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Tour participants: Rob Mileto (leader) with 13 Naturetrek clients. 

   Island Roamer crew: Ryan Masson (Captain), Mark Drozda (mate),  

Nate Small (naturalist) and Carmen Dagile (cook) 

Day 1 Wednesday 20th September 

Most of us met up in the departure lounge at London Heathrow Airport and boarded the double-decker Airbus 

A380 plane for an uneventful flight to Vancouver. It was intriguing to take a nine-hour flight but, according to 

local time, arrive only a couple of hours after we had left! 

After the usual luggage and immigration formalities, we were soon on the shuttle to a nearby airport hotel where 

we met up with some other members of the party who had travelled out a few days earlier. It was then bedtime 

(or snack then bedtime for some) in anticipation of the adventure to come. 

Day 2 Thursday 21st September 

We enjoyed an early buffet breakfast before hopping on the shuttle to the domestic terminal and thence aboard a 

turbo-prop plane for the one-and-a-half hour flight to Terrace. It was a fairly clear day, so the views from the 

plane windows were breathtaking – tree-clad mountains, some with snow, dotted with impossibly blue lakes.  

On arrival, we boarded another shuttle and drove some 40 minutes through the forest to Kitamaat. There, in the 

harbour, was the Island Roamer ketch and its lovely crew to welcome us on board. Here too we saw our first 

birds of the trip; a scattering of American Herring Gulls and a couple of Northwestern Crows. 

Then we were off, watching the world slowly pass as we were given a safety briefing and had the first of many 

excellent lunches. As we sailed on in the bright sunshine and blue skies, the afternoon was punctuated by two 

Humpback Whales, the first of many sightings, and a handful of lovely birds, especially Surf Scoter and three gull 

species: Bonaparte’s, Mew (Common in the UK) and the mean-looking Glaucous-winged Gulls.  

As we cruised the Douglas Channel, the photographic opportunities were boundless and all the better for the 

impeccable reflections of majestic landscape on the mirror calm water under the azure sky. Towards the end of 

the afternoon, an excursion along the shoreline in the Zodiac inflatables gave us views of a Great Blue Heron, 

our first Bald Eagle and the bobbing heads of a fair few Harbour Seals.  

Dinner and the checklist were followed by staring upwards in awe at the Milky Way arcing across a dark sky. And 

for those who flushed the toilets in the night, the bioluminescence swirling round and round the toilet bowl gave 

one final frisson of excitement to a perfect day 

Day 3 Friday 22nd September 

Some opted for an early morning kayak along the shoreline and were rewarded with bear prints and a Steller's 

Jay. After breakfast we weighed anchor, snagging an old crab line and so fished up all manner of sea creatures, 
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the most exotic of which was probably the mass of plumose anemones – a foot or so of bulbous white balloon 

topped with a tuft of feathery tentacles.  

Off we sailed and the calm waters offered up their charms, such as Common Loon (known at home as Great 

Northern Diver) and the dinky little Marbled Murrelet. There were also Humpback Whales, both before and 

after a lovely lunch. We saw at least four separate groups, but they were all pretty much just surfacing to take 

breaths and then diving back down to feed (although that did give us great chances to take those iconic tail fluke 

photographs).  

Late in the afternoon we chanced upon a group of three whales; a mother with well-grown calf and one other. 

The mother had a large and distinctive chunk of flesh missing from just behind her dorsal fin, probably gained as 

an injury from a propeller. A shot of her fluke allowed us to identify her officially as ‘BCX1225’ and unofficially 

as Habit, know in the area since 2008. During one pass she came close enough to see her dark form and light 

pectoral fin glide effortlessly past the stern of the boat and dive under a floating tree trunk – wow! This 

encounter wes celebrated with hot cookies, and as we motored on there were little flurries of activity as we 

spotted a couple of Bald Eagles, large rafts of Surf Scoters, a few Red-necked Grebes and a couple Pacific 

Divers/Loons.  

From our anchorage in Goat's Bay we took a short inflatable ride to the shore and almost immediately stumbled 

upon our first Black Bear, shambling along the edge of the far side of a river we were stood next to. The sound 

of the rushing water masked any noise we were making and so it crossed over to our side and wandered towards 

us until… it lifted its head, spotted out multi-coloured mass of waterproofs and so hurried off into the forest! 

Day 4 Saturday 23rd September 

An early breakfast was taken in order to be at the mouth of the Riodan River for 8am and the short walk 

through the misty mossy forest to the ‘bear stand' (a platform on the riverbank). Almost immediately we were 

seeing American Martens and their playful antics chasing up and down the river, over rocks and logs in search of 

salmon scraps, which they readily found – bears being messy eaters! Here too were the smart Steller's Jays, 

mostly fishing for salmon eggs in the shallows. The Pink Salmon themselves were abundant in the river and 

would regularly chase each other around or make somewhat half-hearted attempts to excavate an egg-scrape. 

Around 10am, ‘Boss’ the Spirit Bear came trundling out of the forest directly in front of the stand and started 

mooching around looking for fresh carrion, fish eggs or easy catches in the shallow water. We all held our 

collective breaths hoping this seven-year-old male bear would not immediately disappear, but we had no need to 

be concerned - he wandered up and down the river for a least an hour before finally wandering off back into the 

forest – what a treat! Shortly afterwards, whilst we were still marvelling at our luck, a standard Black Bear popped 

out of the forest and pretty much followed the same routine, albeit for a touch shorter while. Lunch, in the form 

of delicious homemade burgers, was delivered still hot from the boat and as we settled down for the afternoon, 

American Dipper and Belted Kingfisher were new and welcome birds for the trip.  

There was then a quiet spell, but as we toyed with leaving the stand, more Black Bears appeared, including ‘Jack’, 

a three-year-old cub who was soon scared away by a larger Black Bear, only to appear again downstream. Also 

downstream, a mother and this year's cub also made a brief but stylish appearance, at one point posing on the 

same log and eating the same salmon. The big finale was an adult Black Bear wandering up to and then right past 
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our stand, much to the delight of those above... and the delight and thrill of those that had descended to view 

from below the stand - they had the bear pass by at arm's length and looked eye to eye with her! Dinner back on 

board was followed by a night time dip in the local rustic hot springs for those that chose to.  

Day 5 Sunday 24th September 

An early morning knock at the cabin door and the mention of breaching humpbacks was how many started the 

day, and that rather set the scene for much of what followed! After another lovely breakfast, we headed down 

the Princess Royal Channel and it was whale sightings the whole morning. In increasing level of our excitement, 

there were Humpback Whales blowing, tail slapping/lobbing, bubble netting and breaching. 

Not long after another tasty lunch we pulled into Butedale. This ghost town was founded on Princess Royal 

Island in 1918 as a fishing, mining and logging camp. Initially a salmon cannery was established by Western 

Packers, which was purchased and operated by the Canadian Fishing Company until it ceased operating in the 

1950s. At its peak, the summer-time population of Butedale was over 400 people; now it was one lone caretaker 

who showed us around and told us a little more of its history and possible future as an adventure lodge. There 

were also new birds to see in the form of a Fox Sparrow and a couple of American Widgeon, along with the 

usual suite of gulls.  

During the late afternoon we saw a few more Humpback Whales, but these were tame in comparison to the 

morning's viewings. We anchored in Khutze Inlet and took the zodiacs up the Khutze River. There were many 

gulls gorging on salmon eggs and several eagles picking off carrion. Mammal-wise, there was a Black Bear also 

seeking out dead and dying salmon caught up in fallen branches and trees.  

We returned, rather wet, to a hot dinner followed by a talk on bears by Nate, the chart of the journey with Ryan 

and the checklist with Rob. 

Day 6 Monday 25th September 

It was an early start with a mini-breakfast around 7am and then out back onto the river mouth in the 'mizzle'. 

Almost immediately we chanced upon a Black Bear which found a freshly dead salmon, and so it too had 

breakfast. We were hoping for Grizzy Bears, but sadly none were to be seen this morning, so we made do with a 

few choice birds, especially posing Bald Eagles and three dinky little Harlequin Ducks that popped up onto a 

fallen branch nearby making for an excellent photographic opportunity. 

The falling tide forced us back to the boat for a fulsome second breakfast as we set off down the Princess Royal 

Channel and to the Canoona River mouth and its scenic rapids. No matter how scenic they were though, they 

were initially ignored in favour of the Spirit Bear that was foraging along the rocky shore nearby, nibbling at the 

acorn barnacles as it went. We watch enthralled, and then a second Spirit Bear made an appearance on the rapids 

themselves, making for a classic photograph! Sadly, this second bear did not dwell, but we were content enough 

to have seen it and went back to watch the original bear for many minutes before the itinerary dictated that we 

moved on. Along with the dramatic scenery, part shrouded in cloud and mist, there were a handful of Fork-tailed 

Storm Petrels to keep us entertained. 
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Lunch was followed by a close encounter with a small pod of the superfast Dall's Porpoises. Later, amongst 

some of the flotsam and jetsam, a single Red-necked Phalarope was tricky to pick out, but eventually all that 

wanted to got a view.  

In the mid-afternoon we arrived at the small settlement of Klemtu where Shaun showed us around the 'Big 

House', a traditional meeting place for the 480 First Nation people that inhabit the settlement. The carved 

(totem) poles painted in the form of some of the native animals and some of the artwork stored there were 

fabulous to see. In the harbour there were various structures that made for great gull roosts, and we took the 

boat by the most crowded to see what we could spot. The answer was six species of gull and since they were 

mostly lined up, it made it easier to point out some of the key differences between them. Most were the dinky 

little Bonaparte's Gull and the big porky ones were mainly Glaucous-winged Gulls, but with a few American 

Herring Gulls. There were also a few mid-sized gulls which turned out to be mainly Mew (Common) Gulls but 

also a few Ring-billed Gulls and a single Californian Gull to make up our half dozen.  

On our way to our anchorage in Jackson's Passage we slowed at a rock in the channel, since there were some 

Pelagic Cormorants on top of it, only to find it was also a roost for many Black Turnstones which were new for 

our trip.  

Before dinner we had the usual 'chart chat' (today in a pirate accent!) followed by the checklist and yet more 

fantastic food. 

Day 7 Tuesday 26th September 

It was a relatively leisurely start with a fulsome breakfast taken around 7.30am. By 8am some were ready to head 

off in kayaks and some took to the zodiacs. In both cases the plan was to have a look at the inter-tidal sealife 

through the crystal clear waters. On the rocks were acorn barnacles and blue mussels, both loved by Black Bears. 

Under the water there were various starfish, such as Ochre, Leather and Bat and, clinging to the Bull Kelp in the 

hope of catching a passing jellyfish meal, were Kelp Crabs. Sadly, there were no mammals but views of Marbled 

Murrelet and a Thick-billed Murre were a much welcome addition to the morning.  

Given the typical rainforest weather by the time we returned to the Roamer we were a touch damp to say the 

least, so hot beverages were the first order of proceedings, followed shortly after by mid-morning snacks – we 

were never hungry on board.  

We motored through the grey misty channels and with little to see, there was time to catch up diaries, books... or 

play 'wordbrain' – this proved a big hit with most aboard joining in to try to fathom the required three words out 

of the 16 available in the letter square. Around noon there was an impossibly beautiful waterfall tumbling down a 

near-sheer rock face for us all to admire.  

Lunch was served as we entered Sheep Passage and here there were Pacific Loons with their surprisingly white-

looking heads and napes, and a large flock of Surf Scoters mooching about by a fish farm. 

By mid-afternoon we had anchored in Mussel Inlet and were soon motoring up the Mussel river mouth. Almost 

immediately we saw our first Grizzly Bear looking for scraps along the shoreline. In part, it was using the 

‘upright and shuffle along the river’ technique. Using its back feet to feel for dead fish, once found, it would kick 
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them up and then scoop up the bounty with its front feet, and voila – dinner. We cruised slowly further down the 

channel and were rewarded by the sight of five Common Goldeneye and, oh yes, a mother Grizzly Bear and her 

two two-year-old cubs. They too were busy fishing for dead and dying fish, or rather the mother was; the 

youngsters were just messing about, as youngsters are wont to do! As we watched, we spotted a second bear 

family, this time a mother and her cubs from this year. These were vaguely learning the bear craft they would 

need to survive, but were still poor at dealing with dead fish, let alone a live and kicking salmon. For the next 

couple of hours we slowly chugged around the river mouth watching bears (and six gull species!) come and go, 

seeing perhaps nine or ten Grizzly Bears in total. Into the bargain, we also spotted a Black Bear mother and her 

cub. This is a rarity in Grizzly country since Black Bears can quickly become ex-bears...  

After some three hours of bear-watching we returned to our ketch as the light faded, and enjoyed yet another 

excellent dinner followed by the usual chart chat and checklist. 

Day 8 Wednesday 27th September 

We had an early first breakfast and loaded aboard the two zodiacs on a blissfully rain-free sunrise! Through the 

early morning mist, we soon spotted our first Grizzly Bear for the day – the mother and her two two-year-old 

cubs we had seen the previous evening (well, probably them). They were doing much the same thing, scouting 

the shoreline for dead and dying salmon to gorge on, which was present in abundance. At one point, a distant 

lone Grizzly Bear sprung up onto its hind legs to peek at 'our' bears but decided not to approach. We swung 

round to take a look at this rival bear, but the falling tide did not allow a close approach. For the following hour 

or so, we plied the channel mouth looking at these bears go about their important business of wandering about, 

having a good scratch and fattening up on the super-abundant scraps. Life around the bears comprised of the 

usual mix of gulls, several Bald Eagles, as well as a fly past by a Sharp-shinned Hawk and a Merlin mobbing a 

Northwestern Crow. 

By 9.30am it was time to return to the Island Roamer for second/main breakfast (Turkish eggs and sausage 

today). Heading off down the Mathieson Channel we spotted a distant Humpback Whale against a rare blue sky! 

However, it was not in the mood to hang around and give us a closer view. Lunch was interrupted by a ‘fluking’ 

whale and post-lunch we got up close to a ‘logging’ whale taking 40 winks (dozing). 

It was a stunningly sunny and still afternoon and around 3.30pm we were anchoring at Powell anchorage and 

boarding the zodiacs to search for Sea Otters for which this area is well known. Having been told to look for a 

“coconut” or “furry floating log”, within a few minutes we had spotted one, but it proved shy and soon dived 

away; the next few did the same. Eventually, we came across a much more relaxed individual. It was floating on 

its back with a big fat sea cucumber on its chest. It sniffed and prodded it for a while before deciding it wanted a 

tastier meal and dived down. Soon after, it popped up again with three crabs – one on its chest, one held in its 

back paws (both still, so presumably disabled) and a third in its front paws. This it proceeded to bash against the 

'chest' crab, using it as an anvil – normally they use a flat stone for this! After demolishing and devouring the 

front paw crab, it swapped to the back paw crab and by the time it had finished this off in the same manner, the 

chest crab was also broken up enough to enjoy as a meal! Now that's ingenuity for you! 

After an hour or so we returned to the Roamer for a quick tea and split into three groups: some re-boarded the 

zodiacs and returned to spotting Sea Otter, joined by some in Kayaks. Meanwhile an intrepid three went on a 
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forest ‘bushwhack’ that initially involved fighting our way through head-high undergrowth, then over or under 

massive fallen moss-cloaked trunks before eventually returning to the shoreline where the walking was much 

more straightforward. Here we saw Fox Sparrow and our first American Robins for the trip.  

Back on board, needless to say, we had a fantastic final dinner (the food being voted the highlight of the trip by 

one guest!). Words of thanks and even a poem were exchanged. 

Day 9 Thursday 28th September 

There was a glorious pink sunrise to herald a bright sunny final day (well, with just a bit of sea fog...). The two-

hour journey to Bella Bella yielded few sightings, but it was good to have a second and better look at a couple of 

Fork-tailed Storm Petrels. At the dock we embraced and warmly thanked our excellent crew of four, then headed 

off for the tiny airport, complete with its resident cat called ‘Toast’. We departed on time and had fantastic views 

of the dramatic British Colombian landscape as we hopped from Bella Bella to Campbell River, thence Comox 

and finally to Vancouver itself. Here we said goodbye to four of our party who were staying on for a few days 

and then settled down to wait for our overnight flight home. 

Day 10 Friday 29th September 

Our uneventful, but slightly late flight landed at Heathrow Airport and another Naturetrek adventure 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!  

 

 

Reflection of BC by Rob Mileto Spirit Bear by Jenny Warbis 

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 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 

1 Black Bear Ursus americanus   1 5 2 1 2     

1a Kermode (Spirit) Bear Ursus americanus kermodei     1   2       

2 Brown (Grizzly) Bear Ursus arctos horribilis           9 5   

3 American Marten Martes americana     5           

4 Sea Otter Enhydea lutris             8   

5 Steller's Sea Lion Eumetopias jubatus     1       1   

6 Harbour Seal Phoca vitulina 4 7         

7 Dall's Porpoise Phocoenoides dalli   30     14       

8 Humpback Whale Megaptera novaeangliae 2 9 5 20 3   4   

Birds                   

1 Red-throated Diver (Loon) Gavia stellata   2             

2 Pacific Diver (Loon) Gavia pacifica   1       18 21   

3 Common Loon (Great Northern Diver) Gavia immer 2 3       2 3   

4 Red-necked Grebe Podiceps grisegena 1 16   3   3 1   

5 Eared (Black-necked) Grebe Podiceps nigricollis                 

6 Western Grebe Aechmophorus occidentalis 3 11       4     

7 Fork-tailed Storm Petrel Oceanodroma furcata         6   2 2 

8 Double-crested Cormorant Phalacrocorax auritus             1   

9 Pelagic Cormorant Phalacrocorax pelagicus 1 1     6   9   

10 Great Blue Heron Ardea herodias 2 1   2 2 1 2 1 

11 Canada Goose Branta canadensis 40 23         

12 American Wigeon Mareca americana       2         

13 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos 1               

14 Harlequin Duck Histrionicus histrionicus 14       3 1 12   

15 Surf Scoter Melanitta perspicillata 60        100s 100s   

16 Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula           5 2   

17 Bufflehead Bucephala albeola           1     

18 Common Merganser (Goosander) Mergus merganser 14 3   6      
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       September 

  Common name Scientific name 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 

19 Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus 1 3 1 5 18 15 10   

20 Northern (Hen) Harrier Circus cyaneus                 

21 Sharp-shinned Hawk Accipiter striatus             1   

22 Merlin Falco columbarius             1   

23 Black Turnstone Arenaria melanocephala         24   2   

24 Stilt Sandpiper Calidris himantopus             1   

25 Red-necked Phalarope Phalaropus lobatus         2       

26 Bonaparte's Gull Chroicocephalus philadelphia 14          

27 Mew (Common) Gull Larus canus 4          

28 Ring-billed Gull Larus delawarensis         2 1     

29 California Gull Larus californicus         1 10     

30 Thayer's Gull Larus glaucoides thayeri           1     

31 American Herring Gull Larus smithsonianus 21     1      

32 Glaucous-winged Gull Larus glaucescens   19          

33 Thick-billed Murrre (Brünnich's Guillemot) Uria lomvia           1 1   

34 Common Murre (Guillemot) Uria aalge             1   

35 Pigeon Guillemot Cepphus columba             4   

36 Marbled Murrelet Brachyramphus marmoratus 4 1       3 4   

37 Belted Kingfisher Ceryle alcyon 2 1 3 2 1 3 4   

38 Steller's Jay Cyanocitta stelleri   1 21     3    

39 Northwestern Crow Corvus caurinus 2       40    

40 Northern Raven Corvus corax H 2 4   6     

41 Pacific Wren Troglodytes pacificus H   H     1     

42 American Dipper Cinclus mexicanus     2 1   1 3   

43 American Robin Turdus migratorius             10   

44 European Starling Sturnus vulgaris               30 

45 Fox Sparrow Passerella iliaca       1     1   

 


