Louis Barkhausen’s Geese:
How giant Canadian geese made it to Green Bay

Some of the earliest attempts to reintroduce breeding geese to Wisconsin occurred in Brown County.  In 1932 Louis Barkhausen received three pairs of Canada geese from Jack Miner of the Jack Miner Wildlife Sanctuary in Kingsville, Ontario, Canada.  These geese were part of a flock maintained by Henry M. Wallace of Milford, Michigan, whose geese Jack had originally purchased from the Thomas Yeager Game Farm in Owatonna, Minnesota along with others for the Mayo Brothers of Rochester, Minnesota.  Mr. Barkhausen maintained a flock at his property, the Barkhausen Game Preserve on Green Bay.  In the early 1940’s Barkhausen’s flock produced 100 free-flying young annually.  In 1938-39 he donated 43 geese to the newly established Bay Beach Wildlife Sanctuary (1935) in the City of Green Bay.  In 1948 he donated one-half of his remaining flock (75) to Bay Beach Wildlife Sanctuary.  Beginning with the first brood in 1941, Bay Beach has been a constant producer of giant Canada geese.  In 1968, Mr. L. A. Wilke donated 30 geese to Bay Beach from his Thunderbird Farm at Genoa City, Wisconsin.  The current Brown County giant population originated primarily from these sources.  By 1985 this population had neared 1,000 geese and by 1998 it had increased to over 3,000 (Wheeler, unpublished).  Young produced by these flocks were allowed to fly free and soon spread to breed in other wetland areas of Brown and surrounding counties.


Geese from Barkhausen’s flock were also moved to the Central Wisconsin Sandhill Wildlife Refuge by Wallace Grange and to northern Illinois by Brightland Farms at Barrington, Illinois.  Brightland Farms also sold geese all over the Midwest.  Other early translocations of geese from the Green Bay area were made in the 1960-80 period (Wheeler and Cole 1990).


Summer banding and color-marking of this giant Canada goose population (Branta canadensis maxima) has been done to varying degrees in Brown County from 1965 to 1994.  It was in 1965 that Harold Hanson identified this remnant population in Wisconsin as giant Canada geese, once thought extinct.  By 1985 the Brown County population had reached over 850 (Wheeler, unpublished) and surveys by Bay Beach Sanctuary staff (Coleman, unpublished) indicated approximately 56% of these nested on the Sanctuary, 21% at Barkhausen and the remaining 23% on the edges and islands of the Green Bay of Lake Michigan.  Early neck collar observations indicated interchange of geese between Bay Beach Sanctuary and Barkhausen Preserve.  This increase continued in the 1990’s to reach nearly 3,000 geese in Brown County by 1998 (Wheeler, unpublished).

