
�

���������	
������
���������
�����������
 
Jan. 3, 2010, Birchwood, Tennessee—Year after year, thousands of sandhill cranes 

land in droves around the Hiwassee Wildlife Refuge, 36 miles north of Chattanooga for a little repast and 
repose, usually between October and February, before returning to more affable climates. Migrating from the 
Great Lakes to Florida and Georgia, they number around 20,000, possibly more, at their peak. The cranes arrive 
near the southeast boarder of Tennessee, on the 6,000-acre marshland refuge to feed on grain. By mid-January, 
they spill over from the Hiwassee River to neighboring backyards and fields, grazing on farmers’ winter wheat, 
and leftover corn crops, to feed their young.  
 
In more recent years, about half of the cranes remained for the 
winter at the refuge. Folks theorized that warming global 
weather, abundant grain, and protected wetlands were 
contributing to the cranes' growing numbers, which tripled 
between 1998 and 2009. But the non-stop supply of feed 
supplemented by local and state agencies was the more 
probable cause, something that abruptly ended with budget 
cuts.  
 
This year, the cranes were non-existent in October and limited in number in early January (unless they were so 
chilled by the arctic freeze, they were frozen silent and stiff in the fields). 
 
Ornithologists and amateur birdwatchers can observe the cranes’ comings and goings a half-mile away, from a 
wooden gazebo built for that purpose within the refuge, which does abet the wind from the river—slightly. 
 

Sandhills are a wonder to behold. Notable for their bright, red bald heads, they stand 
nearly four-feet-tall and weigh between 6 and 12 pounds. Often mixing in with their 
massive flock are assorted ducks, geese, swans, blue herons, and occasionally an 
endangered cousin, the rare whooping crane.  
 
Their loud rattle and trill disrupt their serene appearance as they move among cows 

and farm equipment. “If they perceive danger, they go airborne and come right back to the same spot,” says 
Public Information Officer Dan Hicks from the Tennessee Wildlife Resources 
Agency. Lifting off in small flocks, the long-legged, gray plumaged birds, flap their 
six-and-a-half feet-wide wings, sounding like jet engines when they travel in 
numbers.  
 
Practicals—Hwy. 60, between Dayton and Hwy. 58, at turn with silo. Go right at the 
fork. Parking and portable restroom facility available. Dress warmly (cover the face, 
too—river wind snaps) and absolutely bring those binoculars and tripods. Best 
viewing in January-February. Closest amenities are country cooking, produce stand, 
and gas stations at Hwys. 60/58 intersection. Camera video available upon request. 
 
Nearby—At the same turn-off, Cherokee Removal Memorial Park and a brand-new (completed in 2009) 
visitor’s center. Go left at the fork (vs. right for Hiwassee Refuge) with signs for about 1 mile and look on the 
right. 
 
Photos and story by Natasha Thomsen, freelance writer (nmthomsen@aol.com), 1/6/2010. ### 


