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The sky was just beginning to turn pink in 

the east when the first geese began to fly, 

lifting off the water in groups of six to twenty. 

Once airborne, they rapidly gained altitude 

to clear the tall pines at the west end of the 

lake, then circled around and began looking 

for a place to settle among the corn, wheat 

and chufa fields that lay beneath them. 

HONKER! 
T HEY KNEW the area well, as they 

had been feeding in the fields near 
the lake for several weeks, ever since 
they arrived from their breeding 
grounds near Hudson Bay in north
eastern Canada. It had been a long 
flight, but instinct, plus several older 
birds that had spent winters here be
fore guided them home. 

Spotting a small flock of their kind 
already feeding in the corn stubble, 
the big birds rolled over and fell out 
of the sky, flaps down, their big feet 
braced against the rushing air to give 
them more braking power. Just as 
they reached for the frosty earth two 
hunters suddenly appeared, and too 
late, the geese realized it was a trap. 
One hunter scored a direct hit on a 
young gander, but the other hunter, 
hoping but not really expecting an 
eyeball to eyeball confrontation, 
missed with both barrels. 

The lucky hunter retrieved his 
goose and visibly excited, turned to 
grin at his partner. It was a scene 
that had been a long time coming. 

They were two of 16 hunters en
joying the first goose hunt on a game 
management area ever held in South 
Carolina; and eight of the 16 hunters 
got their limit that day-one Canada 
goose. 

The hunt was held on the gOO-acre 
Santee Cooper Game Management 
Area near Eutawville, just across Lake 
Marion from the Santee National 
Wildlife Refuge. 

The national refuge is the winter 
home of several thousand Canada's 
annually, and the management area 
has also been home to a wintering 
flock for several years, usually around 
1,200 birds. There has been a strong 
effort by the South Carolina Wildlife 
Resources Department to increase the 
flock on the management area, and it 
was felt the goose population had fin
ally stabilized at a figure high enough 
to allow limited hunting. 

It was decided to allow 16 hunters 
on the area during the seven Satur
days of the season. Hunting hours are 
from one half hour before sunrise 
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About 40 per cent of the Canada geese 
on the North American Continent use 
the Atlantic Flyway. Most are hatched 
in Northeastern Canada. 
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There are 
able, geese 

plenty of excellent nesting areas avail
populations are limited only by winter 

habitat and hunting 
until noon, each hunter is allowed to 
bring only five shells, and nothing 
may be hunted except Canada geese. 
The hunters are furnished blinds and 
decoys. 

The hunts were announced through 
the news media approximately six 
weeks before the season, and the in
terest in goose hunting was demon
strated when more than twice as many 
hunters made application than there 
were openings. A public drawing was 
held in Columbia and the lucky hunt
ers were notified which Saturday they 
were scheduled to hunt. 

Brock Conrad, chief of game man
agement, said the hunts were an ex
periment. "We'll just have to wait and 
see how it works out," he said. "By 
the end of the season we'll know 
whether or not we can have goose 
hunting on th.e area. But we wanted 
to try, because very few people in 
South Carolina have had a chance to 
go goose hunting without going a 
long distance." 

There is no danger of too many 
geese being bagged, because if every 
hunter got his limit it would be only 
112 birds, which won't happen. 

Actually, it's a very unusual thing 
for many hunters in the deep South 
to even see a goose, much less kill one. 
Although there are more geese now 
on the North American Continent 
than there ever was, they no longer 
fly ancestral paths to winter in the 
deep South. Now they are "short
stopped" at the big federal and state 
refuges in Maryland, Illinois, Wiscon
sin and other northern states. These 
refuges, combined with changing agri
cultural patterns along the northern 
portions of the Atlantic Flyway, have 
reduced the flow of geese into the 
South to a mere trickle. 

Last year 435,000 geese wintered in 
Maryland, and 15 years ago the peak 
was only 20,000 birds. Hundreds of 
thousands of geese now winter at 
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Horicon National Wildlife Refuge in 
Wisconsin, Crab Orchard and Horse 
Shoe Lake Refuges in Illinois, and at 
Swan Lake National Wildlife Refuge 
in Missouri. Compare this with Flor
ida's St. Mark's Refuge near Tallahas
see, where once 30,000 geese spent the 
winter. Last year, according to refuge 
records, only 2,l00 birds showed up. 

Last year was the first year in the 
history of the state that Georgia did 
not have a goose season, and now 
there is no open season on Canada 
geese in Arkansas or Louisiana, long 
known as prime waterfowl states. 

The Atlantic Flyway has always 
held the largest Canada goose popu
lations of the four flyways on the con
tinent. About 40 per cent of the 
Canada geese on the North American 
Continent use the Atlantic Flyway, 
but today Maryland alone holds more 
than half of the total Canada goose 
population on the eastern · seaboard. 
There are also large wintering flocks 
in New Jersey and Delaware, birds 
that ordinarily would fly further south 
for the winter. 

As you might expect, the change 
in goose migration routes has also 
changed the number of birds in the 
hunters bag. The upper states, with 
about half the hunters, take about 20 
per cent of the birds, hunters in the 
lower states get about 10 per cent of 
the total kill, and hunters in the mid
dle states get the rest, some 70 per 
cent. 

But take heart-it's not all bad. 
Game biologists say waterfowl are 
the easiest of all game to manage, 
because they react favorably to situ
ations where adequate food, water 
and protection are provided. And it's 
true that the overall goose population 
in the Atlantic Flyway has almost 
doubled in the last 15-20 years. Geese 
have also managed to avoid another 
dilemma which almost managed to 

close duck seasons everywhere-the 
drainage of nesting areas. 

Geese traditionally nest too far 
north for the land to be worth much 
for agriculture, so these wetlands have 
been spared the drainage ditch. Geese 
raise their broods primarily on the 
vast ttmdra area of northeast Canada, 
from James Bay to the North Atlantic. 
Experts say the breeding grounds are 
not limiting goose populations . In 
fact, some say the availability of nest
ing sites seem almost unlimited. So 
the only limits on goose populations 
will be hunting and winter habitat, 
both of which we can control to some 
extent. 

The story of the Canada goose in 
South Carolina has been a bit un
usual. It seems we reached a peak of 
wintering birds long about 1964, when 
approximately 44,000 birds enjoyed 
Sandlapper hospitality. But since then, 
things have been going down. In 1967 
we had about 25,000 geese here, and 
last year only about half that number. 
But that's better than earlier times; up 
until 1950 we never had more than 
500 birds in the whole state in anyone 
winter. Compare our state with Mary
land, which wintered 9,344 birds in 
1939-and half a million last year. 

Although much of the blame can be 
placed on the big federal refuges for 
stopping the geese, they are not en
tirely responsible. The trend in agri
culture toward large fields of corn and 
other grains, gathered with mechan
ical harvesters, annually leave a lot of 
food on the ground, enabling the big 
birds to endure snow and freezing 
temperatures. 

The refuges and other changes have 
given the Canada goose enough win
ter habitat to enable him to double his 
numbers, now the hard part is to get 
him to spread out more, giving all of 
us the chance for a closer association 
with a truly magnificent bird. 
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