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Fall might be my favourite season. While the fields and meadows of rural Alberta are certainly 

underappreciated for their beauty at any time, during fall (or autumn, if you prefer) the lush wash of flat 

green matures into shades of yellow, orange, and red. As I start to write this, in early September, it’s still 

technically summer for a few more weeks. But after the cold, dreary summer of 2019 that offered 

mostly rain and chilly winds, it feels like fall.  

For the Alberta naturalist, early autumn is a wonderful time to go looking for wild creatures. The 

multicoloured forests and straw-coloured grass of the Peace country are warm and welcoming despite 

the brisk air. A saunter through a country field with the autumn wind in your face is a surefire way to stir 

the spirits. This is migration season, and it’s interesting to see one group of bird species after another 

gearing up for their journey south. Some warblers start taking off as early as late August, making their 

way down from the vast boreal forest. Ducks and geese, who during summer disperse across the 

countryside to lie low in the wetlands, start to congregate on their staging areas. A big flock of Canada 

Geese flapping over a grain field is one of those sights that fills the Alberta naturalist with a sense of 

rustic joy. Pay close attention to a staging flock of these birds next time you see one- you might notice 

the smaller yet no less handsome Greater White-fronted Goose mixed in with the more boisterous 

Canadas. 

The Grande Prairie region is also famously blessed with a significant population of Trumpeter Swans, 

and it’s always wonderful to come across a flock of these birds glistening white in the sun picking grain 

from an open field. Some will also hang around in shallow ponds and marshes near or within local 

towns, standing out amongst the smaller shorebirds, ducks, and coots. Identifying ducks and grebes is 

tricky during early fall since the males molt into their eclipse plumages, making them look frustratingly 
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like the less-showy females. However, just before many species leave for their trip south, they regrow 

their vibrant breeding plumage. It’s always wise to enjoy migration season while you can. It’s a short and 

intense time, and soon the winter occupants are all that’s around occupying the stark landscape. 

Sharp eyes might spot Ruffed and Sharp-tailed Grouse bobbing through the undergrowth pecking at 

seeds and berries. The rustic browns, greys, and reds of these birds go well with the changing foliage. 

You don’t always need to be on an intense lookout for these birds, however. One October day I was 

driving the back roads from Grande Prairie to the Philip J. Currie Dinosaur Museum and, suddenly 

noticing a familiar brown shape on the gravel road, had to promptly apply the brakes. The obstacle was 

a Ruffed Grouse who casually made its way across the road and into the shrubs, pecking at grit on the 

ground as it went. I was happy to pull over and watch the grouse, who either didn’t know or didn’t care 

that I was there observing it, nestle itself in plain sight amongst the bushes and start feeding on rose 

hips.   

 

 

Fall is a time of preparation for more than just birds. Any naturalist with a bucket and net can find a 

surprising amount of activity at the bottom of their local pond. While winged insects like dragonflies and 

damselflies begin to fade as the cold creeps up, freshwater invertebrates like beetles and crustaceans 

are still zipping along prowling for food. Larvae that take years to mature like dragonfly nymphs can be 

found too, hunting in the cool water, and some older individuals can be impressively large. Given that 

the water is deep enough, the fall turnover and insulating ice layer allow these critters to keep on going 

in the lake bottoms. Tiger salamanders, residents of wetlands and damp forests, tuck themselves into 

muddy burrows to sleep away the winter. Sometimes wandering individuals think they’ve found winter 

shelter in people’s basements, and should be promptly returned to a safe place outdoors before they 

dry out. 
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For those interested in watchable mammals, autumn is a time for fascinating theatrics. The woodlands 
are populated by rodents like voles, marmots, and chipmunks getting ready for hibernation. Red 
squirrels, who continue to dart through the trees and scold passersby into the winter, stash food in 
various hidey-holes for leaner times ahead. The bigger, wetter rodents (the beaver and muskrat) 
prepare to take shelter in their water-side dens. Snowshoe hares begin to turn white in patches, making 
them look a little scruffy before they achieve their luxurious winter pelage.  
 
Even bigger animals have a lot of fattening up to do during the fall. The most obvious examples of this 
are bears, who devote nearly all their energy during this season to tracking down and consuming food, 
most of which is plant matter. Bears are often thought of as hibernators, but they don’t sleep as deeply 
during the winter as true hibernators like many rodents do. It’s not out of the ordinary for bears to get 
up for a winter snack when we think they ought to be asleep. While local bears often confine themselves 
to forested hills and valleys outside of towns, sometimes the odd black bear will pop up near civilization 
in its endless search for food. I once drove from Canmore to Grande Prairie in one day, and despite 
taking routes populated by wildlife like the Icefields Parkway and Highway 40, the only bear I saw was 
on the southern edge of Grande Prairie at the end of that long day. How’s that for luck, I suppose…   
 
One of the most spectacular of dramas that plays out in the autumn is the rutting of large ungulates, 
namely deer. While the call of bull elk in fall is one of those classic, haunting sounds of the western 
Canadian wilderness, we in the Peace country are sadly poor in elk north of the Grande Cache area. 
There’s no shortage of moose though, and during the fall if your drive the country roads long enough 
you’re bound to spot some. During the rut, males and females start to wander around in their yearly 
search for breeding partners. The bulls’ antlers are in their prime during this season, and their only 
concern is wooing the females with their guttural bellows and taking the fight to potential rivals. A group 
of amorous moose standing out in a field on a crisp fall day is one of those wonderful majesties of 
northern Alberta. While the rut is on, these giant restless deer can present a notable hazard to highway 
drivers, and the grumpy bulls are best avoided while on foot, so keep an eye out for them. Once winter 
comes, though, the moose will mellow out, the bulls eventually shed their antlers, and life returns to 
normal.  
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I have to confess, despite my love for autumn, there’s a certain feeling of melancholy to the season. The 
bustling, halcyon days of summer so full of potential give way to longer nights and calmer days. Places 
that were once vibrant with activity, both human and wildlife, fall eerily quiet. Birds that crowded the 
forests and marshes take off for warmer climes, yet to be replaced with our winter migrants. The air is 
nearly empty of insects, the lazy drone of summer gradually fading away into empty silence. Leaves fall 
and wither, branches become bare, and grass goes brown. Fall is a time for moving on, for both humans 
and nature. There’s a wistfulness to that, I think. Nature waits for no one.  
 
So get out and witness this last burst of action before the long sleep of winter descends over the land. 
Listen for the woody rolling call of Sandhill Cranes and chirping warble of American Robins. Watch ducks 
gather in huge flocks that go swirling over the countryside in the early morning, and look for wayfarers 
passing through like American Pipits bobbing through the grain fields. There will be time enough for 
silence during the next season.  
 

 

 

  

Sandhill Cranes with Canada Geese and Greater White-fronted Geese 

interspersed, east of Grande Prairie. Photo by Nick Carter 


