h ab ita t o f W hoopers. A fter K om in­
ato  in A om ori Prefecture, it was second in 
im portance  o f H onshu until 1940. Surveys 
in F ebruary  1921 repo rted  300 swans and in 
January  and  M arch 1939, 900 swans. Sa­
gata  offered no t only a b ro a d  w ater surface 
and a variety  o f w ater p lan ts behind a  th ick  
screen o f lovely trees, b u t also was a 
‘perm anent non-shooting a rea ’. F rom  
D ecem ber until M arch no  boats w ere al­
lowed on th e  w ater, n o r was fishing. 
Schoolchildren voluntarily  refrained 
from  skating on the ice o f  the lake and 
from  skiing on th e  nearby hills.

But when the w ar cam e, barracks were 
bu ilt everyw here and trees hacked dow n. 
Soldiers found w ildfowl ideal to  shoot at; 
consequently , they decreased rapidly. 
T hen, soon after the w ar, A m erican 
soldiers enjoyed shooting gam e from  their 
jeeps, and fishing in th e  lake. M oreover, the
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people lacked food  and  gathered  th e  roots 
o f w ater-p lan ts, causing d istu rbance . H ow ­
ever, legally th e  a rea  rem ained all the 
tim e a non-hunting  a rea  and , as times 
cam e back  to  norm al, so g radually  swans 
re tu rned  to  Sagata.

H yôko, w ith a  circum ference o f only 
1250 m and an a rea  o f abou t 18 ha, seems 
so tiny th a t one w ould th ink  it is o f no 
im portance a t all. But situated  at the 
centre o f N iiga ta ’s m any fine w ater sys­
tem s, it has an  ideal position . W ithin a 
radius o f 7 km lie, to  th e  no rth  the 300 ha 
F ukush im agata  Sw am ps, to  the west the 
A gano R iver, com ing from  the south  and 
m aking a  sharp  de to u r tow ards th e  Sea of 
Japan . A gain, 15 km  south-w est flows the 
Shinano, Jap an ’s longest river; Sagata w ith 
th e  oldest w ildfowl trad ition  in N iigata 
lies 30 km south-w est. In the east 10 km 
away rears the  m oun tain  chain o f G ozuzan 
and H ishigadake (2,922 ft).

F rom  th e  tim e o f its creation  in the K an- 
ei period  (beginning 1624), when it still had 
its original outline, th a t o f a  ‘H yô tan ’ 
(B ottle G ourd ), H yôko was used for w ild­
fowl p reservation . In w inter, big flocks 
covered th e  en tire  surface o f  the  lake which 
now  has dw indled to  a m ere two th irds o f 
its fo rm er size. W hoopers and the E astern 
Bean G oose used to  be dom inant.

H ow ever, in th e  Meiji A ge (beginning
1868) reservations like these w ere aban­
doned. The reason  fo r this was th a t m any 
people th ro u g h o u t the nation , which for so 
long had been secluded, becam e eager to 
copy ‘W estern  C u ltu re’. A nd the  m ost 
em barrassing  and  exciting o f all the  
things the W esterners had  b rought to 
Japan  w ere firearm s. A nother strange 
th ing im ported  was th e  eating o f m eat, 
w hich here to fo re  had been despised, for 
only outcasts a te  m eat unabashed . The 
‘u p -to -da te ’ hun ters w ould aim  a t w hat­
soever things happened  to  be big (assuring 
the hit) o r o f ra re  beauty  (which could 
be sold as a  souvenir from  Japan  to 
W esterners) o r a t  anything, b ird  o r beast, 
th a t tas ted  good . A nd so wildlife dis­
appeared  quickly.

T hen, in th e  28th year o f Meiji, in 1895, 
new  hunting laws w ere issued; now  only 
specified b irds could  be hun ted ; those 
no t on th e  list w ere p ro tec ted  by th e  law. 
But in th e  Bird A tlas o f th e  A griculture 
and  F orestry  M inistry o f th a t tim e one can 
see the swan included in the  ‘H unted  
Bird L ist’. A nd thus swans dim inished 
m ore and m ore.

Only in th e  T aisho  E ra, in 1921, w ere the 
swans again declared  preserved birds. F or

the next 10 years little  flock o f eight to 
ten  W hoopers could be seen on H yôko 
every season. In 1931 this law  was revoked 
and, as a consequence, the beautifu l swans 
vanished entirely.

L ater, Japanese  soldiers w ere sta tioned  
a t Shibata  and , bo red  w ith th e  dull life in 
the b arracks, found fun in shooting at any 
wildfowl w herever they were. A gain the 
big swans w ere the  p referred  target, 
p robab ly  also because they  provided a wel­
com e add ition  to  th e  m ono tonous diet. 
A nd so sw ans as well as all o ther wildfowl 
no m ore w ent to  H yôko.

The build-up of swan preservation at Hyôko

O n 28 January  1950, during a heavy snow­
fall, farm er Jusaburo  Y oshikaw a and his 
son Shigeo observed fo r the  first tim e after 
th e  w ar seven or eight huge w hite birds 
circle over H yôko and  d isappear in the 
south. A bou t a week later, on 6 F ebruary , 
eight W hooper Swans Cygnus Cygnus 
a lighted  on th e  w ater, all o f them  adults.

T he people  o f th e  tow n rushed to  the 
w aterside shouting  w ith excitem ent, 
causing th e  b irds to  leave after a stay of 
barely 2 hours. They departed  for the 
south. T hree days la ter, on 9 F ebruary , six 
swans re tu rned . T he m om ent they settled 
on th e  w ater Jusaburo  knew  only one 
thing; he m ust m ake H yôko the w intering 
haven fo r these beautifu l birds. H e sacri­
ficed everything, tim e, m oney, health , even 
his fam ily life. T he swans becam e the 
centre o f th e  life o f  Y oshikaw a’s house.

T he six sw ans left on 11 F ebruary , bu t 
cam e back  tw o days later. O n 17 February  
a  large flock o f  forty  new  W hoopers arrived, 
as before adu lts only. They stayed until 
30 M arch, w hen all left. T he next m orning 
four cygnets alighted, leaving in the even­
ing.

T he M ayor o f Suibara, urged on by Jusa­
bu ro  and  M r. K azuo N iita, D irec to r o f the 
local H u n te rs’ Friends Society, subm itted  
a request fo r the p reservation  o f H yôko to 
N iigata  P refectural Office. By 14 April, 
only 60 days a fter the first W hoopers had 
set the ir feet on th e  w ater o f H yôko, a law 
p roh ib iting  shooting  there  was passed, 
valid fo r 10 years.

Two sw ans arrived on the m orning o f 
16 January  1951 and left in th e  a fter­
noon ; on 26 January , th irteen  cam e to  stay. 
U nluckily, gunshots on 11 F ebruary  chased 
them  all aw ay; eight re tu rned  to  th e  lake. 
On 8 M arch they  bu ilt up to  tw enty-seven. 
All left on  30 M arch, except fo r one sick
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swan. Its m ate re tu rned  th e  next day. As 
th e  swan was very sick, Ju sabu ro  to o k  it 
hom e. A t th is, th e  m ate  left th e  day after.

Two adults arrived on 7 February  1952, 
tw elve on 10 F eb ruary  and  th e  swans built 
up to  th irty -four w ith six fam ilies on 
16 February . Twenty-five left on 25 M arch, 
w hile nine stayed. F o r th e  first tim e 
Jusaburo  though t ab o u t the  necessity to 
feed th e  swans and began feeding ex­
perim ents. T he nine left on 16 M arch.

O n 16 January  1953 tw o adults w ith one 
cygnet arrived. W ithout special incident, 
the flock built up to  th e  p eak  o f the first 
10 years, forty-nine swans. All left on 
15 M arch. Jusaburo  con tinued  his feeding 
experim ents, noting  w hich p lants were 
eaten  (T able 1).

A gain tw o adults arrived  w ith one cygnet 
on 20 January  1954, increasing to  tw enty- 
seven on 5 February  and  on 14 F ebruary  to  
th irty -th ree. A m ong these w ere, for the 
first tim e, tw o Bewick’s Swans Cygnus 
bewickii jankow skii w hich show ed them ­
selves m ore inclined to  tru st m an. O ne of 
them , w hom  Jusaburo  called ‘Cow boy’, 
boldly stepped forw ard to  accep t food 
from  him , one W hooper following. A fter 
th a t, the  o ther swans dared  to  approach  
Jusaburo  and  openly received his m an- 
mixed food. F rom  now  on he called them  
to  feed. They left on 18 M arch.

Table 1. Names of plants eaten by swans

Japanese Latin

Amamo Zostera marina
Gam a Typha latifolia
Kawa tsurum o Ruppia rostellata
Fukuro nori Gloiopeltis furcata
Baikamo Ranunculus aquatilis
W atasuge Eriophorum gracile
Ezo ukiyagara Scirpus maritimus
Yoshi Phragmites communis
Inusugina Equisetum palustre
Tokusa Equisetum hiemale
Hiyodori jogo Solanum lyratum

*Makomo Zizania latifolia
*Junsai Bradenia schreheri
*Kawahone Nuphar japonicum
*Hishi Trapa natans
*Onibishi Trapa natans
*Hirumo Potamogeton franchetü
*Hitsujigusa Nymphaea tetragona
*Hasu Nelumbo mucifera
*Onibasu Euryale ferox

Besides these, the swans eat also, when staying in the 
shallow w ater o f a bay, tiny fish, lobworms and 
lobsters.
^Plants that grow in Hyôko. Hyôko and Fukushima- 
gata are the northernm ost limit of the Onibasu or 
Ogre Lotus.

T he open acceptance o f  th e  swans o f 
Ju sab u ro ’s m an-m ixed food caused ano ther 
g reat tu rn  in the p reservation  w ork o f Jusa­
buro . T hereafter ‘Feeding of the  Sw ans’ 
becam e an im portan t fac to r in th e  swan 
conservation  at H yôko. M oreover, it 
founded an entire new relationsh ip  betw een 
m an and  bird . I t enabled  Jusaburo  to  
observe his swans fa r be tte r. H e found 
m any had  very easily d istinguishable 
features, so he nam ed a good num ber of 
them  according to  th e ir bill m arkings.

Because of the enorm ous cautiousness of 
wildfowl in general and  of the W hoopers in 
particu lar, Jusaburo  show ed him self to  
them  alw ays in th e  sam e uniform : black 
cap, b lack  jacke t, brow n trousers and 
boots, th e  feed basket hanging dow n from  
over the shoulder before  his chest. F u rth e r­
m ore he applied the conditioned  reflex to  
let the wild birds know  befo rehand  w hat 
he was going to  do and w hat they w ere 
to  expect, calling them  w henever they were 
to  get food. Fixing th e  feeding tim e at
08.00 hours, 11.00 hours and  15.00 hours 
was ano ther successful m easure to  re­
assure the  swans.

By now  Suibara had  gained quite a lot o f 
fam e and on holidays m any visitors cam e to  
see the  swans a t H yôko . I t was quite a 
m eaningful year for Jusaburo  as well as for 
H yôko. On 10 F eb ruary  it was declared a 
N atu ra l M onum ent and  on 20 M arch a 
N ational M onum ent and  th e  official nam e 
‘W inter H ab ita t o f W ild Sw ans’ was given. 
O n 5 N ovem ber the governm ent o f N iigata 
th rough  its D epartm en t o f Social E duca­
tion  and  C ultural A ffairs bestow ed on 
Jusaburo  th e  unusual title  o f ‘Sw anfather’.

Since then  the tow n has paid for m ost 
o f the food and people from  all over the 
country  began to  send food packages.

Seven adults and th ree  young swans 
arrived on 26 January  1955; am ong these 
was one Bewick’s Swan. T his season, how ­
ever, not m ore than  fifteen swans gathered 
on their peak  day, 10 M arch. They w ere 
all ‘o ld -tim ers’, for, w hen Jusaburo  called 
them , they a t once gathered  to  get his food. 
They left, th ree  fam ilies and a  loner, on 
11 M arch in th e  a fternoon , after a stay of 
only 44 days. In this y ear the perim eter 
o f the p ro tec ted  area  was enlarged to  
1-6 km (F igure 1).

Five adults cam e on 23 January  1956. 
Peak day on 13 F ebruary  had tw enty-tw o 
swans, five fam ilies and  a  loner. The entire 
flock left on 13 M arch. Som e high-school 
boys caused d is tu rbance by snow balling 
the swans, bu t w ere rebuked . A far g reater 
d is tu rbance  was caused by a helicopter
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com ing dow n like ‘a curse from  H eaven’ 
w ith th ree  gam e-eager G Is, delighted to  see 
so m any ducks and  m allards below . Instead 
o f a duck, a  sw an was hit. Ju sab u ro ’s 
p ro tests to  h igher au thorities resulted in 
th e  personal appearance  o f th e  A m erican 
A ir F orce  C om m ander and the Provincial 
G overnor, to  apologize and offer rep ara­
tions.

O n 19 January  1957 ten  sw ans, six adults 
and fou r young ones, cam e, and  on 20 Jan ­
uary tw o groups arrived separately in the 
m orning. In all they w ere four fam ilies, 
tw enty-tw o sw ans, on 13 February , leaving 
on 13 M arch.

Two adults and  one cygnet alighted on 
H yôko in the forenoon  o f  7 January  1958. 
By 14 F eb ruary  they  had  built up to  tw enty- 
th ree , in all six fam ilies, o f  w hich one 
was a new  one. F ifteen  o f them  re tu rned  on 
12 M arch, eight lingered until 15 M arch. 
Jusaburo  began to  study the ir individual 
features m ore intensively. H e divided them  
in to  tw o groups, one in w hich th e  black 
w ent up to  the forehead o f th e  swans 
divided like a ‘Y ’ (not reaching it, though), 
while the  o th e r w ent up h igher, in an T  
shape. F rom  th is, together w ith the ir 
a ttitude , he believed he was able to 
distinguish th e ir sex. H e tentatively 
divided his flock into eleven fem ales and 
ten  m ales b u t felt th a t this had  to  be 
studied m ore. H e gave them  nam es ac­
cording to th e ir  individual features.

In 1959 the  sw ans again cam e early, 
tw o on 8 January . W ith th irty -one 
swans on 19 February  they reached their 
peak , and the last left on 26 M arch. The 
num bers and attendances o f the swans 
during  th e ir first decade a t H yôko are 
sum m arized in T able  2. O ne o f th e  swans, 
a fter an excursion to  F ukushim agata, 
cam e hom e w ith his right eye, side, wing 
and  neck badly w ounded. H ow ever, it left 
w ith the o thers. O ne cygnet was b itten  
by a dog, having becom e too  fam iliar 
w ith m an. This seem ed to  be a  w arning 
th a t too  m uch fam iliarity  on the side o f the 
wild b irds m ight bring  new danger to 
them .

Jusaburo  had becom e ill, so Shigeo, his 
eldest son, to o k  over th e  feeding. In 
February , Su ibara  tow n officially cele­
b ra ted  th e  first decade o f its ‘W inter 
H ab ita t o f W ild Sw ans’ at the lakeside w ith 
m any people presen t. This tu rned  ou t to  be 
Ju sab u ro ’s farew ell to  his beloved swans of 
H yôko.

Early in th e  m orning o f 25 D ecem ber 
1959 eight swans show ed up over H yôko. 
H ow ever, in the afternoon  Jusaburo  died

Figure 1. Map of Hyôko showing the winter 
habitat o f wild swans at Suibara Niigata 
Prefecture, Japan. 1, observation post; 2, feed­
ing dock, 3, water inflow; 4, water outflow; 
 -, planned purchase of additional estate.

ra th e r suddenly w ithout having been able 
to  see th e  swans alight. They did no t do so 
until 31 D ecem ber, when a flock o f six 
swans settled on th e  w ater. This was 11 
days earlier th an  th e  year before.

On 15 January  th e  flock was already 
fifty-one and  grew  to  seventy-nine a t the 
end o f th e  m onth . It continued to  in­
crease to  3 F ebruary , and from  then  on to  
m id-M arch rem ained  constan t betw een 
250-300. H ow ever, these sw ans could be 
divided into tw o units. O ne soon accepted 
the food from  Shigeo and followed him 
like they  did Jusaburo . H ow ever, the se­
cond group  o f  m ore than  200 swans ab ­
solutely w ould no t com e near th e  feeding 
place.

T he first g roup  consisted o f established 
‘old tim ers’ th a t often  had  com e to  H yôko. 
But th e  question  rem ains open w hether 
the second group  was no t used to  m an, or 
w hether it could  no t app roach  th e  feeding 
place because o f  the dom ination  o f the 
first group.

The fu rther grow th o f the H yôko flock, 
passing the thousand  m ark  in 1970, is 
show n in T ab le  2. T he security and  a t­
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Table 2. Migrating swans at Hyôko during 23 years, 1950-1972

Season Num ber
First swan 
observed

Last swan 
departed

Length o f stay 
(days)

1950 46 6 Feb. 31 March 54
1951 27 26 Jan. 24 March 61
1952 34 7 Feb. 16 March 39
1953 49 16 Jan. 15 March 59
1954 33 20 Jan. 18 March 58
1955 15 26 Jan. 10 March 44
1956 22 23 Jan. 13 March 51
1957 18 19 Jan. 13 March 57
1958 23 7 Jan. 15 March 68
1959 32 8 Jan. 26 March 78
1959/60 312 31 Dec. 6 April 96
1960/61 340 8 Nov. 1 April 144
1961/62 138 14 Nov. 31 March 137
1962/63 315 7 Nov. 30 March 143
1963/64 354 29 Nov. 7 April 129
1964/65 253 6 Dec. 6 April 121
1965/66 453 2 Nov. 7 April 156
1966/67 687 2 Nov. 8 April 157
1967/68 583 25 Oct. 26 April 183
1968/69 566 16 Oct. 24 April 191
1969/70 1019 1 Nov. 14 April 164
1070/71 811 28 Oct. 14 April 168
1971/72 543 28 Oct. 12 April 166

m osphere o f love Jusaburo  bu ilt was car­
ried on by his son Shigeo, finding response 
in the  sw ans. T he W hooper and o ther 
w ildfowl concentrations rapid ly  grew 
tenfold . Som e 10,000 M allard  and  Teal 
came.

T he swans began to  reach  H yôko earlier 
(16 O ctober) and  linger longer (26 April). 
T he m axim um  stay was 191 days. Even 
the m inim um  stay o f 96 days was longer 
th an  th a t o f any season in th e  first decade. 
T he average length o f stay was 146 days.

T he sw ans accepted  Shigeo, following 
him  w herever he w ent, racing  tow ards him  
at his call. They adap ted  them selves to  the 
unusual environm ent, rem aining uncon­
cerned ab o u t m asses o f spectato rs on the 
em bankm ent and the m oving cars. (A 
slam m ed d o o r used to  chase them  away.)

T he swans cam e to  know  th e  exact 
feeding tim e; m any cam e from  the  farthest 
end o f th e  lake aforetim e, before  Shigeo 
was visible o r called them  to  line up a t the 
feeding dock.

W hen th e  w eather perm its, Shigeo tra ins 
the swans to  fly to  th e  opposite  side for 
food to  keep them  fit and  to  p lease visitors. 
They m ake a  m agnificent sight, racing over 
th e  w ater to  th e ir Sw anfather upon his call.

Pupils o f th e  E lem entary  School o f 
S uibara voluntarily  form ed a ‘L ake P a tro l’. 
They serve daily a fter school, tak ing  turns,

and on holidays, w hen visitors th rong  to  see 
th e  swans.

In th e  au tum n o f 1971 th e  ‘non-shooting’ 
a rea  was expanded to  cover th e  entire 
h in terland , Fukush im agata  6 km  to  the 
no rth  and  in o ther d irections.

Origin and migrations

T he swans w hich com e to  Japan  are  m ostly 
W hoopers; Bewick’s Swans are  few. In 
January  1971 a survey show ed an overall 
to ta l o f 7,023 (Table 3).

T he nearest breeding p lace  is in Sakhalin 
at R aichishi Lake. H ere  are  still about 
tw enty nests. T heir b reeding places spread 
over the no rthern  Soviet U nion, N. 
M ongolia and the K om andorsk iye Islands. 
T he Bewick’s Swans b reed  in th e  eastern 
p a rt o f S iberia, the L ena D elta  and the 
K olym a D elta.

T he W hoopers th a t com e to Japan  m ost 
p robab ly  com e from  th e  east o f  the Baikal 
Lake, the A ltai C hain  and  the A m ur R iver 
w hich com es from  th e  Y ablonovy Chain. 
They go up th e  A m ur river, th e ir favoured 
breeding g round , having to  cover 4,000 km 
to  Japan . On the way they  p ick up o ther 
flocks, grow ing in num ber. F rom  th e  river 
m ou th  they  cross over to  Sakhalin , w here 
all ga ther at R aichishi L ake in g rea t num ­



38 Rose Lesser

Table 3. Survey of swan species, January 1971, (by Tetsuo Kamaoku, Tòkyo, Ueno Zoo, Data 
Research Station)

Place W hoopers Bewick’s Swans Unidentified

Hokkaido
Nozuke 2,500 _ _

Akkeshi 800 _ _

Aomori Prefecture
Ominato - _ 456
Kominato - _ 449

Akita Prefecture
Hachirogata - - 107

Miyagi Prefecture
Izunuma - - 1,049

Fukushim a Prefecture
Inawashiro - __ 218

Niigata Prefecture
Fukushimagata - - 174
Sagata 385 53 -

Uwasekigata 192 34 _

Hyôko 191 23 _

Total 4,518 122 2,383

bers. A fter picking up the last swans, 
they proceed to  A niva Bay a t th e  south  of 
Sakhalin. T he first flock arrives about 10 
O ctober. H ere they linger until the  m iddle 
o f  N ovem ber, fo r in th e  shallow  w ater they 
find plenty o f food.

T he Bewick’s Swans are  said also to  go 
dow n the A m ur R iver to  K habarovsk and 
then  via K arafu to  w here they jo in  th e  W hoo­
pers. T he tw o kinds o f swans do no t fight 
each o ther. In N em uro , the sw ans’ m ost 
favoured w inter hab ita t, one can find 
ab o u t 20,000. T here  on th e  O daito  Beach 
and  on L ake Furen  they all com e together. 
This lake has a  circum ference o f 52 km, 
a length from  n o rth  to  south o f 20 km and 
a w idth o f 4 km.

W hen a  severe cold freezes th e  w ater o f 
lake and  beach , th e  swans proceed  g ra ­
dually to  the  sou th  and com e finally to 
H onshu. H ere is the bay o f K om inato  in 
A om ori P refectu re  a t th e  Sea o f Japan , th e  
sw ans’ favoured w intering  g round . Since 
olden tim es the  people  in this tow n trea ted  
all swans well. They see in the swan a 
m essenger o f G od  and  a  shrine is dedicated  
to  it, the  R aiden-Ji. This beach was de­
clared in 1922 a ‘N atu ra l M onum ent’, in 
1952 as ‘E x trao rd inary  N atu ra l M onum ent’.

W ith  progessing w inter, th e  sw ans move 
on  to  o th er p a rts  o f H onshu , searching 
o ther places w here they can find peace and 
food. A nd, as in tiny H yôko Jusaburo  
Y oshikaw a gave them  both , H yôko becam e 
th e ir regular w inter hab ita t.

The man and his achievements

Jusaburo  had  been bu t a farm er, bringing 
for his im m ense task  noth ing bu t love for 
these m igrating  b irds. T heir p resence was 
to  him  th e  assu rance  th a t m an had  no t yet 
lost his foo tho ld  in natu re , th a t m an was 
still tru stw orthy . A nd it was this love, not 
his know ledge, n o r th e  cold reasoning o f a 
scientist, n o r was it th e  skill w ith  which 
he handled  his job  th a t lead  to  success. 
T here are  in Japan  m any m uch m ore m agni­
ficent sw an concen tra tions, som e even over 
10,000. D uring  all th e  10 years o f  Jusa­
b u ro ’s conservation  w ork his swan con­
cen tration  rem ained  sm all.

N either the  num ber o f th e  swans nor the 
length o f th e ir stay w ere th e  im portan t fac­
to rs leading to  the fam e o f H yôko. It was 
the unusual, deep inner relationship  
betw een bird  and  m an, w onderful harm ony 
rad iated  by bo th .

T hough  th e  people  m ocked him  so often, 
yet w hen he asked them  to  oblige him in the 
nam e o f love fo r th e  wild creature , in his 
zeal o f  his ta sk  to  give them  justice and to 
read just m an  to  natu re , he spoke w ith such 
dynam ic force and au thority  th a t people in 
th e  end could bu t co-operate. A nd so he 
accom plished his aim , laying th e  founda­
tion  fo r th e  m iracle  o f  th e  second decade: 
the ever increasing swans at H yôko. 
T hrough  him  H yôko proved  to  th e  w orld 
th a t m odern  m an  and  m igrating b ird  can 
coexist.



Figure 2. Hyôko Lake.
Kiyoshi Honda
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Figure 3. Distribution of wild swans in Japan, trations; • ,  swan winter habitats; X, places
January 1970. A  , Most known swan concen- tem porarily visited; O , cities.
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Trapa natans Typha la tifo lia  
(stem and root)

Zizania la tifo lia  
(root and stem)

Phragmites communis 
(seed, stem and root)

Ranunculus aguatit h. 
(seed)
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Summary

The winter hom e of up to 1,000 W hooper Swans 
Cygnus cygnus at Hyôko, Japan, is described. 
The swans are artificially fed and given complete 
protection on a small (18 ha) reservoir on the 
outskirts o f the town. Details are given of the 
past history of the area, the build-up in swan 
numbers, and some of their food plants.
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Plate II. Above: the  Black Swan Cygnus atratus male on the left was loaned to Slimbridge by Sir 
W inston Churchill in 1953. He died in 1973 having fathered over thirty cygnets and 
been a foster parent to many more. Below: the Black necked Swan Cygnus melano- 
corphus demonstrates the young carrying behaviour common to the knob-billed group 
of swans.

A. Middleton


