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This talk took us on a trip to the Canadian 

Rockies in Alberta, a fantastically beautiful area 

with interesting flora and fauna. The mountains 

are composed of sedimentary rocks, mainly 

limestone, and the lime-rich soil supports a wide 

range of wildflowers. 

We imagined ourselves flying to Calgary in the 

plains of Alberta and then taking a bus to reach 

the little town of Canmore, a few miles outside 

the Banff National Park. 

Canmore walk 

 Our first excursion was a short hike along a trail overlooking the town. Our destination was a 

curious set of rock formations: the Hoodoos.  

 
View of Canmore from the trail 

 
The Hoodoos – blocks of sandstone 

exposed by wind erosion. 
 

 

 
Cougar 

 

Before setting off we were warned of the 
danger of encountering cougars 
(mountain lions) or even black or grizzly 
bears. These animals live in the 
mountain forests and usually avoid 
humans, but fatal accidents do 
sometimes occur. The advice was to 
keep together in a group and make 
plenty of noise to warn any animals of 
our approach. 

 
Grizzly Bear 

 

 
Canmore 



. 

Fortunately there 
were no bears or 
cougars around 
but we did see this 
charming little 
Columbian ground 
squirrel. There are 
several species of 
ground squirrel. 

 
This one is a Golden Mantled 

ground squirrel 

 
And this is a chipmunk. 
It has stripes on its face. 

 

 
Here are some of the 
flowers we saw as we 
walked along the trail. 

The Locoweeds contain a 
substance - swainsonine – 
that is harmful to cattle. It 
attacks the nervous 
system and makes the 
animals stagger around in 
a crazy fashion. If they 
continue to eat the weed 
they will eventually die.  

 
White Locoweed 
Oxytropis sericea 

 

 
Showy Locoweed 

Oxytropis splendens  
 

 
Hairbell 

Campanula rotundifolia 

 
Flax 

Linum usitatissimum  

 
Brown-eyed Susan 
Gaillardia aristata  



Orchids 

We found the Frog Orchid growing by the path. Alberta has over two dozen species of orchid. The 

others shown below can be seen at various locations in Banff National Park. 

  
Frog Orchid 

Dactylorhiza viridis  
 

 
Northern Green Orchid 

Platanthera aquilonis  
 

 
Hooded Ladies’ Tresses 

Spiranthes romanzoffiana  
 

 

 
Sparrow’s Egg Lady’s Slipper 

Cypripedium passerinum  
 

 

 
Yellow Lady’s Slipper Orchid 

Cypripedium calceolus  



Camping by Spray Lake 

Our next excursion was a camping trip to Spray Lake. This is a long narrow lake that was created by 

damming the Spray River for hydroelectric purposes.  

 
Spray Lake, created by damming the Spray river. 

 
Camp Site by Spray Lake  

The camp site is set among the trees and various 
shade loving plants can be seen there. 

 
 

American Red Squirrels were active in the camp site. On the return journey Big Horn sheep 

appeared by the roadside. 

 
American Red Squirrel  

 

 
Big-horn Sheep 

 
 



Here are some of the flowers found growing among the trees in the camp site. 

 
Bunchberry 

Cornus canadensis  

A relative of Dogwood. The white petals are 
actually bracts- modified leaves. 

 
 

  
The one-flowered Wintergreen 

Single Delight 
Moneses (Pyrola) uniflora 

The Wintergreens have curious protruding 
stigmas with a gallery near the end, where 

flies like to sit. 

 
Heart-leaved Arnica 

Arnica cordifolia  

Members of the Arnica genus are 
used in homeopathic and herbal 

medicine. 
 

 
Twin Flower 

Linnaea  borealis 
 
The Twin Flower was a favourite of the  

Swedish botanist, physician and 
zoologist Carl Linnaeus (1707-1778). 

Known as “The father of modern 
taxonomy”, Linnaeus invented 

the binomial system, whereby each 
species of plant and animal is given a 

two-part Latin name: 

Linnaea             borealis 
genus name     specific name 



A walk down to the lakeside revealed plants that grow in a harsher more exposed environment, 

where the soil is little more than limestone rubble. 

  

Drummond’s Mountain Avens  

Dryas drummondii  

A member of the Rose family, this plant produces fluffy seeds that blow 

in the wind and produce extensive mats alongside rivers, creeks and lakes. 

 



Alpine Flowers at Ptarmigan Cirque 

The lower slopes of a mountain are clothed with coniferous forest. At higher 

altitudes it becomes colder and drier and the trees gradually thin out and 

become more stunted until the tree-line is reached, beyond which no trees 

will grow. The area below the tree-line is called the Subalpine zone. This is 

where Alpine flowers grow in the short hot summer, producing spectacular 

Alpine meadows. Most of these plants are bulbous so they can flower and set 

seed as soon as possible and then use the remainder of the summer period to 

restock their bulbs for the next season. The area above the tree-line is called 

the Alpine zone. Here there may be 

snow and icy winds at any time of year. 

However a few hardy plants do make 

their home here. 

Visiting the Alpine and Subalpine zones 

often requires a long hard trek up a 

mountain. We got round this by 

travelling to Highwood Pass, the highest 

paved pass in Alberta. 

There is a car park and it is then an easy 

walk through Highwood meadows up to 

the top of Ptarmigan Cirque, a natural 

amphitheatre produced  by glacial action 

in the last ice age. 

Plants of the Subalpine Zone 

 
Grouseberry 

Vaccinium scoparium  

 
Red Heather 

Phyllodoce empetriformis 

 
Ptarmigan Cirque 



More Plants of the Subalpine Zone 

 

 
Fringed Grass of Parnassus 

Parnassia fimbriata  
 
 

  
Drummond’s Anemone 
Anemone drummondii  

 

 
White Pasque Flower 
Pulsatilla occidentalis  

 
The fluffy seedheads are 

sometimes called Tow 
Babies. 

 
Indian Paintbrush 

Castilleja 
 

There are several species of the 
Indian Paintbrush. It is a 
member of the Figwort family.  



Plants of the Alpine Zone 

When we arrived in the Alpine zone above the tree-line the area initially looked devoid of life. 

However, closer inspection revealed a number of plants able to make their home in these hostile 

conditions. Willows grew horizontally and flowers nestled in crevices. 

 
Moss Campion 
Silene acaulis  

 
A ground hugging 
plant forming large 

dense cushions. 
 

 
Alpine Rock Jasmine 

Androsace chamaejasme  
 

 
Snow Willow 
Salix nivalis  

 
A dwarf, prostrate deciduous shrub. 

Detail shows the minute catkins. 
 
 
 

 
An ice plant, Roseroot 

Sedum rosea  
 

 
Pigmy Buttercup 

Ranunculus pygmaeus 
 



Emerald Lake – Hemi-parasitic and Insectivorous plants 

Our final excursion took us 

over the border into Yoho 

National Park in British 

Columbia, where we visited 

Emerald Lake. Fine rock 

particles suspended in the 

water scatter the light and 

produce the lake’s wonderful 

emerald colour. These rock 

particles, known as rock flour, 

are produced by glaciers 

scratching the rock surface as 

they move. 

Near the lake we found some Louseworts. These plants are hemi-parasitic. 

They tap into the roots of grasses and other plants and steal their 

nutrients. 

At another location we saw a patch of Butterwort. This insectivorous plant traps flies in its sticky 

leaves and then digests them. The undigested remains of the insects are visible on the leaves in the 

picture belo.w 

  

Butterwort 

Pinguicula vulgaris  

 
Emerald Lake, Yoho National Park  

 
Bracted Lousewort 

Pedicularis bracteosa  



The talk ended with a few pictures of insects and birds. 

 

 
The day-flying Police Car Moth 
(Gnophaela vermiculata ) received its 
name in the days when all American 
police cars were black and white. 

 

 
A Fritillary Butterfly. 
One of many similar species. 

 
The American Robin (Turdus 
migratorius) has a red breast like the 
European Robin but is in fact a 
member of the Thrush family. 

 
The Red-winged Blackbird (Agelaius 
phoeniceus) is one of the most 
abundant birds across North America 
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