
                          OBBA Missisa River Trip Report 
 
Our two week atlassing trip almost ended on day 2.  A black bear, who had visited us for dinner the night 

we arrived, returned the next morning while we were all off point-counting.  He managed to do 

considerable damage on our campsite before being scared off by our return.  We assessed the damage 

and determined that we could continue by repairing the damage and doing without some items, 

including some of the food he got into when he opened a sealed food barrel (the trees were too spindly 

to allow hanging the barrels; we were using our canoes).  If he had had just a little more uninterrupted 

time at the campsite our trip would have been over! 

The Missisa River trip was completed from June 26 to July 10, 2022.  It followed the same route and 

traversed the same atlas squares as a trip done for the second atlas in 2003.  The participants were: 

Michael Ferguson:  an active birder registered for the atlas in Durham region.   

Christopher Evans: an accomplished birder and general field naturalist registered in Simcoe region and a 

prolific atlasser   

Ian Cook:  Also a life-long birder and the regional coordinator for Simcoe region 

Craig Evans (no relation to Chris): the newcomer to our group, a very keen and capable birder from the 

Parry Sound region, living just outside Magnetawan, who brought the average age of the group down 

considerably! 

Ian and Mike were veterans of four previous remote paddling atlas trips, two for the Manitoba Breeding 

Bird Atlas and two for the Saskatchewan atlas.  Chris had been on two of these previous trips.  All three 

are experienced trippers familiar with the requirements and challenges of remote atlassing.  Craig 

proved to be an excellent addition to the group, providing excellent birding skills, a younger, stronger 

presence for paddling challenges, and an excellent attitude. 

 

Left to right: Michael Ferguson, Ian Cook, Craig Evans, Chris Evans (photo by Ian Cook) 
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It took two days of driving to get from southern Ontario to our starting point in Nakina, northeast of 

Nipigon and at the end of the road.  En route we picked up two rental canoes in Mattice, Ont.  They 

were 17 foot Novacraft Royalex work-horses that could take a beating and served us well.  From Nakina 

we loaded into a single engine Otter float plane and flew about an hour and a half north to Missisa Lake.  

We paddled, camped and atlassed for the next 15 days down the Missisa River, which drains the lake 

and meanders generally northward until joining the huge Attawapiskat River.  We were picked up by the 

same plane at the confluence of the Missisa and the Attawapiskat on July 10, flew back to Nakina, and 

took another two days to return home. 

We traversed 14 atlas squares and did general atlassing in most of them ( a couple we just barely 

entered, and one was just open water on the lake).  We conducted point counts in 4 priority squares.   

Missisa Lake is big, shallow, and silty.  Our bush pilot warned us that wind could whip up huge waves on 

it; his advice was to get off it as soon as we could!  The shoreline where we were was an almost 

unbroken barrier of thick alder, with a steep mucky bank.  All in all a very uninviting lake, even without 

the bear! 

 

Mississa River (photo by Mike Ferguson)                     Orchid (photo by Mike Ferguson) 

Missisa River was a very easy river to paddle.  It averaged perhaps 15 meters across and had quite a 

good flow, despite meandering at times quite extensively.  In general it was also silty and brown as it 

drained the lake, quite a contrast to the clearer, tea-stained waters of the tributaries that joined it along 

the way.  There were only a few rocks and easy riffles to negotiate.  The only serious obstacles were a 

handful of log jams.  Two of these were particularly tricky to carry over, requiring balancing on slippery 

logs, sawing some limbs and logs and dragging the canoes over the obstructions.  The good current and 

lack of portages allowed us to cover some good distances between priority squares when necessary.  On 

two days we covered 34 and 38 kms respectively. 
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The riverbank was fairly consistent:  the edge was lined by thick tangled alder, followed by a steep sandy 

or muddy bank.  Above this was a line of quite tall, mature black and white spruce, on average perhaps a 

border 30 meters deep, lining the river.  Beyond that the landscape opened up into classic James and 

Hudsons Bay lowland muskeg as the black spruce and tamarack got thinner and spindlier and the ground 

got saturated with water.  Sphagnum moss and reindeer moss was underfoot as well as thick expanses 

of Labrador Tea. Pitcher plants and sundews grew in bog-like conditions. It was a beautiful rugged 

landscape in its own way, and the presence of a variety of beautiful wildflowers added to the effect.  

Dragonflies and butterflies were fairly plentiful in this habitat as well.   

 

Chris Evans atlassing in the muskeg (photo by Mike Ferguson) 

The birding was good, particularly along the river.  The muskeg had fewer birds but had some interesting 

species occupying that habitat.  Most of our general atlassing was done from the canoes as we travelled 

the river, and in and immediately around our campsites.  The current and the thickness of the bush 

made it difficult to explore too far from our campsites but of course the river provided a great space 

from which to observe birds on the water, in the air and in the thick bush lining the river.  Birdsong 

followed us constantly.  It was much quieter in the muskeg but the songs travelled well. 

On the riverbank Spotted Sandpipers, Swainsons Thrushes, Northern Waterthrushes, Tennessee 

Warblers, Blue-headed Vireos and Magnolia Warblers were our constant companions.  White-throated 
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Sparrows, Ruby-crowned and Golden-crowned Kinglets, Winter Wren, Yellow-rumped Warblers, Canada 

Jays and Boreal Chickadees kept us company in the spruce forests and in our campsites.  On the muskeg 

we were likely to hear Dark-eyes Juncoes, Hermit Thrushes, Palm Warblers and, interestingly, Savannah 

Sparrows.  In the air we watched for Bald Eagles, Osprey, Common Terns, Bonapartes Gulls and Sharp-

shinned Hawks.  We were happy to have Common Night-hawks booming on most evenings.  We saw 

fewer waterfowl than expected, but American Black Duck, Green-winged Teal, Common Goldeneye, and 

Common Merganser were encountered the most. 

 

Tennessee Warbler nest (photo by Mike Ferguson) 

There were quite a few highlights!  Nice to see Sandhill Cranes on the muskeg.  One wetland held some 

Soras.  We encountered a very vocal Red-tailed Hawk on the river.  At one of our campsites we were 

treated to an Olive-sided Flycatcher repeatedly and we had several others.  The Fox Sparrow has a 

wonderful song, and we were treated to a few sizeable flocks of White-winged Crossbills, one exceeding 

150 individulas. 

Owls provided our biggest highlights however.  A Great Horned was heard one morning, but we had 

Long-eared calling near our campsites in priority squares on three different occasions, all around 1 am.  

Recordings were made.  On July 6 we had the rare pleasure of watching a pair of Northern Hawk-owls 

vocalize and interact in a dead snag right beside the river for 10 minutes or so.  Many photos were 

taken!  And finally, Craig and Ian had a small flock of Arctic Terns approach from a pond and harass us 

mildly in the muskeg adjacent to the Attawapiskat River in our final priority square.  They had been 

recorded in the same square 20 years ago and a recording was made. 

There were some interesting misses or near-misses that surprised us too, compared to the other 4 trips 

Mike and Ian have done in northern boreal habitats further north and west.  Lincolns Sparrows were 

absent until our final square on the Attawapiskat.  Lesser and Greater Yellowlegs, abundant and very 

vocal on previous trips, were very scarce, again until we got to the big river.  Similarly, we didn’t see or 
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hear a Song Sparrow until the last square!  They have been a constant and abundant bird on previous 

trips.  Blackbirds were also in short supply; we saw one single Rusty Blackbird and very low numbers of 

Common Grackle and Red-winged Blackbirds.  Connecticut Warblers, seen in fairly good numbers by the 

crew that did the Albany River trip, were absent on ours. 

There were other non-birding highlights.  Probably most notable were the wonderful wildflowers seen, 

especially in the open boggy muskeg.  Several species of orchids were observed as well as a wide variety 

of other flowers and flowering shrubs.  Chris has a particular expertise in dragonflies and enjoyed 

photographing and IDing them when he had the time.  We all were intrigued to see the most beautiful 

American Toads, and numerous Wood Frogs along the shore of the river.  Amazingly, Mike caught and 

photographed a Spring Peeper in the muskeg!  He also found a Garter Snake. 

We saw a lot of signs of moose and wolves, but only saw one bull moose.  We had too close a look at 

one black bear!!  Beavers were plentiful and we saw a few otters.  Not as much wildlife as we expected, 

but we weren’t being particularly quiet or stealthy on the water!   

 

Campsite (photo by Mike Ferguson) 

There were a number of challenges on this trip.  Of the five trips that Mike and Ian have done it was 

likely the most difficult and challenging.  The weather started off very poor (cold, wet and windy).  We 

have been fortunate on previous trips but on this one there were mornings where we were unable to 

conduct point counts because of the weather.  Due to this and the bear encounter we had to leave the 

first priority square before completing all the required point counts.    

At times the designated points proved challenging.  Sometimes they were too tightly grouped, closer 

than the required 300 m apart.  Other times they were too widely spaced or grouped awkwardly. It 

appears that some of them must have been mapped incorrectly as well.  That meant re-positioning 

points which added time and effort.  The current in the river and the great difficulty in finding suitable 
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sites on which to pitch tents meant that access could be very challenging, as did the terrain.  Working in 

pairs for safety and efficiency meant it took at least 2 full mornings to complete the required points in 

priority squares, and adding the odd day of bad weather meant that in two priority squares we stayed 

put for three nights.  That required that we cover a lot of water in between priority squares which 

detracts from the general atlassing we wanted to do.  Although it is desirable to repeat points done in 

the second atlas, a re-think of the placement of designated points may make them more representative 

of the habitat and greatly increase efficiency.  

And finally, the flies were fierce.  Enough said about that! 

All in all a memorable trip.  I will provide atlas data when it has all been compiled but we observed 90 

species and completed 85 point counts both digitally and traditionally.  We also were able to deploy an 

ARU almost every evening and retrieve it in the morning. 

The Missisa River trip was completed for the third Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas between June 26 and July 

10, 2022 by Craig Evans, Christopher Evans, Michael Ferguson and Ian Cook 

 

Chris Evans along the river (photo by Ian Cook) 
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Craig Evans at a campsite along the river (photo by Ian Cook) 

 

Sunset over the Missisa River (photo by Ian Cook) 

 


