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On the cover . . . 
Rising to an elevation of 3363 m above sea level, the ice-
covered face of Mount Edith Cavell overlooks the 
Athabasca Valley near Jasper townsite. The mountain's 
impressive 1500 m north wall is composed of resistant, 
cliff-forming quartz sandstone. 



<4 Inside front cover: Franchere Peak 
viewed from the Cavell Meadows. 

You may be lucky and arrive at Mount Edith Cavell on a 
hot summer afternoon, when dry heat, rising from the 
rocky moraine beneath the mountain, may move you to 
seek refreshment from cool breezes blowing over Angel and 
Cavell glaciers. 

The sun's rays penetrate the mountain's chilly shadow 
and strike the wings of Angel Glacier. Suddenly, the moun­
tain roars! A chunk of ice peels off the glacier, plunges to 
the cliffs below and shatters into a million pieces. 

Close by, in the forest, birds and animals remain unmov­
ed as they quietly go about their daily lives. Primitive plants 
spread soft carpets of green over the damp, shaded floor. 
Crisp mountain air, lightly scented by fir and spruce, wafts 
through filtered sunlight. 

Higher, at timberline, the forest opens onto rolling 
meadows, where tree islands dot the landscape and wild 
flowers glow in the afternoon sun. 

Indeed, you would be lucky to arrive at Mount Edith 
Cavell on such a fine summer day. Plants and animals resi­
dent year-round, however, would tell a different tale -one 
of long, cold winters, smothered by snow, and brief, cool 
summers, dampened by rain. These residents, toughened 
by the rigours of mountain life, would tell you that here, in 
the heart of the subalpine, a harsh climate rules. 
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The Ruling Climate 
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Climate in the subalpine is a reflection of the high 
elevation. For one thing, it is cool here. At any time of the 
year, the temperature may drop below freezing. The 
subalpine also receives high rain and snowfall. Near the 
Continental Divide, 15 km west of Mount Edith Cavell, up 
to 700 cm of snow may fall in one year! In addition to low 
temperatures and high precipitation, wind is stronger and 
the sun's radiation is more intense here than in the lower 
valleys. These harsh climatic conditions challenge life but, 
to survive, it is a challenge that plants and animals of the 
subalpine must meet. 

In the Mount Edith Cavell area, the climate is further in­
fluenced by the mountain itself. By deflecting moist air and 
raising it to cooler altitudes, tall mountains increase local 
precipitation. In Jasper National Park, this effect is par­

ticularly pronounced around mountains close to the Con­
tinental Divide, such as Mount Edith Cavell, since they are 
more exposed to moist Pacific air than are peaks farther 
east. As a result, the subalpine environment at Mount Edith 
Cavell is generally damp, especially in poorly drained and 
shaded areas. These conditions favour the growth of 
moisture-loving plants, such as leather-leaved saxifrage and 
Luetkea. 

Much of the snowfall on the north face of Mount Edith 
Cavell soon avalanches over the cliffs and collects in the 
cirque, on ledges and in the valley below. Here, protected 
from the sun in the mountain's cold shadow, it accumulates 
and, over time, is transformed into glacier ice. Angel, 
Cavell and Ghost glaciers are continually nourished in this 
way. 

Life zones in Jasper 
From the warm, dry forests and grasslands of the montane, 

through the cool, wet forests and meadows of the subalpine, to the 
cold, windswept barrens of the alpine, Jasper National Park contains 
three life zones. 

The subalpine - the middle life zone - occurs between 1300 m and 
2150 m on shaded, north-facing slopes and between 1500 m and 2200 

m on sunny, south-facing slopes. In total, it occupies 40 per cent of 
the park's 10800 km2 area. 

Representative examples of the three life zones may be found in 
the following areas of the park: 

Montane- Lower Athabasca Valley 
Subalpine - Mount Edith Cavell 

Alpine - The Whistlers 
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Mosses and lichens - primitive life on the forest floor. 

Yellow mountain heath adds soft colour to timberline meadows. 

In damp, shady forests, pale green lichens resem­
bling delicate armour coat the surfaces of rotting tree 
stumps. Higher, in bright, open timberline meadows, bells 
of mountain heather, fresh from overnight rain, dance 
cheerfully in the morning breeze. Life in the subalpine is 
sometimes quiet, sometimes vibrant. Every life form is 
adapted to its habitat. 

In some areas, special habitats have been created by 
forces of nature. The rocky moraine beneath the cliffs of 
Mount Edith Cavell is an example. Abandoned by a 
recently-retreating glacier, this barren land now invites the 
colonization of plants and animals. 

Most visitors see the subalpine in summer, when life 
seems busy yet comfortable. Winter, however, brings 
changes to which life must respond, or perish. 

Pioneering plants colonize the moraine at Mount Edith Cavell. 

The challenge of winter. 
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The Forests ...quiet, protected places 
Vast, forested slopes endlessly clothe the valleys of 

Jasper National Park. Most lie within the subalpine zone. 
Dark, impenetrable, and frequently obstructing views of 
mountain scenery, forests sometimes seem rather dull. A 
closer acquaintance, however, reveals intriguing life - an 
aspect of the forest that often remains undiscovered. 

In the overall story of the subalpine, forests play a vital 
role. They are protected havens, where the harsher 
elements of the subalpine climate are denied entry. 
Beneath the canopy, plants and animals find shade, 
shelter and cover. The cool moisture provides a perfect en­
vironment for mosses, lichens and agents of decay, such as 
fungi and bacteria. 

Fallen tree trunks form a nutritious home for a myriad 
of tiny plant life. Crumbling deeply into the contours of 
the forest floor, rotting logs return nutrients to enrich the 
soil. Pastel-coloured lichens smother the ground layer 
with their mysterious growth. Some resemble crusty 
trumpets, stunted deer antlers or ocean corals. On a larger 

scale they might look grotesque, but, in the miniature 
world of primitive life, they are pictures of delicate beauty. 

The thick floor cover is a good habitat for other forms of 
life. Insects thrive here, providing abundant food for birds 
and shrews. Voles, intent on avoiding discovery by wily 
predators, build tunnels in the moss. Bright, beady eyes 
sometimes appear at a tunnel entrance as a vole pauses 
briefly before making a rapid dash to the safety of a 
neighbouring piece of deadfall. 

Forests are refuges for red squirrels, which run up and 
down tree trunks and leap from branch to branch with in­
credible ease. Their speed and agility is matched by that of 
their prime enemy, the pine marten. During a chase, escape 
is never assured. 

Spruce and pine seeds form a major part of the squirrels' 
diet. Cone scales shed at favourite feeding sites gradually 
accumulate into large heaps, known as middens. These 
multi-purpose mounds serve as foodstores, kitchen tables, 
garbage piles and winter retreats. 

Dense, dimly-lit forests of lodgepole pines are typical of 
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Early snowfall in an old spruce/fir forest. 

the lower reaches of the subalpine. These young forests 
sprang up in the wake of extensive fires which swept 
through many of Jasper's major valleys before the turn of 
the century. In the early years of growth, the young pines 
competed enthusiastically for sunlight. The strong grew 
vigorously and formed a thick canopy. The weak, over­
crowded in their youth, died and fell. Now they lean at 
awkward angles, bowed over in attitudes of defeat, or lie 
criss-crossed over the forest floor, forming an untidy tangle 
of spindle timber. 

Meanwhile, almost unnoticed in the soft carpet of 
feather moss below, changes are underway. Quietly biding 
their time in the shadows, seedlings of spruce and fir have 
become well established. One day, in the progress of forest 
succession, they will challenge the supremacy of the hasty 
lodgepole pines. 

In higher regions of the subalpine, where the climate is 
cooler and moister, many forests escaped the ravages of re­
cent fire. Here, subalpine fir and Engelmann spruce have 
been maturing for a long time. These are forests of stature 

The harsh call of the Clark's nutcracker sometimes breaks the 
forest's calm. 

and stability. Some of the sturdy spruces are ancient 
-perhaps as old as 400 years. They have withstood centuries 
of winter storms and have even witnessed the passing of a 
little ice age. Some, like tired, beaten warriors, have col­
lapsed and now lie at rest on soft beds of moss. 

While walking through an old spruce-fir forest on a quiet 
summer afternoon, one cannot help but respect the silence 
and grandeur. Take a deep breath...aahh, the firs - the 
fragrant tonic of the subalpine! A splash of sunlight burn­
ing through the dense canopy catches the wings of a gray 
jay, gliding moth-like between the trees. Nervously shred­
ding a spruce cone, a red squirrel sits on a low branch, keep­
ing a wary eye on all intruders, then suddenly breaks the 
stillness with a burst of angry chatter. 

The size and lifespan of the firs do not quite match those 
of the spruces. However, because of the firs' ability to pro­
duce a prolific growth of seedlings in the forest litter, they 
are able to compete with the spruces which are not so 
tolerant of thick, mossy seed beds. 

Except in isolated, sunlit spots, there are few flowering 
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A red squirrel keeps a watchful eye on the forest. 

Subalpine fir cones - the scales are shed, leaving upright cone-axes. 
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