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The 74
th

 Bombay Hook count started out with a bang! Just after first light, the call went out of a 

Gyrfalcon at Pickering Beach. Anthony Gonzon related that an all-white raptor landed in a tree next to a 

Cooper's Hawk, dwarfing the accipiter. If this was 

a Gyrfalcon, it would be a new record for the 

count and only the third state record for 

Delaware. Quickly calls went out to other 

observers. Unfortunately, Anthony and his party 

of Chris Bennett and Mike Moore were good 

scientists and followed up on their initial 

sighting. They discovered that the bird was not a 

white phase gyrfalcon but actually a leucistic 

Northern Harrier. As Kitt Heckscher wrote later, 

this all white Northern Harrier is probable more rare than a white-phased Gyrfalcon, but it still goes 

down on the list as only another harrier.  Oh well, maybe another day! 

 

We really dodged a bullet with this year's weather. The previous day brought snow, ice, and rain to the 

Delaware Valley. Dover had almost an inch of rain. But the skies cleared at 2 AM, the morning brought a 

prolonged first light. When the clouds cleared away around 9:00 am, a beautiful orange color lite up the 

fields, followed by clear sky till dusk. Here’s a synopsis of the weather: 

Weather: 

Overcast in am, Clearing to cloudy in pm 

Temp: 28
o
 – 44

o  
F 

Wind N-NW @ 5 - 15 MPH, gusts to 20 MPH in pm 

Water 90% open 

Ground open 

 
 

Morning owling was a little slow. It was hard to get Great Horns and Eastern Screech Owls to talk. Barn 

Owls were found by Bert Filemyr and Mike Rosengarten at the maintenance sheds and Allee House. Six 

Barn owls were found up by Woodland Beach.  I started at 4 am with Joel Martin and Nancy Goggin to 

find the Barn Owl at the Fisher Tract. We never saw the bird, but it was screeching at us with their blood 

cuddling call. We found an amazing number of over 100 rabbits at the Fisher Tract, while driving the dirt 

roads. No wonder there were plenty of Barn  Owls, or even Snowy Owls this year with all this food 

available! Our owling ended behind Finis Pool with Derek Stoner, Amy and Kathleen O’Neil listening to 

the thrill of a Screech Owl overhead. Derek had found a Long-eared Owl in the holly trees behind Finis. 

He then went to the corn cribs at Bear Swamp to see Woodcock doing their timberdoodle dance.  

 

This was the 74
th

 year for Bombay Hook count, sponsored jointly by the Delaware Valley Ornithological 

Club (DVOC) and the Delmarva Ornithological Society (DOS).  Started in 1938 by Herb and Dave Cutler, 

Photo by Mike Moore 



that first year only had 3 observers and 39 species. This count has been continuous except for 1943 

during the war when both Cutler brothers were away serving their country. Dave remained compiler 

until 1999 when I started. Here’s a historical perspective:   

 

Year: 1939 1983 2008 2012 2013 

Obs: 3 40 (3) 92 64 (1) 65 

Species: 39 143 136 140 135 
 

Our biggest year was 1983, with 143 species seen. The most observers were in 2008 with 92 

participants. On average, the count has 49 observers that report 127 species with 117 hours in the 

field.  Last year was exceptional, lack of freeze provided open water resulting in 18 species of 

shorebird. It was also a winter finch year, with both species of crossbill recorded. This year was 

above average, with 65 observers and 135 species. A total of 172,000 individual birds were 

count, but 120 K of those were Snow Geese! 

 

A total of 28 species of waterfowl were seen on the 

count. Bombay Hook is famous for its goose 

population. Where else in North American can you 

find 9 species of goose, including Pink-foot, 

Barnacle and Bean Goose! This year we had a 

record high count of 5 Ross’s Geese. The way to 

see Ross’s Geese is not to look for them on the 

ground, like looking for needle in a haystack, 

especially with 120,000 white birds to look 

through. It is much easier to pick out the smaller 

birds as they fly over, like the second bird from the 

top. (photo by Alan Kneidel) 

 

Another rare anseriform was a Greater White-

fronted Goose at Lake Garrison near Cheswold. 

This bird was of the pink-billed Midwestern form.  

(photo by Alan Kneidel). The count recorded 5 

species of goose this year, missing only Brant.  

 

 



The count circle is centered in the town of Leipsic. Here’s the count circle with highlighted 

areas:  

 
 

There has been stable participation with good coverage, but this year marked the retirement of 

Meta Little who ran the Dover area. Meta is responsible for several new species to the count in 

the past, including Spotted Sandpiper, and will be sadly missed. 
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This count had several highlights. A big raft of bay ducks 

on the Pickering Beach side of Little Creek Wildlife 

Management Area had a single Redhead among The Ring-

Necked Ducks and Lesser Scaup. A female Black Scoter 

(photo by Mike Moore), the only sea duck on the count, 

was found at Port Mahon. Both Red-throated and Common 

Loons were seen at Woodland Beach. A late lingering 

Snowy Egret was found at Little Creek. A Black-necked 

Stilt, perhaps the same bird that overwintered last year, 

was seen at Raymond Pool. An immature Red-headed 

Woodpecker was found along E. Denny Road, along 

Delaware Rt. 1 near Dover Downs. The Loggerhead 

Shrike (photo by Joe Sebastiani) that had been seen for 

two weeks prior to count day, was seen on the green wire 

fence along Bergdoll Road opposite Dover AFB. Sedge 

and Marsh Wrens were seen at Pickering Beach, and a 

single House Wren was found at Woodland Beach, for a 5 

wren sweep. The year of the Snowy Owl didn’t disappoint 

also. It took all day, but at dusk a Snowy Owl landed on 

the hunting stand opposite Shearness Pool to be added to 

the count. The owl had to wait all day, because Bald 

Eagles kept perching on the stand during the day.  

 

A Horned Grebe was found at Little Creek. This used to 

be a regular species, but numbers have dropped over the 

last quarter century. Maybe this is the first sign of a 

comeback! Double-crested Cormorants numbers continue 

to grow, and now they are moving inland! The majority of sightings were from the creeks near 

Dover, not out on Delaware Bay where you would expect them. Unusual sightings included a 

record count of Black Vultures. This species has been increasing over the last 20 years, but the 

combination of increase breeding and perfect weather conditions produced 97 birds. Some like to 

perch on the top of the stands at Dover Downs Raceway. Bald Eagles also set a new record, 



remember the days when seeing a single eagle was a big event. This year, over 50 eagles were 

reported, but allowances were made for birds being double counts by different parties. 77 Eastern 

Bluebird was the third highest count, a species that was missing from 1960 to 1990. Other 

sightings included: Ring-necked Pheasant, Long-billed Dowitcher, 4 Pileated Woodpeckers, 

Red-breasted Nuthatch, Snow Bunting, and Purple Finch. A high count of 129 Rusty Blackbirds 

were found in the swamps of Finis Pool. Little Creek refuge also reported over 7000 American 

Coot.  

 

Again this year, we had record low numbers of American Kestrel. Who would think you’d see 

more Peregrines than Kestrels? Species missed included Long-tailed Duck, Wild Turkey, 

Marbled Godwit, Lesser Yellowlegs, Western Sandpiper, Lapland Longspur, Orange-crowned 

Warbler, Yellow-headed Blackbird, Boat-tailed Grackle, Chipping Sparrow and all three marsh 

sparrows. Several sparrows were missed because of sport events at Big Oak Park, some of the 

best sparrow habitat in the circle. A locked gate temporarily prevented access to the private 

duPont property below Woodland Beach. There seems to be less sea ducks along the Delaware 

Bay, perhaps from increase boat traffic. Besides Purple Finch, no other winter finch was 

recorded, a big difference from last year’s record numbers of crossbills.  

 

Thanks to all the birders that took time away from family and shopping that made this year’s 

count possible! 

 

Andy Ednie 

 


