
Chasing after Snow Geese

My first encounter with snow geese was at Bombay Hook National Wildlife Refuge

(NWR) near Dover, Delaware on New Year’s Eve of 2007. Invited by two of my good

photograph friends, we left Rockville, MD at 3:00 am in order to shoot the sunrise

photos at the nearby Port Mahon on the Delaware Bay first before visiting Bombay

Hook NWR. The first time to witness thousands upon thousands of snow geese taking

off like a white cloud rising from the pool was an amazing sight that I will never forget.

Fig 1

Snow Geese - Born to Migrate

Snow geese breed in the arctic and subarctic regions of North America during spring

and summer and then migrate south to spend the winter in inland and coastal areas of

the United States. As shown on Fig. 2, there are four migration flyways, namely,

Pacific, Central, Mississippi and Atlantic. As shown on Fig. 3, most of the snow geese

wintering along East Coast from New Jersey to North Carolina coastal areas are from

eastern Arctic regions including the western part of Greenland.
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Their southern journey, over 2,500 miles, begins in early fall (September) with first stop

in the St. Lawrence Valley in Quebec and then gradually migrate to Vermont and

Upstate New York in October. By mid-November they will arrive in Bombay Hook, Prime

Hook and possibly Chincoteague NWR. Based on our observation during the past

several years, migration of massive number of snow geese to Blackwater NWR near

Cambridge does not happen until mid-December at the earliest. They will then stay

there for the entire winter until mid-February.

Snow geese feed in shallow water and on the ground, typically in saturated soil (Fig. 4).

They eat marsh grasses, sedges and rushes; berries; corn, wheat, barley and other

grains gleaned in the harvested fields, and pasture grasses. Snow geese establish pair

bonds for life during the second winter or on the second northward migration when they

are almost two years old; generally they first breed successfully at age three. Eggs

hatched after 22-23 days of incubation. The goslings are able to walk, swim, dive and

feed soon after they leave the nest, usually within hours of hatching. They begin to fly 6-

7 weeks after hatching. Snow geese can live beyond 26 years.

Bombay Hook NWR, Smyrna, DE

Bombay Hook was established in 1937 as a link in the chain of refuges extending from

Canada to the Gulf of Mexico. It encompasses about 16,000 acres of tidal salt marsh,

1,100 acres of impounded fresh water pools and swamps, and 1,800 acres of uplands

with agricultural crops, grasslands, seasonal moist soil areas and woodlands. The snow

geese usually arrive here in November. Since my first visit on December 31, 2006, I

have gone back there twice: First time on November 9, 2008 to show my wife the snow

geese scene and second time as a TASS photo outing trip on November 21-22, 2008. It

was a memorable trip for snow geese watching and sunrise photographing at Port

Mahon. It was bitterly cold and as shown on the photo below everyone bundled up as if

we were on the Arctic expedition. The snow geese photos were great especially when

the big flock of geese flying in the sunset sky. I like this Refuge a lot for the smell of salt

water and the color of tall grasses in the marsh as photographic foreground of flying

snow geese.



Blackwater NWR, Cambridge, MD

Blackwater was established in 1933 as a refuge for migratory birds. The refuge includes

more than 27,000 acres, composed mainly of rich tidal marsh. Snow geese usually

arrive here in December and spend the entire winter here until mid-February. Since it is

only two-hour drive away, one can easily make it as a day trip from Greater DC areas

for watching and photographing snow geese. In addition to snow geese, there are

Canada geese, tundra swans, blue herons and bald eagles in the Refuge. The best time

to view snow geese is in late afternoon when flocks and flocks of them flying back to

Refuge for the night after the full day feeding in the nearby grain fields. The sunset

scene is usually very colorful. TASS photo club members have visited this Refuge 3-4

times every winter since 2008. On a lucky day when the snow geese are “active” or

“unsettling” we can witness the flock taking off several times with high-pitched loud

noise that will leave you with unforgettable images.

Chincoteague NWR, Chincoteague Island, VA

The Refuge includes more than 14,000 acres of beach, dunes, marsh and maritime

forest. TASS photo Club members took an overnight trip on January 6-7, 2008 chasing

after the snow geese and only saw a very limited number of them. The setting of the

Refuge was beautiful and we enjoyed viewing wild horses, blue herons and white egrets

in addition to the beautiful sunset and sunrise. A re-visit in November may be

necessary to find the snow geese.

Pea Island NWR, Nags Head, NC

The Refuge established in 1937 is located about 10 miles south of Nags Head on the

north end of Hatteras Island, Outer Banks, NC. It includes 5834 acres of land and



25,700 acres of water area. During a visit of the Refuge in mid-January 2011, we were

pleasantly surprised to spot a small flock of snow geese. White pelican were abundant

here. Some swans and great white egrets were also spotted.

.

Middle Creek Wildlife Management Area near Lancaster, PA

I found out about this lovely wildlife refuge about 20 miles north of Lancaster, PA when I

was surfing on the Internet to find out when and how the snow geese from coastal areas

such as Blackwater NWR flying back to Arctic Regions. Apparently Middle Creek WMA,

with 6,254 acres of lake and upland areas managed by PA Game Commission is one of

the main stopover areas for snow geese and tundra swans during their northern

migration. In the past several years the Commission has reported at least 80,000 and

up to more than100,000 snow geese stopping in Middle Creek in late February and

early March while pushing north to their breeding grounds. Being able to get closer to

the flocks of snow geese either on the pasture or in the lake, as compared to other

refuges is the biggest advantage of taking great close-up photos of these fascinating

birds.

Future Areas for Snow Geese Watching

It has been a lot of fun in following the snow geese migration in the Atlantic flyway zone

in the past several years. Although there are more National Wildlife Refuges in the East

Coast, such as Prime Hook in Delaware, Eastern Neck in Maryland and Back Bay in

Virginia to be explored for possible snow geese chasing, it will be interesting to travel to

St. Lawrence Valley including New England area to greet these lovely birds in October

as they make the first stop in the southern migration. It may coincide with the peak of

autumn foliage in New England and will definitely present excellent opportunity for

photographing. It may also be interesting to follow them to Upstate New York and/or

Ontario as they leave Middle Creek in early March for their journey back to the north.
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