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Wild Whisperings

Trumpeter Swans

December 29, 2021

Swans:
Grace in Motion

By: Karen Aubuchon Johnson

Last year in January, I set a goal to find and
photograph swans in the wild. I was fortunate to
see Trumpeter Swans in Western Colorado last
winter and in Wyoming at several different locations, at different times this year.
My favorite memory was observing a family
of swans slowly float by along a slow and winding offshoot of the river that made big loops back
and forth through a marshy area. I watched them
from a distance.
Baby swans, known as cygnets can’t fly for 3
to 4 months. Their parents keep them hidden in
the marsh grasses when they are first born. As
they start to get a little older, they take them out
in areas where the water moves slowly, retreating back into the cover of vegetation if they sense
possible danger or an excited photographer in my
case.
I watched a family of swans float by along a
quiet part of the river with some youngsters who
were a couple months old. I anticipated they
would return back to this area, so I hiked down
a shallow ravine and sat quietly, hidden in the
morning shadows. Sure enough and much to my
delight, they came floating back by— the parents
with their three grey cygnets. To see them gracefully glide by in silence, in the early morning light
was magical. My pictures (at right) didn’t turn out
quite like I’d hoped but their image is permanently etched in my mind.
Trumpeter Swans are North America’s heaviest
native living bird, weighing from 21 to 28 pounds
with the males being the heaviest. They are also
our largest wild waterfowl, with a wingspan of
six to eight-feet. Trumpeter swans are native to
only North America.
They once ranged across North America from
the Atlantic to Pacific. Fur traders and homesteaders eliminated the species from most of its ancestral range by 1900. Some survived in Canada and
Alaska.
According to the National Parks Service for
Yellowstone National Park’s website https://
www.nps.gov/yell/learn/nature/trumpeter-swan.
htm Trumpeter Swans were almost wiped out
in the lower 48 states by 1930 due to habitat loss
and hunting. A small population survived in the
Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem of approximately
70 birds. With intensive management, this population provided the basis for widespread swan
recovery in the Rocky Mountains later in the century.
Swan numbers in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, belonging to the Rocky Mountain subpopulations, grew steadily through the 1960s,
after which numbers in the breeding population
began declining in Yellowstone National Park.
Possible reasons for the decline are predation, climate change and human disturbance.
As a result of conservation measures, populations across the Continental United States began
increasing. As of 2015 there were 63,000 trumpeter swans in North America belonging to three
distinct populations: the Pacific Coast, the Rocky
Mountain, and the Interior.

Trumpeter Swans in flight.
Swans often mate for life
with pair bonds often forming at 3 to 7 years of age. The
pair stays together throughout the year, moving together in migratory populations.
The young are often able to
swim within two days and
are capable of feeding themselves after two weeks. They
reach the fledging stage between three to four months.
Pictured at left and below is
a family of swans. The parents are adorned with the
snowy white plumage and
the cygnets are the three
smaller grey ones.

Swan babies, referred to as cygnets, are born grey with pinkish legs and attain their white plumage after about a year.
Swans prefer locations
with areas of open space
as getting airborne requires a lot of room to use
as a runway before they
can achieve lift off.
Pictured at right is a flock
of wintering swans taking
off along the Yampa River
in Colorado.
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This adult Trumpeter swan made many tracks on top of the water until it was finally able to lift off up into the air.

An adult swan can have a wingspan of six to eight feet.

Swans take off over a partly frozen river during a brisk December day.

Approximately 60 swans were gathered along a wide section of the Green River.

A bevy of swans resting on the riverbank on a cold day in January.

How far can I stretch my wings?
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