
1

West Island 
Wildlife

An Occasional Publication about the wildlife and plants we live beside 
on the West Island of Montreal  - where and how to see  them

WIW #1 - Autumn/Fall 2020FREE



Sparroworks Local Wildlife Guides - FREE 

If this magazine whets your appetite for wildlife you will find there there is a 
bottomless well full of field guides and general information on the internet - but 
to get you started, perhaps you would like to download one or all of the three 
LOCAL guides that are published by the Sparroworks Wildlife Co. 

All three are FREE 

Birding on the West Island


The West Island of Montreal holds the largest areas 
of green space and forest in the region, quite 
extensive shoreline and is surprisingly wildlife rich. 
In any one year, with a little effort and a touch of 
fortune, a birder might see in excess of 150 species 
of birds on the West Island and conceivably 200 or 
more. Not at all bad for a well populated peri-urban 

and suburban part of a major city. 
This guide suggests some of the  most productive West Island birding hot-
spots plus a couple of immediately adjacent places worth a visit. 

*  Get it HERE 

Birding in the Morgan Arboretum


A guide to the extensive trails in Canada’s largest arboretum and to the 
almost 200 species of birds that have been recorded there has been written 
for both casual visitors and novice birders as well as for the more  
experienced birders. 

Many cities have more green space than does Montreal, but few have 
anything so close to the city centre that is on the scale of the Morgan 
Arboretum in which to wander and get close to the natural world. 

*  Get it HERE 

A Walk in the Forest


Learn as you Walk – A Self-Guided Walk on the MAIN 
(Orange and Canada150 (White) Trails of the MORGAN 
ARBORETUM with an introduction to many other trails in the 
forest. Learn about the trees, flowers and wildlife you pass 
along the way. 

Includes access to an optional free app for your smartphone 
that shows you when to pause and look round at the features 
described in this guide. 

*  Get it HERE 
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https://sparroworks.ca/product/birding-on-the-west-island/
https://sparroworks.ca/product/birding-in-the-arboretum/
https://sparroworks.ca/product/a-walk-in-the-forest/
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The 1000 Species Project 
and West Island Wildlife 

Early this year, coincidentally around 
the time of the start of the C-19 
lockdowns, I began a personal project 
to identify and share pictures of 1000 
species of plants, birds, mammals and 
insects found within 5 miles (8km) of 
base – Baie-D’Urfé and the nearby 
West Island of Montreal. 

The daily species are posted on a 
website at https://
1000species.sparroworks.ca and also 
on Facebook  - each one with a 
photograph or two and a short and 
informative text. 

I am a biologist and following over 20 
years poking around on the West 
Island I was pretty sure that listing 
1000 local species was eminently 
achievable with a bit of effort - at least, 
the first 600 will be findable with the 
remainder being a bit more of a 
challenge. Nevertheless, I have been 
intrigued to discover just how many 
species can be seen and enjoyed within 
my own garden or no further than 15 
minutes walk away. 

Which means that the biodiversity in 
YOUR immediate neighbourhood is 
potentially as bountiful as mine - if you 
pause to look and how to see what’s 
there. I get lots of people sending me 
photographs and seeking help to 
identify a bug or a flower. Clearly there 
is much interest in wildlife and native 
plants - especially those in our back 
yards and local parks. I hope this will 
help point you in the right direction. 

This “webzine” (for want of a better 
word) is an attempt to answer some of 
the questions that are put to me many 
times over. If you want to know more 
you can contact me by email at 
greenbirding@gmail.com  

Almost everyone enjoys seeing birds 
and squirrels and flowers - this first of 
an occasional series of “webzines” will 
help you to see what’s right in your 
back yard or just down the street. 

We have a surprising variety of  wild 
creatures and plants living within 
minutes of our homes on the West 
Island. What have you seen this year?

Cover Image: 
Eastern Phoebe visits a West Island 
garden

https://1000species.sparroworks.ca
https://1000species.sparroworks.ca
https://www.facebook.com/1000speciesoneaday
mailto:greenbirding@gmail.com


“But all I see are Blackbirds and Weeds !”
We all enjoy getting outside and interacting with the natural world in some way. Even if you only want 
to take a walk and get exercise you will see birds and flowers and insects as you go. For some people 
that’s all they need, knowing that the animals and plants are still there despite human activities, but for 
many the connection is deepened if we know the names and something about the natural world’s 
inhabitants.  Did you know, for example, that over 200 different species of birds can be seen on the 
West Island at different seasons of the year? 

Where better to start than by involving children in the nature game?  

Go outside and start searching for the wildlife that 
lives around us.  Take a notebook or or camera to 
record what you find … for things that don’t move a 
lot, a phone camera is perfect. Keep a list each time 
you are outside and note the changes with the 
seasons - think about opening an account with 
iNaturalist to record your observations and to 
receive immediate online help in identifying species.  

You don’t need to be somewhere wild and distant or 
in a designated nature reserve to find wildlife. Start 
by looking in the corners of your garden. You will be 
amazed at what you find - it’s all here at home.  
 
Some things you can easily do might include:  
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Put up a bird 
feeder and see 
what visits it.

Leave a 
corner of 

your garden to 
“go wild”. Make 
a pile of logs to 

attract insects and 
fungi and later the 
animals that live 

off them. 

Let a patch of your lawn grow unmown 
just to see what is there if it’s allowed to 

reach maturity and flower. 

Take a walk to a local park, check out 
undeveloped corners at the end of your 

street, visit the Morgan Arboretum (LOTS of 
things liver there) or the Ecomoseum Zoo 

which specialises in showing you the animals 
that live wild in our part of the world.

https://www.inaturalist.org/


Birds
Some of the birds you could see on the West Island include these beauties … 
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• Eastern Bluebird 
• Red-eyed Vireo 
• Cape May Warbler 
• Pileated Woodpecker 
• Indigo Bunting



Bird-Friendly Gardening
There are some very simple things that anyone can do  to 
attract birds to their gardens … to attract all sorts of wildlife 
for that matter. You just have to think like a bird - if you were 
a bird you would be looking to set up home in or near 
somewhere that offers you food, shelter and opportunities to 
breed. All quite easy. 

Food
Install a bird feeder that is visible from your house so that you 
can enjoy the birds that visit and which offers a variety of 
foods that most birds will choose to eat. Put it in a location 
that cannot be jumped onto by squirrels (ten feet for the 
nearest branches) and fit a squirrel baffle to the post to deter 
those that would otherwise climb up (that’s the conical device 
in this picture). 

Install one or two tube feeders like the one on the left of the 
photo to hold black sunflower seeds, a perforated feeder for 
peanuts and a saucer feeder for assorted seeds for little birds 
that like to eat from the ground. A suet block in winter and 
you are good to go. This West Island garden has seen over 120 
species of birds visit because they are attracted by the 
environment that the owners have created for them. 

“Wild” food can be offered by planting native seed and fruit bearing plants like the ones in the picture 
above and letting the seed heads stand through the winter - do your garden clean up in spring, not fall. 

Water
A small or large pond, ideally with running water such as a small waterfall is a guaranteed bird magnet. 
If you won’t have room then get a traditional 
bird bath but keep it clean and change the 
water regularly. This Yellow Warbler was 
visiting a garden waterfall in spring. 

Shelter
Bad weather and predators are the bane of 
life for small birds - help them out. 

Breeding Opportunities
Perhaps less important and they don’t have 
to be nest boxes. Not all birds are cavity 
nesters that would use a nest box but some 
quiet corners, trees and bushes are often 
attractive. This is where the gardening 
opportunities come in as you design your 
plantings to be attractive to look at for you 
and for your wildlife. 

6



7

Anse-à-l’Orme in early October - a small flock of Killdeer pause to sweep over the water as they 
migrate back to the south for winter. The golden trees beyond are in Cap-St-Jacques Nature Park.

Tall Hairy Agrimony Common Enchanter’s Nightshade Selfheal

Elsewhere on the West island … 



A New Bird on the Block
 
Have you seen or heard any Carolina Wrens?  
Although they are a fairly common and widespread bird in 
the United States, especially in the south, up here around 
Montreal they are relatively recent arrivals pushing the 
limits of the species’ territory slowly northwards as the 
climate changes.  At the time of the First Quebec Breeding 
Bird Atlas (1996), there were only four known breeding 
Wrens, all of them on the island of Montreal in urban 
woodlands and suburban gardens with nearby bird 
feeders. It seems that these birds can handle cold winters 
typical of southern Quebec reasonably well provided there 
is shelter available but they suffer from restricted access 
to food because of snow and are highly dependent on 
garden feeders in winter for their success as they are 
ground feeders and starve when the snow is deep. They 
especially like peanuts and black sunflower seeds. 

Gradually their numbers, although still low, have 
increased. Mostly they are to be seen (or more often 
heard) on the West Island close to the southern shoreline.  

In winter they are most likely to be in a garden with a 
regular food supply - should you happen to find any 
please make a note and report their presence to the 
birders database (https://ebird.org/qc/home) where the 
information will be of use to conservation scientists 
working to make sure birds, especially rarer and more 
vulnerable species, make it through the year. 
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https://ebird.org/qc/home
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The Monarch Butterfly is the insect that everyone want to save but which is vulnerable to 
habitat loss … they make a living on the west island where two things are present. Firstly Milkweed 
plants to lay their eggs on and for the caterpillars to eat and secondly native flowers such as this 
New England Aster for the adults to take nectar from. Now you know what to plant. The Monarchs 
are especially evident in in late August and into September.

Clouded Sulphur and Northern Crescent Butterflies



Wild Plants
The many green spaces and forested areas in the West Island - and the neglected corners of 
many gardens, too - conceal a huge range of interesting wild plants, many with beautiful 
flowers that attract butterflies and bees. None of them are “weeds”.  

 

10

Haresfoot Inkcap Red-berried Elder

Obedient Plant Pale Jewelweed Common Mullein

Black Medic Dutchman’s Breeches



Easy to see - birds and flowers in the 
Arboretum
If you are wondering where to go and see all these birds and plants and insects, perhaps visit the 
Morgan Arboretum and follow this trail from the parking area. You can get further information from 
the office on entering the arboretum, or from their website. 

Start by going down the slope into Dale’s Field and follow the trail to Blossom Corner (a true hotspot for 
birds, especially in spring migration) - thence to Chalet Pruche, down the slope with the Sugar Shack to 
your left and along the Birch Alley through the trees. Coming out by a small field turn right and then 
follow the boundary of the field anti-clockwise. Back on the main trail take the opening on your right in 
the trees to come back to the field below Chalet Pruche where there is the Copse full of berry-bearing 
trees for birds. pass to the west of Blossom Corner to the Quarry and then follow the trail back to your 
car. It’s a gorgeous walk and there is much wildlife to be seen if you look around you. 
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Insects & Spiders  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Grass Spider 
Bicolored Sweat Bee 
Hickory Tussock Moth caterpillar

Eastern Comma 
Oil Beetle 
Common Eastern Bumblebee



Mammals
More than squirrels - mice, voles, raccoons, skunks, foxes, coyotes, chipmunk, marmots and others 
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… and so
We hope that you have enjoyed these images and are inspired to look 
around the countryside and gardens of the West Island to see what you 
can see. All the more so during this period of C-19 limitations on the 
distances we can travel from home. Every creature or plant here is to be 
found within a moderate walk of your home. 

Any comments that you might have, or 
questions, can be sent to 
greenbirding@gmail.com - we would be 
interested to know you reactions to this 
experiment. If enough people like it there will 
be future editions - all free and without adverts.  

Just look out of the window 

mailto:greenbirding@gmail.com


… and don’t forget to go out in winter.
Every day of the year, whatever the weather, there is sure to be something to enjoy. 
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Richard Gregson © 2020     greenbirding@gmail.com 
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