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Outline itinerary 

Day 1 Fly Anchorage and overnight.  

Day 2/4 Cordova. 

Day 5/11 Prince William Sound cruise.  

Day 12 Anchorage. 

Day 13 Depart Anchorage. 

Day 14 Arrive London. 

 

Departs 
May.  

Focus 
Birds, mammals, other wildlife and scenery. 

Grading 
Grade A – Easy day walks only.  

Dates and Prices 
Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk (tour code USA08). 

Highlights:  

 7 nights exploring Prince William Sound on board a 

small 12-berth motor yacht 

 3 nights in Cordova timed to coincide with hundreds 

of thousands of migrating waders  

 Small group of only 10 people (plus guides) 

 Mammals including Sea Otter, Black & Grizzly Bears, 

Mountain Goat, Orca and Humpback Whale 

 Visit colonies of Tufted Puffins & other seabirds 

 Spectacular glaciers and dramatic scenery 

 Timed for the annual spawning of the Pacific Herring 

 White-billed Diver, Surfbird, Harlequin Duck & 

Aleutian Tern 

 Explore the fjords & bays by Kayak 

 Led by expert naturalist guides 

 
From top: MV Discovery, Tufted Puffins & Sea Otter (by D Rand & P Stanbury) 
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Introduction 

Please join us in May on an exciting wildlife cruise around Alaska's Prince William Sound. This unique holiday – 

part of our portfolio of exclusive Naturetrek wildlife charters - will take you through one of Alaska's most beautiful 

regions ... a vast wilderness of rainforest-clad islands, tidal estuaries, towering glaciers and tranquil fjords, backed 

by the snow-capped mountains of the Chugach Range.  

 

The sheltered waters of the Sound are home to families of Orcas, Humpback Whales, Steller's Sea Lions and 

playful pods of Dall Porpoises. Over 4,500 Sea Otters call Prince William Sound home, whilst on land live Grizzly 

and Black Bears, Mountain Goats and Moose. In early May, huge numbers of migrating waders and waterbirds 

stop off here to refuel, many timing their arrival with the sudden glut of food created by the annual spawning of 

the herring. White-billed Divers are fairly common, Pacific Divers are numerous and large flocks of mixed scoter 

and Long-tailed Ducks fill the bays. Flocks of Surfbirds pick herring roe from the rocky shoreline alongside 

Wandering Tattlers, whilst nearly the entire world population of around three and a half million Western 

Sandpipers stop over to feed on the vast mudflats of the Copper River Delta! These transient migrants join, albeit 

briefly, an equally exciting range of breeding birds including Tufted and Horned Puffins, Marbled and Kittlitz's 

Murrelets, Varied Thrushes, White-crowned Sparrows and the rare Red-faced Cormorant ... all backed by some of 

the most spectacular scenery in the Americas! 

 

This unique 14-day holiday will be split into two parts. Firstly, we stay in the small coastal community of Cordova 

to enjoy the huge concentrations of waders that flock to the Copper River Delta in early May. We then board the 

MV Discovery, a comfortable 12-berth motor vessel, for a 7-night wildlife and scenery cruise around Prince 

William Sound.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Itinerary 

NB. Please note that the itinerary below offers our planned programme of excursions.  However, adverse 

weather & other local considerations may necessitate some re-ordering of the programme during the 

course of the tour, though this will always be done to maximise best use of the time and weather 

conditions available.   

Day 1  Anchorage 

We depart from London’s Heathrow Airport mid-afternoon on our British Airways flight to Anchorage (changing 

to an Alaskan Airlines aircraft in Seattle), the largest city in Alaska, arriving late evening. On arrival we will transfer 

to a comfortable hotel for the first night of the tour.  
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Day 2  Copper River Delta, Cordova 

Depending on the time of our flight to Cordova, we may have 

time for an early morning walk along the coastal footpath that 

hugs the shoreline of the ‘Knik Arm’ adjacent to downtown 

Anchorage. If the tide is low we can scan the extensive mudflats 

to look for a variety of waders and waterfowl including 

Hudsonian Godwit, Hudsonian Whimbrel, Lesser and Greater 

Yellowlegs, Semi-palmated Sandpiper and American Wigeon. In 

early May the willows and gardens bordering the footpath attract 

migrants such as Orange-crowned, Yellow-rumped and Wilson’s 

Warblers, plus White-crowned Sparrow, Song Sparrow, Red-breasted Nuthatch and Hairy Woodpecker. If we 

make it as far as the Westchester Lagoon then we could also find our first Red-necked Grebes and Lesser Scaup 

of the tour.  

 

Returning to Anchorage Airport we next fly to the small picturesque community of Cordova located on the eastern 

side of Prince William Sound on the edge of the huge Copper River Delta. It is a short, but spectacular, flight that 

– if the weather is clear – offers wonderful views of the snowy Chugach Mountains and the huge Copper River 

Delta with its intricate maze of tidal channels and vast mudflats. On arrival we will transfer to the comfortable 

Orca Adventure Lodge, our base for the next 3 nights, which sits on the shores of Orca Inlet. Even in early May, 

the days are long in Alaska and so we will have plenty of time to head out for a while to explore the coastline and 

forest near the lodge in search of our first Black Oystercatchers, Black Turnstone, Bald Eagles, Varied Thrush and 

Marbled Murrelets. The stunning Harlequin Duck is also common here and we should even find our first Sea 

Otter, an animal we will see plenty more of over the coming days! 

Day 3 & 4  Copper River Delta, Cordova 

We now have two full days to enjoy the abundant 

wildlife around Cordova and the Copper River Delta, in 

particular focusing on the huge flocks of Western 

Sandpipers and other waders that stopover here to 

refuel on their spring migration between South America 

and the Arctic. Nearly the entire world population of 

over 3 million Western Sandpipers pass through the 

Copper River Delta and eastern Prince William Sound 

in early May and our tour is timed for the peak of the 

spectacle. Our programme for these days, therefore, will be dictated by the tides. During low tide, when the waders 

are spread out over the vast mudflats, we will birdwatch along the Copper River Highway, a dead straight road 

that cuts through the marshes, ponds and wetlands following the route of the old railway line which used to carry 

copper ore from the now abandoned mines into town. From this road, and the trails and gravel roads that radiate 

outwards, we will look for a variety of birds including Trumpeter Swan, ‘Dusky’ Canada Goose, American Wigeon, 

Bufflehead, Ring-necked Duck, Slavonian (Horned) Grebe, Violet-Green Swallow and Northern Harrier. Moose 

and Muskrat are also possible.  

Waders at Hartney Bay  

Varied Thrush  
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Then, a couple of hours before high tide, we will position 

ourselves at one of a wader bottlenecks that dot the coastline, 

in particular Hartney Bay, where the birds are concentrated by 

the rising tide and gather together in huge numbers. If the tides 

and weather are kind, then we hope to be treated to the 

spectacular sight of up to 100,000 waders wheeling back and 

forth over the mudflats with many others continuing to feed at 

very close range, unconcerned by our presence. The 

photographic opportunities here are outstanding! The 

occasional Peregrine and Merlin speed through the flocks causing panic as they go, whilst it’s not unusual to see 

the occasional Arctic Skua join in too. Although the majority of the waders are Western Sandpipers (mostly in 

breeding plumage!), there are a variety of other species to look for too. Least Sandpiper, Long-billed Dowitcher 

and Dunlin are all common, plus smaller numbers of Hudsonian Whimbrel, Greater and Lesser Yellowlegs. A few 

Semi-palmated Sandpipers also mix in with the masses, but it does take a little effort and perseverance to pick 

these out!  

 

We will make several of visits to the wader gatherings during our time here. There will also be time, however, to 

explore the beautiful Hemlock and Sitka Spruce forests of the region festooned in mosses and lichens and home 

to Fox Sparrow, Hermit Thrush, Ruby-crowned Kinglet and American Dipper. For those who wish, a scenic flight 

over the delta can also be arranged (not included in the price and subject to a minimum number). After two full 

days exploring in and around the Copper River Delta we will return each evening to the Orca Adventure Lodge.  

Day 5  Board MV Discovery 

NB – Please note that following cruise itinerary should be treated as a guide only, not an exact 

programme. Every cruise is different and follows a slightly different route depending on such factors as 

the weather, previous wildlife sightings, the location of the herring spawn and the advice of our 

experienced captain, Dean Rand.  

 

Around lunchtime we will join Captain Dean Rand and his crew on 

board MV Discovery and depart Cordova on our 7-night cruise 

around the spectacular wilderness of Prince William Sound. The 

cruise begins in the eastern Sound as we sail west through Orca Inlet 

and into Orca Bay watching for Bald Eagles, Sea Otters, Harbour 

Porpoise, Steller’s Sea Lion and a host of resident and migratory 

birds. This is a peaceful landscape of breathtaking beauty.  On clear 

days the calm waters of the inlets and bays act as a mirror, reflecting 

the forested mountains perfectly, whilst the bright sunshine 

illuminates precipitous rock-faces and the spray from the numerous waterfalls that cascade down their sides. If the 

cloud lowers then our surroundings will take on a more ethereal beauty, with lines of mist curling around the 

hillsides; the silence only broken by the eerie call of a Great Northern Diver (Common Loon), the plaintive whistle 

of a Varied Thursh or the shrill cry of a passing Bald Eagle.    

 

Bald Eagle  

Harlequin Ducks  
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We are likely to spend our first night anchored in Sheep Bay. At some point before or after dinner we will launch 

the inflatable boats (called skiffs) and explore an adjacent saltwater lagoon at the head of the bay. The shallow 

waters and intertidal shores here offer a bounty of food for a variety of birds and other animals. Harlequin Ducks, 

Black Oystercatchers and Barrow’s Goldeneye enjoy the banquet of Blue Mussels, Limpets and shellfish of the 

intertidal zone. During this time of year, salmon fry migrate out from the nearby freshwater streams into the lagoon 

and serve as an important food source for diving birds including migrating flocks of Slavonian Grebes (resplendent 

in their breeding dress), Red-necked Grebe and no less than four species of diver including the battleship of the 

family the White-billed. Both Black and Brown Bears may be occasionally observed foraging along the shores. As 

opportunistic feeders, the bears have an eclectic diet and often venture out of the forests in the spring to overturn 

rocks in the intertidal zone, feed on stranded herring roe and graze on sedge.  

 

One of the great joys of our cruise is the opportunity to anchor each evening in a remote secluded bay surrounded 

by wilderness as far as the eye can see. It is wonderfully peaceful! Once the sun has set over the mountains, we can 

turn our attention to the heavens and enjoy the wonderful panorama of stars, unhindered by lights or other 

pollution. 

Day 6 - 11  Prince William Sound cruise 

 

We continue west and south through the Sound’s southern-most barrier islands, observing the birds and wildlife 

along the way. The nutrient rich waters of the Gulf of Alaska pour into the Sound through Hinchinbrook Entrance, 

a narrow passageway between Hinchinbrook and Montague Islands. The ocean currents bring in much of the 

region’s food (in the form of plankton and small fish) through this waterway creating a popular feeding ground 

for seabirds in particular the region’s alcids (auks). Here we will be looking out for Tufted and Horned Puffins, 

Common Guillemot, Pigeon Guillemot and perhaps something a little more unusual such as Ancient Murrelet or 

Parakeet Auklet. We will also visit a couple of the nearby seabird colonies which offers the chance to enjoy Tufted 

Puffins, guillemots and Black-legged Kittiwakes on the cliffs. The outer reaches of the Sound are also particularly 

good areas to look for pods of patrolling Orcas or feeding Humpback Whales. On a smaller scale, we should also 

start to see our first Dall Porpoise, a small black and white cetacean that frequently bow-rides in front of boats 

and casts a characteristic ‘rooster-tail’ spay of water when it surfaces. 

 

If time permits, we may make a landing on the shores of Montegue Island at low tide or hike into the world’s 

northernmost temperate rain forest, rich with ferns, mosses, and towering Sitka Spruce, Western Hemlock and 

Red Cedar.  

 

Our cruise coincides with the Pacific Herring season in Prince William Sound when the herring spawn can be thick 

along the shores. It is one of the main reasons why so many waders and other birds stopover in the Sound at this 

Orcas  
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time of year. Within a single bay it is possible to 

see gatherings of 40,000 gulls (Glaucous-winged, 

Common and Herring), mixed with thousands of 

Surfbirds and Black Turnstone. Offshore large 

rafts of Long-tailed Ducks, Surf, White-winged 

and Black Scoters gather to take their helping of 

the bounty, sharing it with divers, grebes and 

spinning flocks of Red-necked Phalaropes. Other waders to look out for include Wandering Tattler, Pacific and 

American Golden Plovers and the rare Rock Sandpiper (which are frequently seen in Surfbird flocks). Arctic Terns 

are common and we need to keep our eyes peeled for the rare and localized Aleutian Tern. Likely spots for herring 

spawning include St. Matthew’s Bay and Columbia Bay. 

 

NB - The MV Discovery carries with her a mix of double and single kayaks and on several days, when the weather 

is calm, the vessel will anchor in a sheltered spot and the kayaks will be launched. No prior experience is needed; 

they are a wonderfully tranquil and relaxing way of exploring this beautiful landscape and getting up close and 

personal to some of the local wildlife.    

 

Turning north, we make our way through the islands of the 

central and western Sound to the spectacular fjords and tidewater 

glaciers that cut its northern shoreline. Enroute we will no doubt 

enjoy an abundance of marine life and further gatherings of 

migrating ducks, divers (mostly Pacific and Great Northern, but 

with occasional White-billed mixed in), grebes and waders. Pairs 

of Marbled Murrelets are also common in the coastal bays. These 

diminutive auks only breed in old growth rainforest nesting on 

mossy branches of the tallest trees. They were the last north 

American bird to have their nest described (first one was described in 1974) and are now a flagship species in the 

continued protection of the region’s last ancient forests. Other birds to look out for include Bald Eagle, Arctic and 

Long-tailed Skuas and, if fortunate, perhaps a rare Red-faced Cormorant, here on the very edge of its range.  Sea 

Otters, Steller’s Sea Lions and cetaceans are also likely.  

 

Over the next couple of days we will explore the fjords and inlets of north-western Prince William Sound and visit 

several of the region’s most spectacular tidewater glaciers such as the Meares Glacier at the head of Unakwik Inlet, 

one of the few that is still advancing. Here is it possible to see ‘glaciation’ in action as the edge of this massive river 

of ice slowly and imperceptibly bulldozers its way through the 

adjacent temperate rainforest knocking over 400 year old trees 

like matchsticks! There will also be time to marvel at the huge 

ice wall which towers above the MV Discovery and listen to the 

cracks, bangs and pops of the shifting ice. We may even be 

fortunate to see a large chunk calve off! The fjords close to the 

glaciers are the best place to look for the rare Kittlitz’s Murrelet 

who, unlike their Marbled cousins, choose to nest in the glacial 

moraines rather than the forests.  

 

Surf & White-winged Scoter  

 

Steller’s Sea Lions  
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Leaving Unakwik Inlet, we stop to view Cascade Falls, a 100 metre 

high waterfall that thunders freshwater into Eaglek Bay. From here 

we travel south along the bay’s remote shores to visit a local oyster 

farm where the oyster lovers amongst us will enjoy a taste of one of 

the Sound’s most delicious sea products, fresh oysters! 

 

Depending on time and interests, we may head to the Nellie Juan 

Glacier, a remnant of the massive ice sheet which carved these 

waterways many years go. A short kayak paddle, or skiff ride, to the face of the glacier is well worth the effort. The 

ice floating in the glacial lagoon can be highly photogenic and, for whatever reason, Nellie Juan has the bluest 

coloured ice of all the glaciers in Prince William Sound. The onshore hiking here is some of the best in the entire 

10,000 square mile region. As the glaciers have receded, they have left behind miles of smoothed granite dotted 

with pockets of bonsai forest. The snow-capped peaks behind give birth to countless waterfalls, the number 

increasing as the summer melt intensifies. This is one of those places we could spend weeks exploring and never 

tire of ‘what’s around the next bend!’ 

 

On our last full day we are likely to enjoy the spectacular landscapes 

and wildlife of Barry Arm, Surprise Glacier and the Harriman Fiord. 

The enveloping mountains of this inlet stretch skyward to over 3,000 

metres, with glacier after glacier descending the terraced mountain 

valleys. This is a good area to look for Mountain Goats perched 

precariously on a rock face and Black Bears on the grassy slopes 

below.  Sea Otters are numerous in the bays and fjords (indeed there 

are over 4,500 in the Sound as whole) and it is here you may well get 

that classic photograph of these endearing animals sitting on chunks of floating ice. At this time of year many of 

the females have young pups too. We are likely to spend our final night anchored amidst this spectacular scenery.  

Day 12  Disembark MV Discovery, overnight Anchorage 

After a final breakfast on board the MV Discovery we depart for the 4-hour cruise 

to the small community of Whittier tucked into the north-western corner of the 

Sound. Our last stop will be to visit the bustling Black-legged Kittiwake colony 

located across Passage Canal from Whittier. This picturesque colony of over 5,000 

birds is located on a 100 metre cliff with three waterfalls pouring down its face. It 

is a buzz of activity and a spectacular sight. Upon our arrival into Whittier Harbour, 

and after bidding a fond farewell to the MV Discovery and her crew, we will drive 

by minibus through the longest (2.5 miles) car tunnel in North America, from 

Whittier to Bear Valley. A different world awaits us on the other side as we drive 

along the scenic shores of Turnagain Arm and return to Anchorage, a journey of 

around one and a half hours. Arriving mid to late afternoon we will check-into a 

comfortable hotel for our final night in Alaska.  

 

Surfbird  

Sea Otters  

Kittiwake colony, Whittier  
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Day 13  Depart Anchorage 

This morning we must make our way back to Anchorage Airport in time for our late morning flight to Seattle from 

where we connect with an overnight British Airways flight back to London’s Heathrow Airport.  

Day 14  Arrive London 

We are due to arrive back into London's Heathrow Airport around midday.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tour grading 

We have graded this holiday A. It is mostly easy and suitable for anyone with an average level of fitness. There will 

be the opportunity for optional shore excursions on most days. Whilst the walks are mostly fairly short in distance, 

the terrain is rough and there are no ‘footpaths’. Walks often follow rough trails and can involve a degree of 

pushing through brush or long grass. As such, group members need to be sure footed and able to walk over rough 

and uneven terrain. Some people might find a trekking pole useful. Please also note that access between decks on 

the MV Discovery are via a set of steep stairs.  

 

Please remember that you are travelling in remote areas without quick access to sophisticated medical facilities, so 

we would ask you not to join the tour if you have a life-threatening condition, need daily medical treatment or have 

difficulty walking. Please could we ask you to ensure that you are fit enough to undertake this cruise. Should you 

have any further questions on this aspect of the tour please give the Naturetrek office a call.  

Weather 

It is not as cold around Anchorage, Prince William Sound and coastal Alaska in May as one might expect. Although 

there may still be snow inland it has usually long-since melted from the coast and on a sunny and calm day it can 

be pleasantly warm with the temperature climbing into the mid-teens centigrade (the average high for Anchorage 

in May is 10 degrees C). As with the UK, however, it can also be cold and wet so we’d recommend you prepare 

Meares Glacier  
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for all eventualities!  You will certainly need plenty of warm gear for your time on the water (windproof jacket, hat 

and gloves) and a good waterproof for the inevitable wet day. Although May is one of the drier months, it should 

be remembered that the mountains here are clothed in temperate rainforest! 

Accommodation & Food 

For this holiday we use a comfortable hotel in Anchorage for the first and last night and the Orca Adventure 

Lodge for the 3 nights in Cordova. All rooms have private facilities and single occupancy is available on request 

(please contact the Naturetrek office for further details and prices).  

 

For our time cruising the waters of Prince William Sound we stay on board the MV Discovery, a 12 berth motor 

yacht which offers 6 twin cabins with shared toilet and shower. Single occupancy is not available on MV Discovery 

and further details on the vessel are outlined below.  

 

Breakfasts are included in Anchorage, but any necessary lunches, dinners and drinks are excluded from the holiday 

cost. Your stay at the Orca Adventure Lodge in Cordova will be on a full board basis including breakfast lunch 

and dinner but not drinks. During the cruise on board MV Discovery all meals are included as are soft drinks, beer 

and house wine.  

The MV Discovery 

Fitted to combine the finest blend of comfort and utility, the MV Discovery is a 20-metre classic motor yacht 

originally built in 1958. She will be our home for 7 nights whilst we explore one of the world’s richest marine 

environments. Named after one of Captain Cook’s ships, the Discovery’s atmosphere is one of charm and style. 

Because of its small size, she can sail into quiet coves and navigate ice-bound channels that larger boats must avoid, 

letting us get an up close and personal view of glaciers and marine wildlife that is simply not possible on a larger 

cruise ship.  

The lower deck includes sleeping 

accommodations for up to 12 guests in 

6 cabins, plus crew quarters, two 

bathrooms with hot showers, and 

stowage space. Guests can readily view 

and photograph the spectacular scenery 

and marine life from the ship’s complete 

walk-around deck and expansive 

windows. Unlike the cumbersome cruise 

ship giants, the Discovery’s size enables 

access to Alaska’s lesser travelled, more 

intimate waterways. The Discovery is fully Certified and inspected by the US Coast Guard. Powered by twin diesel 

engines and two generator sets, safe travel and reliable electrical power are ensured. Captain Dean Rand and his 

experienced crew are concerned with your safety at all times and trained to ensure it. 
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The Discovery’s traditional design maximises use of the interior space. Sleeping quarters are small, with limited 

storage space, but practical and comfortable. Each cabin has an upper and lower single berth, a small clothing 

closet and drawers for your personal belongings. Each of the two bathrooms located on the lower deck provide 

complete facilities including a hot shower. 

Although very little time is spent in the cabins (they are only used for changing and sleeping), if you have any 

questions on the cabin layout please give the Naturetrek office a call.   

 

A delicious menu of carefully prepared, home-cooked meals are prepared in the vessel’s galley. The upper deck 

salon is surrounded by large windows creating a magnificent natural dining theatre. Depending on the season, 

meals feature fresh local seafood such as Copper River King Salmon and or halibut, oysters, shrimp, and rockfish. 

These are served with fresh quality vegetables, home-made breads and rolls, soups, and fruit (organically grown 

ingredients are used whenever possible). Beverages include fine wines, quality beer, juice and milk.  

 

Extra expenses 

The following additional expenses are not included in the cost of the holiday: lunches, dinners and drinks in 

Anchorage, drinks in Cordova, tips for the MV Discovery crew (allow approx. US$250 – US$300 per Naturetrek 

client), laundry, additional excursions not outlined on your itinerary (such as the scenic flight from Cordova), 

souvenirs and other items of a personal nature. 

NB - Please note that Naturetrek reserves the right to impose a fuel surcharge on this cruise should fuel prices 

increase significantly and the boat operators request an additional payment.  

Your Safety & Security  

Risks to your safety and security are an unavoidable aspect of all travel and the best current advice on such risks is 

provided for you by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office.  In order to assess and protect against any risks in 

your chosen destination, it is essential that you refer to the Foreign Office website – https://www.gov.uk/foreign-

travel-advice/Namibia regularly prior to travel. 

How to book your place 

In order to book a place on this holiday, you will need to read the Naturetrek terms and conditions in the back of 

our brochure or on our website, and then book either online at www.naturetrek.co.uk, by calling us on 01962 

733051, or by completing and returning the booking form in the brochure together with a deposit of 20% of the 

holiday cost.  If you do not have a copy of this brochure, please call us on 01962 733051.  
 

7Images Courtesy of D Rand, P Stanbury, T Melling & Shutterstock Images.  
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