Three  Canada Geese Deserve Eulogy

By Kathy Johnson
Canada geese are extremely  visible and ‘in your face’. We often don't notice their regal stance and graceful flight in perfect V alignment whereby we know spring is here or winter is on the way. In flight, male and female honk in sequence, indicating their instinctive manner of migration and love life. As a child, a goose approached me and bent his long graceful neck, then lightly bit my big toe. It looked up at me as eye to eye we met, and then walked away.  Stunned, not hurt, I got the point. It was a diplomatic gesture of territory and I never forgot.
There are many geese at Alewife Reservation. This winter my friend and I counted upwards of 100 geese at one time at the confluence of Alewife Brook and Little River, an ideal spot that supplies the wetlands they love, and rough shrub and forested  territory that suits their breeding habits.  They are not migratory in general and prefer the same nesting grounds on small elevated land areas often near muskrats and their water source which is what there is behind the Alewife T stop at the entry bridge to Alewife Reservation, and at the edge of the Friends of Alewife Reservation’s community native garden.
In mid to late spring they begin a kind of 'dating’ or pairing off for walks and exchanges of affection. Sexual maturity arrives during 3rd or 4th year.  By then they are fiercely monogamous for life.  The death of a mate may result in a whole season of mourning. The remaining goose may not seek another mate. Such is the bond.
When the female picks her mate she stands near him constantly until the male becomes aware he has been chosen and the bond is complete. Sometimes a nesting site is first found before the bonding.  Geese engage in a beautiful mating dance involving neck and beak movements at night.   After bonding, geese will seem to disappear, for they are busy and private now. They will create an average of 5 eggs which incubate for about 28 days.  The chick begins to communicate while still in the egg with chirps and taps. This is the beginning of what some call "noise" which is actually communication with many sounds that Canada geese are famous for.
While mom sits, dad protects. He is determined, smart and will die for the nest.  He is vicious.  Stay away. He is protecting his family. Believe him. When family is safely grown he will be less aggressive.

When the chicks hatch, they often join with other parents and chicks and form a communal group where the more experienced geese parent teach the younger geese.  As vegetarians, they move around fields to graze grass, clover, seeds, and berries. Those droppings we hate are annoying, but without disease. Goose poop is organic and biodegradable, although can contribute substantial nitrogen and phosphorus to waterways thus changing the ph balance, but temporarily, as the feces settles quickly into sediment.
The group behavior continues until goslings achieve the small adult goose look perhaps in one year. Siblings and cousins join other groups at that time, wandering further from the parent geese. Teen-age like gangs form - high-spirited and seeking adventure, often arguing and splashing vigorously.  Families continue to stay connected in various forms throughout the life of the goose. I have also seen this behavior among other young water fowl at Alewife and continue to observe and read to learn more.
Now to report my observations from this week and working with the Friends of Alewife Reservation to bring attention to the death of 3 geese so that we ensure our wildlife remain healthy and unfettered by dangerous human carelessness or ill intention.  The 3  dead juvenile geese in the new storm water wetlands adjacent to the oxbow observation deck was terrifying. No marks showed natural predation from fox or coyote. The water around their bodies contained an oil slick.  The cause of death to date is uncertain as the innards were missing, so a necropsy would have found little. The  DCR removed the carcasses. Everyone should be on the look out for any injured or sick animals or birds so that we can keep a careful accounting and make sure our wetlands remain safe for wildlife. The city of Cambridge must take responsibility for the condition within the storm water wetlands, an enormous undertaking by the city and state. DCR removed what is needed. Maintenance is critical to the future of the wetland. 
Keep in mind that geese can remember you. During my photographing them over the years, several have posed for me while I snap their image. In my research from the Citizens for the Preservation of Wildlife, I learned that if you wink at a  goose, and it knows you, it  winks back.  I will be experimenting with this advice some may find silly during summertime. Fun to give it a try.  But whatever you do, consider the welfare of our wildlife at Alewife and let FAR know what you see and if concerns arise. www.friendsofalewifereservation.org or 617 415-1884.
