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So how does a lad from the industrial 
City of Sheffield, England find himself 
6000 ft up a mountainside in Canada’s 
Northern B.C.? 
 
It all started with a telephone call from Dr. Jeremy 
Johnston of Surrey, Vancouver.  He called initially 
asking for a favour.  He wanted to acquire a pair of 
blonde saker falcons for his breeding project and 
asked if I would be willing to find them for him.  
His request was, in hindsight, met with a lack of 
enthusiasm on my part and I suspect this helped 
spur the Doctor into making his offer to take me 
gyr trapping.  After several phone calls and some 
chasing around I managed to acquire a nice pair of 
sakers that fitted the doctor’s remit.  While all this 
was going on the prospect of trapping gyrfalcons 
was now becoming a reality.  Jeremy had been 
granted a license and the likelihood of the trip 
proceeding was growing stronger, although we 
both had similar obstacles to overcome, these 
being our wives!  A large amount of creeping, 
flowers, and candlelit meals had to be endured, 
before we were given our leaves of absence.   
Finally all the preparations had been made and I 
found myself waving goodbye to my wife in the 
departure lounge at Manchester Airport.  I was 
bound first of all for a stop in Iceland, which lasted 
less than 30 minutes and not a gyr to be seen, then 
on to Seattle and finally over to Vancouver. 
 
    While thinking about the adventure, which was 
about to unfold, it suddenly hit me; I had never m
or even seen a picture of the Doctor and vice versa
What was he going to be like?  I knew he was a 
surgeon in Vancouver and that when he used to 
live in the UK he was a doctor in the S.A.S. so I 
felt sure he would be able to cope with everything 
the trip could throw at him. 
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It was the middle of the night 
when I landed.  I’m sure Jeremy 
had received a few strange 
glances, as he stood there in the 
arrivals lounge with a falcon 
hood in one hand and whirring a 
gauntlet around his head.  
Nevertheless this worked 
perfectly well and we found 
each other straight away.  We 
arrived at Jeremy’s lovely home 
in about 10 minutes, said our 
hellos and good nights and then 
went straight to bed. 
     Having slept on the plane for 
several hours, I found myself 
wide-awake by 6:00 am and 
from the sound of it so was 
someone else.  I was later to 
find out that the Doctor needed 
very little rest and was perfectly 
able to endure long periods of 
sleep depravation, something I 
found hard to match.  I made 
my way downstairs to be 
greeted by Jeremy and his wife 
making breakfast.  I was 
informed that he had to work 
that day but we would be 
leaving for Northern B.C. that 
evening. 
     I was shown a large bow net 
and asked to repair it ready for 
use – easier said that done.  
Obviously I had read books on 
the use of traps but hands on 
experience is really not 
available to the British falconer, 
as trapping wild birds is totally 
against the law.  Needless to say 
that when I finished putting the 
new net on, it was as tight as a 
tennis racket and rather than 
trap the gyr, would have 
probably hit it straight up into 
Alaska.  Never mind, a lesson 
was learned and our 
preparations were on the way.   
While Jeremy was at work I 
couldn’t help but notice he had 
a lovely old Landrover in his 

driveway.  Now having owned 
one of these back in Britain, I 
knew its capabilities and pulling 
a trailer 2000 kms north did not 
appeal to me.  The trip was to 
be up to three weeks long and 
as far as I could tell, it would 
take us that long to drive there 
and back in this old Landy.  I 
also noticed a small spherical 
trailer called a ‘Boler’, it stood 
next to the Landrover.  Could it 

really be true, was this to be our 
transport and accommodation 
for the next three weeks?  When 
contemplating the trip, I had a 
picture in my mind of a swish 
30ft Winnebago with central 
heating and shower etc.  Was I 
to be so wrong?  Well almost.  
We were using the Boler but 
thankfully Jeremy had had the 
wisdom to purchase a new 
Landrover Discovery the year 
before.  To his credit he had 
made the trip for several years, 
using the old Landrover and 
Boler, and had returned to tell 
the tale.  Jeremy arrived home 
at around 6:30 pm in his now 
familiar whirlwind style, filled 
both car and trailer with 
everything but the kitchen sink, 
and away we went. 
The drive north was to take 
almost 28 hours of solid 
motoring, stopping only for fuel 

and caffeine boosting Coca-
Cola.  I was assured the coke 
would help keep me awake but I 
still have very little idea as to 
how we managed to do the last 
200 kms.  This final stage was 
on an unmade track, in total 
darkness with forest and 
mudslides all around.  It was on 
this final stage that we received 
our first hurdle to overcome.  
On glancing behind through the 
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Discovery’s wing mirror I 
couldn’t see the sidelight of the 
Boler anymore, it had all gone 
dark.  Could it just be an 
electrical fault or had we really 
lost the Boler?  The answer 
was, you’ve guessed it, we had 
lost the Boler.  After reversing 
back down a track for about a 
mile, (bearing in mind, going 
forward was hard driving) we 
came across the stranded outline 
of our trusted home.  It was at 
these moments, that the Doctor 
was at his S.A.S. trained best, 
improvisation is his middle 
name and a sheered metal pin 
and bent tow bar were trivial 

problems to be overcome.  Once 
on our way, we only managed 
to lose the Boler one other time, 
not bad if you take into account 
the terrain we were working 
against.  
     We finally arrived at our 
destination, the exact location 
of which I have been asked to 
keep a secret, as only a couple 
of other Canadian falconers 
know of its whereabouts.  What 
I can say is that we were 
approximately 2000 kms north 
of Vancouver, 6000 ft up a 
mountainside!  It was dark 
when we arrived so it was 
straight into the Boler and to 

sleep.  Again I don’t know if it 
was excitement or fear of 
missing anything, but I was 
awake at the crack of dawn. 
What a sight it was that greeted 
me as I stumbled out of the 
Boler, a vast valley surrounded 
by mountains on all sides.  All I 
could do was wonder how on 
earth we had managed to find 
our way here in the pitch black 
of night.   
     The order of the day was to 
find our way up the side of one 
of these mountains and find an 
area to set-up camp.  We were 
looking for an area, which was 
around the tree line, 
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approximately five or six 
hundred feet above our present 
position.  The Discovery was 
banged into low gear and up we 
went, bouncing from side to 
side, it would be a miracle if 
any of the pigeons in the Boler 
survived this.  Eventually we 
found an area, which had been 
used by hunters in the past, as 
there were signs of tire tracks 
and a campfire.  The view was 
just breathtaking, as we were 
able to see down valleys on all 
three exposed sides, but better 
still, the gyrs in these valleys 
would also be able to see us.  
Just to make sure this was 
indeed the best spot, Jeremy 
decided it would be a good idea 
to go a little higher and if no 
more of a panoramic sight could 
be found, then we could reverse 
back down.  We went to about 
7000 ft above sea level, up 
through the clouds and 
eventually on to the snow 
covered summit of our chosen 
mountain.  Things couldn’t get 
any better or so I thought.   
     It had been mentioned in my 
initial conversations with 
Jeremy, that there was the 
chance of encounters with some 
of the more dangerous wildlife 
in this region.  Wolf and black 
bear had already been seen on 
our drive north and coyote were 
to be found in Jeremy’s own 
back garden, but the big one 
that sent a shiver of anticipation 
and fear down my back bone 
was, the Grizzly. 
     Jeremy had been trapping in 
Northern B.C. for the last seven 
seasons and he assured me he 
had never once seen a grizzly 
bear, but Jeremy had never 
taken me before! We decided to 
stretch our legs and take in the 
wonderful views from the top of 

our mountain, when suddenly it 
became apparent something was 
moving in the grass about 300 
yards in front of us.  It looked to 
have quite a build but didn’t 
seem to be very tall.  Well it 
wasn’t very tall because in 
turned out to be a huge male 
grizzly, laid on it side with its 
paw down a ground squirrel’s 
hole.  Things seemed to be 
going fine, the bear hadn’t 
noticed us, and so we stupidly 
walked a little closer.  Yes I 
know, fools, idiots, all of these 
words, spring to mind as I sit 
here in the comfort of my home 
writing this account, but yes we 
did move a little closer.  At this 
point the bear noticed us, slowly 
gathered itself up onto four feet 
and then to our amazement up 
again onto two.  Do we run? Do 
we stand still?  These were all 
thoughts that travelled through 
our minds.  Thankfully, after 
giving us a long and lingering 
glare the bear decided that the 
best form of defence was to run, 
and to our delight it was in the 
opposite direction to us! 
     We made our way back 
down the mountain to the place 
that we now called camp and 
settled down to the real job in 
hand, catching a gyrfalcon.  The 
‘camp’ was made up of two 
flutter poles, two bow nets and 
two noose cages all surrounding 
the hide which was attached to 
the front of the Boler.  All of 
these items were new to me and 
even though I had just helped 
erect the sight, I hadn’t got a 
clue as to how we were going to 
catch a gyr with them.  The bow 
nests and noose cages were 
reasonably easy to work out, but 
what about those flutter poles.  
The pole stands around 20ft 
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Jeremy informed me that we 
were at the northern limits of 
the goshawks’ range, and that 
back down near Vancouver, 
they would indeed be much 
smaller.  As we did not have a 
permit for a goshawk, the bird 
was released almost 
immediately, after the 
obligatory pictures.  It took 
almost 40 minutes from when 
the goshawk arrived in camp, to 
the time we actually had him in 
the bow net.  His final attack on 
the pigeon in the bow net, was a 
walk of almost 15ft, he had 
showed no urgency in wanting 
the pigeon and when he was 
eventually caught we 
discovered him to be very fat 
and with full crop.  Over the 
period of a week we had many 
close encounters, but there 
seemed to be a lack of urgency 
on behalf of the falcons, which 
started to hurt our morale.  
Time on the mountain was 
slipping away, and our rations 
had begun to be very limited 
indeed.  One evening meal 
consisted of a tin of sweet corn, 
a tin of beetroot and a tin of 
applesauce, all cooked in the 
one pan – very appetising!  The 
dog’s tinned meat was 
beginning to look extremely 
attractive and his biscuits 
already tasted very good.  Food 
had become short and personal 
hygiene was leaving a lot to be 
desired – it was now the time to 
catch our gyr and make our way 
back home. 

high, and is held up with three 
guide ropes.   
On the very top of the pole is a 
piece of carpet covered in 
nooses, which should snare the 
falcon when landed on.  The 
carpet is fastened to the back 
guide rope with a piece of line 
and a ring, so any falcon 
becoming snared should slide 
safely down to earth.  A fourth 
line is fastened from the top of 
the pole and led back into the 
hide.  About 10ft down this line 
a pigeon in a harness is attached 
on a type of bungee rope.  The 
principle of this set-up is that 
when the main line is pulled 
taught, it hoists the pigeon into 
the air, and when the 
unsuspecting bird realises what 
has happened, it starts fluttering 
back down to earth in the hope 
of self preservation.  The 
system works extremely 
well.  It is the fluttering 
action that attracts the 
gyrs, so when the pigeon 
starts to tire it needs to be 
changed.  A bouncing 
pigeon, which does not 
flutter, is a waste of time.  
The fluttering bird is 
supposed to imitate the 
local gyr diet of the 
ptarmigan.  The pigeons 
are selected to look, 
feather wise, like the 
local ptarmigan, which vary at 
this time of year from 
completely dark brown to pure 
white.  It was only when we 
arrived, that we were able to 
look around and find out at 
what stage of the moult the 
local birds were.  They turned 
out to be on the whole, about 
half-and-half, so pigeons with a 
percentage of white in their 
plumage were chosen.  I now 

understood the reason we had 
brought so many pigeons.   
     Approximately seventy-five 
in all were taken and thankfully 
all returned home none the 
worse for wear. 
Once trapping was underway 
the day basically entailed 
Jeremy and myself pulling on 
the flutter bird’s line every 2 or 
3 minutes in the hope that some 
passing gyr would be enticed to 
come and investigate this 
‘ptarmigan’.  Initially I had little 
faith in the system, and having 
worked with our gyrfalcons 
back home, considered them to 
be too intelligent to fall for this 
ploy.  I was however to be 
proved wrong and over a period 
of a week, we saw around ten 
gyres, as well as goshawks, 
merlins, harriers and a superb 

golden eagle.  None of the birds 
we saw showed any real signs 
of hunger and most birds that 
came into our traps, seemed to 
do so out of pure inquisitiveness 
- the pigeon was only a game to 
be played. 

 

     We were blessed with a 
couple of days of snow and 
fully expected this to worsen as 
the week went by, but to our 
surprise we awoke to torrential 
rain.  Surely today would be 
another blank, as no self-
respecting falcon would want to 

     The first bird trapped was a 
superb passage male northern 
goshawk.  This was my first 
encounter with this particular 
subspecies and I was surprised  
at how large this individual was.   
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be out and about in these 
conditions. 
After a wait of about 30 minutes 
our gyr paid its first visit.  It 
stayed in and around the camp 
for about an hour and 
frustratingly sat on top of one of 
the flutter poles, without getting 
caught in the nooses that 
adorned the carpet perch.  She 
set off down the mountainside 
several times only to return 
minutes later to land back on 
top of the flutter pole.  Then the 
falcon suddenly started to show 
a sudden burst of excitement as 
she glared down the 
mountainside and away from 
our camp – what had she seen?  
The adrenaline was starting to 
pump around my body.  Was 
she about to disappear on us, 
never to be seen again, or was 
this going to be our lucky day? 
Suddenly within the blink of an 
eye the falcon pushed off from 
its perch atop the flutter pole 
with an extra burst of 
enthusiasm, but she was caught!  
She dropped below the top of 
the flutter pole and began 
sliding down the back guide 
rope – what a perfect design.  
We set off at full speed to grab 
the falcon before she managed 
to pull free or worse still, 
damage herself on any of the 
many nooses on the carpet.  It 
soon became apparent as to 
what had changed the gyr’s 
attitude.  While we were 
grappling with her, trying not to 
receive too many injuries, our 
attention was drawn to lots of 
flapping and screaming on the 
other side of the camp.  A male 
northern goshawk was caught 
on one of the noose cages!  Our 
gyr had obviously seen the 
goshawk powering up the 

valley.  Simultaneously and 
with a major stroke of luck, we 
had managed to trap another 
nice northern goshawk and best 
of all, a beautiful female 
gyrfalcon. 
     With pictures, videos and 
congratulations over with, we 
could at last dismantle camp 
and set off home.  Everything 
was taken down and packed 
away in a fraction of the time it 
took us to set up, the wind and 
rain forgotten in the euphoria of 
achieving our goal. The falcon 
was jessed, hooded and then left 
on a block, while we ran around 
like mad men.  Her 
temperament seemed to be 
excellent, no bouncing around, 
hissing or sitting; instead she 
just sat there accepting 
everything in her stride.  This 
was a welcome trait indeed, as 
it was agreed that she would 
travel back to Vancouver on my 
fist, while Jeremy would do the 
driving. 
     She would be fed on some 
ptarmigan, which we had shot 
earlier the day before, although 
she, as with both goshawks, felt 
extremely well fed.  It was 
decided that we deserved a 
slower drive home, and that we 
would splash out on a night in a 
motel.  A hot bath and share 
seemed in order, particularly as 
I was starting to look like a 
‘Sasquatch’, but would a motel 
allow us to stay? 
     We pulled into the car park, 
of what looked a very nice but 
very busy establishment.  
Jeremy went to book and 
arrange for the keys, while I 
waited outside with a large coat 
on and rucksack over my 
shoulder, concealing the 
gyrfalcon on my fist. Once the 

room was arranged I entered the 
foyer making sure my back and 
shoulder were turned towards 
the receptionist and made my 
way towards the elevators.  All 
worked well and the gyr was 
soon in our room undetected. 
     She fed from the ptarmigan 
that evening bareheaded and sat 
on my fist looking around the 
room for 10 minutes or so.  We 
checked out of the motel the 
next morning, leaving the room 
in perfect condition and set off 
back down the road to 
Vancouver.   
We were home by midnight, 
mission accomplished, no 
injuries, no illness just one 
beautiful female, northern B.C. 
gyrfalcon. 
     I would like to thank Dr. 
Jeremy Johnston for allowing 
me to share in one of his 
adventures, I shall never forget 
even the smallest of details, it 
surely was an experience of a 
lifetime!
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