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Tour participants: Barrie Cooper & Duane West (leaders) with ten Naturetrek clients 

Summary 

This 2019 Naturetrek ‘Canada – The West’ tour group spent almost two weeks in stunning scenery visiting the 

Western British Columbia area and Vancouver Island, where we enjoyed great views of some wonderful wildlife. 

There were many highlights including close encounters with Black and Grizzly (Brown) Bears, Sea Otters, 

Humpback Whales, Grey Whales, sea lions and birdlife. The wildlife was stunning and we also stayed in some 

terrific locations, enjoyed delicious food and excellent hospitality. Although we had plenty of rain on some days, 

it didn’t spoil the enjoyment. The bear sightings at Great Bear Lodge and Zeballos were spectacular, privilege 

moments. We had a pleasant, enthusiastic and appreciative group and it was a pleasure to lead them. A special 

thanks to Duane for his arrangements, picnics and support during this trip, it was a great experience for us all. 

Day 1   Thursday 12th September 

Fly London Heathrow to Vancouver then drive to Tsawwassen 

Eight group members started the tour with Barrie at Terminal 3, London Heathrow Airport, for a British 

Airways flight to Vancouver on Canada’s west coast. Unfortunately we departed an hour late and didn’t make up 

any time during the flight. After clearing immigration and collecting our baggage, we were greeted by Duane, our 

local guide, plus Caroline and Candy who had already been touring around Canada. After collecting our vehicles, 

we made the thirty-minute journey to our hotel in Tsawwassen. After clarifying arrangements for the following 

day we all retired to catch up on some sleep. 

Day 2  Friday 13th September 

Ferry crossing to Vancouver Island then drive to Ucluelet on the west coast. 

Eight of the group came on a brief pre-breakfast walk to view the intertidal mudflats and coastal habitat of 

Boundary Bay. First species was House Sparrow while there were plenty of Canada Geese around the Bay. A 

Great Blue Heron and a few Greater Yellowlegs introduced a North American perspective before we saw the 

first of two Northern Harriers. American Wigeon, Pintail and Green-winged Teal were outnumbered by the 

Mallard in the wildfowl stakes, while a Peregrine that flew over our heads possibly had its eye on them for 

breakfast. Ring-billed, Glaucous-winged, American Herring and California Gulls plus North-western Crows were 

around as time defeated us and we returned on a trail through good habitat of trees and bushes holding plenty of 

food for resident and migratory birds of which there were many. A small flock of American Robins grabbed our 

attention and may have been of more interest to some of the group than the various species of sparrows seen – 

White-crowned, Golden-crowned, Lincoln’s and Fox, plus Spotted Towhee. Orange-crowned Warbler, Black-

capped Chickadee and Bewick’s Wren added to a satisfying species list for such a brief visit. We returned to the 

hotel for breakfast, loaded the luggage into the vehicles and made our way to the ferry. The rain was still falling 

but the group members took the opportunity to have a quick look onto the sea from the car and had decent 

views of a Caspian Tern but a flock of Surf Scoter was more distant. On board the ferry before it departed we 

had a Harbour Seal lying on the edge of the dock, quite a few Pelagic Cormorants and a Common Loon (Great 

Northern Diver) on the sea. The two-hour sea crossing was quiet apart from a few Common 

Murres/Guillemots, California Gulls, Pelagic and Double-crested Cormorants.  
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Thankfully the rain had stopped by the time the ferry reached Nanaimo and we headed north up Vancouver 

Island through improving weather. We stopped for lunch at Little Qualicum Falls Park and went for a walk to 

the Upper Falls while Duane prepared the first of his excellent picnic lunches. An American Dipper was on the 

river upstream from the falls, it initially remained motionless for several minutes giving some group members a 

challenge in finding it before it started preening and became more obvious. Some noisy Steller’s Jays gave their 

presence away and provided decent views for everyone. The rain was falling again by the time we had finished 

lunch and that was to remain the weather pattern as we drove through the beautiful forested landscape to 

Ucluelet.  

 

After a break we had an excellent fish and chips dinner at Howler’s restaurant. Some of the group saw a female 

Black-tailed Deer with its fawn while going to the restaurant and then a male near the bus after dinner to 

complete a fine first day in this beautiful part of the world.  

Day 3  Saturday 14th September 

Bear watching boat trip and the Pacific Rim National Park (Lighthouse Loop Trail) 

It was an early breakfast before we made our way through the rain in the hope of having a bear watching boat 

trip. Despite the weather the local boat company went ahead and, after being kitted out from head to foot, our 

intrepid group boarded the zodiac. Prior to boarding the vessel we had good views of Glaucous-winged and 

Mew Gulls and a few Black Turnstones flew past.  

 

Once under way we made smooth progress through Ucluelet Inlet and although viewing conditions were 

difficult due to the driving rain it was possible to pick out a few Rhinoceros Auklets, Common and Pigeon 

Guillemots, plus California and Glaucous Gulls. As we entered Barkley Sound the zodiac picked up speed and as 

we approached Pipestem Inlet a female Black Bear and her second calendar year cub were on the water’s edge 

and feeding on oysters. Junior seemed quite proficient at scraping the oysters off the rocks but occasionally 

mother would turn over large rocks to allow him/her to take some rich pickings. We enjoyed excellent views 

despite the continuous rain and it was a privilege to see these two magnificent animals feeding together. We 

moved on in search of more wildlife but alas our luck was out. The weather deteriorated as the wind got up and 

the rain became heavier. Eventually we returned to the relatively calm waters of Ucluelet Inlet where a Bald 

Eagle flew over and gave good views before returning to the trees bordering the water where a second eagle was 

perching. Our final destination was an area of the harbour where a group of male California Sea-lions were 

resting and vocalising. These are males that move north after the breeding season to take advantage of the 

salmon run; we learned that this migration has developed during the last forty years.  

 

We returned back to dry land to the boat company base to remove our saturated clothing and have a hot drink. 

It was a very wet but enjoyable experience with our main objective of seeing Black Bear achieved. A short drive 

took us back to the hotel where we had the opportunity to dry out and rest before going to Big Beach Park 

where we had another fine picnic lunch. Six Black-tailed/Mule Deer were seen grazing along the road verge as 

we drove to the picnic site. Fortunately the rain began to ease when we began a very pleasant walk along the 

Lighthouse Loop Trail of the Pacific Rim National Park and it became dry for awhile. The scenery here is 

stunning with magnificent views at every corner with the vegetation of the Pacific rainforest being so incredibly 

rich along the dramatic, rocky coastline. In addition to the pleasant walk we also saw some good birdlife. All 

three species of Scoter were seen flying over the sea – Surf, Black and White-winged. A few Yellow Warblers, 
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Savannah Sparrows and Golden-crowned Kinglets were along the trail. Five Black Swifts flying low overhead 

was a notable sighting and something of a bonus. At a viewpoint we enjoyed good views of Black Oystercatchers 

and Black Turnstones with a Bald Eagle sitting at the top of a Sitka Spruce as its outlook over the ocean. Further 

along the trail a Rhinoceros Auklet was in a bay and quite close to a viewpoint while a couple of the group also 

had a Pacific Wren, with a few American Robins also around. The rich array of plants was a botanist’s paradise 

and a bog trail had a nice patch of an insectivorous sundew species. A common plant along the trail is known as 

Cabbage Skunk and is known to be a laxative for bears. Apparently bears seek it out when they come out of 

hibernation in order to “clean out their system”. So despite some pretty atrocious weather at times we 

experienced an excellent day with great sightings of wildlife and scenery.  

Day 4  Sunday 15th September 

Pacific Rim National Park, Whale watching trip from Tofino 

Heavy rain began to fall just prior to a scheduled pre-breakfast walk so it was cancelled. There was intermittent 

rain for most of the morning before a sunny and warm afternoon developed.  

 

Following breakfast at Black Rock resort we made our way to the Kwisitis Visitor Centre of the Pacific Rim 

National Park. A Raven on the beach, five Fox Sparrows and a couple of Steller’s Jays near the centre were soon 

spotted. Unfortunately, as it was a Sunday morning, there were quite a few people either surfing or walking on 

the beach so shorebirds were in short supply except for a lone Black Turnstone in a relatively quiet area. The sea 

was more productive and two close male Harlequins gave fine views revealing their splendid patterning. Great 

Northern, Pacific and Red-throated Divers provided an identification lesson, White-winged Scoter flew past, as 

did Surf Scoter with one individual sitting on the sea near the beach to show its smart plumage. Bear droppings 

and Banana Slugs were also of interest along the trail, as were the interpretation displays in the centre.  

 

Unfortunately we only had an hour to spend here before making our way to Tofino where our first port of call 

was a supermarket to buy a sandwich for lunch. It was then onto Jamie’s Whaling Station for our whale-watching 

boat trip. Rhinoceros Auklets, Bald Eagles, Common and Pigeon Guillemots were soon seen but the captain was 

on a mission to make rapid progress for a cruise up the coast where whales had been spotted.  

 

Sure enough a young Grey Whale was reasonably active and seen by everyone, with tail fluking and plenty of 

blowing. After watching this character for some time a larger blow was spotted in the distance so we moved in 

its direction. This was an adult Grey Whale that seemed to be moving into the bay before diverting and 

continuing further up the coast, but it did give us more good fluke views. The return journey provided us with 

close views of eight Heermann’s Gulls and Sea Otters, some of which were on their own and others in a raft. 

Three Grebe species were seen – Western, Red-necked and Horned with the latter two still in breeding plumage. 

We returned to the port in Tofino to give group members an hour of free time to explore the town (Barrie saw 

six Red Crossbills, Orange-crowned Warbler and Song Sparrow in Jamie’s Car Park during this time) before an 

excellent meal in a local restaurant.  
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Day 5  Monday 16th September 

Ucluelet to Port McNeill 

It was an early start today because we had a long journey to Port McNeil. Breakfast was taken at a local eatery 

with the bonus of a Black Bear feeding on the far shoreline opposite the café.  

 

We then set off on the long drive and our first activity was a pleasant walk around Cathedral Grove with its 

ancient trees including an 800-year-old Douglas Fir which is approximately 76 metres high. A Pacific Wren and a 

few Chestnut-backed Chickadees were seen here.  

 

The drive continued and a Red-tailed Hawk was a bonus perched up close to the road. Lunch stop was at 

Miracle Beach and most of the group went for a walk while Duane prepared another of his fine picnics. The 

forest was very quiet until a mixed flock finally appeared with Chestnut-backed Chickadee, Black-throated Grey 

Warbler, Ruby-crowned Kinglet and Bushtit recorded. Red-breasted Nuthatch and Brown Creeper were seen 

elsewhere in another flock while most of the group were eating lunch. The sea had a lone male Lesser Scaup and 

eight American Wigeon close to the shore and a few Red-necked Grebes, Great Northern Divers and Harbour 

Seals.  

 

We eventually arrived at our hotel in Port McNeil where the harbour had twenty Hooded Mergansers, Great 

Northern Diver, Red-necked Grebes, Black Turnstones and a couple of Harbour Seals. Song Sparrow was near 

the harbour and six Rhinoceros Auklets were on the sea. 

Day 6  Tuesday 17th September 

Whale-watching trip off Port McNeil and then onto Zeballos 

Heavy rain suppressed any wildlife activity around the hotel so after breakfast we made our way down to the 

harbour for a walk before our whale-watching boat trip. Three Bald Eagles, a few Hooded Mergansers, Great 

Northern Diver, Red-necked Grebes, plenty of Black Turnstones and at least three Belted Kingfishers were 

around. A Mink put in a couple of brief appearances but was only seen by a few of the group.  

 

The rain had become lighter as we boarded the boat and once underway it only took five minutes before the first 

Humpback Whale was found. That individual took a dive and didn’t reappear so we moved on and found a few 

more. There were times when there were three or four Humpbacks around us, some quite close, and some 

showing their tail flukes for identification, one of which was BCY029 and known as Argonaut, first recorded off 

Port McNeil in 2009. Another was Frosty, a female first recorded in 2007. Another Humpback was one that 

usually lingered further south in the Sealish Sea near Victoria, so the boat staff were particularly excited with that 

one. Hydrophones were used a few times and we had the rare occurrence of a Humpback calling at one site 

which again got the boat staff excited. One whale did plenty of tail slapping which was interesting behaviour to 

observe, but we didn’t see any breaching today. Twelve Dall’s Porpoises put in a brief appearance. Common 

Guillemots were very common and the high-pitched calls of the young ones were heard as they mingled with the 

adults. Red-necked Phalaropes were also numerous and gave good flight views and while sitting on the sea. 

There were also plenty of Sooty Shearwaters coming quite close to the boat. A large rock had a good number of 

Steller’s Sea-Lions and Harbour Seals were numerous on some islands. A Black Bear put in a brief appearance 

after our soup lunch, but the absence of Orca was noticeable so we spent the afternoon looking for them. Alas, 



Canada: The West Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek     November 19 5 
 

we didn’t manage to find any Orcas but a solitary Sea Otter was a small compensation. A few Fork-tailed Storm 

Petrels were another good sighting.  

 

We returned to dock after a very enjoyable trip with good views of some interesting marine life before the drive 

to Zeballos. A couple of lakes had Dipper and Goosander, but no beaver. The sun was shining in Zeballos so 

some of the group went for a short walk and were delighted to have brief views of a female Black Bear with two 

first calendar year cubs feeding on the river before they moved back into the vegetation. After dinner some of 

the group went for a short walk to the river where there were at least a dozen Yuma Myotis bats feeding low 

over the water. The planets Jupiter and Saturn were also seen.  

Day 7 Wednesday 18th September 

Zeballos and Sea Otter boat trip 

It was a beautiful blue sky that greeted us this morning, so conditions were perfect for our boat trip. As we 

walked down the road from the hotel a flock of ten Pine Siskin flew into some nearby trees and a Bald Eagle was 

perched up on a tall Spruce tree.  

 

Harbour Seals were visible immediately after the boat set off for an exploration of some of the inlets on this part 

of the island. There was a mist over the water initially but this soon cleared to provide us with superb viewing 

conditions. Some Goosanders were in a bay but a stop near some rocks enabled us to get good views of a flock 

of approximately sixty Surfbirds with the light perfectly bringing out their subtle plumage. The first Sea Otters 

began to appear and two distant Humpbacks were seen to be blowing. We made our way down an inlet where 

two Black Bears were seen in the distance so boatman Peter skilfully and quietly manoeuvred our boat into 

position for stunning views of a female and her cub. The young one was nervous initially and retreated to a log 

for a degree of comfort and safety but soon re-joined mum to enable us to have privileged views of them feeding 

on the shoreline. It’s always amazing to see how easily bears can lift large rocks to feed on anything sheltering 

beneath and although the first calendar year cub didn’t have the strength to move anything other than small 

rocks, it had already learned this hunting technique. To add to the atmosphere, a Great Northern Diver was 

calling behind our boat as we watched the bears – what a scene! Close up views of two bears, beautiful scenery 

and an enigmatic soundtrack! The bears continued eating their breakfast and seemed oblivious to us, thankfully 

recognising that we were not a threat. Lots of photographs were taken before we left them. We later found two 

more single Black Bears feeding along different shorelines. We were travelling fast for much of the time but a 

couple of Marbled Murrelets and several Surf Scoters added to the interest. 

 

 Sea Otters were one of the main objectives of the boat trip and initially we encountered lone males before 

finding a couple of rafts with approximately fifty otters in total. Good views were obtained despite the sea being 

rather choppy by this stage. Everyone enjoyed seeing the Sea Otters up close but at a respectful distance. We 

were on the return leg of our voyage when a female Humpback and her calf were spotted. The boat was 

positioned to allow the humpbacks to come towards us, which they did, before surfacing and disappearing away 

from us, so after a few minutes of decent views we left them to continue in peace. A few Steller Sea-lions were 

seen on the way back to Zeballos.  

 

As we gathered for lunch we discovered two Black Bears up an apple tree in the garden of the house next door 

to the hotel. They had gone by the time we completed our lunch and after a break we had a short drive to 
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explore some of the local area. Two immature Bald Eagles were using logs in the water as a perching post before 

taking off and flying over the bus. A walk through the forest gave us Hutton’s Vireo, Western Wood Pewee, 

Brown Creeper and Chestnut-backed Chickadee. Four Great Northern Divers were on the water including two 

in breeding plumage, with a Belted Kingfisher also seen. A Townsend’s Warbler showed really well while feeding 

on aphids in trees alongside the track. A walk in another part of the forest produced an elusive Dark-eyed Junco. 

We returned to the hotel to give everyone a free hour to enjoy the warm sunshine. An American Dipper was on 

the river close to the hotel before dinner.  

 

Eight of the group went on a night drive to a lake in the hope of seeing American Beaver and they were not 

disappointed. It was dark when we arrived but Barrie’s torch soon found a beaver swimming in the lake and 

further sweeping of the torch revealed at least two more, one of which was pulling a branch off a tree. His bat 

detector revealed that some of the bats flying over the lake were Little Brown Myotis. It was a fine end to a 

superb day with fantastic views of wildlife, stunning scenery and excellent weather. 

Day 8  Thursday 19th September 

Zeballos; Port Hardy: Quatse River Hatchery; flight to Great Bear Lodge 

A group of Red Crossbills flew over as the group gathered in the hotel car park before we set off to Port Hardy. 

A brief visit to the estuary at Port Hardy was productive with new shorebirds for the trip in the form of five 

Long-billed Dowitchers and a flock of twelve Western Sandpipers. At least eight Bald Eagles were seen here, 

mainly adults and also three immatures. Three Pintail were among the wildfowl, of which American Wigeon was 

the most numerous. All of a sudden the gulls and many other birds took off which was the sign to look for a 

predator and, sure enough, an immature Peregrine flew in and perched up opposite our viewpoint. It was a dark 

bird of the Pacific subspecies, looking totally different to those we get back in the UK. We had to leave this 

idyllic location to visit Quatse Salmon Stewardship Centre where we had our sandwich lunch and an explanation 

of the process of rearing salmon to provide stock for three local rivers.  

 

It was then time to drive down the road to the Port Hardy Seaplane Base. There were many Black Turnstones 

around the jetty near the office plus Goosanders and Bald Eagles. After the formalities we boarded two ‘Flying 

Goose’ seaplanes (capable of take-off and landing on both land and water) to Great Bear Lodge. Only three of 

these aircraft remain and all are here making a beautiful sight. We had good weather for the flight over but only 

Neil was on the correct side of his aircraft to see a female Humpback Whale and her calf in an inlet. On arrival at 

the Lodge, one of the first birds seen was a Savannah Sparrow that came close to the platform. After a briefing 

with coffee and cake, we were allocated our rooms before boarding the buses for a thirty-minute drive to an 

observation hide overlooking the Nekite River. Three Varied Thrushes were seen from the first bus, British 

Columbia’s most beautiful bird according to a local photographer who was with us. Our bus journey came to a 

sudden halt when a male Grizzly was on the track just forty metres in front of us before it moved away towards 

the river.  

 

On arrival at the hide we all moved quietly into position and it didn’t take long before the action began. A 

Grizzly soon appeared and immediately caught a Chum Salmon and demonstrated the dextrous way they have of 

eating this protein rich food. In total we had eight grizzlies during the evening, with the highlight being a female 

with two first calendar year cubs. It was entertaining to watch the cubs fighting and vocalising over a salmon 

caught by their mother, this happened on two occasions. The female was a very efficient hunter and usually 
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caught a salmon, ate some of it, and then left the remainder for the cubs. On one occasion she caught a salmon 

but didn’t eat any of it but left it disabled in the river. This was the cue for one of the cubs to practice its hunting 

technique and, to be fair, it did a reasonable job of tackling the salmon before eventually moving on. We had 

been watching the family for about half an hour when a large female appeared who had the effect of forcing the 

family to make a temporary exit from the river. After a few minutes of observing the large female, mother came 

back out into the river before the cubs eventually followed. The family walked on the opposite bank to the hide 

to spend the rest of their feeding time catching salmon to the right of us. Two different female Grizzlies 

appeared and moved up close to each other with the theory being that they were probably related to each other. 

Some of the birds here included Bald Eagle, Spotted Sandpiper, Goosander and a European Starling. But it was 

the bears that we had come for and we were not disappointed as it had been an excellent start to our stay in this 

particular paradise.  

Day 9  Friday 20th September 

Great Bear Lodge 

It was a beautiful sunny day and immediately after breakfast we were on our way on the school buses up the old 

logging road to an observation platform close to the hide we were in on the previous evening. The mother 

Grizzly and two cubs that we watched on the previous evening were around again, still gorging themselves on 

Chum Salmon. They spent almost the entire morning feeding in the same area of river downstream of us. 

Another bear was present when we arrived and, during the course of the morning, it was estimated that we saw 

possibly ten different Grizzlies. A female Sharp-shimmed Hawk was being harassed by a couple of North-

western Crows and, soon after, a male appeared to the right of the platform. Other notable birds seen during the 

session were a vocal Osprey, Belted Kingfisher and Orange-crowned Warbler. There was plenty of bear action 

and behaviour to observe. One individual spent quite a lot of time digging out salmon eggs, some scavenged and 

some caught their own fish. The most exciting moments of the session were when a Grizzly came up the river 

and approached as close as six metres to our right before eventually making its way across the river after 

registering our presence. Twenty minutes later a Grizzly came down the river to our left and was probably about 

eight metres away from the platform at one stage. The session came to an end with bears still around the river, 

but lunch was calling for us.  

 

After a healthy, nutritious lunch we went for an afternoon hike in the forest in warm sunshine. It was a pleasant 

and informative walk with the local guides explaining how to identify some of the berry-bearing shrubs that 

provide food for the bears. We also learned how to identify some of the important trees found in this part of the 

forest. The ecology of the forest was discussed and the importance of the salmon was particularly interesting. 

Bears and other animals that eat the salmon often take them into the forest where the fish remains provide an 

important source of nitrogen and other nutrients. Research has shown that during years of good salmon runs the 

growth of trees and other plants is enhanced. It was a fascinating experience and a good example of how nature 

is interlinked and the important role of salmon to the biodiversity of the local ecosystem. We also walked along a 

bear trail in the forest and examined a tree that bears use for scent marking and as a rubbing post. We were also 

shown a Banana Slug. A few good birds were seen during the walk with Varied Thrushes and American Robins 

on the trail and two Red-breasted Sapsuckers plus a Hairy Woodpecker in the trees.  

 

And then it was onto the evening session! Pretty quiet at first, no bears just a solitary American Wigeon mingling 

with the Goosander and a Bald Eagle swooping for some remains of a salmon. Oh, and an American Dipper 
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made a brief appearance before Grizzly action kicked off…and big time! A Grizzly fishing on the river in front 

of us was fairly routine, but it was the large female that walked up the road behind the platform just three metres 

away at its closest that began to get the pulses racing. Thankfully, everyone in the group resisted the temptation 

to stroke the amenable bear as it passed, maybe they were too busy filming or photographing. Soon after this, 

another bear caught a salmon and brought it onto the riverbank and ate it just ten metres to the left of the 

platform. Next up was a mother and two cubs walking up the road behind us, sensed us and then entered the 

river and walked in the river below us – three metres away. That family moved away left, meanwhile there were 

Grizzlies feeding in the river in front of us. However, the gentle sound of more cubs was heard to our right and 

another family of three was feeding on a salmon, approximately twelve metres away. This family also entered the 

river and walked in front of us with one of the cubs walking along a log just to offer a different type of pose for 

the photographers – these bears appear to know how to pose! Mother then caught a salmon so we watched them 

feed twenty metres to our left. Meanwhile three more bears appeared on the river, so we had six in view at this 

time. Mother then took her two cubs across the river to the island, entered the willows and left the cubs while 

she charged out and had a skirmish with a male Grizzly who was just going about his business of looking for 

salmon. A brief, noisy skirmish followed before things quietened down and we left the river.  

 

It brought an end to an incredible session where we literally didn’t know which way to look for the best action. 

After a slow start the action certainly kicked in and there must be few better ways of spending a Friday evening. 

We reluctantly dragged ourselves onto the buses in the fading light, but another bear further down the river 

brought our total to at least twelve for the evening. The final action for some on the first bus was a Hermit 

Thrush on the road. Dinner was an excited recall of the events of the evening. It really was a privileged few 

hours of nature watching that imprints in the memory and makes you think “I’m glad I was there”. The usual 

excellent meal rounded off a truly amazing day.  

Day 10  Saturday 21st September 

Great Bear Lodge 

Rain was forecast for today and it started as we were driving to the covered observation hide. There were already 

two bears on the river in front of the hide when we arrived and a third soon joined them. It was estimated that 

we saw nine bears in total during this morning session. Two adult females touched noses before going their 

separate ways and it was thought they were either a mother and daughter or two sisters. The mother and two 

cubs from our first evening session appeared and spent much of their time feeding in the same stretch of the 

river with the female cub with a blond shoulder patch attempting to catch salmon on a few occasions. They were 

still on the river when we left. Bird highlights this morning included a juvenile Peregrine that very conveniently 

perched on a dead tree on the island opposite the hide and after a brief fly around also posed on the shingle. 

This young Peregrine was of the tundra subspecies, in contrast to the Pacific one we saw at Port Hardy. It took 

off to a tree to gain a higher vantage point and, despite eyeing the gulls on the river, left them to eventually move 

up the valley. A female Belted Kingfisher posed on the willows opposite the island for a couple of minutes. The 

Bald Eagle action involved an adult and immature flying together on one occasion.  

 

After another fine lunch, eight of the group went on a boat trip around the Smith Inlet. The water was calm but 

the rain was falling throughout, however it didn’t dampen the enjoyment. Being on water surrounded by tree-

covered mountains really gave you a scale of the wilderness with its majestic scenery. Some spectacular waterfalls 

were another interesting feature of the boat trip. In addition to the regular Harbour Seals, a few Belted 
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Kingfishers and a Red-necked Grebe were seen by most. One boat had good views of three Varied Thrushes, a 

Swainson’s Thrush and an American Robin feeding in a crab apple tree. However one of the first animals we saw 

was a Grizzly looking for crustaceans on a rocky shoreline of an island. On return to the lodge, a family of North 

American Otters was seen swimming on the water and on land by some.  

 

The evening session was dominated by heavy rainfall that helped to remove some of the decaying dead salmon 

that had become more pungent over the last couple of days. When we arrived at the observation hide two bears 

were in the river, they approached each other and touched snouts. We later learned they were five-year-old 

brother and sister. Both of them eventually passed in front of the hide. We had plenty of bear action during the 

session but only six different individuals were recorded. Another excellent dinner rounded off the evening. After 

dinner we had a presentation showing films of bear behaviour captured on cameras in the local area. 

Day 11  Sunday 22nd September 

Great Bear Lodge, return flight to Port Hardy and drive to Port McNeill 

There had been a lot more rain overnight but thankfully it had just about finished by the time we had breakfast. 

An Orange-crowned Warbler flew into a window at the Lodge but, fortunately, was only stunned and, after being 

placed on a plant container, it was soon able to fly off. Varied Thrush and Dark-eyed Junco were on the road as 

we made our way to the river viewpoints. On arrival at the covered observation hide there were already three 

adult bears plus a mother with two cubs on the river. We had continuous bear activity during the morning and 

fourteen bears were seen in total. Two separate families of mother and two cubs were on different parts of the 

island in front of the hide when we left for lunch. One of the families was new for this trip with the pale-faced 

mother having a pale-faced cub as well as a darker faced. The river was much higher this morning and the 

shingle areas were completed covered. The bears were mainly feeding on dead salmon that had been washed 

down from higher reaches of the river. On one occasion an adult female walked along the edge of the river right 

below the hide giving us excellent views. The river was so high that an opportunist Harbour Seal swam up river 

and in front of the hide. There was quite a lot of bird activity with the Peregrine from yesterday reappearing. The 

falcon perched up in a tree next to the river for a few minutes and then dropped down to the river but out of 

sight from us. After a few minutes the Peregrine took off with a piece of salmon in its talons, only to quickly 

reappear being chased by a Bald Eagle before retreating into the forest. There were two dippers on the island 

opposite the hide for several minutes and a Spotted Sandpiper at times.  

 

After a picnic lunch and with perfect timing, the sun came out to provide us with beautiful weather for our final 

activity – a boat trip up the inlet to the river estuary. The lighting was ideal for spotting wildlife and different 

boats saw a variety of species. A Brown Bear on the edge of the river was notable, but it was birds that 

dominated the sightings. Several Bald Eagles were expected, but a soaring Osprey was a good contrast to them. 

A Cassin’s Vireo was seen by one boat as it made its way through some willows next to the river. Wildfowl 

included Canada Geese, Green-winged Teal, Pintail, American Wigeon, Blue-winged Teal, Lesser Scaup and 

Northern Shoveler. It was a wonderful way to complete a magic three days at Great Bear Lodge.  

 

We made the short drive to Port McNeill to check into our hotel for a brief break before dinner which was taken 

at Cluxewe Resort.  
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Day 12  Monday 23rd September 

Port McNeill, Rathtowers Beach Provincial Park, Buttertubs Marsh, Tsawwassen via Vancouver ferry 

Heavy rain accompanied us throughout our drive to Rathtowers Beach but a few people in the bus did manage 

to get a brief view of a Black Bear at the side of the highway. Thankfully the rain was easing as we began a walk 

at the park while Duane prepared another excellent picnic lunch. A surprise in the form of five Greater White-

fronted Geese was on the shoreline and they had moved on by the time we returned for lunch, so our timing had 

been impeccable. A few Great Northern Divers and Red-necked Grebes were on the sea, while a few Surf 

Scoters and two Pacific Divers flew past. A group of Dark-eyed Juncos showed well while we were eating lunch.  

 

It was then a short drive to Buttertubs Marsh. It was cloudy but dry, but the cool temperature of 11 degrees 

possibly had an impact on bird activity with very few warblers seen. Nevertheless, we did see some interesting 

wildlife including plenty of Eastern Grey Squirrels, but a Merlin perched at the top of a dead tree before it gave a 

swift fly past was the highlight. A Northern Harrier did a good circuit of the marsh as well as posing in a tree for 

scope views. A couple of Bewick’s Wrens had a dispute to allow us decent views. Wood Ducks received 

admiring comments from several group members, as did Spotted Towhee. A Northern Flicker flew over when 

we were admiring the harrier and a few Pied-billed Grebes were seen at various parts of the wetland. A couple of 

flocks of Band-tailed Pigeons and a good number of Red-winged Blackbirds added to the variety. Golden-

crowned and Song Sparrows were in bushes along the path. A couple of large nests of the Thatcher Wood Ant 

were impressive next to the trail.  

 

The ferry back to Vancouver was done in strong winds and rain, making visibility difficult, but a few hardy souls 

stayed on the top deck for most of the journey in the hope of seeing some cetaceans, but to no avail.  

Day 13  Tuesday 24th September 

George C. Reifel Migratory Bird Sanctuary, Steveston Harbour and Vancouver Airport  

After breakfast at the hotel, we drove to the fabulous Reifel Migratory Bird Sanctuary. It would be very easy to 

spend a full day here; sadly we couldn’t, but we did have a great time in the warm sunshine.  

 

At least four Anna’s Hummingbirds were buzzing around the feeders near the entrance to provide an exciting 

start to our visit. Some hummingbirds perched obligingly in trees or feeders to pose for photos. Tame Black-

capped Chickadees and Red-winged Blackbirds were the subjects of many photographs, and Caroline managed 

to coax a Red-breasted Nuthatch to her seedless hand. Because of the numbers of people the reserve receives, 

many birds are relatively easy to see and we also had great views of Spotted Towhee, Dark-eyed Junco, Brown 

Creeper, Downy Woodpecker, Northern Flicker, various sparrows, Varied Thrush, Swainson’s Thrush and 

Hermit Thrush. Several Northern Harriers were very showy, and there were many Long-billed Dowitchers, with 

Short-billed for the sharp-eyed to try to find amongst them. Waterbirds included American Coot, Hooded 

Merganser, Pintail, Gadwall and American Wigeon. A Red-eared Slider was basking on a log for photographs. 

Duane’s final picnic lunch was another splendid affair, enjoyed by all the group and countless wasps.  

 

A brief visit was made to Steveston Harbour before eight of the group elected to go to the airport early, six of 

whom were taking the Skytrain to Vancouver. Betty and Keith enjoyed the warm sunshine at Iona Beach before 

making their way to the airport at the end of a fabulous time in Canada. 
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Day 14 Wednesday 25th September 

Arrival at London Heathrow Airport after overnight flight from Vancouver 

Four members of the group, plus leader, arrived back in London while the rest were doing some general tourism 

in Vancouver.  

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. 

Social Media 

We’re social! Follow us on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram and be the first to hear about the launch of new 

tours, offers and exciting sightings and photos from our recently returned holidays.  
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Species Lists 

Birds (✓=recorded but not counted; H = heard only) 

  I = introduced species September 

  Common name Scientific name 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 

1 Canada Goose Branta canadensis  ✓  ✓  
 ✓   

 ✓  12  ✓  ✓  ✓ 

2 Greater White-fronted Goose Anser albifrons           5  

3 Mute Swan - I Cygnus olor            3 

4 Wood Duck Aix sponsa           
 ✓  ✓ 

5 Blue-winged Teal Spatula discors          
 ✓   

6 Northern Shoveler Spatula clypeata          
 ✓  

 ✓ 

7 Gadwall Mareca strepera            
 ✓ 

8 American Wigeon Mareca americana  ✓   8   
 ✓ 1  

 ✓  
 ✓ 

9 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos  ✓      
 ✓   

 ✓  ✓  ✓ 

10 Northern Pintail Anas acuta  ✓      3   
 ✓  

 ✓ 

11 Green-winged Teal Anas carolinensis  ✓      
 ✓   

 ✓  
 ✓ 

12 Ring-necked Duck Aythya collaris          
 ✓  

 ✓ 

13 Lesser Scaup Aythya affinis    1      
 ✓   

14 Harlequin Duck Histrionicus histrionicus   2  
 ✓        

15 Surf Scoter Melanitta perspicillata  ✓  ✓  ✓  
 ✓  ✓   10  

 ✓  

16 White-winged Scoter Melanitta deglandi  
 ✓  ✓          

17 Black Scoter Melanitta americana  
 ✓           

18 Hooded Merganser Lophodytes cucullatus    20 6       
 ✓ 

19 Common Merganser Mergus merganser    
 ✓ 4  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓   

20 Red-throated Loon Gavia stellata   
 ✓          

21 Pacific Loon Gavia pacifica   
 ✓        2  

22 Common Loon Gavia immer  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓     
 ✓  

23 Fork-tailed Storm Petrel Oceanodroma furcata     3        

24 Sooty Shearwater Ardenna grisea     
 ✓        

25 Pied-billed Grebe Podilymbus podiceps           5 1 

26 Red-necked Grebe Podiceps grisegena   
 ✓ 15  ✓  ✓   1  ✓  ✓  

27 Horned Grebe Podiceps auritus   
 ✓          

28 Western Grebe Aechmophorus occidentalis   
 ✓          

29 Great Blue Heron Ardea herodias  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓ 
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  I = introduced species September 

  Common name Scientific name 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 

30 Brandt's Cormorant Phalacrocorax penicillatus  
 ✓  ✓        

 ✓  

31 Pelagic Cormorant Phalacrocorax pelagicus  ✓  ✓  ✓  
 ✓  ✓       

32 Double-crested Cormorant Phalacrocorax auritus  ✓  ✓  ✓   
 ✓    

 ✓  
 ✓ 

33 Turkey Vulture Cathartes aura  ✓   
 ✓  ✓      

 ✓  

34 Western Osprey Pandion haliaetus        1  1   

35 Sharp-shinned Hawk Accipiter striatus        2    1 

36 Cooper's Hawk Accipiter cooperii            1 

37 Northern Harrier Circus hudsonius 2          1 6 

38 Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus  4 3 2 8 6 16  ✓  ✓  ✓   

39 Red-tailed Hawk Buteo jamaicensis    1        1 

40 American Coot Fulica americana            
 ✓ 

41 Black Oystercatcher Haematopus bachmani  5  ✓  ✓  
 ✓       

42 Black Turnstone Arenaria melanocephala  10 1  ✓  ✓  
 ✓   

 ✓   

43 Surfbird Calidris virgata      60       

44 Pectoral Sandpiper Calidris melanotos            1 

45 Western Sandpiper Calidris mauri       20      

46 Long-billed Dowitcher Limnodromus scolopaceus       5     
 ✓ 

47 Short-billed Dowitcher Limnodromus griseus            
 ✓ 

48 Red-necked Phalarope Phalaropus lobatus     
 ✓        

49 Spotted Sandpiper Actitis macularius       1   1   

50 Lesser Yellowlegs Tringa flavipes            
 ✓ 

51 Greater Yellowlegs Tringa melanoleuca  ✓           
 ✓ 

52 Heermann's Gull Larus heermanni   8          

53 Mew Gull Larus canus  
 ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  

54 Ring-billed Gull Larus delawarensis  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓     
 ✓ 

55 California Gull Larus californicus  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓   

56 Glaucous-winged Gull Larus glaucescens  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓ 

57 American Herring Gull Larus smithsonianus  ✓  ✓     
 ✓   

 ✓  ✓  

58 Caspian Tern Hydroprogne caspia 1           1 

59 Parasitic Jaeger Stercorarius parasiticus     1        

60 Common Murre Uria aalge  ✓  ✓  ✓  
 ✓        

61 Pigeon Guillemot Cepphus columba  
 ✓  ✓  

 ✓        



Canada: The West Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek     November 19 3 
 

  I = introduced species September 

  Common name Scientific name 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 

62 Marbled Murrelet Brachyramphus marmoratus      2   1    

63 Rhinoceros Auklet Cerorhinca monocerata  
 ✓  ✓ 6  ✓        

64 Rock Dove - I Columba livia  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓       
 ✓ 

65 Band-tailed Pigeon Patagioenas fasciata           30  

66 Eurasian Collared Dove - I Streptopelia decaocto   
 ✓        

 ✓  ✓ 

67 American Black Swift Cypseloides niger  5           

68 Anna's Hummingbird Calypte anna            4 

69 Belted Kingfisher Megaceryle alcyon     5 3  ✓  ✓  ✓   
 ✓ 

70 Red-breasted Sapsucker Sphyrapicus ruber        2     

71 Downy Woodpecker Dryobates pubescens            
 ✓ 

72 Hairy Woodpecker Leuconotopicus villosus        1     

73 Northern Flicker Colaptes auratus           1  ✓ 

74 Merlin Falco columbarius           1  

75 Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus 1      1  1 1   

76 Western Wood Pewee Contopus sordidulus      1       

77 Cassin's Vireo Vireo cassinii          1   

78 Hutton's Vireo Vireo huttoni      2       

79 Steller's Jay Cyanocitta stelleri 2 6 2 2  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓ 

80 Northwestern Crow Corvus caurinus  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓ 

81 Northern Raven Corvus corax  ✓  
 ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  

82 Cedar Waxwing Bombycilla cedrorum            1 

83 Black-capped Chickadee Poecile atricapillus 4           
 ✓ 

84 Chestnut-backed Chickadee Poecile rufescens    6  6       

85 Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica            
 ✓ 

86 American Bushtit Psaltriparus minimus    4       1  

87 Golden-crowned Kinglet Regulus satrapa  8          4 

88 Ruby-crowned Kinglet Regulus calendula    2  2       

89 Marsh Wren Cistothorus palustris            H 

90 Bewick's Wren Thryomanes bewickii 1          2 2 

91 Pacific Wren Troglodytes pacificus  1  1         

92 Red-breasted Nuthatch Sitta canadensis    1        1 

93 Brown Creeper Certhia americana    1  1      3 
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  I = introduced species September 

  Common name Scientific name 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 

94 Common Starling - I Sturnus vulgaris   
 ✓  ✓  ✓  

 ✓ 1  
 ✓  ✓  ✓ 

95 Varied Thrush Ixoreus naevius       3 4 5  ✓  1 

96 Swainson's Thrush Catharus ustulatus         1   2 

97 Hermit Thrush Catharus guttatus        1    1 

98 American Robin Turdus migratorius  ✓  ✓  
 ✓  

 ✓  ✓  ✓ 3  ✓  ✓  ✓ 

99 American Dipper Cinclus mexicanus 1    1 1  1  2   

100 House Sparrow - I Passer domesticus  ✓  
 ✓  ✓        

 ✓ 

101 Purple Finch Haemorhous purpureus     2        

102 House Finch Haemorhous mexicanus            2 

103 Red Crossbill Loxia curvirostra   6    
 ✓      

104 American Goldfinch Spinus tristis            6 

105 Pine Siskin Spinus pinus      10      
 ✓ 

106 Orange-crowned Warbler Leiothlypis celata 2  1  
 ✓   

 ✓  1  1 

107 Common Yellowthroat Geothlypis trichas            1 

108 American Yellow Warbler Setophaga aestiva  2          2 

109 Audubon's Warbler Setophaga auduboni            
 ✓ 

110 Black-throated Grey Warbler Setophaga nigrescens    1         

111 Townsend's Warbler Setophaga townsendi      1       

112 Red-winged Blackbird Agelaius phoeniceus           
 ✓  ✓ 

113 Fox Sparrow Passerella iliaca unalaschcensis 2  5         
 ✓ 

114 Song Sparrow Melospiza melodia   1 1 1       
 ✓ 

115 Lincoln's Sparrow Melospiza lincolnii 1           
 ✓ 

116 White-crowned Sparrow Zonotrichia leucophrys 2           
 ✓ 

117 Golden-crowned Sparrow Zonotrichia atricapilla 2       1   3  ✓ 

118 Dark-eyed Junco Junco hyemalis     3      6  ✓ 

119 Savannah Sparrow Passerculus sandwichensis  4  1  ✓  
 ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  

 ✓ 

120 Chipping Sparrow Spizella passerina       1      

121 Spotted Towhee Pipilo maculatus 1          2  ✓ 

Mammals   
            

1 European Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus 1          
 ✓  

2 American Beaver  Castor canadensis       3       
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  I = introduced species September 

  Common name Scientific name 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 

3 Eastern Gray Squirrel  Sciurus carolinensis            5  ✓ 

4               

5 American Black Bear  Ursus americanus   2  1 4 6     1  

6 Brown Bear (Grizzly) Ursus arctos horribilis       8 12+ 13 15   

7 Sea Otter  Enhydra lutris    20  1 50       

8 North American Otter  Lontra canadensis         1 4    

9 American Mink  Neovison vison      1        

10 Steller Sea Lion  Eumetopias jubatus     
 ✓  ✓       

11 Californian Sea Lion  Zalophus californianus  
 ✓  ✓          

12 Harbour Seal  Phoca vitulina  ✓  ✓  ✓ 2  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓ 1 

13 Dall's Porpoise  Phocoenoides dalli      12        

14 Humpback Whale  Megaptera novaeangliae      11 2 2      

15 Gray Whale  Eschrichtius robustus    2          

16 Mule Deer  Odocoileus hemionus 3 8  2         

17 Little Brown Bat  Myotis lucifugus       
 ✓       

18 Yuma Myotis Myotis yumanensis     
 ✓        

Other species recorded 

Garter Snake sp.  Thamnophis sp. 
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