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Tour Participants: Lee Morgan (leader) with Naturetrek Clients. 

 

Crew:    Xander Oldecker  Captain 

    Lindsay Janes  Crew Naturalist  

    Jonas Fineman  1st Mate 

    Janelle Langford  Cook 

Day 1 Tuesday 15th September 

After a long flight the group eventually landed safely in Vancouver International Airport and we all made the 

short shuttle transit to our nearby hotel. While most of the group opted for an early night, a few people managed 

to stay up long enough to grab a bite to eat in the restaurant next door before eventually retiring.  

Day 2 Wednesday 16th September 

Our day began with an early morning transfer from the hotel to Vancouver’s friendly little South Terminal. Our 

flight was on time and our small plane transit to Bella Bella via Port Hardy was informal and fun: just as flying 

should be. It was a beautiful day and we arrived to sunshine in Bella Bella (a rare thing in this part of the world). 

While a few of us transited down to the dock by taxi, others of us opted to make the best of the sunshine and 

walked down to the docks. This gave us the chance to spot a few birds like Fox Sparrows and American Robins 

as we walked through the little town and get our first look at dozens of huge Chum Salmon writhing in the 

shallow creeks alongside the road. It was a good start. 

 

Our welcome to the Island Roamer was a typical one: fresh baked cookies, fresh coffee and big smiles and lots 

of helping hands from our friendly crew. After a quick orientation on how the boat works, we all quickly settled 

into making ourselves comfortable as the boat departed the dock and we set sail out into the oncoming rain (well 

it could never last ... it’s the rainforest, after all). 

 

We slowed our progress a little as Capt. Xander began our safety briefing, but he was almost immediately 

interrupted by a Humpback Whale – the first of many on our tour – blowing and surfacing. However, everyone 

dutifully curbed their excitement just long enough for him to finish his briefing and we all scuttled out on deck 

to watch it. Whales watched, we began again and carried on until we were distracted by our first Sea Otter. We 

watched it for a while and it afforded us some lovely views, and we continued onwards.  We sailed through the 

Seaforth Channel and around Ivory Island. We spotted at least five Bull Elephant Seals logging at the surface as 

we travelled and, while these animals rarely afford us particularly exciting views, it was nice to see so many in the 

area. A further eight Sea Otters met us in the Mathieson Channel and as we went through Percival Narrows. The 

bird watching was productive too and we spotted Pacific and Common Loons, Rhinoceros Auklets, Double-

crested and Pelagic Cormorants and Harlequin Ducks as we travelled. It was certainly an action-packed start. 

 

By the afternoon, the light rain had become just another part of the wonderful scenery, as we slowly motored in 

to make our first landing at Salmon Bay. Dozens of Bald Eagles and the raucous clamour of hundreds of 

Glaucous-winged and California Gulls greeted us as we anchored just a short distance from the beach.  Harbour 

(Common) Seals and a small group of Steller Sea Lions patrolled the water in the bay, occasionally exploding into 

a pursuit of the vast numbers Pink and Chum Salmon massed at the entrance to the shallow creek. We set ashore 
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on the beach and took a short walk alongside the creek. This was our first true experience of the enormity of the 

coastal salmon run: seeing and smelling the vast numbers of dead and dying salmon in the river and along the 

river bank, hearing the forest alive with the calls of Ravens and Eagles and watching the surges of fresh run fish 

fighting for position on the spawning beds. It was a real chance to see firsthand how salmon are intrinsically 

linked to the forest ecosystems along this coast. 

 

We motored on and anchored for the evening in Rescue Bay – a chance to enjoy a lovely meal in the cosy 

comfort of the Roamer and recap on our wonderful first day in the Great Bear Rainforest. 

Day 3 Thursday 17th September 

We started early, venturing out at first light with a trip out in the zodiacs for a look around the bay then out to 

explore the kelp forests in Jackson Narrows. We found plenty of great intertidal life including lots of Red Sea 

Urchins, Purple Seastars, Hooded Nudibranchs, Kelp Crabs and a particularly endearing Giant Sea Cucumber. 

 

We then set sail, heading northeast along Mathieson Channel once more. It wasn’t long before we encountered 

more Humpback Whales. We stopped to watch them for a while but they were diving deep and proving a little 

difficult to keep track of so we ventured on. We broke our journey at a cliff decorated with First Nations 

pictographs, and at the beautiful Macpherson Falls. A lull in the wildlife action provided a good opportunity for 

Xander and Lee to head off in the zodiacs in the hopes of catching some fresh fish for dinner. This proved to be 

a very successful trip and several sizable Lingcod and some large Rockfish were hauled abroad, giving everyone a 

chance to have a really good look (and eventually a taste) of some of the ravenous predators that exist deep 

beneath the surface of these rich waters.  

 

We motored into Mussel Inlet in the early afternoon and set anchor. The weather had turned on us slightly and 

the showers had started (well none of us expected sunshine for the whole trip ...did we?).  We ventured out on 

the zodiacs for an afternoon in Poison Cove where we sat quietly and watched salmon running in the river, 

scanned the gulls in search of novelties, such as Thayer’s Gull (of which there were several), and saw our first 

American Dippers diving in the river rapids in search of dislodged salmon eggs.  We were obviously doing 

something right because a sub adult Grizzly Bear walked out of the forest immediately opposite us and began to 

start searching the river bank for fish as if we weren’t even there. It was a fantastic sighting and, when the bear 

eventually moved back into the forest and fell asleep in a berry patch, we returned to the boat excited and ready 

for our next excursion into Mussel Estuary. 

 

Our evening in the inlet was a wet but utterly magical experience. Two large female Grizzlies (one with a single 

large yearling cub and the other with three large yearlings), and a single, extremely fat bear all put on a fantastic 

show immediately in front of us. In fact, the wildlife viewing in front of us was so good and so close that it 

seemed almost pointless to spend any time watching the two additional bears that were foraging down in the 

estuary some distance away! It was a truly extraordinary afternoon in the company of Grizzlies.   

Day 4 Friday 18th September 

It couldn’t get any better this morning, could it? Well, granted, the weather could have been a lot better, but I 

doubt that the wildlife could have been. After torrential rain throughout the night, it hadn’t really stopped when 
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we woke up and got ourselves ready to go out. We ventured back into Mussel Estuary at first light and stood in 

the rain and not one person mentioned being wet, or cold, or wanting to go back, because from the moment we 

went ashore the estuary was alive with the sounds of thousands of gulls, we were watching more Grizzly Bears at 

close range and an array of cascading waterfalls had appeared in the scenery around us, revealing an entirely new 

backdrop to our rainforest experience. Amidst this spectacle, we also managed to spot a few distant Green-

winged Teal and Canada Geese flying over, Spotted Sandpipers, Belted Kingfisher and even a brief view of a 

Merlin too. 

 

We returned to the boat ready for dry clothes and warm food. The anchor was raised as the group attended to its 

various needs and we slowly began to work our way out of the inlet once more. It was just a few minutes before 

another Humpback put in another appearance and we watched it for a short while before continuing our 

journey. 

 

Our afternoon of travel took us through the rain, due west along Sheep Passage. We stopped briefly to look at 

some more Pictographs and admire the numerous waterfalls (many of which were looking particularly 

resplendent after the night’s rain.  

 

We eventually motored slowly into Griffin Passage and anchored up for the evening. A zodiac excursion into 

Gorilla Creek on the high tide provided us with access high up into the creek, where we found some salmon on 

the river bank with the top of their heads missing ... a gruesome but exciting sign that wolves had been feeding in 

the area. We lingered a while without further sightings.  

 

An exciting zodiac ride through the tidal rapids then took us back to the boat to get warmed up. However, it 

wasn’t long before a few intrepid members of the group ventured out into the rain again, in hope of catching a 

glimpse of a Wolf.  Unfortunately the rapidly dwindling light cut short our spirited efforts and we returned to the 

boat to dry off and relax for the evening.  

Day 5 Saturday 19th September 

We woke to the sound of rain drops on the roof once again. We enjoyed a leisurely breakfast as the anchor was 

raised and we began our journey out of Sheep Passage and through Heikish Narrows. The rain continued as we 

entered Princess Royal Channel where Lindsay spotted a Black Bear foraging near a small creek on Princess 

Royal Island and we ventured over to take a closer look. The bear seemed remarkably indifferent to our presence 

as Xander skilfully moved the Roamer into position, close to the shore. We watched the bear for a while as it 

turned over rocks along the shore in search of food. It seemed our luck had begun to improve again – a patch of 

blue sky appeared just above our heads.  Just as we weren’t sure whether to watch the patch of blue sky or the 

bear (for fear that either might disappear before we had time to fully appreciate it), a second, then a third Black 

Bear appeared out of the forest. We watched as the bears foraged along the shore, chewed at barnacle clusters on 

the rocks and generally did their best to avoid each other. Even the sun had started to put in an appearance.  

 

We continued our journey northwards along Princess Royal Channel, encountering some lunge-feeding 

Humpbacks, the odd Fork-tailed Storm Petrel and the occasional flock of Red-necked Phalaropes along the way. 

By now the weather had improved enough that most were out on deck enjoying the sunshine. However, no 
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sooner had I managed to dry all my rain gear than we approached a large waterfall, and it was time to play ‘dunk 

the naturalist’: both Lindsay and I dutifully moved to the bow of the boat while Jonas skilfully drove us under 

the main, pummelling deluge of the falls! (Such are the extremes we naturalists are prepared to go to, to keep you 

all entertained?) 

 

We ventured onwards, and the weather continued to improve, but a sighting in the distance caused an urgent 

need for us to turn around and retrace our steps. It was two breaching and peck-slapping Humpbacks and they 

seemed determined to put on a show. Indeed, one of the whales breached continuously as we approached (we 

counted at least 20 breaches before we even got close) and then continued to breach as we slowly drifted with 

the animal for over 5 miles (most of us actually lost count after about breach number 60)! It was very handy that 

the whale was going our way. 

 

The whale eventually turned around and we continued northwards to Bishop Bay. We arrived in time for an early 

dinner, then a trip ashore for a good soak in the geothermal hot springs. For those that remained on board there 

was music, wine, laughter and relaxing.  

 

As darkness fell there was also an impressive display of Bioluminescence. 

Day 6 Sunday 20th September 

We left our anchorage in Bishop Bay early, and enjoyed breakfast as we relocated ready for our day on Gribbell 

Island. The day had started misty and overcast but encountering another breaching Humpback before breakfast 

soon raised spirits and we set ashore at Riordan Creek excited by the prospect of the day ahead. By the time we 

were all ashore, the weather was already improving and, as Lindsay led us all along the old forest track, up to the 

bear viewing stands, the early morning sun was already starting to brighten the grey clouds.  

 

Had it not been for the amazing good fortunes of the group thus far, I would normally have been totally 

flabbergasted by the sight of a large and handsome, male Spirit Bear sitting in a berry patch immediately in front 

of our stand when we arrived (as though he had been waiting for us all along). However, with this group, it 

seemed entirely normal when that was exactly what we encountered. Indeed, the beautiful white Black Bear 

casually watched us as we all entered the stand just a few metres away, then equally casually finished eating the 

salmon he had started to devour before our arrival (the evidence of which decorated half of his face). To add to 

it all, the bear then proceeded to wander up and down the river immediately in front of us, chasing the 

occasional salmon, clambering over logs and generally making itself look very beautiful in the early morning light, 

and it did this for more than an hour before eventually moving off into the forest and out of sight. It was an 

amazing start. Indeed, we would have congratulated ourselves on our success had it not been for the fact that 

two black Black Bears then put in an appearance and distracted us.  

 

Don’t get me wrong - the day wasn’t wall-to-wall bear watching. There were some periods during the day where 

there were no bears on view at all.  But these moments were filled with Steller’s Jays, Belted Kingfishers, 

American Dippers, American Martens scuttling back and forth, sun shining through beautiful spiders webs, rain 

showers that bought rainbows, spawning salmon, lichen covered alder forests dripping with raindrops, 

dragonflies and a large and colourful Northwestern Toad. It really was pretty perfect. 

 



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

Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek     October 15   5 
 

We had a little time to talk to local Gitga’at guide (and undeniably the world expert on the Spirit Bears in the 

area) Marven Robinson. He gave us lots of information about the bears and confidently assured us that the white 

bear we had seen would be back “between 12 and 12.30”. We all laughed and then discreetly looked at our 

watches. (Well, it turns out that 14 people all ‘discreetly’ looking at their watches simultaneously isn’t that 

discreet!) It was nearly midday already. Marven said farewell and we were left pondering on his passing words 

and wondering if we could really be that lucky. It turns out that we were. At 12.15 (almost exactly) the Spirit Bear 

reappeared up river from us and slowly made his way back downstream, affording us another extended encore of 

fishing, walking along logs, and all the wonderful amounts of ‘as little as possible’ that all bears do so well - and 

all in perfect sunshine too! It really couldn’t have been better.  

 

We headed back to the boat at about 4pm, happy with our extraordinary good fortune but eager to make the 

best of our day. Acting on another great tip-off from Marven, we motored around the southern end of Gribbell 

(passing more Humpbacks), then south past Gil Island and into Cameron Cove where we anchored up for the 

evening. We had made good time and we made use of the remaining daylight with an excursion into the estuary 

in search of Wolves. The estuary was alive with salmon and we sat and watched silently amidst the clamour of 

gulls, Ravens and Bald Eagles So silently in fact, that we were joined by a lovely little flock of Black Turnstones 

that flew onto the rocks next to us all and cheerily chattered and squabbled amongst  themselves, as if we weren’t 

there. We watched the estuary until darkness fell without sight or sound of a wolf. Even Lindsay’s exceptional 

howling skills couldn’t raise a response from our intended quarry.  

 

We returned to the boat. 

Day 7 Monday 21st September 

We woke at first light and boarded the zodiacs for another look into Cameron Cove. It was a misty morning and, 

as we approached the shore, both Xander and Lindsay spotted two Wolves crossing the estuary, it was a distant 

view and difficult to spot them through the mist but, sure enough, there they were. Unfortunately, the view was 

fleeting. We had spotted them before they had spotted us and these coastal Wolves, which are notorious for only 

revealing themselves on their own terms, soon disappeared back into cover. We sat for a minute in stunned 

silence. Then, just as we thought our moment had passed, a spine-tingling chorus of Wolf howls, probably from 

at least seven individuals (including young pups too), rose from the forested creek and echoed around the bay. A 

rare occurrence indeed - and always a magical experience! We sat in stunned silence for a while, opting to enjoy 

the auditary experience of this magical place: listening to the Ravens and Great Blue Herons, and watching the 

Turnstones once more.  

 

After breakfast we raised anchor and set out in search of whales. We paused briefly for another attempt at 

catching some fresh fish, and Lindsay managed to catch a small Pacific Cod, a new species for our list, but it was 

very small and quickly released. As soon as we entered the aptly named Whale Channel, we spotted our first 

Humpbacks feeding in the area; then shortly after that, we spotted two huge Fin Whales feeding nearby and we 

ventured a little closer to have better look.  

 

Weather conditions were fading fast and we ventured on - heading south - down the west side of Princess Royal 

Island.  We enjoyed a brief look at a small group of Dall’s Porpoises and a few Surf Scoters, Red-Necked and 
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Western Grebes and good numbers of Pacific Loons as we travelled.  We paused for a while to admire an 

impressive haul of Steller Sea Lions. Amidst the roaring and groaning calls of the 300+ Stellers we could hear the 

barking call of a single California Sea Lion too  - a rare find in these parts – but, rather frustratingly, we couldn’t 

see it among the melee of Stellers all vying for best position on their chosen rock.  

 

The skies had brightened. The cloud had been lifted by a stiff breeze so we took the opportunity to raise the sails 

as we crossed Caamano Sound. A brief spell of sunny sky provided the chance of an impromptu shore excursion 

too and we set ashore on Aristazabal (pronounced Aristable locally) for a gentle beach walk. We found some 

nice fresh footprints in the sand (including those of mink and a large bear), watched Harlequin Ducks, Black 

Turnstones and Savannah Sparrows moving along the shore and tasted the wealth of delicious berries these 

wonderful coastal forests have to offer. We also found some very nice, old examples of Culturally Modified Red 

Cedars along the forest edge, giving Lindsay the opportunity to tell us more about how the Coastal First Nations 

once made use of this valuable ‘tree of life’. 

 

The weather turned on us once more and we continued our journey south, braving the ‘high seas’ as we crossed 

the exposed inner section of the Laredo Sound, before heading east into our anchorage in the shelter of Meyers 

Passage. 

Day 8 Tuesday 22nd September 

We spent the morning enjoying the sheltered tranquillity of Meyers Passage. For some, the opportunity to try 

kayaking for the first time was too tempting to resist. Needless to say, everyone took to it like ducks to water 

and, as is so often the case, most lamented not having tried it sooner in their lives. All agreed - it provides a 

fabulous way to experience this coastal ecosystem and allowed some of us to get unbelievably close views of 

Belted Kingfishers, Steller’s Jays, Black Turnstones and Surfbirds as well as get to look at all the great intertidal 

life. It was a delight to watch everyone enjoying it so much. 

 

By late morning we had left our sheltered anchorage and were heading slowly through the rain, southwards along 

the Finlayson Channel. We visited the First Nations community of Klemtu on Swindle Island, which is home to 

Kitasoo and Xai’Xais people. We were shown round the striking, modern Big House by George, who explained 

some of the history and culture of the community. George then treated us to a wonderfully stirring 

demonstration of traditional drumming on the huge cedar drum. We then walked to the salmon hatchery, and 

visited the weir where the local community collect salmon to strip them of their eggs and milt as part of its 

management of the local fish stocks. The weir was seething with fish and it seemed only right for me to provide 

a practical demonstration on exactly how to strip eggs and milt from some of the biggest Chum Salmon I have 

ever handled – an unusual party trick, I grant you,  but always a crowd-pleaser.  

 

We set off into the rain and mist, once more preparing ourselves for some rough seas before we got into the 

sheltered waters of Jackson Passage. We scanned for seabirds and wildfowl as we travelled, before eventually 

creeping slowly into Lambard Inlet for the evening. The beautiful, flat calm conditions proved too tempting for 

our newly fledged kayakers and a quick paddle around the inlet before dinner was the order of the evening for 

some.  We also went out on Zodiacs to investigate a couple of creeks at the head of the inlet but, apart from one 

or two lost salmon, there was little action to report.  
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Day 9 Wednesday 23rd September 

Our final morning provided another opportunity for an early kayak in the rain before we eventually raised anchor 

and began to cover the final stretches of our journey to Bella Bella. We slowed to watch three more Sea Otters as 

we left the inlet but, once again, we prepared for high seas as we left the sheltered lee of Dowager Island - but it 

wasn’t as bad as the forecast suggested and our Captains skilfully navigated through the waves and we were 

quickly in sheltered waters once more.    

 

 We said our farewells to all the wonderful wildlife we had seen and began to ready our bags (and our minds) for 

our journeys home. Just outside Bella Bella we slowed the boat for a while and gathered in the pilot house to 

recount some of our highlights of the trip (for we had all had so many) and we took our opportunity to thank 

our wonderful crew for all their efforts.  Everyone returned to their cabins to finish all their last minute packing, 

and it was really beginning to feel as though the trip was at an end when a large, imposing black dorsal fin 

appeared off our bow and the cry of - ‘Orcas!’ - had everyone excitedly scuttling back up on deck (well all those 

that didn’t think that I was joking of course).  We were then treated to a great encounter with all seven members 

of B1 Pod (the B7 matriline). It was all too amazing to miss and, despite the heavy rain, we all stood out on deck 

as the whales cruised right past us. One of the males even rolled on his back and tail-lobbed, providing us all 

with the perfect farewell from the wildlife of the Great Bear Rainforest.  

  

There were no lengthy waits or long bustling queues in Bella Bella’s tiny airport and we sat quietly in the small 

waiting room, looking out at the now torrential rain, and each and every one of us grinning like Cheshire cats.  

The rain passed as quickly as it had arrived and it was time to board our tiny plane back to ‘so-called’ civilisation 

and the relative bustle of Vancouver, and it was here that we said our fond farewells to each other and our 

amazing tour came to an end. 

Receive our e-newsletter 

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

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

Naturetrek Facebook 

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

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

 

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

now live; do please pay us a visit!  

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

Mammals ( = recorded but not counted) 

      September 

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

1 Black Bear Ursus americanus        3 2 tracks     

2 Kermode (Spirit) Bear Ursus americanus kermodei                  

3 Grizzly Bear Ursus horribilis                 

4 American Marten Martes americana                  

5 Mink Mustela vison             tracks     

6 Sea Otter Enhydea lutris   9             3 

7 Grey Wolf Canis lupus             2     

8 Steller Sea Lion Eumetopias jubatus            

9 California Sea Lion Zalophas californianus 
     

h
 

10 Harbour Seal Phoca vitulina           

11 Elephant Seal Mirounga angustirostris   5+             

12 Douglas Squirrel Tamiasciurus douglasi          h       

13 Orca Orcinus orca                 7 

14 Dall's Porpoise Phocoenoides dalli                 

15 Fin Whale Balaenoptera physalus             2     

16 Humpback Whale Megaptera novaeangliae           

Birds (h=heard only)                     

1 Red-throated Loon (Diver) Gavia stellata                 

2 Pacific Loon (Diver) Gavia pacifica                

3 Common Loon (Great Northern Diver) Gavia immer              

4 Red-necked Grebe Podiceps grisegena             

5 Western Grebe Aecchmophorus occidentalis                

6 Fork-tailed Storm-Petrel Oceanodroma furcata               
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      September 

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

7 Double-crested Cormorant Phalacrocorax auritus               

8 Brandt's Cormorant Phalacrocorax penicillatus               

9 Pelagic Cormorant Phalacrocorax pelagicus              

10 Great Blue Heron Ardea herodias              

11 Greater White-fronted Goose Anser albifrons                  

12 Canada Goose Branta canadensis                

13 American Wigeon Anas americana               

14 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos               

15 Northern Shoveler Anas clypeata               

16 Green-winged Teal Anas crecca               

17 Harlequin Duck Histrionicus histrionicus               

18 Surf Scoter Melanitta perspicillata            

19 Hooded Merganser Lophodytes cucullatus                  

20 Common Merganser (Goosander) Mergus merganser           

21 Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus           

22 Sharp-shinned Hawk Accipiter striatus                  

23 Merlin Falco columbarius                  

24 Black Oystercatcher Haematopus bachmani                  

25 Spotted Sandpiper Actitis macularia               

26 Black Turnstone Arenaria melanocephala               

27 Surfbird Aphriza virgata                

28 Red-necked Phalarope Phalaropus lobatus                 

29 Bonaparte's Gull Larus philadelphia           

30 Mew (Common) Gull Larus canus            

31 Ring-billed Gull Larus delawarensis                  

32 California Gull Larus californicus           

33 Thayer's Gull Larus thayeri               
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      September 

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

34 American Herring Gull Larus smithsonianus              

35 Glaucous-winged Gull Larus glaucescens          

36 Common Murre (Guillemot) Uria aalge             

37 Pigeon Guillemot Cepphus columba                 

38 Marbled Murrelet Brachyramphus marmoratus            

39 Rhinoceros Auklet Cerorhinca monocerata             

40 Belted Kingfisher Ceryle alcyon           

41 Northern Flicker Colaptes auratus     h     h   h   

42 Steller's Jay Cyanocitta stelleri             

43 Northwestern Crow Corvus caurinus           

44 Common Raven Corvus corax           

45 Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica                  

46 Black-capped Chickadee Poecile atricapillus                  

47 Pacific Wren Troglodytes pacificus               

48 American Dipper Cinclus mexicanus                

49 American Robin Turdus migratorius                 

50 European Starling Sturnus vulgaris                 

51 Savannah Sparrow Passerculus sandwichensis                

52 Fox Sparrow Passerella iliaca                  

53 Song Sparrow Melospiza melodia               

54 Lincoln's Sparrow Melospiza lincolnii                  

 


