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Last Chance to Register for Swanfall,  
the Friends’ Annual Buffet and Presentation! 

Sunday, December 5 at 2 PM 
 

Swanfall, the Friends’ annual holiday celebration, is open to the public. Join us for this delicious 

and informative event! We'll celebrate Swanfall at Gunston Hall's Ann Mason Room on Sunday, 

December 5. We'll start with a great buffet at 2 PM. 

 

               
 

 
At 3 PM, We'll enjoy "Wintering Waterbirds of the Potomac River." A wide diversity of geese, 
ducks and other waterbirds spend the winter in Northern Virginia. Mason Neck, including both 
the state park and the wildlife refuge, play an important part in sustaining them through the 
winter.  We'll learn about the lives of the birds, citizen science studies and the conservation 
needs for birds and people along the river.  
 
 

         

 



  
 

Our presenter is Greg Butcher, the Migratory Species Coordinator for the U.S. Forest Service 
International Programs.  He is a PhD. ornithologist who has worked for the National Audubon 
Society, American Birding Association, Partners in Flight, Birders World Magazine and Cornell 
Lab of Ornithology. He is also Vice President of Audubon Society of Northern Virginia. Greg is a 
recognized public speaker and interpreter for bird conservation and ecology worldwide. 
 
We are taking special precautions this year because of the pandemic. The Ann Mason Room can 
hold 125 guests, but we’re limiting attendance to just 75 people so there is ample room for 
everyone to spread out. We’re also asking everyone to wear a mask except when actively eating 
or drinking. We’ll have hand sanitizer at numerous places around the room you'll be able to 
choose from a variety of pre-plated, delicious offerings from the buffet.   
 
Swanfall costs only $15 per person for members and guests and $20 per person for 
nonmembers.  You can register for Swanfall here. If you aren't a member or your membership 
has lapsed, you can join the Friends here. Gunston Hall’s Ann Mason room is located at 10709 
Gunston Road, Lorton.   
 
 

Meet Ericka Jackson 
Chief Range Visitor Experience 

 

Thanks to strong support from our members, many park visitors, and our State Legislators, 

Mason Neck State Park is now fully staffed. We’d like to introduce you to Ericka Jackson, Chief 

Ranger Visitor Experience who joined the park staff earlier this year.  

 

Originally from Waverly Virginia, Ericka received a bachelor’s degree from Longwood University. 

Ericka is not a newcomer to the Virginia State Parks system. She previously worked as an 

interpreter at High Bridge Trail State Park in Southside Virginia. Ericka has also worked at the 

https://friendsofmasonneckstateparkinc.wildapricot.org/event-4550591
https://friendsofmasonneckstateparkinc.wildapricot.org/join


Children’s Museum of Richmond, supervising their programs. The museum focuses on learning 

through play.  

After spending three years as a stay-at-home Mom with daughter Nylah and son Jonathan and 

with support from husband Jonathan, Ericka wanted to go back to work for the park system. 

She visited several state parks and was ultimately drawn to the uniqueness of Mason Neck.  

Ericka feels it’s important to make a connection with the community. She enjoys working with 

youth and said that the park’s Junior Ranger program has given her that opportunity, noting the 

special arrangements that are made to host children served by the Lorton Community Action 

Center. She’d like everyone to know that she’s always open to new ideas and will always be 

ready to help.  

For Ericka, a measure of success is seeing the number of people who come to the park and 

participate in our programs. However, she also noted that success could be leading just two 

people on a hike and making a great connection with them.  

Asked about someone she admires, Ericka quickly stated “Casey Early – she’s always expanding 

her knowledge and always here.”  Casey is one of the park’s interpreters.  

When not working, Ericka says she’s a homebody and loves to spend time with her family. They 

enjoy taking the kids to new places and having picnics in different parks. Her hobby is baking. 

When asked how friends would describe her, Ericka said “talkative, passionate, and fun.” The 

most daring thing she’s done was rappelling at Fort Eustis as part of her high school ROTC 

program.  

Be sure to say “hi” to her next time you’re at the park. 

 

Critters of the Month – Migratory Ducks 

By Randy Streufert 

 

They’ve already started arriving as this article was being written: a wide variety of duck species 

numbering in the thousands.  A few duck species reside here year-round, but this article is 

about those that migrate from the north to spend the winter here in the vicinity of Mason Neck 

State Park. 

 

Last year’s view from just outside the park’s Visitor Center on a mid-December day 



 

The focus of this article is primarily to identify many of our annual migrants. Those of you 

attending this year’s Swanfall event on December 5 will get to hear a much more detailed and 

informative presentation on wintering waterfowl from Greg Butcher, the Migratory Species 

Coordinator for the U.S. Forest Service International Programs.   

Below are photographs of ten of the seventeen migratory duck species that often remain in and 

around Mason Neck in the winter months.    

 

Bufflehead                               Hooded Merganser 

   

 

 

          Lesser Scaup                                         Ring-necked Duck   

     

 

                   Canvasback – Male                                    Northern Shoveler – Male 

      



 

                      Green-winged Teal – Male                                                     Blue-winged Teal – Male 

   

 

                       Ruddy Duck – male in breeding colors                                 Northern Pintail – male 

   

 

American Coots, which are not ducks but are often mistaken for them, also show up in large 

numbers at this time of the year. 

 

   

 

It is also not unusual to see Pied-billed and Horned Grebes, Common Loons, and Double-crested 

Cormorants among the visiting ducks.  

The best places in the park to see individuals and rafts of waterfowl are along the shoreline on 

Bay View Trail and on top of the cliff along the fence-line overlooking Belmont Bay close to the 

Visitor Center and near the Picnic Area.   



Binoculars and spotting scopes are often needed to identify the specific species being observed, 

especially when the ducks are out on the bay well away from shore. Don’t have binoculars? 

Check with park staff in the Visitor Center and they may have a pair for you to check out.   

Some duck species also like the Great Marsh on the neighboring Elizabeth Hartwell Mason Neck 

National Wildlife Refuge.  Northern Pintails, Buffleheads and our year resident Mallards and 

American Black Ducks are frequently seen among the Tundra Swans in the marsh.  See the “Ask 

Chick” article in this edition for information about getting to the two Great Marsh overlooks.  

  

First Day Hikes at Mason Neck State Park 
 

 
 

Start the New Year off right with an invigorating hike at Mason Neck State Park. The Park’s 
rangers will lead hikes for adults and children throughout the day. You can join them for a 2-
mile round-trip walk to see the Tundra Swans at 9:30, noon or 2:30.  
 

 
 

The Tundra Swan hikes leave from the parking lot for the Woodmarsh Trail at the Elizabeth 
Hartwell Wildlife Refuge, about a quarter mile before you reach the Contact Station. The Friends 
of Mason Neck State Park will provide hot beverages at the start of the hikes.  There will be 
telescopes at the shelter overlooking the marsh so you can get a better look at these 
magnificent birds, which spend the winter here after their long migration from far northern 
Canada and Alaska. Parking is limited at the Woodmarsh Trail, so you’ll need to register for the 
hikes by calling the park staff at 703-339-2380 or emailing them at 
masonneck@dcr.virginia.gov. 
 

mailto:masonneck@dcr.virginia.gov


 

 
 
 

The Park’s rangers will lead Bingo Hikes on the one-mile loop Bay View Trail at 11 and 1. The 
Bingo Hikes will give the children an opportunity to enjoy a nature-oriented scavenger hunt as 
they look for the things shown on a bingo card-like handout. The Bayview Trail travels along the 
shore of Belmont Bay, then crosses a marsh before returning through deep woods, and is one of 
the most popular trails in the Park.   
 
Admission to the Park is free on January 1, and there is no charge for any of the hikes.   
   
 

Chick O’Dee Answers your  

Mason Neck State Park Critter Questions 
 

 

 

Fifteen-year-old Johnnie asked: When and where are the best times to see the Tundra 
Swans on Mason Neck: 

   

 

Chick O’Dee replies:  A very timely question Johnnie! 

The Tundra Swans usually arrive in this area around mid-December and stay until March.  Those 

that make their winter home further south can sometimes be seen and heard flying overhead in 

late November.  Their migration time from the Arctic Circle is affected by the winds, 

temperature, and storms. 



 

There are a two reliable viewing places.  

First, the cliff-top fence line near the park’s Visitor Center is a good place.  The swans often 

congregate on Belmont Bay, sometimes close to shore. 

 

Second, the Great Marsh on the Elizabeth Hartwell Mason Neck National Wildlife Refuge is a 

yearly favorite for sometimes up to 500 Swans.  The marsh provides protection from the wind, 

giving them a place to rest and grasses to eat. There are two separate marsh overlooks.  One is 

located on the Woodmarsh Trail about a 20-minute walk from the Woodmarsh parking lot.  The 

lot is on High Point Road about a 3/4 mile from Gunston Rd.  Woodmarsh Trail is not paved and 

can be muddy and slippery when wet. The other overlook is on the Great Marsh Trail.  There is 

a paved handicap-accessible trail that leads from the parking lot to the overlook; it is about a 

ten-minute walk to reach the overlook.  The parking lot is on Gunston Road roughly 1.5 miles 

past High Point Road.  Parking at both refuge lots is free. 

 

 

 

Note that the swans are almost never in the Great Marsh at low tide.  From the Woodmarsh 

Trail overlook – when the tide is in and water level up – they are fairly close and easily 

observed.  The afternoon sun comes from behind the overlook providing excellent lighting.  If 

the tide is up in the morning, they may be there, but the morning sun will be directly in the 

viewers eyes.   

 

The best time to view from the Great Marsh overlook is in the morning with light coming in from 

behind.  However, the swans usually congregate toward the opposite side of the marsh making 

them more difficult to see. Keep in mind that the swans are not on a set schedule and there is 

never a guarantee when and where they will be. 

 

Thank you, Johnnie for sending us your question. 

 

Have a question for Chick?  Just send it via email to: Friendsofmasonneckstatepark@gmail.com. 
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Please Help Us Support 

Mason Neck State Park! 

 
 

If you are already a member of the Friends of Mason Neck State Park, Thank You! Your 

membership dues and donations help us to support the Park's activities and enable us to fund 

special events such as our Owl Moon evening each fall and the annual Swanfall Holiday Program 

each December.  

If you aren't a member, or your membership has lapsed, you can become a member at Join the 
Friends of Mason Neck State Park. 

You can also donate to the Friends here.  

https://friendsofmasonneckstateparkinc.wildapricot.org/join
https://friendsofmasonneckstateparkinc.wildapricot.org/join
https://friendsofmasonneckstateparkinc.wildapricot.org/page-1856796

