
75
th

 Annual Bombay Hook Christmas Bird Count 

 
Anticipation leading to castigation, there’s nothing worse than after months of 

planning, phone calls, and obtaining permits than to find the gates locked. That was 

the start of the 75th diamond jubilee celebration for the Bombay Hook Christmas 

Count on Sunday, December 14, 2014. As luck will have it, everything happens for a 

reason. The gates were open by 5 AM allowing Bert Filemyr, Mike Rosengarten, and 

Chris Rowe to find the first of our three SNOWY OWLS sitting on the “Tour Stop 4” 

sign along Sheerness Pool. The Bombay Hook Christmas Count was underway, jointly 

conducted Delaware Valley Ornithological Club (DVOC)) and Delmarva Ornithological 

Society (DOS). 
 

Weather conditions before the count were abysmal. A nor'easter moving 

up the coast dumping up to 3 inches of rain into central Delaware the week 

before,  good for waterfowl, but bad for shorebird by flooding habitat. 

Conditions improved for count day but were still overcast with a cold, west 

wind at 5 to 20 mph. Standing on the dike was brutal. Temperature range 

was 27 to 43°F with water and ground open. 

 

The Bombay Hook count officially started in 1939 with David and Herb Cutler. The highest single count 

day total was 144 species, but one species was lost when IPSWICH SPARROW was lumped. This year we 

had the second largest number of participants ever, but no feeder watchers. Below is a graph of 

previous results:   

   Historical Perspective    

Year: 1939 1983 2008 2012 2013 2014 

Observers: 3 40 (3) 92 64(1) 65 74 

Species: 39 143 136 140 135 138 

( ) = feeder watchers 

 

This year’s count recorded 138 species plus four species on Count 

Week: GREATER WHITE-FRONTED GOOSE, EURASIAN WIGEON, 

ROUGH-LEGGED HAWK, and MARBLED GODWIT.  The results are 

above the 25-year average of 128 species. One species that was 

eagerly anticipated was the SANDHILL CRANE at Raymond Pool in 

Bombay Hook. This bird had been present since Thanksgiving and 

marked only the second time the species was found on count day, 

previously seen 45 years ago in 1969. One new species was found; a 

LEAST BITTERN was heard calling at the southeast corner of Bear 

Swamp in Bombay Hook. Although only heard, the LEAST BITTERN 
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had been seen and photographed the previous week. This brought the cumulative count total to 224 

species.  

 

 This was the year for SNOWY OWLS! Three were found on count day, Bombay Hook and 2 at Port 

Mahon. Previously, there were only 3 RECORDS in 75 years, including last year’s incredible invasion year. 

Also reported were good numbers of BARN OWLS, SHORT-EARED 

OWLS, and several LONG-EARED OWLS. BARRED OWL was found 

at its usual haunts at Finis Pool in Bombay Hook, but also in Dover 

along the St. Jones River near Delaware State University. A count 

of 28 EASTERN SCREECH OWLS was our second highest ever. This 

is mostly due to Joel Martin who tracks SCREECH OWLS in duck 

boxes for the refuge. He showed the group a gray phase SCREECH 

OWL in the box behind the maintenance sheds. For the count, 

only SAW-WHET OWL was missed.  

 

The count circle is divided into 8 areas. Area leaders 

determine coverage and can further subdivide the 

territory. The count circle extends from Woodland 

Beach to Kitts Hummock, west to Smyrna and 

Dover, including Woodland Beach Wildlife Refuge, 

Little Creek Wildlife Management Area, Port 

Mahon,  Dover Air Force Base, Garrison’s Lake, and 

the Bombay Hook refuge. Special permission is 

obtained to census several private hunting 

preserves in the circle. Additionally, the refuge is 

divided into 4 sub-territories, for each 

impoundment.  

 

 This year was outstanding for waterfowl. A total of 

30 species including LONG-TAILED DUCK, COMMON 

GOLDENEYE, with BLACK and SURF SCOTER were 

found.  REDHEAD was in Shearness Pool and at Kitts 

Hummock. 5 species of waterbird, RED-THROATED 

and COMMON LOON, PIED-BILLED and HORNED 

GREBE, and DOUBLE-CRESTED CORMORANT were 

also found on the count. A total of 142,000 SNOW GEESE were found. Just how accurate is this count? 

Delaware Fish and Wildlife conducted an aerial survey by Matt DiBona the same day and found 90,000 

SNOW GEESE at Bombay Hook plus 45,000 SNOW’S at Little Creek. With additional flocks at Leipsic and 

Dover, the totals were congruent between the two methods. But, the aerial survey did not find the 

record high count of 8 ROSS’S GEESE plus a CACKLING GOOSE produced by boots on the ground!  

 

Figure 1: Bombay Hook Count Circle 

     “ Gray phase” Eastern Screech Owl 
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The count also had excellent 

numbers of raptors this year. 

NORTHERN GOSHAWK was seen 

at Woodland Beach, later re-seen 

by the group surveying Finis Pool. 

A GOLDEN EAGLE was found 

perched at Bear Swamp and a 

record high count of 60 BALD 

EAGLES were found. One scan 

from the dike at Shearness Pool 

produced 13 BALD EAGLES; a big 

change from the 1960’s when 1 – 

2 birds were the norm.   

Unfortunately, this year was a 

record low for AMERICAN 

KESTREL, only one was found in 

the entire count circle. What has befallen this once abundant raptor?  The species has fallen from nearly 

300 individuals found on Delaware CBCs in the 1960’s to only 25-50 birds per year in this decade. Some 

wildlife specialists say it’s from predation by the increase number of COOPER’S HAWKS. But, if you look 

at the hawkwatch totals, KESTRELS have declined at a considerably faster rate than COOPER’S HAWKS 

have increased. The answer may come from studies on SNOWY OWLS! The University of Pennsylvania’s 

New Bolton Center studied dead SNOWY OWLS last year. Previously, SNOWY OWLS were thought to die 

from starvation when they migrate this far south. What the study found was the birds were in good 

health, most death occurred from trauma, hitting power lines, cars, or being shot. Necropsy studies 

showed that these birds  growing up in a clean arctic environment, already had substantial amount of 

pesticides and anticoagulant rodenticides in their livers.  Perhaps a correlation could be made to the 

KESTREL, which lives in an environment full of toxic chemicals these days.  

 

Interesting birds were found on this year’s count included 

LOGGERHEAD SHRIKE was found for the second year in a row 

along Bergdoll Road. The state recently changed the name of 

this fabled birding location to Bergold Lane for some unknown 

reason. SNOW BUNTINGS 

were at Woodland Beach 

and LAPLAND LONGSPUR 

was along Whitehall Neck 

Road, 4 SEDGE WRENS 

were at Pickering Beach, 

COMMON YELLOWTHROAT was seen at Raymond Pool and Kitts 

Figure 2: American Kestrels on Delaware CBCs 
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Hummock, and PURPLE FINCH and PINE SISKIN were the only winter finches reported. High counts were 

reported for WINTER WRENS, a species that has really expanded. Almost every count in Delaware this 

year had record high counts of WINTER WREN. WHITE-BREASTED NUTHATCHES were found in good 

numbers, but not record highs. Analysis shows this species is very cyclic with a high standard deviation.  

 

The boat trip out into the Bombay Hook marshes found COMMON LOON, BOAT-TAILED GRACKLE, and 

SEASIDE SPARROW, but not the big rafts of bay ducks that were found in past years.  Little Creek Wildlife 

Management Area had an amazing collection of waterfowl,  400 GADWALL, 1500 NORTHERN 

SHOVELERS, 2000 GREEN-WINGED TEAL, 106 BUFFLEHEADS, 186 HOODED MERGANSERS, and 900 

RUDDY DUCKS, plus 17 PIED-BILLED GREBES, 70 GREAT BLUE HERONS, 2 GREAT EGRETS, 8000 

AMERICAN COOTS, 19 WILSON’S SNIPE and 56 GREATER YELLOWLEGS. Exclusive to Little Creek were 

MUTE SWAN, BLACK-CROWNED NIGHT HERON, and BONAPARTE’S GULL. This area is the true larder for 

the count, a potential untapped resource. Just imagine what other rarities might be lurking there.  

 

There has been an interesting trend 

in woodpeckers within the count 

circle. PILEATED WOODPECKERS 

have been recorded for the last 3 

years. There were only 2 previous 

records for the species in the last 70 

years. HAIRY WOODPECKER 

numbers have also doubled over 

the last 10 years. These increases 

reflect a change in the 

environment, as more mature trees 

are growing up in the historically 

agrarian Kent Co. region. 

 

Many of the half-hardy species were missed, including EASTERN PHOEBE, PALM WARBLER and CHIPPING 

SPARROW. The storm the previous week must have blown them south. Two species that have 

disappeared over time are the RING-NECKED PHEASANT and BREWER’S BLACKBIRD. Maybe these 

species will be found somewhere new in the future. Doesn’t anybody in Dover feed birds? Goals for next 

year include increased feeder coverage to find RED-BREASTED NUTHATCH.  

 

As stated earlier, Shorebirds were a wipeout. Last year, 17 species of wader were found, compared to a 

dismal total of 7 species this year. Missed species included BLACK-BELLIED and SEMIPALMATED PLOVER, 

BLACK-NECKED STILT, AMERICAN AVOCET, WILLET, RUDDY TURNSTONE, WESTERN SANDPIPER, and 

LONG-BILLED DOWITCHER. A good year in Sandpipers would have put the count total close to the 

coveted 150 species mark.  

 

Figure 3: Tales of Two Woodpeckers on the Bombay Hook CBC 



Despite the disappointments and weather, the count was an outstanding success. We had more young 

birders involved and taking leadership roles. We had bird tour groups in the morning and afternoon for 

the refuge, introducing neophytes to Christmas counting. Social media plays a key role indoctrinating 

new birders. This year we had a reporter, Karen White from Delaware State News participating. You can 

read her account of the day at:  

http://delaware.newszap.com/centraldelaware/137244-70/bombay-hook-christmas-bird-count-draws-

birders-and-birds-from-near-and-far 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here’s a photo of this year’s participants. I’d like to thank the boat captain, Randy Murphy, area leaders, 

birders, and photographers that assisted on the count. 

 

Good Birding,  

Andy Ednie 


