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Tour Leader:   Nick Acheson  Naturetrek Naturalist 

 

Crew:    Steve Roberts 

Janelle Langford 

Carla Crossman 

Mat Janeway 

 

Participants:    Alan Ure 

    Karami Ure 

    Venetia Caine 

    Robin Arbenz 

    Vivien Arbenz 

    David Thompson 

    Hilary Thompson 

    Martin Timms 

    Margaret Timms 

    Barry Thompson 

    Chris Thompson 

    Gabrielle Sutcliffe 

    Helen Clucas 

Day 1 Sunday 14 September 

A few of us today took a flight from the UK to Vancouver, where most of the group were already to be found. 

Our arrival didn’t rank among the world’s greatest festivals of birding, though we did manage the odd 

Northwestern Crow on the drive from the airport, and a few Glaucous-winged Gulls, Double-crested 

Cormorants and Mallard along the riverside by the hotel. 

Day 2 Monday 15 September 

After a later than expected flight to Port Hardy, we met the last two people to join our group, who had been off 

adventuring with Orcas around Port Hardy. Our second flight, to Bella Bella, took us over extensive conifer 

forests with clear-fell patches, testament to the continued logging pressure throughout British Columbia. 

 

Our late arrival had little effect on our plans and, having been greeted and settled in by our ever-friendly and 

accommodating crew, we sailed from Bella Bella. We travelled first through the Seaforth Channel, almost 

immediately seeing two Humpback Whales in the distance. This mother and well-grown youngster delighted us 

by logging at the surface and fluking, with the mother occasionally showing the jet black underside of her tail. As 

we watched, our boat naturalist Carla, who is a cetacean biologist, explained the whales’ behaviour and many 

other facts of their biology.  

 

As we sailed, we passed many Guillemots (Common Murres to the locals) and Rhinoceros Auklets plus a 

sprinkling of pretty, winter-plumaged Marbled Murrelets (and two Ancient Murrelets). Also here, especially 

around rocky outcrops, were very large numbers of gulls, principally Glaucous-winged, but also American 
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Herring, Mew and Bonaparte’s. A distant Northern Elephant Seal bobbed in the channel, reminding us how 

recently this magnificent species was hanging on the very verge of extinction. We then sailed through the 

dramatic Reid Passage and were delighted to see a Sea Otter, and both Common and Pacific Loons still in 

splendid breeding plumage. 

 

In the evening we reached Salmon Bay, which was decked with Bald Eagles and loud with the splashes of 

jumping salmon. A large flight of Northwestern Crows went by in the dusk and the whole landscape rang with 

the caws and cronks of crows and Ravens.  

 

Two female Steller Sea Lions and a Harbour Seal played around the boat, waxing fat on the bountiful salmon in 

the river mouth. 

 

Janelle’s delicious dinner this evening was the start of a great culinary adventure to rival the wild adventure going 

on outdoors. Any thoughts of losing weight on board the Island Roamer were quickly put to one side in the face 

of such wonderful food. 

Day 3 Tuesday 16 September 

This morning we made a wet landing in Salmon Bay, and began to understand the crucial importance of the 

salmon to the marine, freshwater and dry-land ecology of the whole region. Hundreds and hundreds of Pink 

Salmon (two years of age) and smaller numbers of Chum Salmon (up to four years) were making their way up 

Salmon Creek to spawn, and many lay dead and dying in the shallows, exhausted by the physical and 

physiological challenges they faced. All around us, as if celebrating the salmon carnage, Ravens called.  

 

Carla explained to us many aspects of the salmon’s biology and their role in the nutrient cycle of the surrounding 

landscape, as well as extolling to us the virtues of the humble Banana Slug.  

 

Later, we continued our journey through Mathieson Channel, seeing a single Humpback Whale, learning to 

identify both Lion’s Mane and Moon Jellyfish, and stopping to admire First Nations pictographs of unknown 

age, provenance and meaning, on exposed cliffs along the channel. Our sterling attempts to find Mountain Goats 

here were thwarted by cruel fate, but we identified many candidates (also known as white rocks) on the far 

distant mountainsides. Just before reaching Mussel Inlet we stopped to admire Lizette Falls, much depleted after 

many days of blazing sunshine in the rainforest. 

 

As we approached Mussel Inlet, we saw first two Humpbacks in the distance and then one very close which was 

bubble-netting, a feeding technique which until recently was known only further north along the coast of Alaska. 

A very distant Black Bear swam across a creek and, in the evening, we went by zodiac into Mussel Inlet to see 

whether we could find it and its Grizzly cousins. 

 

There were numberless hundreds of Bonaparte’s, Glaucous-winged, American Herring and California Gulls here, 

plus Hooded Mergansers, Common Mergansers and Harlequin Ducks, all feasting on salmon and salmon eggs. 

Leaving the zodiacs and walking to the only permitted observation point, we briefly saw a mother Grizzly and 

her two cubs. Our Black Bear also put in a very short appearance, quickly spotting the Grizzlies and retreating to 

cover. Then, in the distance, a male Grizzly appeared but soon disappeared again. Then he re-emerged and 
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walked towards us. And walked towards us some more. Then he rounded the bend in the river, and was 

suddenly within twenty metres of us, rubbing himself against a log on which we had been sitting moments 

before, as if to tell us that we were emphatically the guests in his landscape. Steve gently talked to the bear, letting 

him know we were calm, so he too stayed calm and soon padded off into nearby scrub, effectively cutting us off 

from our zodiacs. A Steller’s Jay was always with him, letting us know his whereabouts, and we were relieved 

when, after a few minutes, he took to the river to catch some salmon. Utterly elated, we returned to the zodiacs 

and the Island Roamer. In Janelle’s words, our eyes were as wide as the plates on which she served her dinner. 

 

It was delicious; it goes without saying.  

 

In the night Wolves howled from nearby Poison Cove and our spines tingled with the vast, majestic wildness of 

the Great Bear Rainforest. 

Day 4 Wednesday 17 September 

This morning we were supposed to go back to Mussel Inlet to watch bears. We didn’t. Wolves howled again this 

morning from Poison Cove, and were answered by the resident pack in Mussel Inlet. As we boarded the zodiacs 

in the coming light, Mat spotted a pale Wolf along the shore of Poison, and all thoughts of Grizzlies fell away. At 

first many of us struggled to see the grey shape, slipping in and out of sight along the shore but as we drew closer 

the views got better and better, and we saw that our pale Wolf was accompanied by a second, black animal. For 

half an hour we followed these exquisite creatures, as they came and went from the forest edge. Most thrillingly 

of all, at one point they slipped a short distance into the woods and wailed, the sound echoing across the narrow 

cove, and through our bodies and minds. As the Wolves eventually slipped away from sight, Steve spotted a 

Grizzly sitting in the water in the mouth of the creek. We gradually approached and watched, as suddenly the 

bear froze on seeing the Wolves appear on the edge of his creek. First the pale female Wolf and then the black 

male appeared on the edge of the creek, but the Grizzly sensed his advantage, rose from the creek and drove the 

Wolves into the woods. We watched entranced, and returned to the Island Roamer perhaps even more excited 

than we had been the previous evening. 

 

A Humpback was sleeping further along Mussel Inlet, but woke as we approached and dived revealing a pure 

white underside to its tail. Further on we passed a Kitasoo First Nation fish farm, and here Carla and Mat 

explained the complex social and environmental pros and cons of fish-farming in this region, and elsewhere in 

Canada. 

 

In the afternoon we moored in Carter Bay (where the eponymous sailor, poisoned in Poison Cove by mussels 

from Mussel Inlet, lies buried) and went for a walk up a bear stomp by the river. There were no bears here today, 

but Mat brought a dead male salmon from the river and showed us its milt. Milted it, one might say. A Sharp-

shinned Hawk circled overhead, chasing Northwestern Crows. Bunchberry and bear droppings lined our path 

back to the Zodiacs and, as we sailed out of the bay, a Savannah Sparrow circled the boat twice. Perhaps it was a 

good omen for things to come. 

 

Sailing through Hiekish Narrows we saw two diving Humpbacks. Then, for a long time, we sailed alongside 

Princess Royal Island and searched very hard for Spirit Bears (this being the heartland of their distribution) but 

saw none. In the evening we reached Khutze Inlet and moored here beside a beautiful waterfall. 
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Day 5 Thursday 18 September 

First thing this morning, we travelled by zodiac up the eerily lovely the Khutze Inlet. Mist hung low over the 

river and a Harlequin Duck swam with a Hooded Merganser ahead of us up the river. There seemed to be Bald 

Eagles in all the trees, including two adults cheek by jowl (do eagles have jowls?), there were noisy Belted 

Kingfishers overhead, and there were Canada Geese in the marsh. The river was too misty for us to see or travel 

far, and no bears came to the rapids during our brief wait, so we went for a walk through a beautiful marsh of 

Michaelmas Daisies, angelica, docks stained red by autumn, Silverweed and plantains. At the river bank a Sharp-

shinned Hawk chased a noisy Steller’s Jay and, in the marsh, we disturbed a mother Grizzly and a well-grown 

cub, the mother standing on her hind legs to peer haughtily at us down her tremendous (and tremendously 

powerful) nose.  

 

As we sailed out of Khutze, we spotted two more handsome, charismatic mammals: two Labrador Retrievers, 

one black, one chocolate, heading in to the river on a fish-research vessel.  

 

Next we passed the Canoona Falls on Princess Royal Island, stopping in the hope of seeing a Spirit Bear, but no 

bears appeared. Through the rain and mist we sailed past Butedale, an eerie abandoned canning factory inhabited 

now by one man and his dog (in fact one quarter Wolf). We then sailed along Fraser Reach, where Steve and I 

saw a Humpback and were widely mocked by everyone else (it’s not our fault you failed to see it, is it now?). In 

the evening we came to Bishop Bay, where we visited delicious hot springs and had an even more delicious 

supper prepared by Janelle. 

 

Bishop Bay lies on the edge on the mainland, but very close by is Gribbell Island where tomorrow we would be 

visiting the bear stands, in the hope of an audience with the Spirit Bear. 

Day 6 Friday 19 September 

After our night in Bishop Bay we sailed to our mooring off Riordan Creek on Gribbell Island. Here we met our 

local First Nation guide Joelene. First though, we watched a family of nine River Otters working along the shore, 

and frequently emerging from the water, giving us excellent views. 

 

We walked to the stands through a beautiful forest of Red Alder, and very soon afterwards our first Black Bear 

appeared. It walked right by us and went downstream past our stand. A smaller bear appeared shortly afterwards 

from a stream on the right side of the river (just up from us). This was the first of three appearances by this bear, 

who fed on both dead and freshly-caught salmon in front of us, and did an interesting pas de deux with a Great 

Blue Heron. In total, there were at least four Black Bears, and the whole of the afternoon we were watching at 

least one and usually two.  

 

Would we see a Spirit Bear though? Certainly a few nails were chewed as we waited. Eventually we were 

rewarded for our patience by the appearance upriver of one of these rare, beautiful animals, which paced a short 

distance along the shore, clambered over a log and was lost in dense streamside vegetation. All day, as we waited, 

Ravens flew over calling, Pacific Wrens whirred in the brush and Pink Salmon mated in the shallows (which were 

very much shallower by the end of the day). 
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In the evening we sailed through Verney Passage where we were delighted by the blowing, diving and breaching 

of several Humpback Whales. As dusk fell, we sailed past the Gitgat community of Hartley Bay, and anchored in 

Stewart Narrows.  

Day 7 Saturday 20 September 

Today was Designated Whale Day, devoted to all things cetacean and to the enthusiasm of our wonderful 

naturalist, Carla. Happily, the weather was good enough for us to sail through Whale Channel, and through 

outside waters. There were several Humpbacks here but nothing to knock our socks off (somewhat grimy socks 

by this stage). Here we saw our first Cassin’s Auklets, several elegant Fork-tailed Storm-petrels and plenty of 

Common Guillemots (Murres). Then, after lunch, we saw the Humpbacks to end all Humpbacks – surface 

lunge-feeding, tail-flicking and disporting themselves around the boat for the best part of an hour, accompanied 

by krill in the water, a great ball of gulls, including several Black-legged Kittiwakes, and small posses of delicate 

Red-necked Phalaropes. Simply amazing, and wholly sock-knocking. 

 

Four tiny islands off Ashdown Island were covered in Steller Sea Lions and, as we watched and listened to them, 

Carla explained their biology and fascinating social structure. Staying with marine mammals, in Campania Sound 

we watched, for some time, our only Fin Whale of the tour: graceful and serene in the manner of its species, and 

offering us a very welcome opportunity to compare its shape and behaviour with the Humpbacks we had so 

spectacularly seen in the morning.  

 

We then passed two pairs of Dall’s Porpoises, but they chose not to come and play; the third pair, however, did 

come and play and enchanted us by bow-riding in perfectly clear seas and beautiful evening light for an hour as 

we sailed along Laredo Channel and drew to our anchorage in Quigley Bay. Yet another extraordinary highlight 

on a fabulous tour. 

 

In the night we were equally delighted by the starscape above us, and by Mat’s bioluminescent breast-stroke 

though the dinoflagellates in the cold water of the bay. 

Day 8 Sunday 21 September 

In the bright light of early morning, most of the group explored Quigley Bay by kayak, enjoying a personal, 

private experience with this great wilderness, after so many shared experiences. Belted Kingfishers and Sandhill 

Cranes chattered and bugled overhead as we went. On our return, three of the group even followed Mat’s 

example and dared swim in the cold, cold water. 

 

We then sailed through Meyer’s Passage, and made a visit to the First Nations community of Klemtu on Spindle 

Island. There were Humpbacks in the approach channel and, once ashore, we were guided around the beautiful 

cedar Big House by Shane (plus a selection of big friendly dogs). In the bay, an amazing army of Chum Salmon 

was gathered, ahead of its migration upstream, and in the bushes (Huckleberry, Salal and young trees of Red 

Cedar, Sitka Spruce and Western Hemlock) were Song and Savannah Sparrows. 

 

Ten Sandhill Cranes flew over as we reached the mouth of Oscar Passage, leaving Finlayson Channel. In the 

evening we met our sister boat, the Island Odyssey, and watched lunge-feeding Humpbacks with them, as Mat 
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took a zodiac excursion to exchange a pair of chest waders for a pair of shorts and a pair of trousers he needed 

for the following week. We anchored this evening at Port Blackney, off Reid Passage, our last mooring on board 

the Island Roamer. How quickly a boat had become a home. 

Day 9 Monday 22 September 

All through the Seaforth Channel we searched for Sea Otters this morning. There were plenty of Guillemots 

here, plus Rhinoceros Auklets, Common and Pacific Loons, Western and Red-necked Grebes. We saw only one 

distant and brief Sea Otter but later, as we made our approach to Bella Bella, we met a fabulous Otter bobbing 

nonchalantly in the middle of the channel. Mission accomplished, as every mission on this amazing tour had 

been in its turn! 

 

We had a moment to explore Bella Bella, before bidding a sad farewell to the crew of the Island Roamer and 

taking our shuttle to the town’s tiny airport (flocks of Sandhill Cranes overhead). In the evening, reaching 

Vancouver, more farewells were said as some of the group travelled in to town for further adventures and some 

went to the International Terminal for the flight home. 

 

How to begin summing up such a tour? Ours was a phenomenal adventure by any standards. The wildlife threw 

itself at us wherever we looked: Grizzlies, Humpbacks, Bald Eagles, Wolves, Dall’s Porpoises, gulls by the 

thousand, geese and ducks, Black Bears and one beautiful Spirit Bear, all competing for our attention. The food 

was sensational too, thanks to Janelle’s talent and kindness. Logistics, our itinerary and our safety were handled 

with the utmost care, skill and good humour by Steve and Mat. And Carla was a very knowledgeable, effusive 

and charming guide to all things natural in the Great Bear Rainforest. Without them our tour would have been 

half the experience it was and we thank them most sincerely. Thanks to you all too, for, in the words of the 

poem Steve quoted, ‘casting yourselves into the path of magic. 

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!  

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. 

 

 

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

Mammals ( = recorded but not counted) 

   
September 

 
Common Name Scientific Name 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 

1 Black Bear (bl = black, wh = white) Ursus americanus kermodei 
 

bl 
  

bl/wh 
   

2 Grizzly Bear Ursus arctos horribilis 
 

   
    

3 North American River Otter Lontra canadensis mira 
    

 
   

4 Sea Otter Enhydra lutris kenyoni  
      

 

5 Grey Wolf Canis lupus 
  

 
     

6 Steller Sea Lion Eumetobias jubatus        
 

7 Harbour (Common) Seal Phoca vitulina         

8 Northern Elephant Seal Mirounga angustirostris 
 

 
    

 
 

9 Dall's Porpoise Phocoenoides dalli  
    

 
  

10 Fin Whale Balaenoptera physalus 
     

 
  

11 Humpback Whale Megaptera novaeangliae         

Birds (h = heard only)          

1 Pacific Loon Gavia pacifica   
 

 
 

   

2 Common (Great Northern) Loon Gavia immer  
   

    

3 Red-necked Grebe Podiceps grisegena    
    

 

4 Western Grebe Aechmophorus occidentalis 
 

 
  

    

5 Fork-tailed Storm-Petrel Oceanodroma furcata 
     

 
  

6 Brandt's Cormorant Phalacrocorax penicillatus  
    

   

7 Great Blue Heron Ardea herodias 
  

 
 

 
   

8 Vancouver Canada Goose Branta canadensis fulva  
 

  
  

  

9 American Wigeon Anas americana 
  

  
 

   

10 Harlequin Duck Histrionicus histrionicus 
 

 
 

 
 

   

11 Surf Scoter Melanitta perspicillata     
    

12 Hooded Merganser Lophodytes cucullatus 
 

   
    

13 Common Merganser Mergus merganser 
 

    
 

 
 

14 Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus         

15 Sharp-shinned Hawk Accipiter striatus 
  

  
    

16 Merlin Falco columbarius 
      

 
 

17 Black Turnstone Arenaria melanocephala 
      

 
 

18 Red-necked Phalarope Phalaropus lobatus 
 

 
   

 
  

19 Sandhill Crane Grus canadensis 
      

  

20 Bonaparte's Gull Chroicocephalus philadelphia      
   

21 Mew Gull Larus canus  
 

 
  

  
 

22 California Gull Larus californicus 
 

 
      

23 American Herring Gull Larus smithsonianus    
  

 
  

24 Glaucous-winged Gull Larus glaucescens         

25 Black-legged Kittiwake Rissa tridactyla 
     

 
  

26 Common Murre (Guillemot) Uria aalge  
    

   

27 Marbled Murrelet Brachyramphus marmoratus      
   

28 Ancient Murrelet Synthliboramphus antiquus  
    

 
  

29 Cassin's Auklet Ptychoramphus aleuticus 
     

  
 

30 Rhinoceros Auklet Cerorhinca monocerata   
   

   

31 Belted Kingfisher Ceryle alcyon        
 

32 Northern Flicker Colaptes auratus  
       

33 Steller's Jay Cyanocitta stelleri 
 

    
   

34 Northwestern Crow Corvus caurinus     
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September 

 
Common Name Scientific Name 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 

35 Common Raven Corvus corax       
  

36 Pacific Wren Troglodytes pacificus h h 
 

h h 
   

37 American Robin Turdus migratorius 
   

 
    

38 Savannah Sparrow Passerculus sandwichensis 
  

 
   

 
 

39 Fox Sparrow Passerella iliaca 
 

 
      

40 Song Sparrow Melospiza melodia 
      

 
 

 


