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The Morrell Nature Sanctuary 

Hiking along fores t trails, the woman is loath to tear her gaze from the 

canopy of vegetation overhead. Organic scents assert themselves as the air 

currents push through trees, coaxing an evensong from the leaf choir. As she 

weaves her way through solemn timbers, the serenity is rent by the shrill sounds 

of a class of school children. They are here to immerse themselves in nature in 

the hopes that they may develop an appreciation of ecosystems and 

environmental stewardship. The children are, of course, unaware of these 

intentions, and so unencumbered by expectation they shriek in delight at the 

discovery of a mottled and particularly slimy specimen of banana slug procured 

for their inspection. She watches the biology class being called into session as the 

children jostle for a better view, and breathes a sigh of gratitude that this patch of 

forest exists to offer such learning opportunities. 

This beautiful tract of land is called the Morrell Nature Sanctuary: 

according to Barber (2001) a sanctuary being defined as "a place where birds, 

wild animals, etc., are bred and protected" (p.1280). These areas also maintain 

functioning natural ecosystems that cannot survive in intensely managed 

landscapes. Located in Nanaimo, the Sanctuary comprises 111 hectares of 

preserved second- growth forest with 11 kilometres of forested walking paths to 

explore (Morrell Sanctuary Society, n.d,). The Sanctuary originated because of 
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the generosity of a benevolent developer who had the wherewithal and foresight 

to secure a stand of ecologically fragile rain-shadow forest. with the sole 

intention of making it available to the public for environmental awareness 

education. 

Before it was the Sanctuary, the land was considered expendable; logged 

in the 1920's, the slash was then burned. A second-growth forest grew up 

through the charred remains. The Vancouver Island Coal Company owned the 

maturing forest before William Allan Morrell bought it with the intention to 

build housing, but he had a change of heart. According to conversations with 

Morrell's long time partner, Viola Savage, as an accomplished developer he had 

begun to place more value in conserving forests for the future than for turning a 

profit in the present. In 1973 he chose to donate the land - worth one million 

dollars at that time- to the British Columbia Land Commission with the 

stipulation that it be preserved for environmental education. Initially, with 

Morrell's approval, the nearby Malaspina College agreed to manage the land for 

the commission with the provision that Malaspina could use it as an outdoor 

laboratory for students of varying disciplines. This arrangement worked for a 

number of years until the college enclosed 28 acres of the forest with an eight

foot fence and imported deer and a single elk, wi th the intention of farming the 

deer for venison. This violated Morrell's intentions for the land and by 1985 he 



had heard enough of that lonely elk's cries to protest, which resulted in the end 

of the lease. At this time the B.c. Land Commission signed the Sanctuary over to 

the Nature Trust of B.C., a non-profit organization devoted to preserving 

threatened ecosystems w ithin the province. Subsequently, a core group of 

Sanctuary volunteers formed the Morrell Sanctuary Society for Environmental 

Education, and a working board of directors was established with the intention 

of managing the land in the way that Morrell had intended it to be used. The 

Nature Trust then leased the land to the Society, which set about developing 

educational programs for the community in the hopes of fostering appreciation 

for the fragile ecosystems that make up the Sanctuary (V.L. Savage, personal 

communication, November 1, 2011). 

In fact, the Sanctuary is more than just a mature second growth forest; it is 

a thriving example of a rain-shadow forest with a spectacular variety of plant 

and animal life. According to R. & S. Cannings (1996) ecologists have classified 

four different zones within S.c.'s temperate rain forests. The zone that includes 

the Sanctuary is called the Coastal Douglas-fir zone because of the prevalence of 

that species of tree. Douglas-fir can dominate here because these forests are in a 

rain-shadow caused by the Vancouver Island Ranges that run the length of the 

island, forcing rainfall on the deluged West Coast and leaving the East Coast 

with a dryer climate (p. 129). The more parched summers of these zones allow 



for rain-shadow forests to nurture the greatest diversity of plant species of all the 

rain forest types in British Columbia; this is because "[the] small differences in 

soils [and] microclimates provides habitats for a wide range of specialized 

species (Alaback & Pojar, 1997). The varying heights of the land within the 

Sanctuary help to create a variety of plant habitats through which the trails wind 

themselves. As reported by Ken Kennedy (1977), who researched and 

extensively cataloged the flora in Morrell, there are 17 species of trees, 26 species 

of woody shrubs, 108 species of herbs, 14 species of ferns, 35 species of mosses 

and liverworts, and 5 species of lichen (pp. Al- A5). Trails plunge through 

skunk cabbage and sword ferns of the boggy lands, veering sharply to climb 

through a western red cedar copse and continue to ramble through a tapestry of 

vanilla leaf, thimbJeberry, pioneer violets and countless others plants. These are 

all cloistered by a assembly of broad-leaf maples. Where trails dare to scale the 

slopes of the Rocky Knoll, lusher plants give way to the drought resistant, ascetic 

hairy manzanitas and arbutus that are forever shedding their vegetal sins onto a 

hassock of dry moss below. 

Within this forest setting an abundance of fauna makes itself at home in, 

on, and above the humus-rich soil. Fat, black licorice slugs and millipedes slide 

and scu rry across the decaying carpet of the Sanctuary as red squirrels whistle 

and huff their disapproval at being interrupted from storing their winter cache. 



When not hibernating, black bears may come foraging, which keeps the message 

board at the entrance of the Sanctuary busy with updates as to their locations. 

While there have been sightings of cougars, they are infrequent and without 

incident. According to the Sanctuary's resident bird watcher, it is visited by over 

100 species of birds throughout the calendar year. The best time for birders being 

the months of May and June when there are over 70 species such as warblers, 

flycatchers, hummingbirds, swallows, tanagers, osprey, and swifts. The rare 

solitary sandpiper, a shy, skittish, late-summer pilgrim, seeks out undisturbed 

forested ponds as places of rest and refuge as it migrates south. Year-round 

dwellers include the pileated woodpeckers, hermit thrush, northern pygmy, 

barred, and great-horned owls, winter wrens, and many more, all enjoying the 

mostly conifer forest habitat (P. MacDonald, personal communication, October 

18,2011). 

Encompassed within this 111 hectares, Morrell Lake is used for research 

purposes by Hitomi Kimura, a biology lab technician (BSc. in Biology) at 

Vancouver Island University (VIU) . As Kimura (2011) reports, the lake is home 

to a large number of native amphibians and insects that thrive here because there 

are no fish to cull their numbers. Consequently, all aquatic amphibian species 

which are native to Vancouver Island can be found breeding in Morrell Lake, 

including the red-legged frog and Western toad which are listed as species of 



special concern under the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in 

Canada (COSEWIC) (H. Kimura, personal communication, October 30,2011). 

This is why, when Kimura found an infestation of invasive bullfrog tadpoles in 

the lake, which threatened the fragile ecosystem, she set out to remove them. 

After initial consultations with experts, and the approval of the board of 

directors, she borrowed a 50 foot-long seine net from VIU; then, with the help 

from volunteers and a number of biologists and biology students from VIU and 

neighboring institutes, she began her crusade. Armed with two canoes, two 

inflatable boats and the net, the group dragged the lake and removed over 1,000 

invasive bullfrog tadpoles, being careful to leave the native species behind. After 

a second foray, and some night hunting, the end tally was the removal of 1,422 

bullfrog tad poles as well as 577 adult bullfrogs and froglets (Sanctuary Scribbler, 

2011). The collaborative effort of these individuals to preserve this unique 

ecosystem underscores the importance of the Sanctuary as an environmental 

education repository for the local community and the province. 

With these ideals in mind, the Morrell Sanctuary Society was created by a 

group of hardworking volunteers with the mandate to develop and implement a 

variety of environmental awareness programs for the outlying community. 

According to the recorded minutes of past board meetings, beginning in 1985 

community programs for 3-4 year oids and their parents were being offered, 



which by 1988 had grown to more ambitious school programs with descriptive 

titles such as Tadpole Tidbits and Forest Ecology, all designed to promote 

conservation ideology in a fun and creative atmosphere. As attendance grew, a 

new trail maintenance crew had to be established to ensure the paths were safe 

from snags and tripping hazards. In order to raise funds for the building of an 

on-site educational facility there were a wide variety of successful fund-raising 

activities organized, as well as a number of grant applications filled out and 

submitted by Sanctuary volunteers to various organizations. 'Ihis culminated 

with the construction of the Woods Room and the grand opening of the new 

Nature Interpre tive Center by June of 1994 with local dignitaries, funders, and 

the community in attendance to celebrate. 

After speaking with the current volunteer in charge of program co

ordination, Bob Harvey, it was encouraging to learn that there are currently 12 

different on-site school programs offered as well as two off-site programs, and 

that the students attending include kindergarteners to grade seven with an 

occasional visit by a secondary school class. The programs were initially 

designed by teachers working with the society, and are taught by volunteer 

nature interpreters who are trained by other volunteers over a number of 

sessions. Topics covered on-site include: an introduction to pond life, cultural 

importance of western red cedar and plants to First Nations people, 



characteristics of seeds and spores found in the forest, characteristics of forest 

ecosystems, tree identification and much more. Off-site programs focus on 

promoting awareness of endangered animals, or introducing children to the 

biology of insects and spiders. If a teacher requests a change in course structure 

or content the society works to accommodate their requests in order to adapt to 

an individual groups needs; in this way new courses are created and existing 

courses evolve or combine. There are currently teachers who have been bringing 

their students to the Sanctuary for over 20 years, and hundreds of children 

attend these programs annually (B. Harvey, personal communication, November 

3,2011). According to the current campi office supervisor, summer day camps 

hClve been held in the Sanctuary for the past 15 years, with some children 

returning for up to four consecutive years. Activities are both social and 

educational such as crafts, hikes, and games with camp starting at 08:30 - 15:30 

Monday through Friday for the months of July and August, and are well 

attended (M. Fitterer, personal communication, November 4,2011). 

In addition to providing educational opportunities for children, long-term 

care facilities book nature interpretive walks with the Society. Seniors are guided 

through the wheelchair accessible and carefully maintained Yew Loop trails as 

they Jearn about ecology and simply enjoy being outside in the forest. The 

Society's commitment to make environmental education accessible to all 



members of the community has taught the importance of conservation to 

thousands of individuals who are now mindful of the imprint they leave on the 

ecosystems that sustain them. 

In conclusion, the Morrell Nature Sanctuary exists because of Bill 

Morrell's generosity and determination to conserve a section of mature and 

ecologically fragile second growth rain-shadow forest, with the intention of 

promoting conservation. With the untiring support of countless like-minded 

volunteers, his vision has become a reality. The preservation of the unique 

habitats within Morrell allows the public to access, and learn about, an 

unmolested second growth rainforest that is made up of microclimates which 

nourish a great variety of plant species not found in recently logged areas. The 

Sanctuary's 111 hectares are a refuge for plant and animal life, as well as for 

harried people who seek to step away from the swarm and meditate upon life in 

a peaceful and mostly secluded environment. The ecosystems that make up the 

Sanchtary will continue to grow and evolve as long as there is timely 

replenishing of the volunteers who work to ensure that the threats of 

urbanization and invasive species do not threaten them. Bill Morrell would smile 

knowing his donated land remains a sanctuary for native p lants and animals as 

well as a refuge for the human soul. 
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