Memoryscape: swans and ducks excerpt – Mike Turk, ex-Swan Master and Alan Spong
Mike Turk

I was a swan master for the Vintners company, as was my father and my uncle was the Queen’s swan keeper.  In fact another uncle was the third one way before the war.  The swans on the Thames only belong to, there are three owners, the Queen and two of the City Livery companies, The Vintners and the Dyers. At one time, 700 odd years ago, the rights, it was a status symbol, like owning two Rolls Royces and a chauffeur to take you somewhere.  Swan owning was a great privilege and the privileges were sold by the Crown which raised money for wars or other worthy causes like that. And of course to eat a swan was another privilege and a swan in the, I think Henry II’s time would cost something like 3 shillings odd, but goose which was the same amount of meat etc or more or less, was only tuppence.   So you can see the difference in owning a swan.  

Now to maintain your fleet, you pride of swans, game of swans rather, you needed to mark them, and you marked them as young cygnets when they were quite young.  You marked the, they had swan marks on their beaks which is what the Vintners and the Dyers did.  The Queen’s swans were unmarked, we also pinioned them which meant taking a small joint off one side so it kept them local to the Thames.  They could still fly but they couldn’t fly long distance.  And they also marked them on the feet in earlier times with holes in the webs etcetra, so they were always identified because the mark was for life.  Um nowadays with the present regime they’re not marked, but they, uh, they still maintain the privilege of rowing up on the third week of July and looking at them and recording them and they weigh them and suchlike, they are looked after.  

The swan master, in my days the swan master had to go out for calls at night and, you know they used to get on the railway line and they used to get stuck on the ice and we used to go out and do all that sort of thing.  It did become a very difficult thing to do with phones. In my business the phone would be so totally blocked for a day, with people walking prams down by the river and seeing a swan with a touch of blood on it.  I’d go and look at the swan and it would be what we call a blood feather, with the new feathers coming through.  It would bang itself and bleed slightly, but on a white bird it used to show up and you’d get 200 phone calls and you couldn’t, and the phone calls were quite onerous you know, people would get quite annoyed with you. 

Alan Spong

And then of course we did some nasty things too I’m afraid.  Like catching ducks. 

How did you catch ducks?  

Well we’d have a hook with a piece of bread on the end of it which would float down and at the back we’d have a great big ring of iron sort of quite heavy and we’d get ourselves on to, shall we say onto a pontoon of some sort and get down behind there and feed out the line with the bread on and when we heard a duck or saw a duck getting it we then dropped the heavy piece of metal so it pulled the duck under.  

I know I thought that I ought to tell you that because uh I was involved with other people at the time, it wasn’t my own idea you understand.

 No comment.  

Well I must say that it was no good trying to eat it too because mallard ducks on the river Thames are very fishy indeed and don’t taste nice. 

You obviously tried them then.  

Yes we did. Yes we built a fire and pulled all the feather out.  Oh dear I mustn’t go on about that I don’t think.  
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