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The Marine Biology Section (MBS) Committee has offered four field trips for the 
2006/2007 program year. The Fall field trip was launched in October 2006 with a trip to 
the Chehalis River and Weaver Creek near Harrison Mills, about 1.5 hr east of 
Vancouver, to observe the fascinating spawning phenomenon of sockeye and chum 
salmon. Chehalis River provides a natural river system near the Chehalis hatchery while 
Weaver Creek, approximately 10 km down the road, represents a man-made spawning 
channel. A very enthusiastic group of 19 participants were thrilled with the opportunity to 
see the incredible colour and transformed shapes of these fish at their reproductive prime. 
By far the best viewing was provided by the switchback-shaped channel at Weaver 
Creek, with fish swimming by virtually at the tips of our toes! There was no question that 
the fish were on a mission – tirelessly heading upstream to reach their spawning ground. 
They were so densely congregated that the occasional nipping and jostling – aspects of 
the courting behaviour - landed some of them on the bank before they flip flopped their 
way back into the stream. We sighed with relief to see them back in the water again. 
 

            
 
The adult spawners are biologically “programmed” to return to the same stream tributary 
(or lake) and gravel shallow in which their parents spawned and they themselves were 
hatched. The return of the sockeye salmon from the ocean in 2007 represented part of the 
large four-year Adam’s River run but it was obvious from the numbers in the channel that 
this stock of spawners were coming home to Weaver Creek. The hooked-noses and 
brilliant red bodies of the sockeye were unmistakable and the enlarged humped back of 
the male easily distinguished from the female. The chum were fewer in numbers, 
although many were huge by comparison. Their colour was not so brilliant as the 
sockeye’s, but the purple-charcoal and greenish grey colour patterns along the sides of 
the body were nevertheless astonishing. It took no time at all to distinguish the social 
hierarchy of the males, with the dominant ones showing an increased vertical pattern in 
contrast to a more horizontal pattern of the subordinate males. The purple-charcoal 
markings of the females, by comparison, formed a much narrower horizontal band along 
the length of the body. It was such a unique opportunity to observe these differences not 



only between males and females, but also between two species of salmon! Not 
unexpectedly, the spawned-out bodies of both species were evident throughout the 
channel, the spawners having done their duty to deposit and fertilize the eggs for the next 
generation of salmon. Their cycle was complete and the next cycle had begun. So we 
ended a delightful experience with the salmon, just in time to escape from the pouring 
rain, at the nearby Sasquatch Inn for lunch! 
 
In January 2007, our members were offered another great opportunity to get up close and 
personal with some of British Columbia's most beautiful and strange marine 
invertebrates at the Vancouver Aquarium's brand new wet lab, part of the recently 
opened Marilyn Blusson Learning Centre. What a handsome spacious room! The tanks 
housing the specimens were very accessible for viewing. The 35 participants were 
overwhelmed with the array of invertebrates, but probably the most memorable aspect of 
the program was the chance to touch live specimens. Do you feel what I feel?  
Are they rough and crusty or are they smooth as silk? 

 Are they sticky?  
Are they slimy?  
 

Such sensations only the spineless invertebrates can convey. From the ugly clam to the 
huge purple and orange Puget Sound king crab, from stinging anemones to beautiful 
nudibranchs, from spiny red urchins to delicate and graceful sea pens – each brings their 
own unique characters for us to explore. One visit is not enough to enjoy and learn the 
remarkable natural history of these animals! Every visit to the Aquarium brings new 
treasures and new learning experiences to enjoy.  
 
From the wet lab, the participants were provided access to the Aquarium galleries and the 
fun did not end. Spectacular displays, such as of moon jellies, were an immediate 
attraction in the newly constructed galleries. As an added feature, the Aquarium's annual 
Dive Weekend provided a fantastic opportunity to browse a variety of venues. 
Demonstrations included the oldest to the newest SCUBA gear and dive suits, specialized 
dive tours, underwater photography and artwork, artificial reefs and underwater 
archeological societies, as well as new books focusing on our amazing local flora and 
fauna. What more could we ask to fit into our trip to the Aquarium! 
  
Next on the agenda was a 2-hour boat trip in April 2007 to view the California sea lions 
off the Steveston Jetty in Richmond. Like clockwork every spring the sea lions gather on 
the rocks to lazily warm up in the Spring sun. Thirty-five of us, loaded with cameras and 
binoculars, climbed onboard a Vancouver Whale Watch vessel and the skipper nosed the 



boat out of the protected harbour into the fast-flowing south arm of the Fraser River. No 
sooner out of the harbour – and just to broaden our natural history viewing pleasure - we 
were insight of Bald Eagles and the statuesque Great Blue Herons! Both adult and 
immature Bald Eagles were close enough to note not only their large size, but also the 
differences in plumage – the immatures not showing the snow-white head and tail so 
brilliantly evident on their elders--magnificent birds until you remember that they are 
birds of prey with significant hooked beaks and talons! The next identification challenge 
was a large flock of sandpiper-like birds standing on the exposed levels of the jetty. 
Dunlin’s, with their dark-belly breeding plumage, were abundant but our onboard 
Naturalist was careful to note that the Western Sandpiper also hung out along the jetty. A 
variety of other birds, including Herring Gulls, cormorants and Surf Scoters, were also 
making their presence known.  
 

              
 
But alas, we were there to see the California sea lions and they did not disappoint us! 
Their large rotund bodies were hovering on the slippery rocks towards the outer section 
of the jetty, although their distinct barking sound was heard long before they were seen. 
British Columbia is the northern distribution limit of the California sea lion and 
apparently it is just the males that tend to make it this far north. From their size – 600 to 
900 lb – the sea lions are obviously here to fatten up so as to impress the ladies down 
south in California once their return in June and July. Their favourite prey includes fatty 
fish, such as herring and eulachon, and herring eggs are a bonus that comes with the 
season. The California sea lions, unlike their northern relatives the Stellar sea lions, are a 
very approachable species. They are commonly seen in harbours, not only here in British 
Columbia, but throughout their range. In San Francisco, they became a tourist attraction 
after taking over Pier 39 in the downtown harbour. 
 
A beautiful morning on the ocean brought many of us back to Dave’s Fish and Chip 
restaurant in Steveston, for no other than fabulous fish and chips. Just what was needed to 
warm up after such a great trip off the mouth of the Fraser River! 
 
Last but not least, MBS conducted a beach-combing trip to the intertidal zone in Stanley 
Park, north of the Aquarium near Lumberman’s Arch. Sunday, June 17, was chosen for 
the exceptionally low spring tide that occurred in the early afternoon. This also happened 
to be Father’s Day so it provided kids a great opportunity to treat their Dad to an outing 
on the beach! What fun! Thirty enthusiastic beachcombers followed the tide as it receded 
down the beach to the lower section of the intertidal zone – the area that we seldom get to 



see except during these extreme low tides. What a diversity of species! We saw 
bristleworms and ribbonworms, clams and chitons, crabs and barnacles, seastars and sea 
cucumbers not to mention a beautiful assortment of seaweeds. Did I mention the birds?! 

 

              
 
We had a difficult time keeping up with the identifications as the discoveries of new and 
exciting organisms came fast and furious. We came prepared to get wet and dirty and 
that’s exactly what we did! After all, this is the essence of marine biology! 
 
So if you enjoy the fresh air of the outdoors, don’t mind whether it rains or shines, and 
you determine that a little bit of mud on your hands or feet is just something else to wash 
off in the shower, than MBS field trips are for you! Watch for our future announcements 
in the quarterly issues of the Vancouver Naturalist Newsletter or visit 
www.naturevancouver.ca. See you the beach! 
 
The MBS Committee would like to thank in particular, Joan Lopez our Field Trip 
Coordinator, for organizing and leading these great field trips. Thanks also goes to the 
five volunteers of the Vancouver Aquarium for sharing their knowledge of marine 
invertebrates with our participants, and to Vancouver Whale Watch, in Steveston for 
providing the boat and skipper for the sea lion trip. Many thanks to all! 
 
 


