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Leucistic Bewick’s Swans

M A R Y  E. E V A N S  a n d  T O M  L E B  R E T

M ore th an  a century ago, one m useum  
specim en of a m ysterious sw an, Cygnus 
davidi, was seen in Peking by Swinhoe 
(1870). I t was subsequently  lost and there 
was m uch puzzlem ent as to  its identity , for 
no o ther records cam e in. I t  had w hite 
p lum age, a verm ilion bill tipped  by a 
b lack  nail, and orange-yellow  legs and  feet. 
T he fact th a t the  a rea  betw een th e  bill and 
eye was feathered  led som e w orkers to  
suggest it was a C oscoroba Swan Coscoroba 
coscoroba, though  they could no t explain 
how it had  got from  S. A m erica to  China. 
K ear (1972) poin ted  ou t th a t this degree 
o f feathering is found  in the juvenile Be­
w ick’s Swan Cygnus columbianus bewickii 
(the size was ab o u t right), and  th a t the 
m ysterious swan m ight have been o f this 
species bu t a  leucistic variety , i.e. one 
genetically deprived o f th e  b lack  pigm ent 
m elanin. Support for this view has been 
forthcom ing from  a num ber o f sightings 
am ong w intering Bewick’s Swans.

In A pril 1956 a Bewick’s Swan a t G un ton , 
N orfo lk , had  flesh-pink legs and  feet and a 
bill th a t was m ahogany coloured apart

from  the norm al yellow patch . It was filmed 
by M r R. P. B agnall-O akeley (Seago, 1957). 
In  January  1962 on C ockerham  Moss, 
L ancashire, an apparen tly  adu lt Bewick’s 
Swan was seen w ith b righ t orange-yellow  
legs and feet— brigh ter on th e  outside of the 
tarsus. The bill was norm al. I t was m ated to  
a com pletely norm al black-legged bird, 
and they w ere accom panied by a single im ­
m atu re w hose appearance  seems to  have 
been un rem arkab le  (Sharrock , 1962). In 
January  1963 there  was an o th e r rep o rt o f  a 
Bewick’s Swan w ith flesh-pink feet in N or­
folk, a t Cley (Seago, 1964).

The suspicion th a t these swans in Britain 
and  th e  m ysterious ‘D av id ’s Sw an’ w ere 
only co lour varian ts o f the  Bewick’s Swan 
has received confirm ation by th e  close 
a tten tion  now  being given to  th a t species 
in Britain and the N etherlands. Until 
recently  the chances to  study th e  legs of 
Bewick’s Swans w ere distinctly  lim ited; 
now  at Slim bridge, G loucestersh ire , and 
W elney, N orfolk , th e  observatory  facilities 
set up by the W ildfowl T rust have greatly 
enhanced the  opportun ities.

Figure 1. A leucistic Bewick’s Swan (Needham) 
at Welney, February 1972.
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D uring th e  w in ter 1971-72 a com pletely 
yellow-legged Bewick’s Swan was present 
fo r several weeks a t W elney. A bout 75% of 
w hat w ould norm ally  have been b lack  on 
the bill p a tte rn  w as red . T he nail was black. 
T he iris o f the eye was pale  blue, instead of 
d ark  brow n, bu t th is is som etim es observed 
on otherw ise norm al birds. A detailed 
record  o f the identifying bill p a tte rn  was 
m ade, and  it w as nam ed ‘N eedham ’ (see 
F igure 1). Som etim es norm al second 
w inter birds, w ith black legs, have a  very 
little red in the  cen tre  o f th e  bill. This is, 
how ever, qu ite  d ifferent, fo r it occurs 
approxim ately  w here N eedham  has his only 
true  pa tch  o f b lack, and  it d isappears by 
the th ird  w inter.

A second, d is tinc t b ird  w ith m uch less 
red  on its bill th an  N eedham , and w ith grey- 
yellow  legs w ith a  few b lack  spots, was also 
p resen t a t W elney th a t w inter.

On 30 D ecem ber 1972, N eedham  re­
appeared , no t a t W elney b u t a t Slim bridge. 
This tim e he was accom panied  by an o rm al 
m ate  and , m ost interestingly, a  com pletely 
w hite cygnet w ith  flesh/chalky grey legs. 
Its w hole bill was a  strong p ink tipped  w ith 
a b lack  nail. Its descrip tion  alm ost exactly 
m atches th a t by Sw inhoe. U nfortunately  
th e  trio  spent only th e  one evening at 
Slim bridge, leaving early next m orning for 
fields ab o u t 15 k ilom etres away. T here 
they rem ained fo r the w hole o f  January  
and  until 26 F eb ruary  1973.

M eanw hile an o th e r yellow-legged
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Bewick’s Swan, possibly the sam e as the 
second bird  from  the previous season 
there , was again  to  be seen a t W elney.

Then across th e  N orth  Sea yet ano ther 
exam ple w as observed, near O uw rkerk, 
Schouw en-D uivenland, on 27 January  
1973. In  this b ird  all th e  bill th a t w ould 
norm ally be b lack  was brigh t crim son and 
there  was no  black  nail. T he yellow bill 
patches and  th e  eyes appeared  norm al, bu t 
the legs w ere flesh coloured.

T he leucistic condition  is know n in the 
T rum peter Sw an Cygnus c. buccinator and 
even in th e  B lack Swan Cygnus a tra tus; in 
the  M ute Swan Cygnus olor the genetic 
sorting  o u t o f  the characters has been 
described in detail (K ear, 1972). It w ould 
seem th a t in Bewick’s Swans the leucistic 
gene is also ‘recessive’ and  perhaps sex- 
linked. A  m ating  w ith a  norm al b ird  not 
carrying th e  gene could then  give rise 
e ither to  w hite cygnets (as in N eedham ’s 
m ating) o r to  norm al ones (as in the 
L ancashire report).

It seem s possible th a t there  is a change 
w ith age from  flesh-coloured legs, th rough  
grey to  yellow . Likew ise th e  pu re  p ink  bill 
m ay becom e progressively dark er and 
flecked w ith b lack  (N eedham ) until it 
appears no rm al (as in th e  L ancashire and 
second N orfo lk  birds). A lternatively the 
various com binations reported  m ay reflect 
d ifferent genetic m ixtures. C learly it would 
be desirab le  to  ring  a  leucistic cygnet and 
follow  its co lour changes in detail.
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