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Tour Leader:   Lee Morgan   Naturetrek Naturalist 

Crew:    Zander Oldacker Captain 

    Cole MaCara  1st Mate 

    Sherry Kirkvold  Naturalist 

    Annie Strucel  Chef 

 

Participants:   Penny Saunders 

Graham Saunders 

    Gareth Evans 

Carolyn Evans 

    Elaine Kennedy 

David Kennedy  

    Karen Bolton 

    Sheila Cocking 

    Susie Duffell 

    Patricia Baker 

    Gill Murphy 

    Jackie Lover 

    Carole Pugh 

Day 1 Sunday 22nd September 

After an uneventful flight from Heathrow the group arrived in Vancouver and made their way to the airport 

hotel where everyone took a little time to relax and explore the local area, watching the Great Blue Herons and 

Glaucous-winged Gulls feeding around the log-sorts and jetties and scanning the shorelines for Dunlin and 

Western Sandpipers.  

 

The whole group met with Lee shortly before dinner and, after some introductions and a quick briefing of the 

following days activities most people, tired from their long day of travel, and opted for an early night. A few 

however, went for a short walk to look for Beavers that had reportedly been active in the river, close to the hotel. 

But a cold, wet night wasn’t entirely conducive to any prolonged watching and after a short period with no 

Beavers spotted, we called it a day and made our way back to the hotel.  

Day 2 Monday 23rd September 

The group started the day with an early breakfast before we gathered up our things, checked out of our rooms 

and caught our shuttle to Vancouver’s tiny South Terminal. After a fuss-free check-in (oh how I love these tiny 

airports) and a short wait we were boarding our flight. After an uneventful flight we touched down in the tiny 

remote town of Bella Bella where we were shuttled to the nearby municipal dock and were met with a cheery 

welcome from our crew. We were then ushered aboard the beautiful Island Roamer; the boat that would be our 

home for the next 8 days. After some introductions to the boat and our crew everyone settled themselves into 
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their cosy new quarters before making their way out on deck to watch the Ravens, Black Turnstones and Black 

Oystercatchers pecking along the shoreline. 

 

 Before we had even left the dock we had several large skeins of Sandhill Cranes and Greater White-fronted 

Geese fly directly over us. The autumn weather was certainly upon us, the migration was well underway…. 

everything was shaping up to be a very exciting voyage. We motored slowly away from Bella Bella and headed 

out around Dryad Point and it wasn’t long before we encountered our first group of feeding Humpback Whales 

and watched them diving and fluking for a while before we headed on. The wind was picking up a little and as 

we entered the more exposed waters of the Seaforth Channel we opted to set the sails. Not only was it a great 

experience to travel under full sail in some proper weather (which managed to take the boat up to about 9 knots) 

but it also did a very good job of stabilizing the boat in the heavy swells that we encountered as we passed Ivory 

Island. The watching conditions remained tough though with high winds and flurries of fine rain but we 

managed to spot a few Fork-tailed Storm Petrels as they fluttered by the boat. 

 

Our exhilarating ordeal on the high seas was short-lived and as we entered the sheltered waters of the Mathieson 

the sea flattened off and the colour returned to a few people’s cheeks and the watching conditions improved a 

little we managed to spot a few more seabirds with plenty of Rhinoceros Auklets, Marbled Murrelets, Great 

Northern Divers (Common Loons) and both Brandts and Pelagic Cormorants fishing near the entrance to the 

channel, and plenty of Harlequin Ducks and Surf Scoter around too. We also passed close by a large Bull 

Elephant Seal that surfaced from a deep dive just ahead of the boat, and seemed very reluctant to move as we 

cruised slowly past, providing everyone with some great photo opportunities.  

  

In the mid-afternoon we pulled into Salmon Bay where a brief excursion ashore provided us with our first steps 

into the Great Bear Rainforest and the chance to experience the sights (and smells) of the great salmon run. 

Masses of Pink Salmon Spawning in the rivers and the piles of dead and spawned out Chum Salmon that clogged 

the entrance to the rivers were providing a feast for the hundreds of Bonapartes, Mew and Glaucous-Winged  

Gulls, Bald Eagles and Ravens that sat around on the beaches squabbling over the tastiest bits. It had been an 

amazingly busy day and as darkness fell we anchored up in Rescue Bay and relaxed into our first great evening 

aboard the Island Roamer.   

Day 3 Tuesday 24th September 

It was an early start to the day as people settled into their new routine onboard the boat, but an early start and 

the chance to explore flat calm waters and rocky shoreline of Rescue Bay by kayak, or by zodiac, got the damp 

morning off to a great start. The crystal clear waters harboured plenty of colourful Seastars, Hooded 

Nudibranchs and Comb Jellies while some nice views of Hooded and Common Mergansers (Goosander), 

Northern Shoveler, Green-winged Teal, Belted Kingfishers, Bald Eagles and more skeins of Cranes and Geese 

flying over got the mornings birding off to a good start.  

 

Once back onboard, we raised anchor and set off again, heading northwards along the Mathieson Channel, 

where an ‘up close’ encounter with a beautiful waterfall and a brief stop to look at some ancient Pictographs 

provided some exciting breaks in the mornings peaceful travel and wildlife watching itinerary. A late morning 

stop ashore in James Bay provided us all with a welcomed opportunity to stretch our legs and see some ancient, 

First Nation fish traps and clam gardens laid out in stone at the head of the bay. A walk along the creek also 
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provided us with our first chance to see some nice field signs of both bears and wolves and American Dippers 

dipping salmon eggs in the clear water.   

 

As we continued our journey we slowed at the narrows at the head of the Mathieson channel for a brief spot of 

fishing. A few nice Quill-backed Rockfish were briefly brought aboard (before being released unharmed) and this 

provided everyone with a chance to see more of the extraordinary wealth of wildlife that lives in the deep, rich 

waters of the Great Bear Rainforest.  

 

As we entered Mussel Inlet we spotted a few Humpbacks diving close to the entrance of the inlet and we 

watched them for a while before heading on to our anchorage just off Mussel Bay. With plenty of daylight left in 

the day we opted to take a quick trip ashore where, after a short wait, we were treated to a wonderful close 

encounter with a Grizzly Bear that nonchalantly wandered past the group as it made its way up the river to it’s 

favoured fishing spot. Fantastic! We wound our day down with a fabulous meal back onboard the Roamer and a 

quick game of Sherry’s ‘Salmon Lottery’ before all making our way wearily to bed.  

Day 4 Wednesday 25th September 

After a great night’s sleep, disturbed only by the haunting sound of a Wolf pack howling from Mussel Bay, we 

woke early and, with the sound of Wolf howls still resonating through the bay, we excitedly boarded the zodiacs 

for a trip ashore. Within minutes of leaving the roamer Captain Zanders sharp eyes had picked out the shape of a 

solitary Wolf on the shoreline at the entrance to the bay and we slowly made our way through the gloomy 

morning light and drizzle to take a closer look. As we approached, we noticed that the Wolf was not alone on the 

beach as a large Grizzly Bear swaggered towards it. The young Wolf looked surprisingly confident with the 

potential confrontation and it soon became clear why when a chorus of howling from the nearby tree cover 

highlighted the presence of the Wolf pack (6 animals in total) close by. For what seemed like an eternity we all 

watched in amazement as the Wolves congregated on a rocky slope above the beach and began to howl together 

and a silent ‘Mexican stand-off’ ensued between the large Grizzly and the Wolves. It was absolutely amazing! A 

rarely seen glimpse into the tensions that exist between these magnificent icons of these coastal forests! We were 

left in no doubt that Wolves are certainly dominant to Bears (even big Grizzlies) when the huge Bear eventually 

backed down and wandered off into the forest, leaving the Wolves in their chosen spot on the edge of the river. 

Truly an awesome, never to be repeated wildlife encounter! 

 

After all the excitement of the morning we still had plenty of wildlife watching to enjoy with more Grizzlies 

fishing in the river and even another sighting of the Wolves as they moved off along the river. It was certainly an 

amazing mornings wildlife watching and once again Mussel Inlet certainly delivered the goods. By late morning 

we said our fond farewells to Mussel as we raised anchor and set off, heading westwards along the inlet. The sun 

even graced us with its presence for a while and as we travelled, another much closer encounter with the 

thundering Lizette Falls allowed us all to sample the clean fresh mountain water (and allowed Lee to test the 

limits of his foul weather clothing!).  

 

As we ventured on we spotted more Humpbacks and as we paused over a shallow channel to watch what they 

were doing, a few people tried their luck at a bit more fishing (Well it was one of Captain Zanders favoured 

fishing spots after all). We promptly landed two sizable Ling Cod (a highly prized eating fish) for the table as well 

as several more Rockfish and nice Great Sculpin, and got some lovely views of the Humpbacks fluking too.    
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The remainder of the afternoon’s travels brought us some lovely views of a nice group of Steller’s Sea lions and 

Humpbacks feeding close in to the shore, a closer look and discussion of the fish farms that are proliferating in 

these highly fragile waters, great views of a family of River Otters as they scampered along the shoreline, our first 

look at Dall’s Porposies as they briefly rode the bow, and some amazing views of bubble-netting. It was certainly 

a day for the ‘charismatic mega-fauna’ to put on a display! Our busy day of wildlife watching had delayed us 

slightly and rather than continue travelling into the darkness we anchored up in the dubiously sounding Horsefly 

Cove for the evening and enjoyed a good meal of fresh Ling Cod before calling it a night.  

Day 5 Thursday 26th September 

We raised the anchor early and continud our journey up into Khutze Inlet. The conditions were overcast and wet 

and it seemed we travelled through squally showers for most of the morning. At the entrance to Khutze Inlet we 

were waylaid somewhat by another group of bubble-netting Humpbacks. However the blustery conditions 

disturbing the water made it a little difficult to spot the bubbles breaking the surface (making it increasingly 

difficult to predict where the whales would surface next) so after watching them for a while we continued on into 

Khutze Inlet and anchored up for a trip ashore to explore the estuary in search of bears.  

 

Despite spotting a distant Grizzly heading up river as we set anchor, a poor tide and fast running river hampered 

our watching efforts a little, and we set ashore in the estuary to watch patiently for a while in hope that bears 

might make their way downstream. Unfortunately it wasn’t to be but the time ashore gave us plenty of time to 

practice our Gull identification (with Thayers, Ring-billed, American Herring and even a distant Sabine’s spotted 

amidst the clamour of Bonaparte’s, Glaucous-winged, Mew and California Gulls) and watch the Harbour Seals 

follow the Starry Flounders, Barrows Golden-eye and Common Merganser heading up the river on the rising 

tide. We left the beautiful Khutze Bay a little disappointed with our bear watching failure but still excited about 

our onward journey. Zander’s suggestion that we scan the hillside for Mountain Goats as we travelled through 

‘Goat Pass’ was promptly met with a single Goat being spotted high up on the nearest mountain and we paused 

a while to ensure everyone could see it.  

 

Continuing our afternoons travel had constant distractions; a Black Bear moving along the shoreline, spectacular 

waterfalls, an amazing aerial display of breaching and pec-slapping by a Humpback cow and calf, plenty of birds 

on the water including Surf Scoters, Marbled Murrelets and both Red-necked and Grey Phalaropes, we even had 

another brief attempt at catching some fish (which this time proved unsuccessful).  What a way to be delayed! 

With all the wonderful sightings of the afternoon, it was getting dark when we eventually tied off to a mooring in 

Bishop Bay and it was great to pop ashore and end the day with a long soak in the hot springs.  

Day 6 Friday 27th September 

After a full night of seemingly endless torrential rain we woke to a morning of much the same. We left our 

mooring early and had breakfast as we headed out of the bay to Gribbell Island. We set ashore in the zodiacs and 

made our way along the logging track for a full day in the bear watching stands. It was clear that the day 

represented our best chance of the trip of seeing a Spirit Bear, so we equipped ourselves for the conditions and 

went prepared to give it our best shot.  The rain was relentless so a day under the comparative cover of the 
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stands was welcomed and armed with cameras at the ready, plenty of layers of clothing and ample supplies of 

warm drinks and snacks we settled ourselves in for a wait...we did not have to wait very long!  

 

A plump female Black Bear put in an early appearance, sniffing over the salmon carcasses along the river right in 

front of the stands. An amazing day of bear watching then ensued with near constant Black Bear activity (3 

different individuals) in front of the stands. Black Bears chasing salmon in the river, 2 Black Bears interacting, 

Black Bears carrying salmon off into the bushes…we saw just about everything a Black Bear can do at this time 

of year, and all at extremely close range! Unfortunately though the Spirit Bears eluded us and it was with some 

disappointment to us all that with rapidly fading light we eventually left the stands (after an epic 9 hours of 

watching and with Black Bears still catching salmon in front of us) and made our way back to the Roamer. With 

both our clothing and spirits dampened and some stormy conditions upon us it seemed only fit that we made 

our way back to the shelter of Bishop Bay for the evening where another evening soak in the hot springs raised 

everyone’s spirits before it was eventually time for bed.  

Day 7 Saturday 28th September 

After a relaxed start to the day and a leisurely breakfast we departed Bishop Bay to begin our journey 

southwards. The arrival of looming low pressures that were pounding the west coast scuppered our plans to 

circumnavigate Gribbell and Princess Royal Island so we opted to retrace our steps back down the sheltered 

waters of the Princess Royal Channel. As we reached the entrance to Bishop Bay we were treated to yet another 

amazing display of several Humpbacks pec-slapping, breaching, and we even get to drop a hydrophone in the 

water and listen to some of the amazing sounds of the whales’s trumpeting exhales underwater.   

 

As we headed south along the channel we took the opportunity to stop for a short hike along a beautiful forest 

trail dripping with mosses and lichens (and some lovely old growth Cedars too) at Angler’s Cove where the 

ample supplies of fresh cold rain had started to bring on the first of the season’s fungi. As we left the cove we 

had a quick pause to try a bit of fishing again and successfully landed a few small rockfish that were quickly 

released.  

 

A trip ashore in the rain at the abandoned Butedale Cannery (while we tried to replenish the boats freshwater 

supplies) proved interesting. We explored the sites derelict cannery buildings and took a closer look at the 

amazing 100 year old hydro-generators that still provide power for Lou (the only remaining resident of this 

somewhat remote site). 

 

The afternoon’s travels brought with them many more encounters with Humpback Whales, few of which 

matched the wonderful activity that we had already witnessed that morning (you always know you have seen 

some great wildlife when everyone gets rather blasé about seeing Humpbacks!) and we continued south before 

setting ashore to have another go at finding a Spirit Bear along the Canoona River.  Once again, despite a valiant 

attempt, we failed to find one and we consoled ourselves with the idea that we had used up all our wildlife luck 

with our wonderful Wolf sighting earlier in the week… We spent the remainder of the day with another go at 

exploring the Khutze Inlet and a favourable high tide allowed us to venture much further up stream and explore 

some more of the forest. We ended the day at anchor in Khutze with another fabulous meal prepared by Annie 

and enjoying Sherry’s fun practical demonstration of how whales hear underwater (involving oven racks and 

string). Wonderful! 
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Day 8 Sunday 29th September 

The day started wet and, with a fresh dump of snow on the tops of the mountains creating an icy blast down 

through the inlet, it felt decidedly colder too. So much so that only a few hardy individuals were keen enough to 

venture out for an early morning paddle around the estuary. For everyone else, the opportunity for a leisurely 

breakfast a zodiac cruise up into the river proved a little more favourable. It was successful too and having 

watched a female Grizzly with 3 cubs and a large male Grizzly fishing for salmon in the river and lounging 

around on the river bank, we all returned to the boat in high spirits. 

 

At an afternoon stop in Klemtu, we walked up to the salmon hatchery to have a look at the fresh run of Chum 

Salmon that had surged into the river, and we spent some time out of the rain admiring the communities 

traditional Big house and totems and were also treated to some traditional songs and drumming from our First 

Nation guide George. The poor weather conditions eventually broke when we anchored up near Jackson 

Narrows and we didn’t miss an opportunity for an evening paddle or zodiac cruise (in the dry) to watch the 

Mergansers and Red-necked Grebes fishing in the sheltered water, and enjoy the sun setting over the forest.  

Day 9 Monday 1st October 

We had a leisurely start to the morning and with only a relatively short trip back to Bella Bella we spent the 

morning exploring with kayaking and zodiac cruising around the bays near Jackson Narrows. We got to see some 

amazing Hooded Nudibranch gardens amidst the bull kelp, lots of colourful Seastars and spotted flocks of 

Golden-crowned Kinglets and Red Crossbills flitting between the branches of the trees. We even had the 

opportunity to kayak alongside the Roamer as it passed through Jackon Narrows before we eventually had to 

climb back aboard and continue our journey down Mathieson Channel. As we entered the exposed waters of 

Milbanke Sound (once again kicked up by stormy conditions out in the Pacific) we were able to spot Fork-tailed 

Petrels as they fluttered alongside the boat, Harlequin Ducks, Brandt’s and Pelagic and Double Crested 

Cormorants, Great Northern and Pacific Divers and Numerous Skeins of Geese (including Snow Geese) and 

Ducks flying overhead. As we continued to scan we finally managed to spot a small group of 4 Sea Otters too as 

they lurked in the bull kelp, and despite conditions being a little difficult, Zander managed to expertly manoeuvre 

the boat into a position where we could all get a reasonable view.  

 

We arrived back to a windy Bella Bella just before midday. After saying our farewells to the Roamer and her 

wonderful crew one last time, we disembarked. Our later flight meant there was a little time to have a look 

around the sleepy little settlement of Bella Bella, althought we did have time to watch the Black Turnstones on 

the beach and buy a few souvenirs from the shop before we were shuttled back to the airport for our flight back 

to Vancouver.  

 

An overnight stop in the Airport Delta Hotel gave us some time to recover from a travels before what should 

have been a relaxing day visiting the sights in downtown Vancouver before catching our evening flight back to 

the UK. A last minute flight cancellation resulted in another night in a hotel before we could eventually catch the 

next flight home. Oh well, all exciting stuff I suppose and it certainly didn’t mar the end of what had been a very 

fine wildlife holiday! 
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Species List 

Mammals ( = recorded but not counted; h = heard only) 

      September 

  Common name Scientific name 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 1 

1 Black Bear Ursus americanus         1 3         

2 Grizzly Bear Ursus horribilis     1 6     4       

3 Sea Otter Enhydea lutris                 4   

4 River Otter Lutra canadensis       5             

5 Grey Wolf Canis lupus       6             

6 Steller's Sea Lion Eumetopias jubatus          1      

7 Harbour Seal Phoca vitulina             

8 Dall’s Porpoise Phocoenoides dalli                    

9 Humpback Whale Megaptera novaeangliae             

10 Mountain goat                      

Birds                       

1 Pacific Loon Gavia pacifica                   

2 Common Loon (G N Diver) Gavia immer                

3 Red-necked Grebe Podiceps grisegena                 

4 Eared (Black-necked) Grebe Podiceps nigricollis                    

5 Western Grebe Aechmophorus occidentalis                    

6 Fork-tailed Storm-Petrel Oceanodroma furcata                  

7 Double-crested Cormorant Phalacrocorax auritus                   

8 Brandt's Cormorant Phalacrocorax penicillatus                  

9 Pelagic Cormorant Phalacrocorax pelagicus                 

10 Great Blue Heron Ardea herodias              

11 Canada Goose Branta canadensis                 

12 Greater White-fronted Goose Anser albifrons                  
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      September 

  Common name Scientific name 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 1 

13 Snow Goose  Chen caerulescens                    

14 Trumpeter Swan Cygnus buccinator                    

15 American Wigeon Anas americana                  

16 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos                  

17 Northern Shoveler Anas clypeata                   

18 Blue-winged Teal  Anas discors                    

19 Green-winged Teal Anas crecca                 

20 Harlequin Duck Histrionicus histrionicus                   

21 Surf Scoter Melanitta perspicillata              

22 White-winged Scoter Melanitta fusca                    

23 Barrow's Goldeneye Bucephala islandica                   

24 Hooded Merganser Lophodytes cucullatus                    

25 Common Merganser (Goosander) Mergus merganser              

26 Sandhill Crane Grus canadensis                   

27 Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus             

28 Sharp-shinned Hawk Accipiter striatus                   

29 Cooper's Hawk Accipiter cooperii                  

30 Red-tailed Hawk Buteo jamaicensis                    

31 Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus                    

32 Spotted Sandpiper Actitis macularia                    

33 Black Turnstone Arenaria melanocephala                   

34 Western Sandpiper Calidris mauri                    

35 Pectoral Sandpiper Calidris melanotos                   

36 Red-necked Phalarope Phalaropus lobatus                   

37 Red (Grey) Phalarope Phalaropus fulicaria               

38 Bonaparte's Gull Larus philadelphia             

39 Sabines Gull Xema sabini                    



Spirit Bears, Grizzlies & Humpbacks - Cruising the Great Bear Forest Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek     February 14 3 
 

      September 

  Common name Scientific name 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 1 

40 Mew (Common) Gull Larus canus              

41 Ring-billed Gull Larus delawarensis                    

42 California Gull Larus californicus              

43 Thayer's Gull Larus thayeri                    

44 American Herring Gull Larus smithsonianus               

45 Glaucous-winged Gull Larus glaucescens             

46 Common Murre (Guillemot) Uria aalge                   

47 Pigeon Guillemot Cepphus columba                   

48 Marbled Murrelet Brachyramphus marmoratus                

49 Rhinoceros Auklet Cerorhinca monocerata                   

50 Feral Pigeon Columba livia                   

51 Eurasian Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto                    

52 Belted Kingfisher Ceryle alcyon              

53 Hairy Woodpecker Picoides villosus         h           

54 Northern Flicker Colaptes auratus                   

55 Steller's Jay Cyanocitta stelleri                

56 Northwestern Crow Corvus caurinus           

57 Common Raven Corvus corax            

58 Pacific Wren Troglodytes pacificus                   

59 American Dipper Cinclus mexicanus                  

60 Golden-crowned Kinglet Regulus satrapa                 

61 American Robin Turdus migratorius                   

62 European Starling Sturnus vulgaris                    

63 American Pipit Anthus rubescens                    

64 Cedar Waxwing Bombycilla cedrorum                    

65 Orange-crowned Warbler Vermivora celata                   

66 Yellow-rumped Warbler Dendroica coronata                   
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      September 

  Common name Scientific name 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 1 

67 Savannah Sparrow Passerculus sandwichensis                    

68 Fox Sparrow Passerella iliaca                   

69 Song Sparrow Melospiza melodia                    

70 White-crowned Sparrow Zonotrichia leucophrys                    

71 Brewer's Blackbird Euphagus cyanocephalus                    

72 House Finch Carpodacus mexicanus                    

73 Red Crossbill Loxia curvirostra                 

74 House Sparrow Passer domesticus                   

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

