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Tour leaders:   Paul Stanbury (Naturetrek) 

  Tony Greenfield (Local Guide) 

 

Participants:  Audrey O’Hara  

  Renate Czaczinsky  

  Marilyn Hunt   

  John Cranmer    

  Pam Cranmer    

  Trevor Plumb   

  Angela Plumb   

  Caroline Webb  

  Hugh Beresford-Peirse  

 Carolyn Beresford-Peirse  

Introduction 

This is a report on the Naturetrek tour to Western Canada from the 5th - 18th September 2010.  The report 

summarises the daily events and includes lists of the birds and mammals recorded.  The trip was a huge success 

and an enjoyable time was had by all.  Many thanks to the group, Tom, Marg and the staff at Great Bear Lodge 

and to Tony for their good humour and for making the whole tour such excellent fun!  

Day 1  Sunday 5th September 

After a long flight from the UK, BA0087 touched down at a sunny Vancouver Airport pretty much on time. 

After negotiating the formalities of passport control and baggage reclaim, the group assembled, found our local 

guide, Tony Greenfield, and drove the short distance to our first hotel in Tsawwassen. A few of the group then 

joined Tony for a short birdwalk down to Boundary Bay and Beech Grove and found an interesting variety of 

species including Warbling Vireo, Cedar Waxwing and a late Common Nighthawk.     

Day 2  Monday 6th September 

Our first full day in Canada dawned dull and damp but we since most of us were awake early, thanks to the 

eight hour time difference, we drove the short distance back to Beech Grove for a pre-breakfast walk. The 

drizzle kept most of the birds hidden, but perseverance yielded White-crowned Sparrow, a Northern Flicker, 

American Robin and calling Common Yellowthroat and Bewick's Wren.   

 

We retreated back to the hotel for a warming breakfast, packed and then headed the short distance down to the 

Tsawwassen ferry terminal to catch our 1010 ferry to Nanaimo on Vancouver Island. The bay here is an 

important wintering ground for large flocks of waterbirds and numbers were already beginning to build. 

Through the murk we enjoyed views of Common Loon (Great Northern Diver), Horned (Slavonian) Grebe, 

White-winged and Surf Scoters, lots of Great Blue Herons and several Killdeer feeding on the tideline.   
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As the ferry pulled out we even managed to spot a Surfbird on the rocky edge of the terminal, a large flock of 

Common Loons and lots of Pelagic Cormorants lined up the concrete piers. The crossing itself was somewhat 

damp, but being hardy Brits many of us found a sheltered corner of the ferry and spent much of the two and a 

half hour crossing on deck. Nothing of note was spotted on this occasion but it proved a good opportunity to 

get to grips with some of the commoner waterbirds of the Pacific Northwest.  

 

On arrival into Nanaimo we headed north on the first part of the drive to Tofino and the Pacific Rim National 

Park. At Parksville we turned west into the mountainous centre of the island, before stopping for our first taste 

of Tony's excellent picnic lunches at Little Qualicum Falls Regional Park. The falls were as spectacular as usual 

even if the wildlife in the surrounding Douglas Fir and Hemlock forests were somewhat elusive. Although a 

Red-breasted Nuthatch showed briefly to some, the wildlife highlight of this spot was a Northwestern 

Salamander tucked into a hole in a tree.   

 

After lunch we drove a further 10 minutes or so to the magnificent ancient forests of Cathedral Grove. Here 

we donned our tourist hats for a while to have a look at this wonderful tract of towering trees.  It's a bit of a 

shame that the place has become so popular with the tourist crowds, but it’s a spot than can't be missed; the 

huge Douglas Firs are breathtaking! From Cathedral Grove we completed the beautiful drive to the Pacific Rim 

National Park, arriving around 2 hours later. The west coast of Vancouver Island is soaked by over 3 metres of 

rain per year, a fair amount of which we passed through enroute! Several of the group members were even 

fortunate enough to briefly spot a Black Bear walking along the edge of a river on the outskirts of Port Alberni. 

On arrival at Tofino we checked into the Weigh West Resort, our accommodation for the next three nights 

which overlooks the spectacular vista of islands and mountains of Clayaquot Sound.   

Day 3  Tuesday 7th September 

A calm misty morning dawned on the Pacific Rim. The rain had passed and despite the patchy sea fog (which is 

all too common at this time of year) the conditions were near perfect for our scheduled whale watch. Whilst the 

leaders sorted out a dodgy indicator on one of the vehicles, the group were already busy clocking up an 

interesting variety of wildlife including the resident, and noisy, Belted Kingfishers, plus a couple of Raccoons 

fishing for crabs along the waters edge and - for Caroline - yet another Black Bear!   

 

The whale watch left Tofino around 1000 hours and motored through the islands and towards an area favoured 

by the Grey Whales.  The sea was flat calm and, despite the patchy sea fog coming and going, we had a great 

trip with a wonderful variety of pelagic wildlife. Two Grey Whales (called 'Marcus' and 'Two-Spot') and one 

Humpback Whale were the undoubted highlights, but along with these leviathans we enjoyed wonderful views 

of several Sea Otters, plus the lucky find of a near summer plumaged Tufted Puffin. Other birds of note 

included Rhinoceros Auklet, Red-necked Grebe, Heerman's Gull, lots of Common and Pigeon Guillemots, 

Brant's Cormorant, Common Loon and several groups of pirouetting Red-necked Phalaropes. The whale watch 

returned just after 1pm from where we walked the short distance back to Weigh West for lunch.  

 

Later in the afternoon we drove the short distance to the Schooner Trail and walked through the magnificent 

old-growth Western Red Cedar, Hemlock and Sitka Spruce forests, down to the equally beautiful Schooner 

Beach. The sun was out and the views along the curving sands of Long Beach were magnificent.  
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We even spotted another Humpback Whale out in the bay and a Black Oystercatcher on nearby rocks. The low 

tide rocks were covered in anemones, mussels and starfish and it was a real wrench to have to leave. Tony 

chatted through the rich botany on the return walk and after negotiating a particularly angry Red Squirrel which 

pounded us with pine cones, we returned back to Weigh West for another excellent meal backed by a 

wonderful sunset.  

Day 4  Wednesday 8th September 

We were all up before the sun this morning for our early, low tide, Black Bear watch. It was another beautiful 

calm and misty start to the day with patchy fog here and there and wonderful reflections in the inky black 

waters of Clayaquot Sound. We had a quick breakfast, boarded our boat at 0645 hours and headed off to 

explore the numerous bays and rocky inlets along the edge of Meare's Island in search of Black Bears and other 

wildlife. The bears venture out of the forests at low tide to feed on crabs and shellfish along the intertidal zone. 

The patchy fog made the wildlife watching a little tricky at times but perseverance really paid off! The main 

quarry of the morning, Black Bears, showed well with great sightings of 2 singles then a wonderfully confiding 

mother with two cubs. A few Harbour Porpoise, plus Harbour Seals, Bald Eagles and Red-necked Grebes 

added to the variety, but we saved the best for last in the shape of a young male Wolf spotted by Caroline. 

After the boat pulled up to a sharp stop we all marveled at this beautiful animal sitting in full view on a sandy 

beach. It had no fear of us and watched us as intently as we were watching it. Incredibly the Wolf even started 

howling and those away from the engine noise heard others from the pack responding in the distance. Given 

that the guide on the boat had never had such prolonged view of a Wolf, we had been very fortunate indeed! 

Thank you Caroline! 

 

Elated we arrived back at the dock at 0930 hours and retreated back to Weigh West to freshen up. The rest of 

the day was spent exploring in and around the Wickanninish Centre and the Wild Pacific Trail down at 

Ucluelet.  At Wickanninish we enjoyed views of Long Beach stretching into the distance and wandered around 

the interesting information centre. This is also a great place for birds and in addition to the flock of Sanderling 

scurrying along the sandy beach like clockwork toys, we managed to find Osprey, Surf Scoter, Red-throated 

Diver and our first Marbled Murrelet of the tour.   

 

Following lunch we ventured a little further south to the southern community of Ucluelet. After watching a 

couple of huge bull California Sea Lions lazing in the water just off the local fish processing plant, we drove as 

far south as we could go to Amphitrite Point on the Wild Pacific Trail. The scenery here is spectacular, a wave-

pounded rocky coastline that receives the full force of the winter Pacific storms. Fortunately, the weather was 

much kinder today and as we walked we enjoyed the wonderful landscapes plus a few birds including Black 

Oystercatcher, Rhinoceros Auklet, Fox Sparrow, American Robin and Steller's Jay. The day was rounded off 

back in Tofino where we all enjoyed an excellent meal in a restaurant across the road from the hotel. The food 

on the tour was proving as memorable as the wildlife! 

Day 5  Thursday 9th September 

We had our longest drive of the holiday ahead of us today so with sadness we left the Pacific Rim and headed 

east once more on the first part of our journey to Port McNeil on the northern tip of Vancouver Island.  
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Stopping for a coffee in Port Alberni (one of many 'Salmon Capital of the World' that dot this part of Western 

Canada!) we crossed the mountains once more and then headed north along the coast for lunch at Miracle 

Beach Provincial Park. Tony laid out another excellent picnic lunch along with plenty of maple leaf cookies (a 

firm favourite with all Naturetrek past and present Canadian groups). Although the hoped for Pileated 

Woodpecker did not prove as obliging as the cookies, the foreshore held a few interesting birds including lots 

of Killdeer, a flock of Harlequin Ducks and a Semi-palmated Plover, plus for wildlife variety Garter Snake and 

a group of Black-tailed Deer. There was one wildlife encounter that we could have done without, however. 

There seems to be a lot of wasps around this year and one decided to land on Trevor's lunch just as he was 

taking a bite! The resulting sting on his tongue could have been very nasty indeed, but thankfully, Trevor did 

not have an adverse reaction and we were able to continue on our way.  

 

Further north we stopped briefly at Oyster Bay before continuing through Campbell River and into the 

Canadian sticks. The roads wend their way past numerous small lakes and through spectacular mountainous 

scenery.  A few miles north of the community of Woss, and after an ice-cream at Sayward junction, we left the 

tarmac and turned west onto 32 kilometres of gravel road. The village of Zeballos is located on the north-

western side of the island at the end of a long curving inlet. With the exception of a few hikers and canoeists 

who venture here in the summer, the community is still very much off the main tourist route and survives on a 

combination of fishing and logging. It was neither fishing, logging nor canoeing that brought us here, however, 

we were after the Sea Otters that have spread into the waters off Zeballos from Nootka Sound where they were 

re-released a few decades ago.  

 

After around an hour bumping along the gravel road and dodging the occasional logging truck, we were all glad 

to arrive at our hotel, Cedar's Lodge, located on the edge of the village.  Zeballos is a wonderful little town, a 

taste of what Tofino must have been like several decades ago. Black Bears frequently stroll down 'main street' 

and they even get the occasional Cougar wandering through now and then. No Sasquatch as yet but it must 

only be a matter of time!  

Day 6  Friday 10th September 

Most of us rose early for a pre-dawn drive down to the river in search of Beavers. It had been an exceptionally 

dry summer and the usual Beaver pond had all but dried up forcing the animals to move to a slow flowing part 

of the nearby river. It was still pretty dark when we arrived, but as the light began to filter through the trees we 

spotted the Beaver swimming across the river and diving underwater. The animal appeared briefly on a couple 

more occasions but never stayed on the surface for long. Best pre-breakfast bird was spotted by Marilyn who 

noticed a wonderfully camouflaged American Dipper sitting on the rocks below the bridge.  

 

Back at Cedar’s Lodge we enjoyed breakfast and then made our way down to the quay to board our flat 

bottomed, otter-watching skiff. The water was like glass and as we headed out into the inlet the scenery became 

ever more spectacular. The next few hours were fabulous! One of the first animals we spotted turned out to be 

one of the rarest of the tour. At the elbow of the inlet where it makes a sharp 90 degree turn to the west we 

noticed a large lump bobbing on the surface of the water. It took a few seconds for the realisation to dawn that 

we were looking at the enormous head of adult male Elephant Seal, an animal rarely seen off the coast of 

Vancouver Island!  
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A little way further on we spotted a Black Bear feeding on the shoreline and not long after that found our first 

Sea Otter, resting on its back, feet in the air and enjoying the calm conditions. Pods of Harbour Porpoise were 

a common sight and the birdlife was equally interesting including Marbled Murrelet, Black Oystercatcher, Red-

necked Grebe, Peregrine and the occasional Bald Eagle flying overhead. Since the weather was so good we 

continued out to the mouth of the inlet and explored in and around the small rocky islands and kelp beds that 

lie just off the coast. Here we found lots more Sea Otters, and enjoyed some wonderfully close views of these 

endearing animals. Sadly it was now time to return, but Zeballos had one more surprise in store for us in the 

shape of a huge Humpback Whale which surfaced just in front of the skiff before surfacing a few more times at 

a more respectful distance. At 1300 hours - and one Black Bear later - we arrived back at the quay and climbed 

out of the skiff after a very memorable few hours. 

 

The rain set in just after lunch but with a spare hour or so before needing to head off we wandered down to a 

small nature reserve near the estuary. As it happened our walk was curtailed due to an exceptionally high tide 

flooding the footpaths. Despite this, however, we still found a male Hooded Merganser, several Yellow-rumped 

Warblers, Savannah Sparrows and an early Trumpeter Swan.  

 

Just after 3pm we waved a sad goodbye to Zeballos and reacquainted ourselves with the wonders of the gravel 

access road. Following a brief stop to confirm the ID of a Barrow’s Goldeneye on a roadside pond, we 

motored on to the comparative metropolis of Port McNeil and checked into Black Bear Lodge, our 

accommodation for the next two nights. A great day was rounded off in style with a great dinner at nearby 

Telegraph Cove.   

Day 7  Saturday 11th September 

This morning saw us back on the water once again for a whale watching trip along Johnstone Strait. The 

weather was not quite so kind as it had been for yesterdays otter watch and a stiff cold wind was blowing along 

the strait bringing in the occasionally squally shower. Still, a bit of wind and a few white horses weren’t going to 

bother our aquatic quarry, so in true Naturetrek style we donned our coats and woolly hats and many of us 

positioned ourselves in the most exposed spot possible, on the bow! Our boat departed Telegraph Cove at 

0900 hours and it wasn't long before we spotted our first group of Orcas. These turned out to be a pod of 

‘Transient Orcas’, the mammal eating form of Killer Whales that prey on seals and other cetaceans and can be 

difficult to find due to their wandering lifestyle. This particular pod was heading south, but we enjoyed some 

great views of the large bull and the smaller females and young travelling with him.  

 

Eventually the Transients continued on their way, but shortly afterwards we were fortunate to bump into one 

of the most familiar of the ‘Resident,’ fish eating, pods A30 There were around 10 animals in this pod and they 

were in a tight resting formation, swimming close together and rising and diving almost in unison. The most 

characteristic members of this family are the huge brothers A38 and A39; their pictures are plastered all over 

Telegraph Cove and much of the rest of the Pacific Northwest. Once again we had been very fortunate, for it is 

very rare to see Residents and Transients so close together. Studies have shown that when the two types of 

Orca meet, it is the mammal eating Transients that quickly move away from fish eating Residents, not the other 

way round. This may be because the Transients use the element of surprise to catch their prey, and as such they 

are very quiet. Residents, however, eat fish and are very vocal.  
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It is likely that the Transients know there’s no point hunting in an area being patrolled by the noisy residents 

and so quickly move away to better - quieter - hunting grounds! Our return to Telegraph Cove took us through 

Blackfish Sound where we found a Humpback Whale, a resting group of huge Stellar’s Sea Lions and a variety 

of birdlife including Fork-tailed Storm Petrel, Rhinoceros Auklet and Red-necked Phalarope. 

 

It was around 1.00pm when we arrived back at Telegraph Cove where we enjoyed 30 minutes or so of 

exploring the boardwalk, museum and souvenir shops. From here we headed back to Port McNeil to catch the 

1420 hours ferry across to the First Nations community of Alert Bay on nearby Cormorant Island. Ferry 

crossings are always great for birds and, despite the weather, this one was no exception with plenty of 

Rhinoceros Auklets, Red-necked Grebes, Great Northern Divers and other species on show. At Alert Bay itself 

we visited a nearby cultural centre and the tallest totem pole in the world. We also had time for a brief walk 

around a flooded forest, dotted with huge Western Red Cedars and home to a few birds including plenty of 

American Robins. Back on the mainland we retreated back to Black Bear Lodge and ended the day at the 

Northern Lights Restaurant across the road for yet another excellent evening meal.  

Day 8  Sunday 12th September 

Fortunately the wind and rain blew through overnight and we awoke to much calmer conditions and even a bit 

of sunshine in the afternoon. Today was the day we were to leave civilisation and head into the Great Bear 

Rainforest for our nights at Great Bear Lodge. Our floatplanes were due to leave Port Hardy at around 3pm 

and so with a few spare hours on offer the group split with some choosing to relax back in Port McNeil, others 

joining a second Orca watch and several others birdwatching with Tony at the nearby Cluxuwe Estuary. 

 

We all reassembled for lunch at the Quatse River Estuary, just outside Port Hardy. By now the weather was 

quite pleasant and so we enjoyed lunch whilst watching Bald Eagles, American Wigeon, Pintail and lots of 

‘genuine’ Canada Geese. Shortly after 2pm we drove the short distance to the float plane office in Port Hardy 

and an hour later were squeezed into one Beaver and one Turbo Beaver for the 30 minute flight to the Nekite 

Estuary at the head of Smith Inlet, the beautiful and remote location for Great Bear Lodge. The flight was 

spectacular and took us across the Queen Charlotte Strait and over the spectacular forested mountains of the 

Coast Ranges cut by deep blue fjords and dotted with a myriad of small lakes.  

 

We made a wonderfully smooth landing at Great Bear Lodge around 3.30pm where we were greeted by the 

owners, Tom and Marg, and their friendly staff. After an orientation, a talk on the dos and don'ts in bear 

country (and a salmon dinner) we hopped into the yellow school bus, a vehicle we were to become very familiar 

with over the next few days. Around 20 minutes later we pulled up at the first of three bear hides that have 

been built along the Nekite River. Here we remained for the next two hours and enjoyed the wonderful sight of 

a female Grizzly Bear, dashing through the river trying (but failing) to catch the huge Chum Salmon that return 

here each autumn to spawn. Despite the Frasier River to the south enjoying its best Salmon run since 1913, the 

2010 Salmon return to the Nekite River had been very poor. Despite this, however, there were still plenty of 

fish in this stretch of the river and enough to keep the bear, and her supporting cast of Bald Eagles, Goosander 

and various gulls, entertained. The bear hung around for about 20 minutes before ambling off. We remained 

behind enjoying the peace and solitude of this remote and beautiful spot. The school bus arrived back at the 

lodge at around 8.30pm and we rounded the day off with a drink, chat, several home-made cookies and views 

of a truly stunning night sky. 
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Day 9  Monday 13th September 

A wonderfully tranquil scene greeted those of us who were up and on the deck of the lodge at dawn. There was 

no wind, a cloudless sky and just the occasional call from a bird or splash from a Harbour Seal to break the 

silence. The scene gradually lightened as the sun rose up behind the mountains and it was a quite a wrench to 

have to venture inside for breakfast (as nice as breakfast was!). At 8am we left for the 20 minute drive back to 

the hide where we remained for the next two and a half hours. There was plenty of Grizzly action this morning, 

the highlight being two (probably) adolescent female bears which began fishing in the riffle upstream before 

moving downstream to spar with each other in front of the hide. Another single bear also wandered through 

during the morning; indeed we had Grizzlies on view for much of our stay. On the return to the lodge we 

enjoyed our first good views of a Varied Thrush, plus a couple of Lincoln’s Sparrow and Dark-eyed Juncos. 

 

Since it was such a beautiful day we had dinner out on the deck. Even here the animal action kept coming, this 

time in the form of a couple of American Mink that spent the low tide hours scampering over the rocks in 

search of crabs and anything else that can get their teeth into. A Trumpeter Swan also spent much of the early 

afternoon hours near the lodge.  

 

In the afternoon Marg took us on an interesting walk along the access track and into the rainforest, talking 

through the ecology of the Great Bear Rainforest and the life of the Grizzlies en route. At the end we headed 

off road and after a bit of scrambling found ourselves at a bears favoured rubbing/scratching tree….it was a 

fascinating walk. As well as learning about the local ecology, we also came across several feeding flocks of small 

birds which included Townsend’s Warbler, Pacific-slope Flycatcher, Ruby-crowned Kinglet, Dark-eyed Junco 

and a very confiding Downy Woodpecker.   

 

Returning to the lodge around 1630 hours we had an early dinner, plus lots more chocolate cookies, and then 

headed off once more to the bear hides. Once again we were treated to plenty of Grizzly action, this time by a 

female with small cub, a single bear, and the two sisters from this morning. There seemed to be a few more 

salmon around this afternoon and this seemed to temp the bears into more fishing. As per usual most mad 

dashes into the water proved fruitless, but the female (with cub) did catch a huge Chum Salmon which was very 

impressive to watch. We left the bears to their fishing at 8pm and were back at the lodge 30 minutes later. The 

day ended, however, on a bit of a mystery with the disappearance of the Naturetrek telescope which had been 

left on the deck after lunch. Although difficult to believe, perhaps it had fallen overboard? 

Day 10  Tuesday 14th September 

Our second full day at Great Bear Lodge dawned a lot wetter than the first and remained so for much of the 

rest of the day. Still, we were in the Great Bear Rainforest and so it was certainly atmospheric! Once again we 

were breakfasted and out by 8am and heading to our usual hide on the river. En route we stopped to check a 

few small mammal traps that Tom had put out the evening before but sadly each and everyone drew a blank. 

There were two bears on the river when we arrived at the hide but they wandered off pretty soon after we got 

ourselves settled; after that no more sightings!  Perhaps the pouring rain persuaded them to stay undercover or 

perhaps they were just fed up with being watched and had moved to a more secluded part of the river. Anyway, 

instead of watching bears we just enjoyed the experience of being within the Great Bear Forest and enjoyed the 

soggy, but very atmospheric scene in front.  
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There were a few birds recorded including the usual Bald Eagles and Goosander, but also the impressive sight 

of a Sharp-shinned Hawk chasing an American Kestrel (or was it the kestrel chasing the hawk?). 

 

After lunch Tom and Marg took us on a boat trip around the Nekite Estuary. Since it was just as wet above the 

water’s surface as within it, we were decked up in 150 or so layers of clothing plus waterproofs, lifejackets, 

sowesters, wellington boots etc etc….some of us could barely move! Despite the rain it was a lovely and 

peaceful couple of hours that yielded a variety of interesting birds including American Kestrel, Trumpeter 

Swan, Hermit Thrush, Yellow-rumped Warbler, lots of Bald Eagles and a wonderfully confiding American 

Dipper. 

 

Fortunately the rain eased for the evening bear watching session and the bears were back en force.  Tom 

thought that 5 different bears wandered in and out of the scene during our time in the hide including a large 

adult female, the largest animal we had seen to date. There were bears on view for much of the time, several of 

which caught large Chum Salmon. We rounded off another highly enjoyable day with a Hermit Thrush and 

Varied Thrush on the road as we were driving back and a few more home-made cookies before bed. 

Day 11  Wednesday 15th September 

Sadly our stay at Great Bear Lodge had come to an end…however, since the float planes weren’t due to arrive 

until around 3pm, we still had a few more hours to savour our time in the wilds. We were now very used to the 

early hours routine and were back in our trusty school bus once more after breakfast. Since most of the bear 

activity over the past week had been centered around the first hide we settled down there for our final bear 

viewing session. As it happened the bears were obviously far too distressed at the thought of our leaving to put 

in much of an appearance and apart from a couple of animals seen on the river from the bus and a quick stroll-

through by a third, the Grizzlies remained hidden! Still, we had all enjoyed such great views of the animals the 

days before that nobody was worried by the quiet scene in front and at least it gave the opportunity to pick out 

a Thayer’s Gull and photograph the Bald Eagles resting in the moss-draped riverside trees.  

 

After lunch we still had time for another activity so opted for a boat trip up to the head of the inlet to another 

smaller river estuary. The weather had brightened up by now and the trip up the inlet was very beautiful with 

wonderful reflections in the water and the occasional interesting bird such as a pair of Marbled Murrelets. At 

the estuary itself Tom and Marg slowly edged the boats to the mouth of the river past trees draped from top to 

bottom in old mans beard and a very annoyed Douglas Squirrel. We were fortunate that at the point where the 

river narrowed we came across a little group of spawning Chum Salmon and were able to watch them thrashing 

around in the water at close range and even see the grotesquely hooked jaw of the male fish on occasion. Time 

sadly ran out all too quickly, however, and so we had to head back to the lodge to await the arrival of the float 

planes. 

 

Despite us wishing for bad weather in Port Hardy and cancelled flights, our two trusty Beavers arrived bang on 

time. We said our goodbyes to Tom and Marg and shortly after 3.45pm (minus one telescope) we were airborne 

once more on our way back to Vancouver Island. Thirty minutes later we were back in the ‘metropolis’ of Port 

Hardy and having to readjust to cars, roads and other urban features. It was also pretty wet by the time we 

arrived back on the island but at least Tony’s smiling face was there to cheer us up and it was only 30 minutes 

or so to Black Bear Lodge in Port McNeil.  



Canada: The West Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek     February 11 9 
 

Day 12  Thursday 16th September 

We had another long travel day ahead of us today so we left Port McNeil fairly early and headed south once 

more, past Nimpkish Lake and through the mountains to Campbell River. Here we stopped for a leg stretch at 

Elk Falls Provincial Park and another try for that pesky Pileated Woodpecker that had eluded us earlier in the 

tour. The walk along the river was lovely and there were certainly plenty of Pileated battered trees on view, but 

the bird itself remained stubbornly hidden so we left to continue our journey south. From Campbell River we 

joined the Island Highway past the towns of Courtney and Qualicum Beach to our lunch stop at Buttertubs 

Marsh on the edge of Nanaimo. Buttertubs Marsh is lovely little reserve, a series of freshwater ponds 

surrounded by reedbeds and fringing trees. This is a great area for birds and in the hour or so we were there we 

clocked up a wide variety of species including Wood Duck, Pied-billed Grebe, American Coot, Red-winged 

Blackbird, Spotted Towhee, American Wigeon and Hooded Merganser (plus a delicious stodgy chocolate tart 

kindly bought by Tony and lots more maple cookies!).  

 

All too quickly it was time to leave to catch the ferry back to Vancouver. By now the rain had stopped and the 

cloud had lifted revealing views of the Cascade and Coast Range mountains, plus the snow-capped volcanic 

peak of Mount Baker away in the distance in Washington State, USA. Our run of good wildlife luck also 

continued with a surprise pod of Orcas, not long after we had left Nanaimo. Although seen on occasion, it is 

still a real treat to see Killer Whales on this crossing. The 10-15 animals were most probably a pod of the 

Southern Resident population that had ventured a little further north than usual. On arrival at Horseshoe Bay 

we headed back through heavy traffic to Vancouver. Following a somewhat comical drive around Stanley Park 

we made our way to the Granville Island Hotel, on Granville Island, for our final night in Canada.  

Day 13 & 14  Friday 17th & Saturday 18th September 

Our final day in Canada dawned and whilst several group members opted to explore Granville Island and the 

city, others joined Paul and Chris Sears (Tony had to leave us for the US) for a day of birdwatching around the 

Lower Mainland and Frasier River Delta. We started by driving the hour to the Reifel Bird Reserve located at 

the mouth of the Frasier River. En route we stopped off at Brunswick Point, which proved a good move as 

there had been quite a fall of passerines overnight. Amongst the throngs of sparrows, mostly White-crowned 

and Golden-crowned, we found an interesting variety of other species including Fox Sparrow, Wilson's 

Warbler, Swainson's Thrush, Varied Thrush, Northern Flicker and Cedar Waxwing.  A flypast by three Sandhill 

Cranes was also greatly appreciated. 

 

From Brunswick Point it was only a short drive to the Reifel Bird reserve, one of British Columbia's very best 

birdwatching localities which attracts thousands of migrants birds and wintering ducks and waders. Here we 

spent a few hours wandering around the network of trails that criss-cross the reserve before returning to the 

visitor centre for lunch. It was high tide so a variety of waders were roosting or feeding on the scrapes including 

hundreds of Long-billed Dowitchers, plus Greater and Lesser Yellowlegs, Short-billed Dowitcher and a lone 

Pectoral Sandpiper. An immature Peregrine Falcon plucked an unfortunate dowitcher out of mid air, whilst in 

the more wooded areas we found plenty of Yellow-rumped Warblers, plus Red-breasted Nuthatch, Spotted 

Towhee, Yellow Warbler, Downy Woodpecker, Purple Finch and Black-capped Chickadees; the latter a 

common bird around Vancouver but one that is absent from Vancouver Island. We also had great views of a 

family party of three Sandhill Cranes which flew gracefully past and landed on one of the scrapes. 
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Following lunch we headed further south and spent our last remaining hours at Boundary Bay. Although the 

hoped for waders were noticeable by their absence, there had been a sizeable fall of Yellow-rumped Warblers 

plus the occasional Golden-crowned Sparrow, Northern Harrier and Red-tailed Hawk.  

 

Sadly, however, our holiday had come to a close and it was time to fight the Vancouver traffic once more to 

collect luggage. After saying our goodbyes to Trevor, Angela, John and Pam (who were spending a few 

additional days in the Vancouver area), luggage was collected, we retuned to the airport and awaited the 

departure of our overnight British Airways flight home. 

Receive our e-newsletter 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures and new dates, 

tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 

Naturetrek Facebook 

We are delighted to launch the Naturetrek Facebook page so that participants of Naturetrek tours can remain in 

touch after the holiday and share photos, comments and future travel plans.  

 

Setting up a personal profile at  www.facebook.com is quick, free and easy. The Naturetrek Facebook page is 

now live; do please pay us a visit!  

 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Naturetrek-Wildlife-Holidays/9765181485
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Species lists 

Birds    (H = heard only) 

   September 2010 

 Common name Scientific name 5th 6th 7th 8th 9th 10th 11th 12th 13th 14th 15th 16th 17th 

1 Red-throated Loon Gavia stellata    2          

2 Pacific Loon Gavia pacifica  1      1      

3 Common Loon (G N Diver) Gavia immer 2 100+ 20 10 1 20 30+ 50+  1    

4 Pied-billed Grebe Podilymbus podiceps           2   

5 Horned (Slavonian) Grebe Podiceps auritus  30  6 1         

6 Red-necked Grebe Podiceps grisegena  3 25+ 2 10+ 20 25+ 50+      

7 Fork-tailed Storm Petrel Oceanodroma furcata       3       

8 Leach's Storm Petrel Oceanodroma microsoma        1      

9 Double-crested Cormorant Phalacrocorax auritus              

10 Brandt's Cormorant Phalacrocorax penicillatus              

11 Pelagic Cormorant Phalacrocorax pelagicus              

12 Great Blue Heron Ardea herodias              

13 Turkey Vulture Cathartes aura  10   50+ 1 1     15+  

14 Canada Goose Branta canadensis         2 40    

15 Mute Swan Cygnus olor             6 

16 Trumpeter Swan Cygnus buccinator      1  2 1 1 1   

17 Wood Duck Aix sponsa            30+ 10+ 

18 Gadwall Anas strepera             4 

19 American Wigeon Anas americana       80+ 100+  25 2 20+ 100s 

20 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos             100s 

21 Blue-winged Teal Anas discors     2         

22 Northern Shoveler Anas clypeata             50+ 

23 Northern Pintail Anas acuta 1            100s 

24 Green-winged Teal Anas crecca    4  5     2  100s 

25 Harlequin Duck Histrionicus histrionicus    1 5   1      

26 Surf Scoter Melanitta perspicillata   50+ 100+  50+ 1m 100+    15+  

27 White-winged Scoter Melanitta fusca  1m      20    4  

28 Black Scoter Melanitta nigra    1m   1       

29 Barrow's Goldeneye Bucephala islandica     1f 1f        
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   September 2010 

 Common name Scientific name 5th 6th 7th 8th 9th 10th 11th 12th 13th 14th 15th 16th 17th 

30 Hooded Merganser Lophodytes cucullatus      1m  10+  1  6  

31 Common Merganser (Goosander) Mergus merganser      40   15+ 30+ 10+   

32 Osprey Pandion haliaetus    1          

33 Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus   3 6 1 10 6 30+ 10 10  1  

34 Northern (Hen) Harrier Circus cyaneus 1            5 

35 Sharp-shinned Hawk Accipiter striatus         1 1    

36 Red-tailed Hawk Buteo jamaicensis  1   1       1 5 

37 American Kestrel Falco sparverius          1    

38 Merlin Falco columbarius         1 1   1 

39 Peregrine Falco peregrinus       1       2 

40 Ruffed Grouse Bonasa umbellus            1  

41 Sooty Grouse Dendragapus fuliginosus    1m          

42 Virginia Rail Rallus limicola            H  

43 American Coot Fulica americana            2  

44 Sandhill Crane Grus canadensis             6 

45 Black-bellied Plover Pluvialis squatarola              

46 Semipalmated Plover Charadrius semipalmatus     1   1      

47 Killdeer Charadrius vociferus 15+ 10   10+        H 

48 Black Oystercatcher Haematopus bachmani   1   8        

49 Greater Yellowlegs Tringa melanoleuca        2     15 

50 Lesser Yellowlegs Tringa flavipes             10 

51 Spotted Sandpiper Actitis macularia         1 5   H 

52 Black Turnstone Arenaria melanocephala   2    50+ 30+      

53 Surfbird Aphriza virgata  1            

54 Sanderling Calidris alba    70+    6      

55 Western Sandpiper Calidris mauri    1          

56 Least Sandpiper Calidris minutilla        10      

57 Pectoral Sandpiper Calidris melanotos             1 

-- Dowitcher sp. Limnodromus sp             350+ 

58 Short-billed Dowitcher Limnodromus griseus             imm 

59 Long-billed Dowitcher Limnodromus scolopaceus              

60 Red-necked Phalarope Phalaropus lobatus   50+    5 100+      
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   September 2010 

 Common name Scientific name 5th 6th 7th 8th 9th 10th 11th 12th 13th 14th 15th 16th 17th 

61 Bonaparte's Gull Larus philadelphia   1  2         

62 Heermann's Gull Larus heermanni   50+           

63 Mew (Common) Gull Larus canus              

64 Ring-billed Gull Larus delawarensis         1 1 1 1  

65 California Gull Larus californicus              

66 Thayer's Gull Larus thayeri           1 ad   

67 Herring Gull Larus argentatus          imm 2   

68 Glaucous-winged Gull Larus glaucescens              

69 Caspian Tern Sterna caspia 2             

70 Common Murre (Guillemot) Uria aalge   100+ 40+ 1 15+ 20+       

71 Pigeon Guillemot Cepphus columba   100+ 5  1 50+       

72 Marbled Murrelet Brachyramphus marmoratus    1  2     2   

73 Rhinoceros Auklet Cerorhinca monocerata   20 5 1  100+     2  

74 Tufted Puffin Fratercula cirrhata   1           

75 Feral Pigeon Columba livia              

76 Eurasian Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto              

77 Band-tailed Pigeon Columba fasciata 1  1  2  1     50+  

78 Common Nighthawk Chordeiles minor 1             

79 Rufous Hummingbird Selasphorus rufus        1 1     

80 Belted Kingfisher Ceryle alcyon              

81 Downy Woodpecker Picoides pubescens 1        1  1 4  

82 Northern Flicker Colaptes auratus 1 1  1 H H  1    2  

83 Pileated Woodpecker Dryocopus pileatus  H            

84 Willow Flycatcher Empidonax traillii 1             

85 Pacific Slope Flycatcher Empidonax difficilis         1     

86 Warbling Vireo Vireo gilvus 1             

87 Steller's Jay Cyanocitta stelleri              

88 Northwestern Crow Corvus caurinus              

89 Common Raven Corvus corax              

90 Bank Swallow (Sand Martin) Riparia riparia              5 

91 Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica       1  5 1 2   

92 Black-capped Chickadee Poecile atricapillus              
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   September 2010 

 Common name Scientific name 5th 6th 7th 8th 9th 10th 11th 12th 13th 14th 15th 16th 17th 

93 Chestnut-backed Chickadee Poecile rufescens      H H    H   

94 Red-breasted Nuthatch Sitta canadensis  1   H   H     1 

95 Brown Creeper Certhia americana     H  H       

96 Bewick's Wren Thryomanes bewickii  H            

97 Pacific Wren Troglodytes pacificus  H  H H      H   

98 Marsh Wren Cistothorus palustris             2 

99 American Dipper Cinclus mexicanus      1  1  1 1   

100 Golden-crowned Kinglet Regulus satrapa  H H   H H H    H  

101 Ruby-crowned Kinglet Regulus calendula         2 1    

102 Swainson's Thrush Catharus ustulatus             1 

103 Hermit Thrush Catharus guttatus          2    

104 American Robin Turdus migratorius  5  2 10+  30+    1  50+ 

105 Varied Thrush Ixoreus naevius         2 1   1 

106 European Starling Sturnus vulgaris              

107 Cedar Waxwing Bombycilla cedrorum      4      8 5 

108 Orange-crowned Warbler Vermivora celata     1        2 

109 Yellow Warbler Dendroica petechia   1 1 1   2     1 

110 Yellow-rumped Warbler Dendroica coronata      5  1  15+   100+ 

111 Townsend's Warbler Dendroica townsendi    1    1 6+     

112 Common Yellowthroat Geothlypis trichas  H           1 

113 Wilson's Warbler Wilsonia pusilla             1 

114 Spotted Towhee Pipilo maculatus  H          2 2 

115 Savannah Sparrow Passerculus sandwichensis  1   2 3        

116 Fox Sparrow Passerella iliaca        H     10+ 

117 Song Sparrow Melospiza melodia      6 1       

118 Lincoln's Sparrow Melospiza lincolnii         2    3 

119 White-crowned Sparrow Zonotrichia leucophrys  3           100+ 

120 Golden-crowned Sparrow Zonotrichia atricapilla             50+ 

121 Dark-eyed Junco Junco hyemalis         10+    3 

122 Red-winged Blackbird Agelaius phoeniceus            3  

123 Purple Finch Carpodacus purpureus             3 

124 House Finch Carpodacus mexicanus              
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   September 2010 

 Common name Scientific name 5th 6th 7th 8th 9th 10th 11th 12th 13th 14th 15th 16th 17th 

125 Red Crossbill Loxia curvirostra   H H          

126 American Goldfinch Carduelis tristis             20+ 

127 House Sparrow Passer domesticus              

Mammals 

   September 2010 

 Common name Scientific name 5th 6th 7th 8th 9th 10th 11th 12th 13th 14th 15th 16th 17th 

1 Black Bear Ursus americanus  1 1 5 3 2        

2 Grizzly Bear Ursus horribilis        2 8+ 5+ 3   

3 Grey Wolf Canis lupus    1          

4 Northern Raccoon Procyon lotor   1 2 2       1  

5 Mink Mustela vison         3 2    

6 Sea Otter Enhydra lutris   5   35+        

7 Steller Sea Lion Eumetopias jubatus       25 50   2   

8 California Sea Lion Zalophus californianus   2           

9 Harbour Seal Phoca vitulina   2   50+    20+ 30+   

10 Northern Elephant Seal Mirounga angustirostris      1        

11 Red Squirrel Tamiasciurus hudsonicus              

12 Eastern Grey Squirrel Sciurus carolinensis              

13 Douglas Squirrel Tamiasciurus douglasi 1        H     

14 North American Beaver Castor canadensis      1        

15 Mule (Black-tailed) Deer Odocoileus hemionus   1  5 5 2     3  

16 Orca Orcinus orca       15 10    10+  

17 Harbour Porpoise Phocoena phocoena   3 10+  25+      8  

18 Dall Porpoise Phocoenoides dalli       3 10      

19 Minke Whale Balaenoptera acutorostrata        1      

20 Eastern Pacific Grey Whale Eschrichtius robustus   2           

21 Humpback Whale Megaptera novaeangliae   2   1 1 3      
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Additional Species 

Reptiles & Amphibians 

1. Puget Sound Garter Snake - Recorded at Miracle Beach Provincial Park on the 9th September. 

2. North-Western Garter Snake - One recorded at Buttertubs Marsh on the 16th September.  

3. North-western Salamander - 1 found in a hole in a tree at Little Qualicum Falls Regional Park on the 6th September. 

 

Butterflies 

1.  Morning Cloak (Camberwell Beauty) - 9th September. 

2.   Large (Cabbage) White - Quite common 

 

Other Insects - kindly compiled by Caroline Webb 

1.  Golden Jewel Beetle - 9th September. 

2.   Pacific Tiger Beetle - 9th September 

3.   Snail Killer Carabid beetle - 9th and 16th September 

4.   Canada Darner Dragonfly - 13th September 

5.   Common Green Darner Dragonfly - 17th September 

6.   Red Winged Clickhopper - 17th September 

 

Misc 

1. Lion's Mane Jellyfish (live specimen seen from the float plane on the 12th September  and not the dead one see near the lodge!). 

2. Banana Slug - Common in rainforests. 

3. Chum Salmon - Plenty seen in the Nekite River. 

4. Bullhead - several caught by a fisherman at the Quatse River Estuary.  

 


