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Tour Leader:   Nick Acheson  Naturetrek Naturalist 

 

Crew:    Steve Roberts 

Tim Irvin 

Mat Janeway 

Carmen Daigle 

 

Participants:    Sally Adshead 

    Naomi Crosby 

    Morag Templeton 

    Cathy Mayor 

    Des Peck 

    Graham Nuthall 

    Tina Nuthall 

    Helen Robertson 

    Ze Carrapichano 

    David Spilsbury 

    Margaret Welby 

    Paul Cottis 

    Catherine Cottis 

Day 1 Monday 22 September 

In flight to Vancouver. 

Day 2 Tuesday 23 September 

Our tour began in earnest today, with an early morning transfer to Vancouver’s friendly little South Terminal and 

our flight to Port Hardy, where we met the final two members to join our group of rainforest explorers. We were 

also obliged to de-plane here (is that really a word?) while our stewardess, injured in an orange-juice-lifting 

emergency, recovered her composure. We then flew to Bella Bella (still no orange juice) for the start of a watery, 

wonderful adventure. 

 

Our welcome to the Island Roamer was typical of our whole week on board (except for the first year Peregrine 

Falcon harrying the Black Turnstones on the dock): fresh muffins, big smiles, efficient and friendly instructions 

on how the boat works, and excitement about our coming days in the rainforest. No sooner were people and 

their kit installed in the boat’s tiny but well-designed cabins, than we were setting sail from Bella Bella, passing 

the pretty red and white Dryad Light on our port side. 

 

As Steve began our briefing on the boat and staying safe on her, he was interrupted almost immediately by two 

Humpback Whales – the first of many on our tour – blowing and surfacing. Whales watched, he began again and 

carried on until we were interrupted by our first Sea Otter. The briefing finally accomplished, despite all the very 

inconvenient wildlife, we sailed through the Seaforth Channel and around Ivory Island. A second Sea Otter met 
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us in the Mathieson Channel and, as we went through Percival Narrows, we were surrounded by Pacific and 

Common Loons, Rhinoceros Auklets, Double-crested and Brandt’s Cormorants and Harlequin Ducks. 

 

Under increasing rain, we saw more Humpback action, this time with the whales tail-splashing, and an utterly 

amazing Sea Otter who played in the rainstorm, gently circling the boat as though we had not been there. 

 

In the afternoon – still in the rain – we made our first landing: at Salmon Creek, where Bald Eagles and 

Glaucous-winged Gulls were strewn all over the beach, and both Harbour (Common) Seals and Steller’s Sea-

Lions patrolled the water, attending the unimaginable numbers of Pink and Chum Salmon queuing in the 

shallows of the bay, waiting to get into the creek to spawn. The salmon are the uniting theme that runs through 

the story of this whole seascape and landscape at this time of the year and it was fitting, not to mention 

humbling and thought-provoking, to begin our visit to the Great Bear Rainforest with an introduction to their 

lives and deaths. 

 

We anchored this evening in Rescue Bay. 

Day 3 Wednesday 24 September 

First thing this morning, in the rain, some went kayaking around Rescue Bay. Others took a zodiac cruise, 

learning from Tim and Mat about intertidal life here, and the forest and its trees. 

 

We then set sail, seeing a Northern Elephant Seal, a species which is happily returning to this region, having 

dwindled to the edge of global extinction in the early twentieth century. We broke our journey at a cliff decorated 

with First Nations pictographs, and at the beautiful Macpherson Falls, in spate thanks to the rain overnight. 

 

We made an afternoon visit to Mussel Inlet, the scene, as it turned out, of numerous superb encounters with 

Grizzly Bears. Thousands of gulls of five species sat in the shallows of the Mussel River, and three female 

Harlequin Ducks scurried between them. Our first bears were two yearling siblings playing in the shallows and 

glowing gold in the evening light as they tussled in the water. Our next excitement was an encounter between a 

young adult male bear and a female with two beautiful cubs of the year. With her aggressive chuffing, mummy 

bear left the young male in no doubt whatsoever as to who should give way. Give way he did, but then he swam 

across the channel to within yards of one of our zodiacs, with Tim having to remind him gently that we weren’t 

looking for an argument either. ‘Hey bear… you stay over there…’ 

 

Two Mallard, two Green-winged Teal and a Spotted Sandpiper put in appearances this afternoon too, but I had a 

very tough time persuading the group to look at them. What a spectacular, life-enhancing afternoon in the 

company of Grizzlies. 

Day 4 Thursday 25 September 

It couldn’t get any better this morning, could it? Wrong! It did. 

 

This morning, we again visited Mussel Inlet where the bears were, once more, awe-inspiring. We saw a minimum 

of eighteen bears, and perhaps as many as twenty, with the highest count present at one time being fourteen. 
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One mother with three cubs from this year, guided her youngsters across the river towards us and dug for 

Silverweed roots just metres away, delightfully unconcerned by our presence and by the near maniacal clicking of 

cameras. After they crossed a muddy creek behind us, one cub continued to show off, climbing a Pacific 

Crabapple tree to forage fruits. We also saw the same mother with two cubs from last night, two mothers each 

with a single cub from this year, and the same twin yearlings as last night (each of these bears having a distinctive 

coat). 

 

Right by us – and almost as popular with the crowds – dainty Bonaparte’s Gulls fluttered and bobbed in search 

of salmon eggs, while Mew, California, American Herring and Glaucous-winged Gulls loafed on logs and gravel 

mid-stream. The Harlequins again put in an appearance, as did a flock of Goldeneye. A Sharp-shinned Hawk 

whizzed past, but again I had the hardest time getting the group to look at it, as bear-enraptured as they were. 

 

Leaving Mussel, we passed more pictographs on river-edge rocks and sailed along Sheep Passage. As we settled 

in to Tim’s fascinating and beautifully illustrated talk on bear biology, Steve popped his head below to say he’d 

seen an Orca. Sorry Tim! What Orcas they turned out to be! We followed five individuals (four together, 

including a mum and her youngster, and a separate adult on the far side of the channel) for nearly seven nautical 

miles. Eventually they came to examine us as closely as we were examining them, surfacing just off the boat; one 

even nosed between the zodiacs! Straight afterwards, we had a brief, distant encounter with a pod of Dall’s 

porpoises. 

 

In Hiekish Narrows we met a Humpback Whale, Harbour Seals, and Steller Sea Lions in a mixed feeding group, 

making a very impressive tally of marine mammals (while we were supposed to be listening to a talk on bears). 

 

In the evening we cruised in to the very beautiful Khutze Inlet: evening sunlight, mist in the valleys, and a distant 

mother Grizzly and two cubs in the gathering dusk.  

Day 5 Friday 26 September 

This morning we donned our rain gear and prepared to visit Khutze Inlet, enjoying and photographing the 

amazing mist-swirls over the river and spectacular light as the sun came up. A female Grizzly with three cubs was 

seen in the misty distance as we drank our early morning coffee and tea. 

 

After breakfast, we took a zodiac ride upriver, and stopped to walk into the marsh, exploring, with Tim’s 

eloquent help, Pacific Crabapple trees, a bear rub tree, bear stomps, a bear wallow… oh and a Grizzly Bear, 

grubbing for roots and using the very rub tree which Tim had just shown us. (We believed you, even beforehand, 

Tim.)  

 

Our return was somewhat hindered by this very relaxed Grizzly, who seemed bent on cutting us off from our 

zodiacs. Eventually Mat managed to skirt her and fetch the zodiacs. Over the river and along it were also many 

Bald Eagles, flights of Canada Geese and our first American Dipper. 

 

In the Inlet we had met two Kiwis (folk, not fowl, though we do have some excellent tours to New Zealand) 

from a boat moored near the Island Roamer. They gave us a bucket full of Dungeness Crabs (on which later we 

would feast) and an exciting tip-off which (being inveterate meanies) we kept secret from the group. So we sailed 
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along Princess Royal Channel and stopped at the unnamed waterfall, where the Kiwis had the day before seen 

something – make that two things – very exciting. Said things didn’t appear at first but, just as we were leaving, a 

plaintive, barely believing voice rose from among you: Spirit Bear! Not one but two: a creamy-white mum and 

her happy, grubby yellow cub of the year. Though distant, we had great views of them as they crossed the 

waterfall and pottered along the shore. We left elated, and decreed that the unnamed falls would be known from 

now on as Cub Creek. 

 

We sailed past Butedale, a now collapsing former cannery, pausing to observe three Humpbacks, and spent the 

night in Bishop Bay, where many went to the very relaxing and enjoyable hot springs, watching krill by torch 

light from the zodiacs, and arguing over the identity of the fish which were hunting them. Tomcod or Walleye 

Pollack – we shall never know (and Tim and Steve, it’s time you stopped bickering over it). 

Day 6 Saturday 27 September 

Having moved to a mooring off Gribbell Island, this morning we had a very wet walk through alder forest to the 

bear stand on Riordan Creek, accompanied by our Gitgat guide Chris. All day, we were delighted by American 

Dippers bobbing in the stream in front of us, and beautiful American Martens put in four brief appearances. 

However, the Black Bears were the unrivalled highlight of the day. And there was a Spirit Bear on the river just 

as the main group arrived! He came back mid-morning, revealing himself to be the well-known and powerful 

male known as Boss, and he clambered over fallen logs before wandering away upstream. 

 

Amazingly, by this point many of you had seen three Black Bears in your lives, all of them white! The black 

Black Bears later redressed the balance, a mother and yearling cub appearing quite briefly downstream from us. 

The day’s best show by far – including two excellent appearances – was by Scarface, an old male Black Bear. He 

caught a live Pink Salmon right in front of us and returned to eat two more dead salmon as the grey skies cleared 

and everyone clicked photos to their hearts’ delight. 

 

Dinner on board the Island Roamer was perfectly delicious, as, thanks to Carmen’s talent and dedication, was 

every meal on the boat. After Steve’s daily chart chat, we snuggled into our beds and dreamed of Black (and 

white Black) Bears.  

Day 7 Sunday 28 September 

We woke this morning at our mooring in Goat Harbour. It was – sadly – too choppy to take the outside passage, 

so we cruised down Fraser Reach where the water was calmer by far. We again passed the crumbling cannery at 

Butedale, near which there were three Humpbacks. It says much about this amazing region that daily Humpback 

encounters barely merit a mention!  

 

We then reached the newly-named Cub Creek where there was no action from the Spirit Bears, at least during 

the brief time we could afford to stop on our longest journey of the trip. Sailing in to Graham Reach, we passed 

Canoona Falls, where we had searched for bears what seemed like weeks beforehand. 
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In Hiekish Narrows we had great views of Sea Lions and some excellent Humpback action, including tail-

lobbing and a spectacular double breach. Also today, we added Fork-tailed Storm-petrels and Red-necked 

Phalaropes (both exquisite little birds) to the list of pelagic species we had seen.  

 

Finally, we travelled through Finlayson Channel and anchored in Griffin Passage. In the evening we took a 

zodiac cruise around Gorilla Creek, and it rained. Then it rained some more. And some more. And for good 

measure, it rained. The creek churned with salmon, a Spotted Sandpiper fluttered past, Green-winged Teal 

crouched in the shallows and Canada Geese flew off into the clouds. Despite it all, despite the cold and the 

tremendous soaking, everyone smiled and when it came to describing the highlights of the day that evening, 

almost all the whole group said that the rain had been a wonderful experience. As indeed it was. 

Day 8 Monday 29 September 

Mid-morning today we visited the First Nations community of Klemtu on Spindle Island, which is home to 

Kitasoo Xai’Xais people. We were shown round the striking, modern Big House by a young woman named 

Santana who, with help from Mat who has spent many months among First Nations people, explained some of 

the history and culture of the community. We then walked to the salmon weir, where the local community 

gathers salmon eggs and milt as part of its management of the local fish stocks. Near here were two handsome 

young White-crowned Sparrows, an Orange-crowned Warbler (blink and you missed it) and, by the docks, a 

couple of Savannah Sparrows. Returning to the Island Roamer, we enjoyed a splendid display of marine life 

(Chum and Coho Salmon, Plumous White Anemones, Sunflower Stars, Hooded Nudibranchs, Bat Stars and 

much more) and we met a huge, handsome, friendly dog. 

 

Later, in Oscar Passage, we met our sister boat the Island Odyssey which needed a fuse from us, causing a 

certain amount of alarm as a zodiac pulled up unannounced outside some of the cabin portholes. In the 

afternoon, the wind picked up and Steve decided that, for the first time, we would kill the motor and attempt to 

sail. The wind promptly died and we floundered, though we greatly enjoyed the experience and laughed heartily. 

Some of the group also took dramatic photos of the boat under sail from the vantage of a zodiac. Our attempt at 

sailing was interrupted by a very long-diving Humpback, who eventually surfaced far from us after many minutes 

underwater. 

 

Thereafter we continued down Mathieson Channel and anchored at Port Blackney, where a few explored the 

shoreline by kayak in the dying light. 

Day 9 Tuesday 30 September 

This morning, we covered the final stretches of our journey to Bella Bella, waving farewell to Common Murres 

(Guillemots), Rhinoceros Auklets, Red-necked Grebes, Brandt’s Cormorants and Bald Eagles as we went. Our 

long wait at Bella Bella’s tiny, laid-back airport (where a handsome ginger tomcat is head of check-in) was broken 

by walks down to the shore by some (I was asked to identify photographs of a Cedar Waxwing and a Common 

Yellowthroat) and by close encounters with Ravens and migrating Sandhill Cranes for everyone. A Pacific Wren 

called in the bushes here (amazingly, our first of the week). 

 

In time our flight came and we left the Great Bear Rainforest for the relative craze and bustle of Vancouver.  
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Thanks 

Such trips as ours are not possible without the hard work, kindness, talent, goodwill and good humour of many 

people. First among them are the crew of the Island Roamer – Steve, Mat, Carmen and Tim – who were 

exemplary hosts: knowledgeable to a fault and skilled at sharing their knowledge, ever-patient of our requests and 

quirks, always hard-working and always enthusiastic. It was a true delight and an honour to travel with them. 

 

Thanks too to the people of the Gitgat and Kitasoo Xai’Xais First Nations who welcomed us into their 

traditional lands and who have lived wisely in these beautiful places for generations, alongside the Wolf, the 

Black Bear, the Orca and the Bald Eagle. Thanks to these animals too and to the salmon which bring life to them 

all and to the seas and forests which they inhabit. 

 

Finally thanks to you all for taking the forest into your hearts; for sharing much laughter with us; and for 

shedding not a few tears. I hope to share wildlife and wild places with you all again soon. 

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


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

 

 

© Naturetrek     November 14 1 
 

Species List 

Mammals ( = recorded but not counted) 

   
September 

 
Common Name Scientific Name 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 

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

wh bl/wh 
  

2 Grizzly Bear Ursus arctos horribilis 
 

6 21 5 
   

3 American Marten Martes americana 
    

4 
  

4 Sea Otter Enhydra lutris kenyoni 3 
      

5 Steller Sea Lion Eumetobias jubatus  
 

 
  

  

6 Harbour (Common) Seal Phoca vitulina     
 

 
 

7 Northern Elephant Seal Mirounga angustirostris 
 

 
   

 
 

8 Dall's Porpoise Phocoenoides dalli 
  

 
  

  

9 Orca Orcinus orca 
  

 
    

10 Humpback Whale Megaptera novaeangliae     
 

  

Birds 

        1 Red throated Loon (Diver) Gavia stellata  
      

2 Pacific Loon Gavia pacifica   
    

 

3 Common (Great Northern) Loon Gavia immer   
   

  

4 Red-necked Grebe Podiceps grisegena 
  

 
  

 
 

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 Great Blue Heron Ardea herodias  
     

 

10 (Pacific) Greater White-fronted Goose Anser albifrons sponsa  
      

11 Vancouver Canada Goose Branta canadensis fulva  
  

 
 

 
 

12 American Wigeon Anas americana  
 

  
 

 
 

13 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos 
 

 
     

14 Green-winged Teal Anas crecca carolinensis 
 

   
 

 
 

15 Harlequin Duck Histrionicus histrionicus     
   

16 Surf Scoter Melanitta perspicillata    
  

  

17 Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula 
 

  
    

18 Hooded Merganser Lophodytes cucullatus  
      

19 Common Merganser Mergus merganser 
 

  
  

 
 

20 Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus     
 

 
 

21 Sharp-shinned Hawk Accipiter striatus 
 

  
    

22 Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus  
      

23 Spotted Sandpiper Actitis macularius 
 

 
   

 
 

24 Black Turnstone Arenaria melanocephala   
     

25 Red-necked Phalarope Phalaropus lobatus 
     

  

26 Bonaparte's Gull Chroicocephalus philadelphia     
 

  

27 Mew Gull Larus canus    
  

  

28 California Gull Larus californicus     
 

  

29 American Herring Gull Larus smithsonianus     
 

  

30 Glaucous-winged Gull Larus glaucescens     
 

  

31 Common Murre (Guillemot) Uria aalge  
    

  

32 Marbled Murrelet Brachyramphus marmoratus  
 

  
  

 

33 Ancient Murrelet Synthliboramphus antiquus  
      

34 Rhinoceros Auklet Cerorhinca monocerata  
    

  

35 Belted Kingfisher Ceryle alcyon        
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September 

 
Common Name Scientific Name 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 

36 Hairy Woodpecker Picoides villosus 
    

 
  

37 Steller's Jay Cyanocitta stelleri 
  

 
 

 
  

38 Northwestern Crow Corvus caurinus    
   

 

39 Common Raven Corvus corax        

40 American Dipper Cinclus mexicanus 
   

  
  

41 American Robin Turdus migratorius 
   

 
   

42 Varied Thrush Ixoreus naevius 
    

 
  

43 Orange-crowned Warbler Vermivora celata 
      

 

44 Savannah Sparrow Passerculus sandwichensis 
      

 

45 White-crowned Sparrow Zonotrichia leucophrys 
      

 

 


