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Preface 
 

Elsa spent the last winter at Frank Lake, Alberta. She spent the previous winter there too. 

She was injuredðno one knows how. But she could not fly well enough to migrate with 

the other pelicans. 

 

Letôs back up a bit. What and who is Elsa? Elsa is an American white pelican. I began 

calling the pelican Elsa, when a friend of mine, Jeanne Burnham, commented that she 

thought of the pelican as having that nameðfrom the name of one of the main characters 

in the movie, Frozen. We have no idea as to Elsaôs gender. But, it just seemed to Jeanne, 

and to me, that the name, Elsa, and the female gender, were fitting.   

 

I wasnôt paying any attention to Elsa in 2020. In fact, with the COVID-19 virus 

rampaging through countries around the world, I decided to minimize going out 

anywhere. I didnôt go to Frank Lake, where Elsa was trying to survive, all through the 

winter. I didnôt even know that she was there until I finally paid a visit to Frank Lake in 

March 2021. In early April, after other pelicans had returned from their southern winter 

retreats, I soon lost track of Elsa.  

 

In November 2021, when I decided to walk from the locked gate at Frank Lake into the 

conservation area, I saw that there was again a lone pelican there. There were also several 

double-crested cormorants. None of those birds should have still been there, because they 

usually migrate south in October or November. The pelican was having some trouble 

flying, and one of the cormorants was not able to fly at all. 

 

I took many photos of the pelican we now call Elsa. I took a few photos of the 

cormorants too. I posted some of my photos, as Iôve posted other bird photos, in the 

Facebook group, Alberta Birds. It was soon evident that hundreds of Alberta Birds 

members were interested in reading my stories about the lone pelicanðas well they 

seemed to enjoy viewing my photos of our encounters. I was curious about how the 

pelican would fare, as it became colder. I decided that I would begin to regularly monitor 

and report on how the pelican was doing. I wondered about the cormorant too, when it 

became clear that the two of them would have to tough it out together in a Frank Lake 

winter. 

 

Elsa, as Jeanne and I called her, seemed to be able to do what she needed to do to survive. 

There were fish in the lake, and I knew that there would continue to be open water even 

when it got very cold. A pipeline, with streams from the Highwood River, the nearby 

Cargill plant, and the High River Wastewater facility, flow continuously into that part of 

the lake. Elsa was able to snuggle into her feathers on a protective island. 

 

I decided that the cormorant should have a name too. I thought of the movie, Casablanca, 

in which a woman named Ilsa implored a bar pianist named Sam to play ñAs Time Goes 

By.ò Sam seemed to be a fitting name for the cormorant. He appeared to be doing OK 

initially. But it became clear as winter took hold that he could not employ the survival 

measures that Elsa had at her disposal. Instead of snuggling into his feathers, he would 

usually stand straight upðand try to flap his wings, ineffectually. He had fish and 

protection from most predators, but he wasnôt able to fly at all, and he couldnôt keep 

warm the way that Elsa could. Unfortunately, Sam couldnôt be found one day. 
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Elsa kept doing what she needed to do, month after month. And I continued to check on 

her and her environment several times a week. Every day I went, it was necessary to walk 

about 15 minutes on a gravel road and another 10 minutes or so across a field. In good 

weather, thatôs not much of a problem. But, as winter progressed, it became more and 

more difficult to continue with my visits.  

 

I had to continue, because many Alberta Birds members relied on my reporting of how 

Elsa was doing. And I felt compelled to offer her encouragement from the sidelines, and I 

felt that I needed to report my visits to see Elsa to our members. When she went missing 

for several days, it hit me and Elsaôs followers quite hard. I understood from Greg 

Wagner, the Caretaker for Frank Lake, that Elsa vanished suddenly during the previous 

winter too. He said that he had seen her then at another part of the lake, well away from 

the island. I noticed that the ice had reached the island where Elsa had felt safe. So, I 

reasoned that she was probably just hiding out, where she felt safer. And she probably 

returned to do some fishing at some point early in the day, and then she left as soon as her 

hunger had been satisfied. I never did see her in her hiding place, but she returned to the 

island when it got warmer and the ice receded. 

 

Elsa was frequently joined by many other birds, even on the coldest days. Canada geese, 

mallards, and goldeneye ducks were frequent visitors to the spa of open water at Frank 

Lake. In March many gulls came to the areaðinitially, there were California gulls, 

followed by ring-billed gulls. Then in early April, another pelican arrived. And, soon after 

that, many more pelicans came. I continued to visit Elsa. My visits were made easier 

because the gate was unlocked at the beginning of April. I identified Elsa from time to 

time. Then, toward the end of April, I lost track of her, since the hundreds of other 

pelicans made her hard to find.  

 

There was an Avian Influenza outbreak, which began to kill some of the birds at Frank 

Lake and many other areas in Alberta and elsewhere. I asked anyone who saw a dead 

pelican to tell me if they saw a mating bump on the dead pelicanôs bill. All of them had 

mating bumps, which Elsa hadnôt had. So, if Elsa hadnôt succumbed to the flu, where 

might she have gone? She had been able to fly better and better through the winter. 

Thereôs no way of knowing for sure, but Iôve imagined that she left with some of the 

other pelicans to go to a nesting colony. 

 

I take photos whenever I see pelicans at Frank Lake. But Iôve not spotted Elsa since 

April. 

 

I wrote many stories over the winter describing my visits and how Elsa was doing. And I 

took many photos. Several members of Alberta Birds encouraged me to collect and 

preserve those memories. I decided to do that with this compilation of my posts about 

Elsa through the winter. Initially, I thought that I would place this collection of stories 

and photos on my website. I might write more about Elsa, pelicans, or other birds at 

Frank Lake. But I thought that this compilation of my Facebook posts about Elsa would 

be a good starting point, and it should bring back some memories for members of 

Facebook/Alberta Birds. 

 

John Reasbeck 

July 2022 
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November 20, 2021 
 

I went to Frank Lake this afternoon. The weather app on my iPhone caused me to think 

twice about it, but I went anyway. In High River, it was 1 degree and the wind was said to 

be 26 km/hr. There were two other vehicles parked in front of the locked gate when I arrived. 

Making sure I was well covered up, I went through the pedestrian gate. Two people were 

walking toward me on the gravel road. I asked them whether they had seen any birds. They 

said that they had seen a cormorant and a swanðbut not much else. 

 

I walked up the road toward the pull-off parking for the water pipeline inflow area. I 

expected that there would be open water down from the pipeline. It took me about 20 

minutes. Thankfully, the wind was at my back. After I had arrived at the pull-off area, I 

walked west across the field in the direction of the inflow. 

 

I could see two birds: an American White Pelican and a Double-crested Cormorant. They 

were standing side by side at the tip of land just before the island. Normally, according to 

The Atlas of Breeding Birds of Alberta, there are minimal if any reports of pelicans after 

October in Alberta. A few cormorants, on the other hand, are sometimes seen in November. 

I took a photo of the two birds, and Iôve attached it to this post. 

 

I took quite a few photos, even though it was bitterly cold. Iôll post more later. 
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November 20, 2021 
 

As I mentioned in a previous post, I went to Frank Lake this afternoon. The gate is locked, 

as it has been since the beginning of hunting season in September. So, I parked my car and 

walked in. It was cold, but not too badðwalking inðwalking out was a different story, but 

Iôll get to that in another post. 

 

When I arrived at the pull-off parking area (when we were able to drive in), I walked across 

to the pipeline inflow stream, where I knew that there would be open water. I was surprised 

to see an American White Pelican and a Double-crested Cormorant standing side by side 

on the point of land just off the island. I posted a photo of them in a previous post. 

 

Pelicans should have all gone south by now. I wondered if the pelican I saw was the same 

one that had an injured wing, and had over-wintered last winter. The cormorant that had 

been standing with the pelican suddenly went over toward another cormorant that appeared 

to have a wing problemðsince the bird kept flapping a wing. Later, I saw four cormorants 

swimming in the water. I donôt know if they included the other two or not. 

 

I soon found out that the pelican could fly, because he abruptly flew a circuit over the basin. 

I didnôt see him take off, because I was watching the cormorants. I didnôt notice that the 

pelican was having any difficulty flying. Iôve attached the first photo I took of the pelican 

in the air. I think the backdrop of the setting sun and the clouds made a pretty picture. 
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Comment  

 

Here's a photo of the pelican flying over the four cormorants.  
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November 20, 2021 
 

In two previous posts, I showed an American White Pelican that I saw at Frank Lake today. 

I wondered if the pelican could fly, because no other pelicans were around. However, I saw 

him make a circuit around the basinðseemingly, he was OK. I posted a photo from that 

flight. While I was watching (and freezing  ), I saw him make a second flight. I've 

attached a photo of the pelican just taking off from the water on his second flight. He didn't 

look like he was having too much trouble flying. Although some of my photos show the 

right wingtip folded under somewhat awkwardly.  

 

Walking back from the pull-off parking area, I was terribly cold. The freezing wind was 

directly in my face all of the way. Next time, Iôll wear something that pulls down over my 

faceðI have two balaclavas, and I donôt know why I didnôt take one of them! But it was 

great to be out at Frank Lake again anyway. And I enjoyed seeing the pelican and 

cormorants, that I thought had all gone by now. 

 

 
  



 

10 

November 26, 2021 
 

I went to Frank Lake this afternoon in order to see if the American White Pelican is still 

there. On my way to the island, on the west side of Frank Lake, I spotted Greg Wagner. 

Heôs the Caretaker for the Frank Lake IBA (Important Bird Area). I asked him if the pelican 

is still there, and he said yes. I could see something white on top of the island at the southern 

tip. Thatôs where the pelican is, Greg said. I asked him if he thinks that the pelican is the 

same one that overwintered last year. Greg said that he thinks so. He said that he had seen 

one cormorant swimming in the lake as well. I didnôt see the cormorant while I was there. 

 

I spent quite a bit of time on the shore just across the water from the pelican. The pelican 

didnôt move much while I was there. Jeanne Burnham has suggested that a good name for 

the pelican would be Elsa, from the movie Frozen. That sounds fitting to me. Elsa made it 

through one winter; hopefully she can do it again. I didnôt ask Greg whether he thinks that 

the pelican is male or female. Greg said something else about the pelican also. The pelican 

is not in need of being rescued. There are lots of fish in the open water. And, with the water 

pipeline continuing to flow into Frank Lake, open water will be maintained. And, while 

Greg didnôt say anything about cold tolerance, birds can apparently withstand cold 

temperatures by various means. 

 

Iôve attached a cropped photo of Elsa on the southern tip of the island. Sheôs relatively safe 

from predators there, and she has easy access to food. Iôll post another photo as a 

commentðthe full photo before the close cropðthe sun was just starting to go down. 

 

 
  

https://www.facebook.com/groups/318242134926755/user/100007295651567/?__cft__%5B0%5D=AZWtxJD8k7q1lcPwiYmlO04QDaFOqPVqArIYZbrq0or_GcLdmHz4ZeDQwl8187PmNs0hl85ojAkap-JiaQBOcmmlrLDOhfyTznRCzpbEW1JyuR36gQaMasy3pDBaVSONNmhU90gvesg1lt_clS5BS0w0&__tn__=-%5DK-R
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Comment 

 

Here's my full photo of the apparently overwintering pelican on the island at Frank Lake, 

with the setting sun behind, prior to cropping it for my post above. 
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November 27, 2021 
 

On Nov. 20, I posted a photo of an American White Pelican and a Double-crested 

Cormorant standing side by side. They were standing at the south end of the point of land 

just across from the island on the west side of Frank Lake. After I took that photo, the 

cormorant walked over to another cormorant that was partially hidden--it looked like the 

second one was having a wing problem, because the bird kept flapping one wing. When 

the pelican was alone, I took a few more photos while the pelican was standing there. I 

haven't posted any of the standing ones yet, however. 

 

From the photos I took of that pelican that afternoon, it is evident that the pelican is able to 

fly. Indeed, the pelican took two short flights. I posted some of my shots of those flights. 

When I spoke with Greg Wagner at Frank Lake yesterday, he said that he thinks the pelican 

is the same one that overwintered at Frank Lake last winter. Jeanne Burnham and I 

discussed whether the pelican last winter could fly, and she showed me a photo that proves 

that it could fly--just not very high or very well. The pelican appeared to me to be flying 

much better now than last winter. 

As I mentioned in my last post, Jeanne Burnham said that she likes to think of the pelican 

as "Elsa"--from the movie Frozen. I like that name as well, and I noticed that quite a few 

other members like that name too. We don't know whether Elsa is male or female, but Sue 

Sargent said that she had found that the name Elsa could be used for either gender. 

 

I've attached one of my Nov. 20 photos of Elsa standing at the point of land just across 

from the island on the west side of Frank Lake; she was looking a little windblown--I was 

feeling quite windblown myself at that time Яаб . 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/318242134926755/user/100007295651567/?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZXdvH4zV8v5l96X_MYs8j9rPDzOPQCVreL4xNGKlcs4Lpxjh_o43wJ7TpVHIdiQqcLNO0WFMGH7cqUQvzO2kpmc2-VF6FVT4UtZPm1sfij9eUMdpzFu3Ijmx83MNxQ7YbZsvm_iS1kv9tYQMywUirll&__tn__=-%5dK-R
https://www.facebook.com/groups/318242134926755/user/100007295651567/?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZXdvH4zV8v5l96X_MYs8j9rPDzOPQCVreL4xNGKlcs4Lpxjh_o43wJ7TpVHIdiQqcLNO0WFMGH7cqUQvzO2kpmc2-VF6FVT4UtZPm1sfij9eUMdpzFu3Ijmx83MNxQ7YbZsvm_iS1kv9tYQMywUirll&__tn__=-%5dK-R
https://www.facebook.com/groups/318242134926755/user/755550993/?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZXdvH4zV8v5l96X_MYs8j9rPDzOPQCVreL4xNGKlcs4Lpxjh_o43wJ7TpVHIdiQqcLNO0WFMGH7cqUQvzO2kpmc2-VF6FVT4UtZPm1sfij9eUMdpzFu3Ijmx83MNxQ7YbZsvm_iS1kv9tYQMywUirll&__tn__=-%5dK-R
https://www.facebook.com/groups/318242134926755/user/755550993/?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZXdvH4zV8v5l96X_MYs8j9rPDzOPQCVreL4xNGKlcs4Lpxjh_o43wJ7TpVHIdiQqcLNO0WFMGH7cqUQvzO2kpmc2-VF6FVT4UtZPm1sfij9eUMdpzFu3Ijmx83MNxQ7YbZsvm_iS1kv9tYQMywUirll&__tn__=-%5dK-R
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Comment 

 

I've posted a few photos of Elsa flying from eight days ago. Here's another one, also from 

the same day--it was her second flight while I was there. She seemed to labour a bit in order 

to take off, but after she was airborne, she seemed to be flying OK.  
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November 30, 2021 
 

Iôm certainly getting a little exercise Яаб . Once again, I walked into Frank Lake from the 

gate yesterday (Nov. 29) afternoon. I spotted Elsa, the overwintering American White 

Pelican, standing at the north end of the islandðinstead of at the south end where I saw 

her on my previous two visits, on Nov. 26 and 28. There was a Double-crested Cormorant 

standing on a rock just below her. I knew that the cormorant was in the vicinity, because 

other visitors had told me. But I hadnôt seen it since Nov. 20, when I saw the cormorant 

flapping a wing rather aimlessly. So, I have confirmed that Elsa has company. Since 

pelicans and cormorants fish together, and since they often hang out together, the cormorant 

is appropriate company also. 

 

When I visit Elsa, I usually stand on the shore. But since she was in a different place today, 

I thought that I would walk on the other side of the inflow to a point of land nearer the 

island to get a better view. I was still quite a distance from both the cormorant and Elsa. 

But both of them decided to leave as I came closer. The cormorant jumped into the water 

and tried to fly, but it could not. So, it swam northwest of the island to do some diving. Elsa 

stretched her wings. Then she jumped and sort of half flew into the water. After that she 

made a running takeoff. She took many steps in the water, and she looked like she was 

straining a lot. But, she did finally get up. She didn't fly very high or far. She flew around 

the island to the southeast. And then she came down into the water about half way between 

the island and the shore. She wasnôt fishing; it just seemed that she wanted to swim for a 

while. She kept edging closer to where I was standing. When I went away from the point, 

she came quite closeðshe seemed to be curious about me. 

  

I took lots of photos of Elsa (as you might expect Яаб ). I've attached one of them showing 

Elsa swimmingðwith a wavy reflection that I like. 
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Comment 

 

Here's a photo of Elsa about to fly to the water on the other side of the island.  
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November 30, 2021 
 

As I mentioned in my post early this morning, I walked into Frank Lake again yesterday. 

My primary purpose, of course, was to check on Elsa, the overwintering pelican. As I said 

in my post, Elsa was in a different location than she was on my previous two visits. She 

was at the north end of the island on the west side. And, for the first time, I could see the 

cormorant clearly. He was just down from Elsa, standing on a rock. I wasnôt able to get 

any particularly good photos of the cormorant yesterday. Itôs difficult in the late afternoon 

to take good photos of a dark subject. But, Iôll post one of the better ones I took. Notice 

that the cormorant has one wing up and one down. The one thatôs not raised would seem 

to be the bad one. I watched him try to fly but he is not able to do that. 

 

Before I post my photo of the cormorant, Iôd just like to comment on naming him (or her). 

In case you havenôt read Lori Dudley Lyonsô reply to my last post, or my reply to her, she 

offered the name ñOlafò, which sounds like a good name. She says that Olaf is ñcheerful 

and supportiveò, and his ñgreatest dream is to experience Summer.ò After doing some 

searching on the web, I came up with a name to consider also: ñSam.ò The movie, Casa-

blanca, features a piano player named Sam, who provides music for the customers in Rickôs 

Caf® Am®ricain. In the movie, thereôs a scene in which Ilsa, played by Ingrid Bergman, 

implores Sam to play ñAs Time Goes By.ò Rick, who owns the caf®, is played by Humph-

rey Bogart. Rick and Ilsa used to be together. Do you suppose that thereôs a Rick in Elsaôs 

life, who migrated with the other pelicans? Maybe her Rick will return next year. 

 

Iôve attached one of my photos of the cormorant from yesterday. 

 

 
  

https://www.facebook.com/groups/318242134926755/user/1575400704/?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZXilW_8x6-EjxcZZLDZBO_j1BW2DWjmD1ukjZJn9i9aPqLXuiYl4qrprjqoRKO8YcM_9Ldv--6373t8L20l8rr17V8wNcPRkmnKwrwChtEdjXIPvJkRFPYWOY1NzdGK0iNEp_yPiGq4N6_X_bZJVdKI&__tn__=-%5dK-R
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December 1, 2021 
 

Since I had to go to an appointment in Calgary at 3:30pm, I left for Frank Lake a little 

earlier than I usually do. I began walking in around 11:45, so I was standing on the shore 

on the west side around 12:15. I had been meaning to go out earlier anyway, because I 

wondered if Elsa, the American White Pelican, and Sam, the Double-crested Cormorant, 

would be doing something different than they had been doing on my previous visits. 

 

As I was crossing the field, in front of the pipeline, I could see that Elsa was standing on 

top of the island on the southern tip. On my previous visit, she was on the northern tip. As 

before, Sam was just down from Elsa at the water level. Since he canôt fly, he probably 

feels a bit vulnerable being up on top with Elsa. And, I think that she likes being slightly 

up from the water, so that she can jump off and fly if that should be necessary. 

 

I wasnôt very close before Sam started to swim away. I donôt think that heôs as comfortable 

with my presence as Elsa appears to be. Thankfully, before he left the island, I was able to 

take some decent shots of Elsa and Sam in the same photoðeven though they were quite 

far apartðIôll post one later. 

 

Elsa was very active todayðbut she remained on the tip of the island. Mostly, she was 

standing, but sometimes she was crouched a little. The previous time I visited, she made a 

brief flight. She also swam quite a bit. But today she seemed satisfied with preening and 

stretching on top of the island. At one point, she stretched her wings out fully. Thatôs al-

ways so impressive when a pelican shows the nine foot wingspan that they have. The photo 

of Elsa that Iôm attaching today doesnôt show her wings fully extended, but itôs the one I 

like the best. 

 

One of these days, Iôm going to get some good shots of Samðbut it wasnôt to be today. 
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Comment 

 

Here's a photo showing Sam on the left at water level, and Elsa on top of the island on the 

right. 

 

 
 

 

Comment 

 

When pelicans flap their wings, sometimes they look like they're directing an orchestra--

when I looked at one of my photos from yesterday afternoon, I was reminded of that. 
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Comment 

 

As I mentioned in my post, Sam, the cormorant, swam away as I was arriving at my shore 

viewing location at Frank Lake. Here's my best photo of Sam, just before he left the island. 

 

 
 

 

Comment 

 

Here's another shot of Elsa. She seems to be looking quite bored. 
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December 2, 2021 
 

A major vulnerability with both pelicans and cormorants, when they overwinter in 

Alberta, appears to be their feet. However, if their bodies function like those of ducks, 

they have a heat exchange system that helps to protect their feet from getting too cold. 

The arterial system of ducks keeps ñthe feet supplied with just enough blood to provide 

tissues with food and oxygen, and just warm enough to avoid frostbite.ò And ñby limiting 

the temperature difference between the feet and the ice [or other cold surfaces], heat loss 

is greatly reduced.ò I read the preceding information at https://askanaturalist.com/why-

don%E2%80%99t-ducks%E2%80.../. 

  

Overwintering, of course, is helped by the open water that exists at Frank Lakeðdue to 

the pipeline inflow. While the air temperature will get to be way below 0, the water 

temperature will be 0 or higher. In addition to the higher temperature of the open water, 

Elsa and Sam are readily able to obtain fish. Itôll be tough, to be sure, but hopefully 

theyôll be able to pull it off. 

  

I didnôt visit Frank Lake today, but I do have a photo of Elsa from yesterday that Iôll post. 

She appears to be looking right at me, as she frequently does. 

 

 
  

https://askanaturalist.com/why-don%E2%80%99t-ducks%E2%80%99-feet-freeze/?fbclid=IwAR24OGiKaowKeSmjzswu1141NhSEX-mYvA991UQGaomxpZnC_gPjmaZWPPg
https://askanaturalist.com/why-don%E2%80%99t-ducks%E2%80%99-feet-freeze/?fbclid=IwAR24OGiKaowKeSmjzswu1141NhSEX-mYvA991UQGaomxpZnC_gPjmaZWPPg
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Here's a profile shot of Elsa. I took it a few minutes prior to the photo I posted initially. 
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December 3, 2021 

 
I mentioned, after my visit to Frank Lake on Nov. 29, when I went to see Elsa and Sam, 

the overwintering pelican and cormorant, that Elsa swam toward me when I started to 

leave. I took several photos then. However, the first time I saw those photos was this 

morning! 

 

I had been taking both RAW and JPEG photos simultaneously that afternoon. So each 

click of my shutter resulted in the memory card storage of three times the usual amount 

of space (a RAW image is twice as large as a JPEG one). I didnôt take any more photos 

than I usually do. But, it wasnôt until I checked to see that I had cleared my main memory 

card this morning, that I found that the card had been filled, and my photos had over-

flowed to my second card. What a serendipitous discovery! On my second card, I had 

stored the photos of Elsa when she had come the closest to me ever! I should have real-

ized that at the time I looked at my photos that evening, but I was a bit bushed from my 

visit that day.  

 

I havenôt decided whether Iôll go to Frank Lake or not today, but I can certainly show you 

a new photo from Nov. 29! As always, the one Iôve attached to this post is the one I like 

the best. Elsa is standing in some shallow water just off the point of land opposite their 

island hangout. Note the drooping feather on her right wing; that's the wing that has ap-

peared to give her problems when she decides to fly. 
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December 4, 2021 
 

As Iôve mentioned in prior posts, Greg Wagner is the Caretaker for the Frank Lake IBA 

(Important Bird Area). When I first went to visit the overwintering American White 

Pelican and Double-crested Cormorant at Frank Lake on Nov. 20, I saw Greg and I spoke 

with him. Heôs regularly monitoring the situation with the injured birds. He told me at 

that time that he didn't advocate any rescue attempts. 

 

Greg and I are members of a group called Albertabird within the groups.io facility. The 

way Albertabird works is as follows: Any member of the group can send messages to 

everyone else in the group by just sending email to the main group address. Photos may 

be included.  

Several members who have commented on my posts about Elsa and Sam have wondered 

if a rescue attempt could and should be made for them. I saw a message that Greg sent to 

all of the Albertabird members. I hope that Greg wonôt mind if I quote his message: 

 

ñLast year, many people thought that the pelican should be rescued. I argued against that 

because I felt that the open water around the sewage outfall, coupled with the high 

Prussian Carp population in the lake would allow the bird to survive the winter at Frank 

Lake. I also feared that the bird could be stressed or injured during a rescue attempt. I 

believe that this is probably the best course for both the pelican and cormorant this year. 

However, water levels in the lake are much lower this year and may affect the amount of 

open water available. Therefore, habitat conditions should be monitored over the course 

of the winter, and if required, a rescue effort could be conducted.ò 

  

Greg goes to Frank Lake regularly. Heôs assessing the situation very closely. I decided to 

visit Elsa and Sam also, because I thought that our Facebook Alberta Birds members 

would like to know how the overwintering birds are doing. Iôve taken a lot of pictures, 

and Iôve sent many of them to Greg. And, of course, Iôve shared some of my photos in 

Facebook. With the weather turning colder, and with snow having fallen, I havenôt 

walked into Frank Lake since Dec. 1. I intend to resume visiting when the weather 

becomes somewhat better. 

 

Until I can get some updated photos, Iôll send a few of my older ones of Elsa and Sam. I 

donôt have many of Sam, because he always seems to keep his distance. But Elsa has no 

qualms about staying put and even coming near when I visit. Iôve attached a photo from 

Dec. 1, when Elsa was standing on the southern tip of the island where she and Sam 

spend much of their timeðwhen theyôre not swimming and fishing . 
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December 7. 2021 
 

Don Whittaker and I enjoyed a superb winter afternoon at Frank Lake today. There was a 

little mist coming off the lake, but that only added to the charm of our outing. We noticed 

that there's more ice on the portion of the lake that plays host to Elsa and Sam, the over-

wintering American White Pelican and Double-crested Cormorant. But there's still plenty 

of open water due to the fast-flowing effluent from the pipeline.  

 

As we walked from the gate to the path across the field, we could see Elsa and Sam. They 

were swimming close to each other near the north end of the island. When we started to 

walk across the field, Elsa swam toward us, and Sam swam away from us to stand on the 

ice--he stayed there all the while we were taking photos. Elsa, on the other hand. spent a 

lot of time in the water close to the piece of land opposite the north end of the island--and 

directly across from us. She was quite active: preening, exercising her wings, standing up, 

and scrunching down. At one point, without any hint that we saw, she suddenly took off 

and flew low past the island on the east side. Then she swam back and forth the length of 

the island--occasionally, she would inspect us as she swam by--she didn't seem to be fearful 

of our presence in the slightest. 

 

I struggled with choosing a photo to show everyone. Don Whittaker and I took a lot of 

pictures. The one I've selected is one that I almost missed. I mentioned that Elsa suddenly 

took to the air. That was right in front of us! And we were both shooting with 500mm 

lenses (that are really 750mm effective focal length, due to our cameras' 1.5X crop factor). 

So, there she was right in front of us, moving fast. I managed to fit her into a couple of 

frames--in one of them just barely--that is the photo that I've attached. Normally, I wouldn't 

post such a photo, with Elsa's bill almost touching the frame. But, I think the photo shows 

that she's able to move pretty well in her current winter home. We stayed for about two 

hours, then we reluctantly bid adieu to Elsa and Sam. 

 

 
 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/318242134926755/user/793280310/?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZX9txzlcXYsiePVaK1hv83IUcnThQ49ETeTTseeg48vZmy48xdr1RCqGKofQ79AnZ3pIir_yqIShwyVex_yv6nS_dgQA97CmiMC2UeA2F9xtDnAif5-7ocA2P0VD2ROmC6ZH3gFJHomr-DS3_CKrUZe&__tn__=-%5dK-R
https://www.facebook.com/groups/318242134926755/user/793280310/?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZX9txzlcXYsiePVaK1hv83IUcnThQ49ETeTTseeg48vZmy48xdr1RCqGKofQ79AnZ3pIir_yqIShwyVex_yv6nS_dgQA97CmiMC2UeA2F9xtDnAif5-7ocA2P0VD2ROmC6ZH3gFJHomr-DS3_CKrUZe&__tn__=-%5dK-R
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Here's Elsa checking us out as she swims by the island. 
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Hereôs Elsa doing some wing flapping. 
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December 9, 2021 
 

As I mentioned in my post on Dec. 4, Greg Wagner, who is the Caretaker of the Frank 

Lake IBA (Important Bird Area), has stated that he feels that a rescue attempt of Elsa and 

Sam, the overwintering American White Pelican and Double-crested Cormorant, should 

not be attempted at this time. His reasoning is that the birds have open water and fish, and 

they should be able to survive the winter. And the birds could be injured and/or stressed 

by an attempted rescue. He is monitoring the birds and their environment regularly, how-

ever, and he will initiate a rescue attempt if he thinks that one should be made. 

 

As you also know, if youôve been following my posts, Iôve been making frequent walks 

into Frank Lake since Nov. 20. My last one was on Dec. 7 with Don Whittaker. I in-

tended to visit Elsa and Sam yesterday, but I found, after I parked at the gate, that the 

wind and slippery road surface seemed to be too hazardous. Iôm going to go there tomor-

row, since the weather forecast is quite favourableðand Iôll be sure to wear my Ice Bugs 

boots that my wife bought meðtheyôre supposed to aid footing on slippery surfaces.  

 

Iôve never been able to get a good photo of Sam and Elsa together, because Sam always 

goes away. I have many photos of Elsa, because she comes relatively closeðshe appears 

to have become used to my visits. I decided to make a composite photo, from two photos 

I took on my last visit, showing both Sam and Elsa. I tried to adjust their relative sizes in 

the composite, so that Elsa appears to be about twice the length of Samðsheôs also about 

four times his weight. Sam is standing on ice, and Elsa is standing in water by the ice. 

 

 
  

https://www.facebook.com/groups/318242134926755/user/793280310/?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZXYKbSx9P1pNKMipAmWxI7-oym85Vdk5B1zgZviqG-SpK-h4966jRERBFOsfDz_3Rm3JHa8-WUJSzTBvhRX2CjMVb8qZQtRxHpd1qjdO7F1oSEPaKh1eZyFicSrshyfX-K4OFLowFcTOZrsRiI5JBv1&__tn__=-%5dK-R
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Here's a photo I took of Elsa and Sam. I took the photo with my 500mm lens (that's really 

750mm, with the crop factor), so they're much farther apart than they appear to be in the 

photo. Also, Sam is not quite in focus--I tried; I think my aperture was about f/25. Maybe 

Sam, like Elsa, will become used to my visits some time. 
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I took an iPhone photo of Elsa with the mountains in the background. 

 

 
 

Comment 

 

And here's a photo of Sam against the mountains. The sun was lower then. 

 

  



 

31 

December 9, 2021 
 

Don Whittaker and I have so many photos of Elsa, an American White Pelican, 

from our visit to Frank Lake on Dec. 7. When she saw us on the shore, she swam 

very close to us. Her companion, Sam, a Double-crested Cormorant, went away 

from us onto the ice farther west in the basin. Elsa was very active, and enabled us 

to get many photosðit was like an Elsa modelling shoot . 

 

While she was standing across from us, Elsa flapped her wings a lot. She had a 

short flight while we were there also. I posted a shot yesterday of Elsa flying by 

on that flight. I decided to post another photo from Dec. 7 of Elsa, exercising her 

wings. 
 

 
  

https://www.facebook.com/groups/318242134926755/user/793280310/?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZVEFPtgUhnBenMRuyEKiR8ui52CBiqA2qpNAYWHlBxLaxJImWF_-vDeyBrZUzNFPo75y1wqmCK6N-wTe4cRo6uQb5IekVhi1iPANrTPHJasddte03OPbJT17czFnd-gIIFkCCuqKThU7LIXb9tLtKSS&__tn__=-%5dK-R
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December 11, 2021 
 

I arrived at the Frank Lake gate at around 1pm yesterday (since itôs now past midnight as 

I write this). I bundled up well, because it was starting to get a bit chilly. As I mentioned I 

would, I was wearing my ice gripping boots. The road into Frank Lake did not seem 

nearly as slippery as it was two days ago, but it was still comforting to know that I was 

well shod. I had my usual Nikon camera, but with a smaller lens, fastened to a body har-

ness. And I had my Sony travel camera, which has a zoom lens, attached to the harness as 

wellðI was hoping to get a decent photo of both Elsa and Sam, the overwintering Ameri-

can White Pelican and Double-crested Cormorant, together. 

  

As I left the road to cross the field, to go to the island that Elsa and Sam use as their base, 

I could see that Elsa was hunkered down on top of the north tip of the island. Sam was 

standing at the other end of the island. I stopped and took some photos of Elsa. Then I 

moved down the shore to get some photos of Sam. Sam decided to walk up the island a 

bit. Then I lost him. I think that what he did was to swim on the other side of the island to 

the north tip; the island is still surrounded by open water. When I saw him next, he was 

standing just out of the water not too far from Elsa. 

  

Elsa wasnôt moving much, but I saw her move around a little, and she seemed to be OK. 

The photo Iôve selected shows both Elsa and Sam with the mountains in the background; 

maybe itôs just my imagination, but it seems like Sam is trying to urge Elsa to get up to 

go fishing with him. Throughout the summer, cormorants regularly fish with pelicans. 

Normally, cormorants eat about 1 lb. of fish per day. And pelicans eat about 4 lbs. of fish 

per day. No doubt theyôre both eating less than that with their inactivity. 

 

I donôt know whether Elsa and Sam went fishing or not, but I decided that I would leave. 

The temperature was just below zero, and the wind was 21 km/h (both readings were 

from High River, since there are no readings for Frank Lake). I saw Greg Wagner on my 

way out. He keeps checking on Elsa and Sam. He still thinks that the best course right 

now is just to let them be. 
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Here's a close-up photo of Elsa at the north end of the island. 
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And here's a close-up of Sam at the south end of the island. 
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December 12, 2021 
 

I went to Frank Lake this afternoon to see Elsa and Sam, the overwintering American 

White Pelican and Double-crested Cormorant. Since the gate was locked for hunting 

season, starting in early September, I needed to walk in on the snow-covered gravel 

roadðas Iôve been doing every few days since Nov. 20. After walking about 20 minutes, 

I followed a path across a field, in order to get to the effluent/water pipeline and 

eventually to the shore across from the island used by Elsa and Sam. As I was walking 

across the field, I spotted Elsa at the south end of the island. Since there is open water all 

around the island, theyôre quite safe from terrestrial predators there. 

 

I took some photos of Elsa as I got closer. Then, when I was standing on the shore 

directly opposite Elsa, I took quite a few more photos. I remained there for a while. Elsa 

turned toward me a few times, but she didnôt get up. She did reposition her head a few 

times. As she always does, when sheôs lying down on the raised rock surface of the 

island, she had her feet tucked into her feathers. And her neck was pulled into her body. 

In that position, itôs like sheôs wearing a feather comforter. That reminds me of something 

I read yesterday on the following website: 

http://www.adirondackwildlife.org/GreatHornedOwls.htm . I had been looking for 

information on Great Horned Owls, because I had seen one the previous day. The 

information that I found pertained not only to that non-migratory bird species, but itôs 

also relevant for any species of bird that overwinters. Hereôs a quote from that website: 

 

ñBirds do not migrate because of colder winter weather. In fact, feathers are much more 

effective insulators than mammalian fur, and when combined with the internal heat 

generated by their higher metabolism, birds are better equipped to withstand cold weather 

than mammals are. What drives birds to warmer climates is the lack of food available to 

them in the winter.ò 

 

So, Elsa and Sam are wearing their insulation; all they need is food, of which there is 

plentyðin the open water down from the pipeline. 

 

The photo I want to share today, shows Elsa trying to keep as warm as possible on top of 

the island. She had her head turned slightly toward me. She didnôt stand up all of the time 

I watched her. But she did move her head and neck a bit. Sam wasnôt visible today. I 

suspect that he was on the other side of the island. 

 

http://www.adirondackwildlife.org/GreatHornedOwls.htm?fbclid=IwAR3cpFh3bFcstasEAteEIf1J3KxPOlNlbJuvjWY5j2Jr34ME5xCQL4QZVU0
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Here's another shot of Elsa all snuggled into her feathers. 
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December 14, 2021 
 

I changed my profile and cover photos today. Also, I gave everyone a brief story 

on my timeline about Elsa and Sam, the overwintering pelican and cormorant at 

Frank Lake.  

 

I haven't visited Elsa and Sam since Dec. 12. As you know, if you've seen my 

posts, I only saw Elsa that day. And she was hunkered down keeping warm on top 

of the island. Karyn Lee reported that she had been there earlier in the day on 

Dec. 12, and she saw Elsa take one flight, and then swim back and forth beside 

the island. She said that she was very active. She didn't say anything about Sam. 

  

I didn't go to Frank Lake today, but I might go tomorrow. I hope that I'll be able 

to see Sam as well as Elsa. 

  

I have another photo of Elsa that I want to share. I took it on Dec. 7, which is the 

last time that I saw Elsa fly. In my photo, Elsa is just about to take off for a short 

flight from north of the island to just south of the island--the incident seems to be 

very similar to the time that Karyn Lee saw her fly on Sunday. 
 

 
  

https://www.facebook.com/groups/318242134926755/user/709815576/?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZVoY0qtK2uZdfmItrbQSr9L_HO5hoWr2GY2bsjZx_Sj5Ej7hsCdiPC-dqP-Xn6jTvDGL-CB8nAuqEPPo0B9HsVesh-GUEEU0hnn3UbbzxpCBt77-ZbEj0mgA_JXB7MVXEnbDTm5TrVodGED88uY4v1_&__tn__=-%5dK-R
https://www.facebook.com/groups/318242134926755/user/709815576/?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZVoY0qtK2uZdfmItrbQSr9L_HO5hoWr2GY2bsjZx_Sj5Ej7hsCdiPC-dqP-Xn6jTvDGL-CB8nAuqEPPo0B9HsVesh-GUEEU0hnn3UbbzxpCBt77-ZbEj0mgA_JXB7MVXEnbDTm5TrVodGED88uY4v1_&__tn__=-%5dK-R
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I took this photo of Elsa a couple of seconds after the one I posted above. She had just 

managed to attain lift off. Notice the water splash down from her right wing. It must have 

dipped a little as she strained to get into the air. The right wing is the one that she has had 

trouble with. 
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December 15, 2021 
 

Iôm going to have to find some solution to keeping my hands sufficiently warm when I'm 

at Frank Lake in temperatures like we had today. When I walked in today, I had no prob-

lem with any part of my body except my hands. I was wearing gloves (which was proba-

bly my first mistake) with finger and thumb tips that open. It doesnôt work very well 

when I try to make camera settings and take photos with my gloves on. Thatôs why I was 

wearing gloves with fingertips that open. However, it was so cold today that I could not 

have my fingers exposed for very long. I think I need to find warm mitts with easy open-

ingsðso that I can quickly shoot and then thaw my fingers. 

 

I didnôt stay opposite the island very long, but I wanted to check up on Elsa, the overwin-

tering pelican. I wanted to assess how I think she looks, and I wanted to bring back a few 

photos. She seemed to be fine. She wasnôt being very active. She was lying down at the 

north end of the islandðwith her feet tucked into her feathers. Initially, she had her neck 

pulled way into her body. But several times she raised her neck up and looked aroundð

seemingly being very perky. When I left, she had pulled her head back into her body. 

 

I havenôt mentioned Sam, the cormorant, yet. On the way into Frank Lake, I met Greg 

Wagner, the Caretaker of Frank LakeðI think he goes there every dayðI certainly see 

him almost every time I go. He said that he had not seen ñthe cormorantò at all in the past 

two days. I told him that he had been sighted last Sunday, and Greg said that he was 

aware of his presence then. Now, however, he fears the worst. He thinks that he is no 

longer aliveðbut he hadnôt yet spotted his body. When I arrived at the island, I looked 

carefully on both tips of the island as well as all over the top of the island. I looked in the 

water around the island as well. I couldnôt see on the other side of the island, however. I 

suspect that Greg is correct about Samôs demise, unfortunately. 

 

Extremely sad news. I thought that Sam hadnôt been doing nearly as well as Elsa, because 

I had never seen him lying down and snuggled into his feathers like Elsa.  

Iôve attached a photo of Elsa, where she is looking very alert. With this being her second 

winter, I have a good feeling about her ability to withstand whatever the weather holds in 

store. 
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December 18, 2021 
 

There was a bit of a break in the weather today at Frank Lake. I thought that If I were to 

leave right after our breakfast (which we always have late in the morning ), then I 

would catch the best part of the day for the weather. The temperature was to be around -3 

or so just after noon. And the wind was only around 10 kph. Another reason for going 

early is that there was a wind advisory, for later in the afternoon, for the possibility of 

wind velocity as high as 90 kph! I definitely didnôt want to be out in that! And some final 

encouragement was that the temperature was due to start dropping in the early afternoon. 

So, I bundled up in my usual garb, and headed to Frank Lake. 

 

I had just pulled up to park in front of the gate at Frank Lake around 12:30, when I saw a 

vehicle coming up the access road. It stopped right beside my car. There were two 

women. The driver asked me ñAre you John Reasbeck?ò I confirmed that I am indeed. 

She said that her name is Kathryn. She made some very nice comments about my Alberta 

Birds posts about Elsa and Sam, and I thanked her. She could see that I was just about to 

walk in and see Elsa, and she said that she didnôt think that she would want to do that . 

I said something like ñI understand.ò Nice chat! Iôm sorry, I didnôt get the name of the 

second woman. They went on their way, and I did likewise. 

 

I was nearing the water/effluent pipeline, across the field, when a number of mallards 

flew up. They had been gathered down by the inflow (or outflow, depending on your 

point of view )ðthe water is undoubtedly warmer there than it is downstream; so Elsa 

and the mallards have a spa that they can take advantage of; thatôs where the fish come in 

for Elsa alsoðfrom the Highwood River. I took some photos as the mallards flew. They 

were going toward Elsaðshe was lying down in her usual resting position on the north 

tip of the island. The mallards looked like they were going to join some other mallards in 

the westðjust off the ice. I think maybe there were around 25 or so mallards in the area, 

because I spotted some southeast of the island also. So, Elsa has a little company. I 

looked carefully on and around the island, and in the water, but I saw no sign of Sam. So, 

unfortunately, I would have to think that Greg Wagner is correct in thinking that heôs no 

longer part of the scene . 

 

Anyway, this is getting much longer than I intended. Elsa looked well. She looked bright, 

and relatively comfortable. She was moving around a little, but she didnôt stand up while 

I was there. As I mentioned, Iôm attaching a photo of the mallards flying past Elsa to join 

some other mallards. Iôve certainly taken many photos of mallards in the winter, but Iôve 

never had a photo of them before where a pelican was included. 
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Here's a photo of Elsa on the island today. She's looking very well! 
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December 19, 2021 
 

Yesterday, at Frank Lake, I took some iPhone shots of Elsa, the overwintering pelican. I 

often use my iPhone, as a wide-angle camera, so that I can remember the way a scene 

looked--even if the images aren't as sharp as with my Nikon camera. I've attached one of 

those shots. In the photo, Elsa has assumed her tucked in-snuggle position, so that she can 

get as warm as possible. Even though she's resting, she always seems to be looking 

around for any possible danger. From her slightly-elevated perch, if she had to, she could 

jump down and fly very quickly. 
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December 19, 2021 
 

Here's a close-up photo of Elsa, the overwintering pelican, from yesterday at Frank Lake. 

She's resting, she's trying to keep as warm as possible, and she's seemingly well aware of 

her surroundings. 
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December 22, 2021 
 

Elsa Report   

 

Iôm pleased to report that Elsa, the overwintering American White Pelican at Frank Lake, 

is doing fine! When I first arrived at Frank Lake today, I saw Elsa lying down at the north 

edge of the island sheôs been using as a base. At that point, sheôs able to see around her 

for almost 360°. She can see if anything is on the piece of land to the northðjust across 

some open water. She can view the small strip of open water to the northwest of herð

with a large stretch of ice to the south, west, and northwest of the open water. And she 

can scan the large expanse of open water off the entire east side of the island. She regu-

larly turns her head also so that she can look south over the length of the island. About 

the only area that sheôs not able to see is directly south of the island where mallards like 

to gatherðI think there were about 25 of them there todayðswimming and dabbling in 

the water and walking or resting on the ice.  

 

By comparison with recent weather, and certainly in contrast with the expected frigid 

weather coming over Christmas and several days beyond that, today it was quite balmy. I 

half expected that Elsa might take a flight around the island, as Iôve seen her do a few 

times in the past month. Unfortunately, she didnôt fly. But she got up soon after I started 

watching her today, and she stretched and flapped her wings. I was able to get a few pho-

tos of that session for you. Iôve attached one of my photos with the setting sun in the 

background. Elsa seemed to be in good spirits today! 
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December 23, 2021 
 

Elsa Report Addendum  

 

I noted a couple of items, which I havenôt yet mentioned, on my visit to see Elsa at Frank 

Lake yesterday. I spoke with a photographer named Mike at the pipeline inflow. He had 

positioned himself there so that he could photograph any critter that came to that location. 

He said that a few weeks ago he saw Elsa make a long flight over the observation blind 

and back to the open water by the island. I didnôt ask him for photos, however, because I 

had just gotten back from taking photos of Elsa, and it was getting dark. Mike likes to go 

to the pipeline for photos, so when I see him next, Iôll ask him if he would send me any 

photos of Elsa flying (or fishing). And Iôll ask him if he would mind if I were to post one 

or two.  

 

The other item, along the same line, is my encounter with a Frank Lake regular 

photographer named Russ, as I was walking back to my car. He mentioned that he had 

seen Elsa catching fish. He wasnôt sure that he had been able to get any good photos 

though. I asked him if he would send me some photos if he finds that he has some. Again, 

when/if I get them, Iôll post the photos if Russ says that itôs OK to do that.  

 

I keep looking at the weather forecasts for High River for the next week and hoping that 

theyôll somehow magically improve. Iôm not as tough as Elsa, but Iôll try to get over to 

see her as often as I can.  

 

I picked out a few more photos from yesterday that Iôll post here. 
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Here's another photo of Elsa just after she had done her wing exercises. 

 

 
 

Comment 

 

And here's another photo of Elsa, as she settled in for the evening. 
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December 25, 2021 
 

Merry Christmas to all Alberta Birds Elsa watchers! 

 

I appreciate the encouragement that so many of our members have provided for 

Elsa to do well, and for me to continue to give everyone news about her! 

 

Since Nov. 20, Iôve been frequently dropping by to see her at Frank Lake. She is 

an oddity, in that American White Pelicans are not supposed to be there right 

now. The other pelicans that were at Frank Lake in the summer and fall (approxi-

mately 700 of them!) have long since migrated. It has been evident that Elsa can 

fly (much better than she could when she had her first overwintering experience 

last winter!), but it seems that she still doesnôt sufficiently trust her flying ability 

in order to be able to fly long distances. So, she opted again to remain behind. We 

all hope that her experiences last winter will enable her to make it through to 

spring once moreðwhen she will again be joined by other pelicans. 

 

Until I can say that Elsaôs overwintering has been successful, I will continue to re-

port, as frequently as possible, on Elsaôs state: that she appears to have enough 

food; that her feathers seem to be giving her sufficient warmth; and that her pro-

tective island base is still enabling her to evade predators 

. 

Iôve attached one of my photos from the first time I visited Elsa on Nov. 20. She 

flew quite high and a considerable distance at that time. Since then, Iôve seen her 

make several flights, but theyôve all been of much shorter height and duration. It 

could be that she was having a good look around on Nov. 20 in order to be sure 

that the spot she chose is the best place for her to remain. She evidently decided 

that Frank Lake is a reasonable place in which to spend another winter. And what 

she needs to do now is to eat, exercise, stay warm, rest, and remain vigilantðand 

wait for her friends to return. 

 

I have not forgotten about Sam, the Double-crested Cormorant, that also had fly-

ing problems. He too remained at Frank Lake for a period of time. I felt very sad 

when it seemed that he wasnôt being seen any longer at Frank Lake. Every time I 

go to see Elsa, I search on and near the island. But Iôve not been able to locate 

him.  
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December 28, 2021 
 

Elsa Report  

 

I walked in to see Elsa, the overwintering pelican, at Frank Lake this afternoon. I hadnôt 

been there since Dec. 22. Iôve been averaging a visit every three or four days. But, with 

the cold weather and Christmas, I delayed my next visit a bit. 

  

Santa was good to me, in that I got a few cold weather items to help me in my treks into 

Frank Lake. My old mitts with open fingers are OK in the fall, but not in winter deep 

freeze temperatures. I now have heavy knit mitts with open fingers, I also have some re-

ally heavy mitts for when the going is tougher. And I have a hand warmerðthatôs actu-

ally too warm, even on the low settingðI think Iôm supposed to keep it in its bag, instead 

of using it directly on my fingers. But, all I needed today were the woolen mitts, since it 

was a ñbalmyò -18, with a wind chill of -23. Thatôs still cold, but it was no doubt very 

welcome by Elsa, in comparison with the record setting low on Boxing Day in High 

River of -33.7ð with a wind chill that we probably donôt want to think about. 

 

Iôm showing ñrelieved smileyò faces above, because thatôs how I felt when I first saw 

Elsa today. I figured that she would still be OK, since she had to put up with severe win-

try conditions last year too. But, all the same, I was glad when I found her swimming be-

side the island today. She had some company: there were 18 or so mallards near her. Elsa 

remained in the water all of the time I was there. She swam along the east side of the is-

land. And then she swam toward the pipeline. I stayed back a bit because I didnôt want to 

dissuade her from getting any fish that might be coming into Frank Lake. Also, I assumed 

that the warmer water by the outflow would probably feel good, and I wanted her to be 

able to enjoy it. After a few minutes, she turned around and swam back.  

 

The photo that Iôve attached shows Elsa swimming by me heading for the island. Iôm 

glad that she decided to do that, because I was able to get some better photos than I had 

up until then. Looking good, Elsa ! 
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December 31, 2021 
 

The Wild Bird Store, in their January 2022 Newsletter, published an article about Elsa, 

the overwintering American White Pelican at Frank Lake. They included a photo of Elsa 

that I took on Nov. 26. The Wild Bird Store reported discussions that Brian Keating had, 

concerning Elsa, her predicament, and her environment, with Chris Fisher and Greg 

Wagner. I took a photo of the article, and I've attached it to this post. 
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Here's my original photo of Elsa that was published in the newsletter. 

 

 
 

Comment 

 

My photo in the article shows her just trying to keep warm. Here's another photo of Elsa 

three days later on Nov. 29. She was up and not really looking sad at all. It's too bad that 

she has a wing problem, but she's trying to make the best of an unfortunate situation. 
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January 1, 2022 
 

Finding Elsa  

 

Mostly, I stayed home from November 2020 to March 2021. I didn't feel comfortable go-

ing anywhere with Covid on the loose. I hadnôt posted at all in Facebook during that time. 

 

On March 19, I made a quick trip to Frank Lake. The gate had just been unlocked that 

day. I saw Ring-billed Gulls, California Gulls, and Canada Geese. I didnôt stay long, and 

I didnôt take many photos. 

 

Two days later, I went to Frank Lake again. I noticed that someone had put up a sign with 

the title ñABOUT THE PELICAN.ò An injured pelican was apparently overwintering 

there, because it couldnôt fly well enough to migrate. I saw an American White Pelican 

lying down on the south edge of the island. In the summer and fall, about two hundred 

pelicans had often gathered on that island. I hoped that the pelican would get up so that I 

could be assured that it was OK, but it stayed lying down. Two geese were standing be-

side it. 

 

I took a picture of the geese and the pelican. That was my first photo of the pelican that 

we now know as Elsa. Iôve attached it to this post. 

 

So, if 2022 is like 2021, then Elsa will have much better weather and a lot of company in 

about 2 1/2 months. Hang in there, Elsa! You have a sizable cheering squad on the side-

lines! It won't be long until spring!  
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Here's a photo of the sign that I saw posted at the pipeline inflow at Frank Lake on March 

21. 

 

 
 

Comment 

 

Notice that the right wing tip of the pelican on the sign above is dipping into the water. I 

took a photo on Nov. 29 showing that Elsa also dips her right wing tip into the water 

sometimes. I've attached that photo. 
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January 2, 2022 
 

Elsa Report  

 

The Weather app on my iPhone is forecasting colder temperatures in High River for the 

next six days. That location is as close as I can get to what it will be like in Frank Lake. 

Today the temperature was just below zero, but there was a very brisk wind. At one time 

during the day it was 45 kph. When I was there today, it was around 16 kph. 

  

After parking my car at the Frank Lake gate, I fixed my camera to my chest harness. Alt-

hough the sun had ducked behind a cloud, it seemed nice enough that I wondered whether 

I needed my parka. I decided to wear it anywayðand, later, I was very glad that I had it. 

After I donned my additional gear, I was off through the pedestrian access and down the 

road.  

 

The sun was shining a little, but the temperature was starting to drop some. It was late in 

the day, so I figured that Elsa (the overwintering American White Pelican, for those who 

donôt read my posts regularly) would probably be hunkered down on the island. And, 

thatôs exactly where I found her. The only other birds I saw in the area were five Mal-

lards. There was still open water going from the pipeline inflow to past the island. I took 

some photos from different angles. Elsa was in what I think of as her warming and rest-

ing period. She always seems to have an eye out for possible danger too. I was happy to 

see Elsa looking well. 

 

On my return walk, I was somewhat alarmed to see a Bald Eagle. The eagle flew in the 

direction of the mallards and landed on the ice. Elsa must have had a good view of the ea-

gle, but I wondered whether the mallards knew it was there. 

 

Iôve attached one of my photos of Elsa. The first one of her in 2022. Happy New Year, 

Elsa! 
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January 6, 2022 
 

Elsa History 

 

The first time I went to Frank Lake in 2021 was on Mar. 19. I saw California Gulls, Ring-

billed Gulls, Canada Geese, and an American White Pelican. The pelican seemed like an 

odd sightingðI didnôt know that one was overwintering. I didnôt post anything on 

Facebook. As a matter of fact, I hadnôt posted anything since the previous year in 

November. Since I had no desire to go out anywhere, I hadnôt been taking many photos--

except in our backyard. And I was contemplating taking an online course in the new year, 

so I just decided to stop posting for a while. 

 

The next time I went to Frank Lake was on Mar. 21. A sign had been posted in front of 

the pipeline outflow saying that a pelican was overwintering there because it had been 

injured and couldnôt migrate. I later found out that Greg Wagner, the Caretaker for Frank 

Lake, had posted that sign. I paid more attention to the pelican on that visit, because of 

the sign. 

 

I sent a photo of the sign to my daughter, who used to work at CBC 1010 in Calgary. She 

thought that it might be of interest to the CBC, so she sent my photo of the sign to The 

Homestretch. As it turned out, the CBC was indeed sufficiently interested in the story that 

they alerted Brian Keating, and he discussed the pelican with Chris Fisher and Greg 

Wagner. In addition, he and his wife made a visit to Frank Lake to find the pelican. His 

story went on the air on Apr. 12. In addition to being on the air, the story was posted on 

the web on Apr. 13 at the following link: https://www.cbc.ca/.../brian-keating-injured-

pelican.... 

 

In Brian Keatingôs story, he reported that the pelican had a buddy. I looked through my 

photos in that period, and I found that "the buddy" must have arrived between Apr. 2 and 

Apr. 6. He or she was sporting a bump on the top of his/her billðthatôs called a nuptial 

tubercle. It indicates that a pelican is an adult and is ready to mate. The pelican that weôve 

been calling Elsa didnôt have one of those. I guess that she was either too young, or other 

things had been paramount in her overwintering lifeðlike staying alive . 

 

Iôve attached a photo, which I took on Apr. 6, showing Elsa and the first pelican that 

arrived to accompany her after her long winter last year (Elsa is the pelican on the left). 

After that, not too many days passed by until there were many more pelicansðas well as 

many more birds of various species. The gulls in my photo are primarily California Gulls, 

but there were some Ring-billed Gulls too. At that time, there were several hundred gulls 

there--Elsa hadn't lacked company for some time! 

 

https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cbc.ca%2Fnews%2Fcanada%2Fcalgary%2Fbrian-keating-injured-pelican-alberta-1.5985769%3Ffbclid%3DIwAR3jcT-lhOXvfmX4TetAL3Hg-j8U4MO8IO_csxPtJ0OK3dq421RTtDixy2E&h=AT2EiidCyzMl7V_Etwluqy55HRwNWQLvtn7rAbSOZxmHrDh_XCskX4smYLBBZXN56oe06Qb39woBp3lBaSsMzEQz8SC7rMqcSnz0Gv7nW1N9qWKFXVE1Z9SgWBuVH8xO15RehkIsAkjZPGf656cN&__tn__=-UK-R&c%5b0%5d=AT3aSOicDCoNn8a9mAvSrTrwcK99vL-Wtttt_eogZmYZvTcqUEjWGVaqJjY7B-D4VqLni1-IBWfw9K-19KgR7goTkHlfE9QPpkBapbF6oz883mqenO6SUEIaeVYMQ2d5j-0vY03gTGI3x1Gs-chs2YoVxBnAbPS_l0Y
https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cbc.ca%2Fnews%2Fcanada%2Fcalgary%2Fbrian-keating-injured-pelican-alberta-1.5985769%3Ffbclid%3DIwAR3jcT-lhOXvfmX4TetAL3Hg-j8U4MO8IO_csxPtJ0OK3dq421RTtDixy2E&h=AT2EiidCyzMl7V_Etwluqy55HRwNWQLvtn7rAbSOZxmHrDh_XCskX4smYLBBZXN56oe06Qb39woBp3lBaSsMzEQz8SC7rMqcSnz0Gv7nW1N9qWKFXVE1Z9SgWBuVH8xO15RehkIsAkjZPGf656cN&__tn__=-UK-R&c%5b0%5d=AT3aSOicDCoNn8a9mAvSrTrwcK99vL-Wtttt_eogZmYZvTcqUEjWGVaqJjY7B-D4VqLni1-IBWfw9K-19KgR7goTkHlfE9QPpkBapbF6oz883mqenO6SUEIaeVYMQ2d5j-0vY03gTGI3x1Gs-chs2YoVxBnAbPS_l0Y
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January 10, 2022 
 

Elsa Report  

 

Yesterday (Sunday) afternoon, for all of the time I was there, Elsa was hunkered down on 

the north end of the island at Frank Lake. Elsa, of course, for those readers who might 

have missed my previous posts, is an overwintering American White Pelican. She can fly 

a bit, but not well enough to migrate. 

 

Elsa seems to be doing fine. No doubt, she will welcome the warmer weather that weôre 

about to get at Frank Lake. Maybe sheôll be inclined to swim and stretch her wings a bit. 

Iôve seen her fly on three previous visits, and she did wellðjust not very high or far.  

 

Elsa had seven ducks for company yesterday. There were three Common Goldeneyes and 

four Mallards. The mallards kept their distance, but one of the goldeneyes came close 

enough for some photosðIôll put one in the comments. 
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Here's a photo of one of the three male Common Goldeneye ducks that I saw at Frank 

Lake yesterday. 
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January 11, 2022 
 

Elsa Report  

 

No doubt Elsa, the overwintering American White Pelican at Frank Lake, enjoyed the 

warmer temperatures today. When I was there this afternoon, the temperature was 6. 

However, the wind was quite severe. As I walked along the gravel road from the gate, I 

could feel the wind blowing slightly behind me from the west. Another visitor was walk-

ing toward me, and he kept stopping, and then he walked backwards for a bit. We chatted 

briefly. He looked quite windblown. When I arrived at the field path, I checked my 

weather app; it indicated that the wind was 32 km/hr in High River 

. 

I was happy to find that some of the snow in the field had either melted or been tromped 

down by other visitors as they crossed the field toward the water pipeline. I was still 

happy to have brought my walking poles, however. As I walked, I could see Elsa in the 

distance, in her familiar position on the north point of the island. I went down to the shore 

just across from her and took a few photos.  

 

I thought that Elsa looked quite a bit more interested in what was going on in her domain 

today. She often looked in the direction of three Common Goldeneye drakes that were in 

the northwest diving and swimming. They were too far away to get any good pictures 

though. From time to time, Elsa turned her head from one side to the other, as she always 

does, to make sure that sheôs aware of her surroundings. I remained across from her on 

the shore for about ¾ of an hour. I thought that she looked quite good today. Her right 

wing tip, which is the one that appears to have been injured before last winter, was tucked 

nicely into her feathers. 

 

Iôve attached a shot of Elsa, which Iôve cropped with some of the lower part of the island. 

Generally, I thought that Elsa didnôt look nearly as cold as she did on my last visit. She's 

just keeping warm, eating, staying alert, and waiting this thing through. Maybe next time 

I go, Iôll get myself together early enough in the day so that I can see what Elsa is up to in 

the morning.  
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January 13, 2022 
 

Elsa Report  

 

I saw Donna Glawson's report today that she saw Elsa, the overwintering pelican, both 

swimming and flying at Frank Lake this afternoon! She said that Elsa flew four or five 

times! Unfortunately, she didn't take any photos, but she said that she did have a video. 

She was apparently having difficulty posting it, however. 

 

I have a photo of Elsa that I took on my visit two days ago that I'd like to share. I took a 

second camera with a wide angle lens with me then, and one of my images shows Elsa 

with three Common Goldeneyes that were swimming and diving near her. I thought that 

you might find it interesting. 

 

I'll be going to see Elsa tomorrow. So, if she's not too tired out from her multiple flights 

today, maybe I'll be able to bring you back some in flight photos. 

 

 
 

  

https://www.facebook.com/groups/318242134926755/user/640727822/?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZVrDC-q08TPXrfa9eQHxh9a9vXzU0qAZmEUwi0_NKdLnunZmSGNh751LvEhjNDTbhUvzZD7bJjCh0msuMLBOIkTA1TYC3hIjqCadOAFy9-0IaYCzWwVQWXNtTn-LDQw-kK02Wo1omUWb9lSeTjACdAD&__tn__=-%5dK-R
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Here's another photo from my visit to see Elsa on Jan. 11. I caught two of the goldeneyes 

flying. They went around the island and landed to the south of it. It wasn't too much later 

that they flew back to rejoin the other goldeneye near Elsa. 

 

 
 
Comment 

 

Elsa seems to be looking at me in this photo. She regularly scans around herself to see 

what's going on. I took this photo on Jan. 11 also. 
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January 14, 2022 
 

Elsa Report  

 

Elsa, the overwintering pelican, was quite active at Frank Lake today! When I saw her 

first, she was stretching and flapping her wings just off the point of land across from her 

usual hunkering down spot on top of the islandðjust downstream from the treated efflu-

ent/water pipeline. I think that she was greeting the improved temperatures with a great 

deal of enthusiasm.  

 

Elsa made one short flight while I was there. She flew just above the water for the length 

of the island. She didnôt seem to have any trouble at all getting up in the air. After she 

landed in the water, she made a leisurely swim back to where she had started fromð

across from the north tip of the island. 

 

I noticed in some of my photos that Elsa has a large bare spot on the back of her neck. I 

sent photos to Greg Wagner, asking him if he thinks that the spot is anything to worry 

about. Other than that, Elsa seemed to be in good health and spirits; she was just enjoying 

the pause in the cold weather. I looked on the Weather Network for a 14-day forecast for 

High River. Except for one day, which will still not be too bad, they say that the mild 

temperatures will likely continue until at least Jan. 28.  

 

So, keep up your flying and swimming, Elsa! April, and your pelican friends, will be here 

soon!  
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Here's another photo of Elsa swimming back to her hangout spot for the afternoon. 
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Here's a photo of Elsa flapping her wings today. 

 

 
  








































































































































































































































































































































































