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Tour participants: Richard Bashford (leader) together with 12 Naturetrek clients 

 

Island Roamer crew:  Ryan (skipper), Andrew (mate), Carmen (cook) and Caroline (naturalist) 

Day 1 Tuesday 12th September 

London Heathrow to Vancouver 

Half the group met at Heathrow Airport in the early evening for the British Airways flight to Vancouver, landing 

at 7pm local time. By 8.30pm we had arrived at the Pacific Gateway Hotel where the rest of the group were, 

having already arrived from a variety of locations. With a quick bit of arranging and a nightcap for some, we 

turned in for the night.  

Day2 Wednesday 13th September 

Fly Vancouver to Bella Bella then Island Roamer to Salmon Bay 

After a welcome breakfast at the hotel we boarded taxis to Vancouver’s tiny south terminal. Rumours of foggy 

weather and a possible delay were unsettling but in fact it was a “technical issue” which delayed us for one hour. 

However, by 9.30am we were on the runway and headed north over some spectacular scenery with scant signs of 

human settlements except for forestry tracks. We touched down at Port Hardy after an hour then flew the 

remaining 30 minutes to Bella Bella, where our minibus was waiting to take us to the quay. The weather was 

glorious. Not one cloud. Here we met Ryan (skipper), Andrew (mate), Carmen (cook) and Caroline (naturalist) 

from the Island Roamer.  

 

What followed was a very relaxed lunchtime and afternoon with Ryan explaining the rules of boat life, from 

safety on the water to how the various functions worked. Once we’d been shown our rooms, we started 

motoring slowly north, enjoying the views and a few birds like Great Blue Heron and Bonaparte’s Gull. Our next 

destination was to anchor near a good spot to look for Sea Otters. We spied one in the distance and decided it 

was time for the zodiacs, after having a good look at a Red-necked Grebe. Once in the zodiacs, we enjoyed a 

surprise group of eleven Sandhill Cranes as they circled obligingly overhead. While most Sea Otters were quite 

wary when we approach, one was very patient with us as we cut the engines and drifted nearer. A small group of 

Surfbirds nearby was nice.  

 

Onward towards Salmon Bay, that would be our night-time anchor, we saw our first blow – two Humpback 

Whales. As we neared them we managed some great views and were delighted when we saw bubble netting - the 

whale blowing a large ring of bubbles to trap small fish like herring. The whale then breaks the surface, mouth 

open, offering lucky whale watchers the opportunity for a great view. We saw this behaviour several times before 

we moved on. A great end to the day!  

 

With the sky still clear when we anchored, we enjoyed our chicken dinner before a quick run through of the day 

and our first night on the boat.  
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Day 3 Thursday 14th September 

Salmon Bay; Mathieson Channel to Mussel Creek 

The dawn chorus started at 6.45am and consisted of Ravens and Bald Eagles calling! We enjoyed a light breakfast 

before boarding the zodiacs to explore the nearby creek. Our first Steller Sea Lion of the trip fed among some 

gulls. On shore we immediately saw fresh bear scat – the fruit jam version showing us this bear had been 

enjoying berries. A close flyover of a Bald Eagle was dramatic, and our first salmon carcass. Nearby, in the creek 

itself, was the reason we had come to this part of the world – salmon! The water was teeming with them; fins 

and ripples as they moved up the shallow waters or swam gently against the current in deeper areas. The walk 

was quite short but involved working our way through the trees and bushes, with harsh Raven croaks and the 

occasional Pacific Wren singing. But the stars of the show were the fish, with the clear water offering great views.  

 

After transferring back to the Island Roamer, we chugged further along Mathieson Channel, seeing more 

Humpback Whales, six elegant Western Grebes and some Surf Scoters. Carmen provided another amazing lunch 

as we travelled. After two more Humpback Whales we decided to get up close and personal with a stunning 

waterfall. Lots of photographs and a fair amount of spray later (especially for Jeff and Peter who decided to get 

an even closer view via the zodiac), we saw our first Black Bear walking along the shoreline, grabbing a fish and 

eating it. We approached slowly and had great views of it feeding.   

 

Moving further along, we saw another before reaching our anchorage for the night at the end of Mussel Creek. 

Here was a great place for bears. We spent the last three hours in the zodiacs exploring the creek. We didn’t get 

that far to be honest, but had great views of the Vancouver race of Canada Geese, Goosander (Common 

Merganser this side of the Atlantic) and Harlequin Ducks. However, we also saw several Grizzly Bears! They 

were the undoubtedly highlight with a mother and two cubs, another mother with one, and perhaps a mother 

with two young males. They fished, splashing through the water to get salmon. The first family we saw spent the 

whole time digging in the river bank. A truly amazing way to spend an evening! We returned to another great 

meal (we also had fish tonight), before turning in.  

Day 4 Friday 15th September 

Mussel Creek; Sheep Passage; Graham Reach; Khutz River 

Today was warm and sunny with high cloud throughout. While we were at Mussel Creek, we decided to have a 

light breakfast and get out on the zodiacs. Both Black and Grizzly Bears performed well, including a mother with 

three cubs. A young American Dipper kindly flew and perched on the river bank next to us, and a little while 

later a Steller’s Jay did the same. Many photographs of both were taken! After another filling breakfast we 

travelled up Sheep Passage and Graham Reach, enjoying more excellent weather. Just after six jet skiers zoomed 

by (a rare sighting of other humans!), we noticed they had stopped. They had found a couple of Humpback 

Whales which were bubble netting. We also passed a couple of fish farms, one of which has a raft of 250 Surf 

Scoters floating nearby.  

 

Our destination was the end of Khutze River. We anchored here and took zodiacs into this stunning landscape. 

There were several perched Bald Eagles, Vancouver Canada Geese and a number of great sightings of Black 

Bear, including one walking into the creek and crossing in front of our boats. Magical!   
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The tide was quite low but we managed a short scramble on dry land, but decided to spend the last bit of 

daylight back in the zodiacs up the creek watching a family of Grizzly Bears.  

 

Carmen had our dinner ready on our return, rounding off another wonderful day. Tricia managed to add a new 

species of mammal to the trip list with her bat detector plugged into her iPad.  

Day 5 Saturday 16th September 

Kutze River; Graham Reach; Fraser Reach; Goat Harbour 

We opted for a slightly later breakfast and then out on the zodiacs back up the river. The tide was higher which 

made it easier to navigate. At least seven Bald Eagles were perched on the shore as we left. The early morning 

fog was lifting and there were signs of another blue sky, but it was cooler and there were more gloves and woolly 

hats on show this morning. The first highlight was several Harbour Seals hauled out on a floating trunk. We saw 

a Pacific Wren on river bank rocks, an American Dipper and our first black headed Dark-eyed Junco.  

 

We then returned down river to a small beach to get on land for a short walk. Immediately, we found a mother 

Grizzly Bear and two cubs feeding nearby. Strange how calm we were walking next to these bears whereas 

before the holiday, we may have been far more nervous about the situation. They sniffed the air but carried on 

feeding. At one point, a cub rolled on its back with feet in the air. We had a short walk to a ‘stink source’, which 

is a dump of smelly things like dogfish blood and used by researchers to lure bears to then snag their fur on 

barbed wire which surrounds the stink source itself. Much information can be ascertained from the fur which 

helps scientists monitor bear populations. Here we had brief views of Varied Thrush and Red-breasted 

Sapsucker. Back on board, we returned to the shallow river and watched a mother Grizzly Bear and three cubs 

fishing.  

 

Our journey back on the Island Roamer took us further up Graham Reach alongside Princess Royal Island. The 

weather improved to our usual warm sunny conditions: we realised we were very lucky and made the most of it! 

Our skipper Ryan saw some blows up ahead. A few minutes later we were surrounded by Humpback Whales! 

We estimated twenty-five animals at least. After some time with them we visited an abandoned cannery at 

Butedale. Here we met the caretaker Cory, who lives here with his cat and dog. Although there are big plans for 

the site, most buildings are crumbling. The caretaker took us out the back to show us the water turbine (broken 

at the moment but being fixed shortly), and then we took the walk to the lake. It was a good opportunity to do a 

walk along a trail, although the trail itself quickly turned into a bit of a scramble. However, we made it - a 

welcome work-out in warm weather! 

 

We returned to the boat and said goodbye, and then carried on north to the tip of Princess Royal Island and into 

Goat Harbour for the night, just a dusk fell.  

Day 6 Sunday 17th September 

Goat Harbour; Graham Reach; Gil Island; Cameron Cove 

It had rained overnight and, after a light breakfast, four of us took the opportunity to try the kayaks. The rest 

boarded the zodiacs and we explored the area, landing for a short walk. It was not a great river for salmon 
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because of a waterfall a short distance away, but we saw a couple of American Dippers and a Belted Kingfisher. 

Onwards we passed Red-necked Grebes, Surf Scoters, Pigeon Guillemot and then some gulls in a knot, followed 

by bubble netting Humpback Whales. A raft of around 80 Pacific Divers also moved into the same area.  

 

Onwards and lunch. We reached Squally Channel which is a good place for whales (although our experience so 

far was that there were numerous places good for whales). We noticed a few Kittiwakes, indicating our closer 

proximity to the open sea. Then we spotted a tall blow and a long back - we had Fin Whales! We worked our 

way towards them, getting reasonable views. These huge whales are not always that easy to get close to and our 

first two confirmed that. However, a short time later, we hit the jackpot and had more closer. We managed 

several great views of the blow, a long smooth back and small dorsal fin. Magnificent!  

 

The weather was now bright and sunny (again!), and there was a bit of a breeze. Ryan suggested we put the sails 

up. Several of us got involved and after a few minutes, the engines were cut and we were sailing.   This coincided 

with the wind dropping but we persevered for a while, enjoying the peace. With thoughts turning to our evening 

anchor, we resorted to using the engine and made our way towards Cameron Cove and passed an impressive 

Steller Sea Lion colony with around 150 hauled out on the rocks. An Arctic Skua (or more correctly here, a 

Parasitic Jaeger), chased a gull and a Merlin shot overhead. We also saw a brief Elephant Seal – looking like a 

lump of wood, floating in the sea, but with whiskers. When it sank below the surface, identification was 

confirmed...  

 

We anchored in Cameron Cove and ate another incredible meal before the customary log of sightings and a run 

through where we’d been today and where we were heading tomorrow.   

Day 7 Monday 18th September 

Cameron Cove; Whale Point; Whale Channel; Promise Island 

A morning kayak was the start of the day for some, with the rest in the zodiacs. We saw our first Black 

Turnstones with very close views. We also had close views of a belted Kingfisher which caught a fish and indeed, 

belted the life out of it against a branch.  

 

After breakfast we spent a bit of time on land and visited Cetacealab at Whale Point. Here we met Herman who 

has been researching the whales for many years. After an introduction and history of his work, we met two of his 

interns, both from the UK, who told us about their work and played us some whale song they had recorded. 

Who knew Orcas could make a sound like banjo strings! They told us how Humpback Whales can be told apart 

by their tail patterns. They identified two of our sightings from our photographs – Vola and the not-so-

interestingly named CSX0153.  

 

We continued onward to our next stop via Whale Channel where we saw up to four Fin Whales, but stealing the 

show were several groups of Dall’s Porpoises. These small black and white torpedoes smashed through the water 

and some even did a bit of bow riding, giving us a great opportunity to look down on them. Getting a 

photograph was hard however!  

 

From here we headed adjacent to Promise Island for the night. There was however, time (and beautiful 

conditions) for an evening kayak with six of the group giving it a go this time. The rest of the group got in the 
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zodiac with three landing to prepare a fire. We returned on board for dinner and the log, and then Ryan asked 

who would like to go ashore for a campfire. With eight volunteers, we set out into the dark to try and find the 

beach with the fire. Andrew pointed out the bioluminescence in the wake of the boat. It was not that easy 

finding the right spot using memories and head torches, but we got there straight away.  We didn’t realise it at 

the time though, and continued searching for five minutes before returning to the original spot and finding the 

prepared fire! Once lit, we gathered around enjoying the night sky which included a couple of shooting stars, and 

some chocolate. The cedar provided a great fire and a nice aroma too. But our beds were calling and we returned 

by about 11.30pm.  

Day 8 Tuesday 19th September 

Promise Island; Gribble Island; north along Verney Passage; Kitsaway Anchorage 

From our overnight mooring we made our way to our rendezvous with Marvin and Gary from the Gitga’at 

community, who would take us to a site where we had a good chance of seeing Spirit Bear. They knew the site, 

the bears and the rules of engagement. Once we reached the shore, we were led up the stream to a viewing area. 

The stream was full of salmon. Steller’s Jays were picking on carcasses, and our first American Marten shot up 

the river and did the same, offering several great views throughout the day. Then Gary pointed across the stream 

as a large Black Bear (named Brutus) strolled towards us and across the stream. It was so close! Last week, before 

we’d heard all about how bears will tolerate people and how to behave around them, we would no doubt have 

been rather nervous. However, we just watched in awe as this magnificent beast appeared a few metres away, 

barely looking at us. We had had great views of Black Bear already, perfectly satisfactory, but this was 

extraordinary. Other morning highlights were a singing American Dipper, and a Sharp-shinned Hawk spooking 

the jays. But the Spirit Bear seen most of the previous day and briefly before we arrived was not showing. At 

times like these and on this holiday, we needed a bit of Carmen’s attention. Luckily, that’s just what we got. Ryan 

and Carmen arrived with lunch; some delicious wraps, cheese, carrots and cherry tomatoes, and then chocolate. 

What a tonic, and as the sun broke through the cloud, we were set for the afternoon.  

 

At 2.01pm precisely Ryan’s walkie-talkie crackled into life. Marvin had a Spirit Bear walking up the path we had 

walked up to get here. It carried on and then took the river course, finding a salmon carcass and feeding for a 

while before carrying it to the river bank to carry on feeding. After 20 minutes or so, it was lost to view. A few 

minutes later, what we thought was the same individual was seen directly across from us. When it eventually 

came down to the river, we could see it was a different individual. This was the eighteen-year-old mother with 

bare skin around her eyes. She performed right in front of us (and we’re talking about five metres away), trying 

several times to catch fish and failing. Eventually, after standing still in the flowing water for about 20 minutes, 

she turned around and stood for another ten minutes before running and catching a fish. Gary cheered! It’s clear 

both Gary and Marvin have a great love of the bears and are hugely protective and know each one. At one stage, 

a standard Black Bear caught a fish, brought it to Marvin’s feet and ate it. Kerry and Tricia, who were watching, 

could not believe their eyes!  You can’t have too much of a good thing, unless of course you’re on a Naturetrek 

holiday. Just as we were thinking of leaving, a third Spirit Bear walked up the river: this one was called 

Strawberry. It joined the old female fishing so we had the amazing situation of two Spirit Bears feeding together. 

What a fantastic finale to our trip! At 5pm we left the site to walk back to the zodiacs. Andrew, who had had the 

afternoon shift on the Island Roamer and hadn’t seen the Spirit Bears, met us half way up the river bank track 

and when hearing we’d left two feeding in the river, carried on to see them.   
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Once we’d transferred back to the Island Roamer, we spent the next couple of hours heading north so that we 

could anchor nearer to our final destination of Kitamaat at noon tomorrow. Needless to say, we were all very 

happy.  

Day 9 Wednesday 20th September 

Kisaway to Kitamaat; transfer to Terrace airport; Fly to Vancouver & onwards to London 

There was little to do today but enjoy our breakfast and pack our bags while we headed towards Kitamaat. We 

gathered in the bridge to share our highlights of the trip and say our thanks to the fantastic crew. Andrew had 

made great notes of his personal highlights of the group and had a few words to say about everyone. Lots of 

smiles all around!  

 

We docked before noon and said our goodbyes to Ryan, Andrew, Caroline and Carmen. We then took the 

shuttle bus to Terrace airport, arriving at 12.35pm. Check in was interesting with trainees on the desks. Luckily 

we had lots of spare time and the airport is quite small. Our flight to Vancouver left on time. After landing at 

Vancouver we said goodbye to Pernilla, Mikael and Pam who were travelling on to their own counties, while the 

remaining group members caught their overnight flight to London.  

Day 10 Thursday 21st September 

Return to London Heathrow 

Our overnight flight landed back at London Heathrow Airport, where another Naturetrek adventure came to an 

end. We’d travelled to an amazingly beautiful place, seen very few people during the tour, and those we had met 

were utterly lovely. They looked after us, fed us amazing food (really amazing food), and of course, showed us 

some incredible wildlife. And we were lucky with the weather! Thanks to the group for their great company and 

the great memories we now have of the Spirit Bear Cruise. 

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 Lists 

Mammals (=recorded but not counted; H = heard only: P=possible sighting) 

      September 

  Common name Scientific name 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 

1 Black Bear Ursus americanus 
 

2 8 
  

3 5 
 

2 Kermode (Spirit) Bear Ursus americanus kermodei 
     

1 3 
 

3 Brown (Grizzly) Bear Ursus arctos horribilis 
 

10 16 7 
    

4 American Marten Martes americana 
      

2 
 

5 Sea Otter Enhydea lutris 5 
       

6 Steller's Sea Lion Eumetopias jubatus 
 

1 3 
 

c150 c150 
  

7 Harbour Seal Phoca vitulina 6 15 20 
 

2 2 1 5 

8 Elephant Seal Mirounga angustirostris 
    

1 
   

9 Douglas Squirrel Tamiasciurus douglasi 
 

? 
      

10 Harbour Porpoise Phocoena phocoena 
     

P 
  

11 Dall's Porpoise Phocoenoides dalli 
     

20 
  

12 Fin Whale Balaenoptera physalus 
    

6 4 
  

13 Humpback Whale Megaptera novaeangliae 2 8 6 60 2 2 3 1 

14 Mouse-eared Bat Myotis yumanensis 
  

1 
     

Birds   

        1 Pacific Loon Gavia pacifica 5 
   

90 6 2 
 

2 Common Loon (Great Northern  Diver) Gavia immer 1 1 
      

3 Horned (Slavonian) Grebe Podiceps auritus 
    

2 1 
  

4 Red-necked Grebe Podiceps grisegena 3 
  

1 20 10 3 
 

5 Western Grebe Aechmophorus occidentalis 
 

6 5 
  

10 6 
 

6 Double-crested Cormorant Phalacrocorax auritus 3 
       

7 Pelagic Cormorant Phalacrocorax pelagicus 2 
  

1 2 1 
  

8 Great Blue Heron Ardea herodias 3 1 6 4 
 

2 1 
 

9 Canada Goose Branta canadensis 
 

2 60 20 5 4 
  

10 American Wigeon Mareca americana 15 15 3 
     

11 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos 
 

3 4 
     

12 Northern Shoveler Spatula clypeata 
 

3 
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      September 

  Common name Scientific name 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 

13 Northern Pintail Anas acuta 
  

11 
     

14 Green-winged Teal Anas carolinensis 
 

2 2 
     

15 Harlequin Duck Histrionicus histrionicus 
 

15 10 4 25 2 
  

16 Surf Scoter Melanitta perspicillata 15 10 C250 
 

45 35 
 

1 

17 Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula 
 

1 
      

18 Common Merganser (Goosander) Mergus merganser 4 4 6 3 3 2 
  

19 Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus 5 10 20 6 5 3 1 
 

20 Sharp-shinned Hawk Accipiter striatus 
       

1 

21 Red-tailed Hawk Buteo jamaicensis 1 
       

22 American Kestrel Falco sparverius 
  

1 
     

23 Merlin Falco columbarius 
    

1 1 
  

24 Sandhill Crane Antigone canadensis 11 1 
      

25 Killdeer Charadrius vociferus 8 
       

26 Black Oystercatcher Haematopus bachmani 3 
       

27 Spotted Sandpiper Actitis macularia 2 
       

28 Black Turnstone Arenaria melanocephala 
     

20 
  

29 Surfbird Aphriza virgata 8 
       

30 Red (Grey) Phalarope Phalaropus fulicaria 
 

2 
  

5 4 
  

31 Parasitic Jaeger (Arctic Skua) Stercorarius parasiticus 
    

1 1 
  

32 Bonaparte's Gull Larus philadelphia 100       
 

33 Mew (Common) Gull Larus canus 75       
 

34 California Gull Larus californicus 
  

3 1 2 
   

35 American Herring Gull Larus smithsonianus 3       
 

36 Glaucous-winged Gull Larus glaucescens 45 35 20 
  

30 4 
 

37 Black-legged Kittiwake Rissa tridactyla 
    

35 20 
  

38 Common Murre (Guillemot) Uria aalge 
    

24 40 
  

39 Pigeon Guillemot Cepphus columba 
 

1 1 1 
    

40 Marbled Murrelet Brachyramphus marmoratus 5 20 15 
 

1 
   

41 Rhinoceros Auklet Cerorhinca monocerata 2 
       

42 Mourning Dove Zenaida macroura 
 

1 
      

43 Belted Kingfisher Ceryle alcyon 2 3 7 
 

2 3 1 
 

44 Red-breasted Sapsucker Sphyrapicus ruber 
   

1 
    



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

 

 

© Naturetrek     October 17 3 
 

      September 

  Common name Scientific name 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 

45 Steller's Jay Cyanocitta stelleri 
 

10 8 3 2 4  
 

46 Northwestern Crow Corvus caurinus 20 20 50  1 35  
 

47 Northern Raven Corvus corax   20 1 1 5 6 
 

48 Black-capped Chickadee Poecile atricapillus 2 
       

49 Chestnut-backed Chickadee Poecile rufescens 
     

1 10 
 

50 Brown Creeper Certhia americana 
       

H 

51 Pacific Wren Troglodytes pacificus 
 

3H 
 

1 
 

1 H 
 

52 American Dipper Cinclus mexicanus 
  

1 1 2 
 

2 
 

53 Ruby-crowned Kinglet Regulus calendula 
   

H 
 

H H H 

54 Varied Thrush Ixoreus naevius 
   

1 
    

55 European Starling Sturnus vulgaris 30 
       

56 Common Yellowthroat Geothlypis trichas 1 
       

57 Song Sparrow Melospiza melodia 3 5 2 10 
 

2 
  

58 American Tree Sparrow Spizelloides arborea 
       

5 

59 Dark-eyed Junco Junco hyemalis 
  

1 3 
    

60 House Finch Carpodacus mexicanus 10 
       

Other Taxa 

Pink Salmon, Oncorhynchus gorbusha Chum Salmon, Oncorhynchus keta Lion's Mane Jellyfish , Cyanea apillata 

Ochre Star, Pisaster ochracius Bat Star, Asterina miniata Red Rock Crab, Cancer productus 

Dungeness Crab, Meracarcinus magister Banana Slug sp, Ariolimax sp. Spreadwing damselfly sp, Lestidae sp. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

Scenic by M Henriksson Scenic by Pam Strelitz 


