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Tour participants: Ed Drewitt (leader) with 12 Naturetrek clients 

Island Roamer Crew: Skipper: Jonas Finman 

   Mate: Mark Drozda 

   Cook: Joshua St Pierre 

   Naturalist: Anne Stewart 

Introduction 

Our seven-day tour took us around a small part of the Great Bear Rainforest (the size of Ireland), in the north-

west corner of British Columbia, providing a sensational cast of mammals, cetaceans and birdlife. Close 

encounters with Killer Whales topped and tailed the holiday. A Grizzly Bear mother with her three well-grown 

cubs provided us with fascinating views over two days, as they fed on fresh and dead salmon in the river and on 

the mud at low tide. Two coastal Grey Wolves started our whale-watching day off well, with the younger animal 

howling across the cove. Two Fin Whales surfaced along the coastline and bubble-feeding Humpback Whales 

just kept on feeding, even unexpectedly surfacing right by the boat, giving us an eye-full of baleen and gulping 

mouths. Our final full day was spent by a woodland river where we intimately watched up to eight Black Bears 

while they were catching and eating live salmon. One of these bears was a Spirit Bear, the cream-coloured variant 

particular to this region. From Bald Eagles to Steller’s Jays and Rhinoceros Auklets to divers and grebes, we 

enjoyed a whole host of birdlife during our tour. Other wildlife included close encounters with Dall’s Porpoises, 

Steller Sea Lions and Harbour Seals. 

Day 1 Tuesday 10th September 

Travel to Vancouver, British Columbia 

With our original BA flight to Vancouver cancelled due to the pilots’ strike, the group travelled on two 

alternative journeys. Ed travelled with Val and Ursula to Vancouver via Dallas, while the majority travelled from 

Gatwick Airport direct. By the evening everyone was at the Pacific Gateway Hotel and ready for an early start 

the next day. Terence and Rosemary, who had been here a few days early saw a variety of birds and mammals 

including: Great Blue Heron, Cedar Waxwing, Spotted Towhee, Northern Flicker, Red-breasted Sapsucker, 

Downy Woodpecker, Glaucous-winged Gull, Yellow Warbler, Myrtle (also known as Yellow-rumped) Warbler, 

Orange-crowned Warbler, American Robin, Bushtits, Black-capped Chickadees, Belted Kingfisher, Wood 

Ducks, Barn Swallows, Eastern Grey Squirrel and Douglas’ Squirrel. 

Day 2 Wednesday 11th September 

Bella Bella, Seaforth Channel, Reid Passage, Perceval Narrows, Mathieson Channel, 

Salmon Bay and Rescue Bay (32 Nautical Miles, NM) 

After an early breakfast we met at the hotel at 6.40am for the shuttle bus back to the airport and then another to 

the South Terminal, ready for our internal flight up the coastline to the small forest town of Bella Bella. In the 

Great Bear Rainforest around 18, 000 people live and around 26 First Nations call this their coast home.  

 

At the international airport Northwest Crows were looking for titbits. It was quiet at the South Terminal and we 

were soon on our small twin-propeller plane heading down the runway where a Red-tailed Hawk was perched on 

one of the signage boards. Eighty minutes later we were touching down at the small town (1, 500 people) after 
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travelling along the coastline, islands and islets, with Vancouver Island on our left. Despite the cloud cover, there 

was still a lot to see. At the little airfield and tiny café-cum-airport, we split in two and travelled with Dexter 

down to the harbour where we met our captain Jonas and first officer Mark. Northwest Crows and Ravens were 

common and tame. At the harbour two Bald Eagles were perched nearby. Glaucous-winged Gulls and a 

California Gull were hanging out while a flock of Black Turnstones were chattering away on the beach.  

 

We headed onto the boat in two Zodiacs and unpacked in cabins before an introductory briefing by Jonas on 

keeping safe and helping each other out in an emergency. Sailing away from Bella Bella, it was time for lunch, a 

lovely buffet prepared by our cook Joshua, consisting of carrot and ginger soup, salad, cheeses and cured meats. 

His delicious and creative dishes were to become a continuing delightful theme throughout this holiday and he 

catered incredibly well for vegans too. We then spent several hours wildlife watching as we passed by tree-clad 

islands and rocky hillsides. Throughout the sailing we spotted several rafts of Guillemots and numerous single 

Rhinoceros Auklets and an occasional Pigeon Guillemot. Small numbers of ducks were around, mainly 

Harlequin Ducks and some striking Surf Scoters, including a flock of ten. Mainly Pelagic and some Double-

crested Cormorants were hanging out on rocky outcrops above the water, amongst flocks of California and 

Glaucous-winged Gulls. A little later, dainty Bonaparte’s Gulls were resting on logs or picking food off the 

surface of the water. Five Great Northern Divers, including two in flight, and two Red-necked Grebes were also 

seen. To our delight a large male Sea Otter was swimming high out of the water like a sea lion and we slowed 

down and circled round to watch it diving, feeding and looking at us. In the still water below, Moon Jellyfish 

were pulsating. Occasional Steller Sea Lions were also seen, swimming into these more inland waters as they 

follow the salmon heading for the rivers. With a weather front coming in, the landscape became grey and misty 

while rain pattered on the still, calm water. We headed for some quieter waters where we made our first landing.  

 

We headed out in the Zodiacs a short distance to a seaweed-covered shore. Five Harbour Seals were popping 

their heads up nearby and later were hauled out on some rocks. The tide was heading out and salmon made the 

water bubble when they were suddenly spooked. In the soft rain (sometimes heavier!) we walked onto the 

foreshore through moss-clad trees and ground with the occasional distinctive aroma of rotting fish. We stopped 

to look at several piles of bear poo containing the remains of Alaskan Blueberries and Salal. Passing more 

familiar Yarrow, Silverweed and sedges we wandered under riverside Alder trees and stopped by the shallows 

where tens of salmon were vying for the best space as they attempted to head upstream. This was the first 

significant rain for several weeks and rain the salmon had been waiting for it to top up the rivers. We watched as 

small Chum Salmon with their tiger varieties, and Pink Salmon, with hump-backed individuals, swam, tussled 

and occasionally jumped out of the water. It was mesmerising to watch. Jonas picked out a dead Pink Salmon 

from the water and cut it open to have a closer look. It was a male and its two white sacs of sperm looked as 

though they had been put to good use for future generations of salmon as they were thin and flaccid. By placing 

them in the water and moving them around we watched as the milt, the milky sperm, infiltrated the water as it 

would over salmon eggs. We headed back and, with the tide much lower, walked over a colourful shore of shiny 

grey pebbles, spent mussel shells, barnacles and olive-green seaweed. Anne pointed out four empty Northern 

Abalone shells, an endangered species in Canada. Nearby, a mix of Bonaparte’s, Mew and Glaucous-winged 

Gulls were resting and becoming more active as the low tide revealed tasty morsels of salmon. Some gulls were 

flying out of the forest along the track of the river. Before we boarded the Zodiacs some spotted two gulls which 

appeared to be Thayer’s Gulls, new migrant birds arriving from further north as we headed into autumn.   
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Our afternoon trip was a real chance to see the wider environment and experience one of the 2, 500 salmon runs 

that takes place in the Great Bear Rainforest every year. These salmon have been returning from the sea with just 

one thing in mind, moving up the rivers to spawn or fertilise those eggs (depending on the sex). They invest all 

their energy in doing this and once done they die, by which point their bodies are falling apart or already 

becoming incredibly worn and mouldy. The bears and birds, such as Bald Eagles, take advantage of this glut. 

Many of the fish remains end up in the forest where they have been taken by bears or deposited in the poo of 

birds, bears and wolves. These provide important nutrients for maintaining the health of the forest. Once those 

eggs hatch the cycle starts all over again.  

Day 3 Thursday 12th September 

Rescue Bay, Jackson Narrows, Finlayson Channel, Carter Bay, Sheep Passage and 

Mussel Inlet (36.4 NM) 

After a very wet night of heavy rain, we woke to a calm morning surrounded by a low cloud base. Out on the 

ocean the storm was whipping up waves four metres tall. Fortunately, we were sheltered away from this. As the 

group slowly surfaced, we met for breakfast and then began our journey for the day. With the tide low, we sailed 

through crystal-clear water, passing Plumose Anemones and, along the tideline, groups of large pink-purple 

Common Purple Starfish. A Great Northern Diver was diving close to the boat and various Belted Kingfishers 

flew past or gave out their rattling call. A juvenile Red-necked Grebe took off near the boat and a Marbled 

Murrelet was preening on still, calm water. Throughout the morning we were surrounded by incredible scenery, 

rocky hillsides masked by thousands of trees and cloaked in fine mist. We passed the First Nation community 

called Klemtu where the Kitasoo and the Xaix-Xaix people come together. After the heavy rain, logs and 

plankton were forming together in drift lanes and convergence zones caused by the underlying currents. Debris 

on the water was providing sources of food for various Bonaparte’s, California, Mew and Glaucous-winged 

Gulls plus small numbers of Red-necked Phalaropes.  

 

We met together at just after 9am to introduce ourselves to each other and the crew; as we were finishing 

introductions and hearing about why people had come along on this holiday Orcas suddenly appeared. We 

stayed with them for half an hour watching as a dozen or more animals surfaced. As we watched them, we were 

able to distinguish different individuals including at least two male with very tall dorsal fins, one with a notch 

missing from the front of it. One Orca breached in front of us and before we left the pod they were rolling in 

the water and calmly surfacing by the boat. Anne informed us these were northern resident Orcas, distinguished 

by their dorsal fins and grey saddle patches on their backs.  

 

As everyone was relaxing after the Orcas, there was more excitement at 11.15am when a school of Dall’s 

Porpoises came by. We circled around and watched as up to eight individuals surfaced in various directions, at 

first just showing off their grey-marked dorsal fin. Then everything went up a gear and several individuals began 

surfing at speed through the water, revealing their dark bodies and large white side patches. One or two came to 

bow ride for a short while too.  

 

After a superb lunch comprising curried-lentil soup, mixed salad and stuffed Portobello mushrooms, we entered 

into Carter Bay where we disembarked for an hour or so on the Zodiacs and sailed up towards a gushing 

waterfall along calm, clear water where Pink Salmon shoaled. The landscape was a myriad of green colours 

interspersed with occasional red, yellow and browns tones and textures. A flock of nine Goosanders took off 
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from the water while Harbour Seals poked their round faces out of the water. Occasional Bald Eagles sat sodden 

on nearby trees. Some small birds revealed themselves as Pacific Wren, Downy Woodpecker, Pacific-slope 

Flycatcher and an unidentified warbler. We got off the boats and went for a short walk beneath the trees, looking 

at the stomp marks where bears regularly walk the same footprints, leaving behind ever deeper round paw-size 

trenches and their scent. A well-used bear wallow was full of clear water and hadn’t been used in recent days. 

Anne pointed out the differences between a Western Red Cedar and a Sitka Spruce growing side by side, no 

doubt with roots and fungi entwined. Other wildlife included a Banana Slug, a vocal Steller’s Jay and a Northwest 

Crow. As the rain came down, we headed back to the Island Roamer, passing a small flock of Bonaparte’s and 

California Gulls resting and washing on the water.  

 

We then spent two hours sailing to our next location through Sheep Passage, passing floating salmon washed 

down from the rivers by the rain, Glaucous-winged Gulls, a Pelagic Cormorant, returning Red-necked Grebes 

and four Western Grebes. We arrived at Mussel Inlet by 4.30pm and anchored up. It was pouring with rain and 

water was gushing off the cliffs forming many impressive miniature waterfalls. We were looking up a valley 

where hundreds of gulls, particularly American Herring Gulls were congregating. By the time we had kitted up, 

the rain had eased off and we went in the Zodiacs into the nearby channels where the river met the tidal sea 

water. Dying and dead Chub Salmon were all over and the smell of rotting fish permeated the air. We passed by 

American Herring Gulls and Mew Gulls, often pecking at the dead salmon. We headed onto land where we 

spent several hours at a viewpoint waiting and watching for any bear activity. Although no bears materialised, we 

spent lots of time watching the gulls resting, feeding and passing by. In the rapids near where we stood 30 or 

more Bonaparte’s Gulls were flying up and down, often dipping down to the water to pick off salmon eggs.  

 

Overhead we saw small groups of Canada Geese, two Great Blue Herons and two Ravens. Anne had counted at 

least 30 adult Bald Eagles and, alongside the darker juvenile and immature birds, she estimated there were over 

60 birds! As we headed back with the light beginning to fade, at least 20 Harbour Seals were hauled out on some 

rocks in a line resting up. We had a later dinner at 7.45pm comprising Sockeye Salmon, fennel gratin, sugar snap 

peas and rocket salad, and headed for bed around 10pm after checking through what we had seen and where we 

had been.  

Day 4 Friday 13th September 

Mussel Inlet, Sheep Passage, Heikish Narrows, Graham Reach and Khutze River (41 NM) 

We were certainly in the temperature rainforest or hyper-maritime zone as it is also known. Heavy rain persisted 

throughout the night and into the morning. Most of us were up by 7am and had a cereal, fruit and yogurt 

breakfast before getting kitted up for heading out on the Zodiacs around 7.45am. We spent the next two hours 

cruising around Mussel Inlet and testing the water to see if it was deep enough yet for us to enter. The tide had 

just turned and was very low meaning we couldn’t quite get into the inlet. A flock of 20 flying Surf Scoters 

appeared, while Harbour Seals were resting up. We were surrounded by thousands of gulls, probably 3-4,000 in 

total. Flocks of Bonaparte’s Gulls formed white swarms as they headed up the inlet to feed on the salmon eggs 

coming down the rapids. Meanwhile, huge numbers of American Herring Gulls, followed by smaller numbers of 

California Gulls, Mew Gulls and some Glaucous-winged Gulls were loafing on the exposed pebbly mud flats at 

the entrance of the inlet. Many were resting, preening and washing, while others were by themselves feasting on 

their very own rotting salmon. Bald Eagles were all around and, despite their size, remarkably cryptic in the 

nearby trees or on the ground. Most were looking pretty sodden in the rain. The cruising time allowed us to 
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appreciate the many different waterfalls and just how shallow and delicate the thin soil resting over the bedrock 

is. We were also able to see how the brown seaweeds stopped at a certain point, replaced with barnacles that 

survive better in lower salinity and being exposed by regular low tides. With no bears in sight and the tide still 

too low, we went across the water to another area where a different river was flowing down, and a large waterfall 

was gushing down. By 10am we were pretty sodden ourselves and headed back to the Island Roamer for some 

hot tea and coffee and brunch which comprised scrambled egg, sausages and delicious corn bread.  

 

By 10.30am we were setting off and motoring back up Sheep Passage past Carter Bay which we visited yesterday. 

The rain continued alongside heavier squalls. At 12.30pm some splashes were seen, and seven Dall’s Porpoises 

had come to bow ride. Some of us braved the rain and watched as they speedily surfaced and disappeared again. 

Fifteen minutes later, we were joined by more Dall’s Porpoises, perhaps the same ones as earlier. Mark and Anne 

called a Humpback Whale blow and Paul was the only one of the group who managed to see its fluke as it deep 

dived.  

 

After a delicious lunch of courgette soup, salmon fishcakes and salad, we arrived at the Khutze River just before 

3pm. We kitted up and headed back out in the constant rain for several hours. The tide was particularly high, 

transforming an area that is usually full of visible channels and riverbanks. As we explored the quiet, peaceful 

environment, the rattle call of Belted Kingfishers or Steller’s Jays occasionally broke the silence. Hundreds of 

Bonaparte’s Gulls, tens of Mew Gulls and smaller numbers of California Gulls were picking food from the 

water’s surface. With the high tide many were perched up on fallen trees, like the decorations on a Christmas 

tree. Over a dozen Goosanders were on the water or flying around and a flock of American Wigeon flew 

overhead. We headed up one channel blocked by some fallen trees – and in the distance, a bear was spotted. We 

quickly headed back round up the main river channel to where the bear was seen. As we slowly edged closer, we 

spotted the Grizzly Bear and not just one. By the bank on the opposite side of the river two bear cubs and their 

mother were working their way along in the fast-flowing water. It soon became apparent there were three cubs. 

They were busy picking out dead salmon from the water and eating it. Many of the family group had pale 

parasitic worms dangling from their bottoms – the downside of eating raw salmon! Both Zodiacs stopped under 

trees opposite where we were able to turn the engines off and observe the bears. The mum bear came back into 

the river up to her neck and caught a few more salmon, taking tasty bites from them before releasing them back 

into the current. The cubs, 18 months old, disappeared into the riverbank trees, making various noises as they 

did so. While we watched, an American Dipper landed on a nearby fallen tree and a Spotted Sandpiper flitted 

past lower over the water.  

 

We left the bears and drifted downstream to the open flood meadow where we got out and walked a short 

distance to see a Sitka Spruce regularly rubbed by bears. The plant life here is typical of the floodplains - a mix of 

grasses, sedges and flowering plants such as Douglas’ Aster, Great Burnet, Silverweed, Yarrow, Cow-Parsnip, 

Sea-Watch and Nootka Lupine – and many of which bears love to dig up and eat their roots and tubers.  At the 

tree there was a worn area of ground where a puddle had formed, and bear hair was caught on the bark and resin 

above the height of Jonas. We could clearly see where the bears stand up on their back legs and have a good rub 

against the tree’s bark.  Excited and exhilarated with our bear sightings, we headed back to the boat to change, 

warm up and dry off! We enjoyed time showing photos and chatting about our afternoon before a delicious 

dinner of caramel pork ribs, fancy coleslaw, buttermilk biscuits and asparagus, snap pea and hazelnut salad.  
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Day 5 Saturday 14th September 

Khutze River, Graham Reach, Princess Royal Island, Fraser Reach, Malcom Passage, 

Ursula Channel and Bishop Bay (32.6 NM) 

After a night of heavy rain, we awoke by the Khutze River with some blue sky, no rain, glassy water and a 

dramatic landscape with wispy cloud hanging between the trees. Of course, it didn’t stay dry for long and the 

light rain revealed a bright rainbow along the valley. It was low tide and out on the mud amongst the gulls and 

Bald Eagles, three Great Blue Herons were foraging. After breakfast we kitted up and headed back up the river, 

stopping near the base of the water running down the nearby cliffs where an American Dipper was feeding. 

Motoring back up the river, we didn’t have to go far, as the mother bear and the three cubs we saw yesterday 

were out amongst the low water and mud feeding on dead salmon. We edged closer where Mark and Jonas 

jumped out and kept hold of the Zodiacs while we watched the bears who remained relaxed and carried on their 

activities. We spent over an hour watching the four Grizzly Bears munching up salmon. When they had their 

backs to us, they were cryptic against the seaweed-clad rocks. One of the three siblings was smaller, and the fur 

on the bears was variable in colour with lighter, blonde highlights around the back of the neck. They were 

surrounded by tens of American Herring and Mew Gulls. At one point a Merlin and a Bonaparte’s Gull were 

chasing each other in front of us before heading away. Once full, the bears headed off the river mud up onto the 

riverbank, with a waterfall as a backdrop. We left them foraging in the saltmarsh grasses and headed back to 

warm up and dry off. 

 

At 12.15pm, a Humpback Whale surfaced by the boat and deep dived for six minutes. We saw it blowing again 

much further back by the treeline. A check on the sonar revealed potential food at 240 feet below. We began to 

see more Humpbacks and, as we headed towards Malcolm Passage, we could see more blows in the distance. 

Meanwhile, floating debris was providing food for many Red-necked Phalaropes swimming on the surface of the 

water, and two Western Grebes were also seen. Just as lunch was ready, we were having Hump-backed Whales 

surfacing all around us, and we spent the next hour and a half watching the whales (while also eating a delicious 

lunch of sausage and eggplant ragu with penne, tomato, olive and artichoke tart and rocket salad). We had whales 

surfacing right alongside the boat and were able to fully appreciate the sounds of their blows. Mark had a 

hydrophone on, and we were able to hear their range of strange noises they make while seeing them in action as 

they surfaced. Two younger whales were surfacing, diving and blowing bubbles close to the shore, and joined by 

several Steller Sea Lions who were probably looking for an easy morsel. The whales continued to surface around 

us as well as deep dive, showing off their range of fluke patterns. Some were almost all white or black and other 

a mixed pattern of the two. One adult swam upside down by the boat showing its white long flippers and belly 

before turning upright and surfacing. There were around eight to ten whales, if not more. By 2.15pm, the rain 

was heavy again and the larger whales were all under water, so we headed on our journey.  

 

We motored along Malcolm Passage and into Ursula Passage, stopping at a low, mesmerising waterfall where 

Jonas got the boat really close. By late afternoon we arrived in Bishop Bay where some Red-necked Phalaropes 

were feeding on the water’s surface. Half the group opted for visiting the nearby hot springs, where hot water 

flows into a rocky spa covered with a roof and evidence of past visitors, with signed buoys and other items 

hanging from the ceiling. The other half of the group enjoyed some wine and debating gull identification! When 

the hot spring group arrived back, it was time for dinner, seared tuna with picked shallots, mustard seeds and 

mayo, roasted cauliflower, hazelnut and celery salad and herbed rice and cashews.  
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After reminiscing on our day’s activities, we headed outside to see the bioluminescence – Jonas took the Zodiac 

out and demonstrated how the water glows when disturbed.  

Day 6 Sunday 15th September 

Bishop Bay, Boxer Reach, Verney Passage, Whale Channel, Cameron Cove (40.2 NM) 

As breakfast got underway with cheese, salami and egg croissants, fresh chopped fruit and yogurt and hot 

blueberry muffins, Mark gave the call for whales! In front four blows were seen, and Mark had witnessed the 

remarkable bubble-netting behaviour which happens here in Canada and Alaska. The whales dive under water 

and cooperatively blow a column of bubbles that scares fish towards the surface. The whales then swim upwards 

and open their huge mouths in lunge-feeding behaviour. Everybody paused breakfast (in the end for over 40 

minutes!) as we watched the whales come into Bishop Bay and head towards where we had been resting for the 

night. The group split up and we watched two youngish Humpbacks deep dive before bubbles appeared on the 

still, reflective water. As the ring of bubbles became more obvious the two whales then appeared as they opened 

their mouths to catch their food. There appeared to be little food and through the binoculars we could see just 

very small fish jumping out of the way. We suspected these two were perhaps practicing their skills with the 

steep sided walls of the bay helping to corral the fish also. By the time the whales were at our original point we 

continued on our way, heading to rich feeding areas for more cetaceans.  

 

Around 10am we were approaching Whale Channel and, as its name suggests, there were plenty of whale blows 

ahead. We slowed down and drifted while up to 20 Humpback Whales surrounded us, seeing six to eight at any 

one time on some occasions. One whale breached with a huge splash and several others came close to the boat, 

logging and breathing before finally deep-diving and showing off their fluke. One swam close to the boat and 

revealed its rostrum (top of the head/mouth) and tubercles, where hairs grow. All around we could see flukes 

going under or blows as the animals breathed. They looked like large steam engines with huge round bodies and 

the spray coming out of their two blow holes. Other wildlife included small flocks of Surf Scoters, Glaucous-

winged Gulls and a Great Northern Diver.  

 

The clouds gradually lifted and we enjoyed a bright and sunny afternoon. At just after midday, while scanning the 

coastline for bears, we stopped to look at a small group of Harlequin Ducks, mainly the sandy-brown females 

and at least one stunning male in breeding plumage. Lunch was called - a delicious mix of salmon tacos and 

apple, watermelon and mint salad. As we left, at least four Dall’s Porpoises joined the bow and we abandoned 

our food to watch them surface.  

 

Around 1pm we headed out on the Zodiacs to a log-covered beach on Princess Royal Island and enjoyed an 

hour of exploring, climbing over trunks and looking for signs of wildlife. Anne showed us the shells of Butter, 

Sunset, Horse and Native Little Neck Clams, Bay Mussels, Nuttall’s Cockle, Acorn Barnacles and the carapaces 

of Dungeness Crabs. She lifted up the bark of a lying tree where hundreds of fleeing amphipods jumped out. 

Meanwhile Paul spotted a marten or mink and found its faint footprints. We also saw the footprints of bear and 

the poo of a wolf. Birdlife included a Belted Kingfisher, a Buff-bellied Pipit, Mew Gulls, Black Turnstones and 

on thermals above at least four Red-tailed Hawks and a Northern Goshawk.  

 

We motored south, passing blowing Humpback Whales, and slowed down for a group of six or so. These were 

finishing their logging behaviour, and all began to deep dive, showing off their flukes. By later afternoon we 
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turned off the more turbulent waters into the calm, glassy waters of Cameron Cove, where a Rhinoceros Auklet, 

a Red-necked Grebe and Bonaparte’s Gull were hanging out. We anchored up and those who fancied some 

kayaking got changed and ready. Half the group were keen to go out and spent over an hour exploring the bay in 

their own time, listening to the natural sounds of Ravens, Northwest Crows, Bald Eagles and gulls. With the tide 

low we were able to paddle close to shore and look closely at the barnacles, seaweeds, trees and wildlife. 

Highlights included fishing Belted Kingfishers, Song Sparrows feeding on the shoreline, curious Harbour Seals, a 

juvenile Western Sandpiper and Great Blue Heron. At the mouth of the river a small group of Goosanders were 

clinging to each other and a Peregrine chased the gulls while flocks of ducks rose up including Teal, Mallard, 

Gadwall and American Wigeon. Ravens and Northwest Crows called from the nearby trees and floodplain. The 

trees nearby were busy with calling Golden-crowned Kinglets and Hairy Woodpeckers.  

 

Against a stunning backdrop we sat down for dinner, a roast beef dish with delicious potato wedges, parsnips, 

carrots and salad. Without the rain clouds, the light clung on later in the evening and everyone enjoyed relaxing. 

We reminisced on what we had seen for the day before heading to bed.  

Day 7 Monday 16th September 

Cameron Cove, Casanave Passage, Ashdown Island, Gil Island, McKay Reach, Ursula 

Channel and Bishop Bay (37.4 NM) 

The night was cold and clear; the morning was misty with an almost-full moon. Just as people were grabbing 

their first cup of tea of the day, Jonas called a wolf! Some way away from the boat, on the shore was a coastal 

Grey Wolf wandering along the shoreline and splashing in a creek. As everybody was roused with the shout of 

‘wolf’, we gathered at the front of the boat to watch it. The wolf, probably a young adult, was amazingly cryptic 

against the texture of mud, logs and low-lying plants, especially when it turned its back to us, showing its blacker 

tail. And then, with the atmosphere of the mist, the valley and the still water, the wolf began to howl and 

continued to do this for some while. After half an hour it wandered off to the right and slipped away. As we had 

been watching the wolf other wildlife was also waking up, including Hairy Woodpeckers, Red Crossbills flying 

overhead, Bald Eagles, Bonaparte’s Gulls and a pair of Pintail.  

 

After breakfast (cameralised red onion tart with egg and orange and cranberry muffins) we admired the stunning 

landscape while Jonas picked up a crab pot and brought back a Red Rock Crab and two Dungeness Crabs to 

show us. While discussing their biology we spotted the wolf again, and after some further watching realised there 

were two wolves, the second a larger greyer wolf. Wow! 

 

We slowly crept our way out of the cove, not before looking at a small wooden boat wreck. Nearby, a Pacific 

Wren was singing, a pair of Red Crossbills were in a tree and a Belted Kingfisher was noisily flying around. We 

hadn’t motored far out of the cove into the main channel before a blow of a whale was seen. Heading alongside 

the coastline (Redfern Point) were two Fin Whales, calmly surfacing three or four times before deeper diving. 

We followed them for half an hour, following their direction at a safe distance and saw them surface four times 

before exaggerating their curve to dive deep. Anne was suggesting they must be feeding on copepods and 

Euphausids (krill). They were diving in 600 feet of water. Other birdlife included a small group of Surf Scoters, 

Great Blue Herons, a small flock of Black Turnstones and various gulls. As we turned the corner and the channel 

widened further the two Fin Whales surfaced close by. We were slightly behind them and could see just how big 
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they were. A flock of Guillemots were on the sea too, including many juveniles. Red-necked Phalaropes were 

feeding amongst the flotsam. Humpback Whale blows were also seen all around.  

 

We approached Steller Sea Lion resting rocks by Ashdown Island, where at least 500 sea lions were hauled up 

and a mix of adult males, females, older pups and adolescents were resting. Many of the inquisitive adolescents 

were coming closer in groups in the water, raising their heads and necks in a snake-like fashion. We enjoyed 

watching and listening to them, and also spotted three Surfbirds on the rocks while Pelagic Cormorants flew past 

and rested together on another rocky outcrop. Four Steller’s Jays flew overhead from Ashdown Island too.  

 

At 10.45am we headed north-west round the southern tip of Gill Island and Jonas caught sight of Humpback 

Whales bubble feeding. We headed up and saw whales all rise up together as they caught food. Over the next 

hour and 45 minutes, we carefully followed the group of eight or more Humpbacks, watching them dive with the 

show of a fluke and then wait, and wait some more. Suddenly the Thayer’s and Glaucous-winged Gulls would 

tighten their circle and fly in above where the whales were about to emerge. Although the sea state was a tiny bit 

choppy, meaning we didn’t see the bubbles, we witnessed the whales erupting from the sea together half-a-dozen 

times, ending up back near the sea lion colony on the final few. Occasionally the behaviour seemed to be aborted 

and the whales appeared to surface without any lunging and at other times they did their own thing for a while 

before re-congregating. At one point we thought the whales had done just this near the sea lion rock… then out 

of the blue the eight-plus whales surfaced right by our boat, just a few metres away. With mouths all open, their 

baleen was clearly visible although we didn’t see much food jumping out. What a whale encounter – I think our 

mouths were open too! We watched them as they surfaced, blowing right in front of us.  

 

We left the whales at 12.15pm and headed to a quieter spot for lunch, although not before watching a whale 

breach 10 times with huge splashes. Throughout the morning we had also seen impressive tail lobs and flipper 

slaps and smelt their cabbage-like breath! Other wildlife included a Black Turnstone, Red-necked Phalaropes, 

Kittiwakes, Great Northern Divers, Rhinoceros Auklets and Guillemots. The Kittiwakes were a notable species 

for this area and included a mix of adults and juveniles. Lunch was ready and, after such a busy six hours, a great 

reward – we had chicken noodle soup, tomato and crouton salad with lemon and a cheese board.  

 

We headed back to Bishop Bay returning via a similar journey to that we had made yesterday going south. In a 

bay we encountered four Dall’s Porpoises, two adults and two younger, smaller animals and watch them 

splashing out of the water from the rear of the boat. As we continued back, we saw more Humpback Whale 

blows and had one very close to the boat. A gale was heading in from the south-west and we could see more 

cloud looming over the rocky landscape and feel it in the water. We spent the journey relaxing, showering and 

chatting while keeping our eye on the channel for any wildlife. When we turned into the channel for Bishop Bay, 

we saw whale blows and enjoyed two Humpback Whales surfacing close to shore while an adult and younger 

animal were swimming across the bay. We arrived around 6pm with some heavy rain showers in the distance 

turning the landscape into a misty picture. The odd Harbour Seal poked its head up to see what was happening 

and a Great Blue Heron foraged by the hot springs, croaking deeply as it flew off. The rain stayed stopped in 

time for half of the group to enjoy kayaking all around the bay. seeing anemones, starfish and sea urchins, and 

enjoying the peace and tranquillity of the area. Meanwhile the others enjoyed some wine and chatting. We had 

dinner at 7.30pm, enjoying battered Halibut with chips and coleslaw salad, and a poached pear with nut 

shortbread for dessert. The storm came through overnight but, being in this very sheltered bay, all we 

experienced was heavy rain. 



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

 

 

10  © Naturetrek     October 22 
 

Day 8 Tuesday 17th September 

Devastation Channel, Sue Channel (23.2 NM) 

Today was a different sort of day. We awoke to gentle rain and the anticipation of spending the day watching for 

the Spirit Bear. The arrival site was only 45 minutes away across the channel. We had a 15-minute walk through 

the woodland where a forest track was made when the trees were last cut here. We arrived at the open hide 

around 9.45am and spent the next seven hours with non-stop views and action of Black Bears, including a Spirit 

Bear, and a variety of woodland birds.  

 

On arrival, a mum with two cubs were busy feeding upstream, although slowly walking out of sight, while 

another young adult came walking up the river from the left. Two more bears appeared, all crunching up salmon 

which was abundant in the water or already lying half-eaten on the riverbank or rocks. They happily walked right 

in front of us and the younger animal ate a salmon right beneath our hide, giving amazing views. A Spirit Bear 

tantalisingly poked its head around the corner and finally re-appeared at 11.05am. She is known as the ‘Boss’ and 

was completely creamy coloured like a Polar Bear, apart from tanned staining around her neck, thought to be 

from rubbing herself on trees. We enjoyed watching her catch salmon – she liked to eat her food in private and 

either had her back to us or hid behind a tree. After a while, she then disappeared off in the vegetation, probably 

for a snooze.  

 

Meanwhile, the mother bear reappeared with her cubs while Boss took some salmon behind a tree. Another bear 

also appeared. The two cubs crossed the river to join their mum and then walked right in front of us. One cub 

got distracted with some salmon and got left behind; once it realised, it ran after its mum and sibling. Mum then 

caught a salmon (while in view of another bear to assert her dominance), broke the fish’s tail with a crack and 

started eating it. The cubs then came over to eat it while she went off to find more food. They soon lost interest 

and mum took them back over to continue chewing it up while she was dealing with the jaws of a salmon. They 

wandered off out of view and reappeared at 2.30pm. Mum caught a female Coho Salmon who immediately 

released her eggs into the water and onto the fur of the bear which lapped them up with her tongue. She then 

kept the fish to herself, not sharing it with her cubs this time. She seemed to like the tails of fish and we often 

saw her with the tail fins dangling out of her mouth! By 3.20pm they were all resting on a large log looking very 

relaxed and spread out. Fifteen minutes later, while they were chilling, another bear was nearby eating salmon 

and another further upstream. We often had two or three bears in view at once. At 3.50pm mum and her cubs 

walked along the woodland path we had taken, while three other bears were in the water. We reckoned we had 

seen eight different individual bears in total, including the two cubs. 

 

At 4pm one bear had caught a huge salmon, perhaps a Chinook or large Chum. The Spirit Bear Boss then 

reappeared, and the black bear moved out of the way before coming back to its fish. Another black bear also 

appeared, and this bear ran away. She appeared to be a lower-ranking female who moved out of the way as soon 

as any other bear appeared!  

 

By 4.45pm we were heading back through the woodland back to the boat after an incredibly intense, exciting and 

full-packed day. We had bears in view for almost every minute, apart from a short 15-minute pause where they 

had disappeared around the corner.  
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During the time we were with the bears, the birdlife was also very busy. Steller’s Jays regularly came down the to 

the riverbank, feeding around the bears. Looking closely, we could see the jays were collecting salmon eggs from 

the water itself. Juvenile Dippers were also busy along this stretch of the river and during the day we had 

excellent views as they perched on nearby rocks, preened, dived under water for invertebrates and collected food 

such as salmon eggs. When the rain stopped after an hour or so, many of the woodland birds became active and 

nearby alder trees and scrub were always busy with warblers, particularly Yellow-rumped Warblers. With some 

time and patience, we also spotted Townsend’s Warblers, one or two Hairy Woodpeckers, a Pacific-slope 

Flycatcher, Red Fox Sparrows, a freshly washed Lincoln’s Sparrow, a Song Sparrow, a Chestnut-backed 

Chickadee, three Red-breasted Sapsuckers, a juvenile Yellow Warbler, a Northern Flicker (showing its red wing 

feathers in flight), a Raven and a Hermit Thrush. The thrush behaved like a European Robin and was busy 

catching flies round the dead salmon.  

 

We were back on board by 5pm and continued on our journey for several hours, although as had become usual, 

just as dinner was called another treat was in store. This time Jonas stopped the engines as a group of Orcas 

surrounded the boat. We watched as up to eight animals were surfacing around us, appearing to be fishing. There 

were breaches, tail lobbing and animals going on their sides and circling around to catch food. As the main group 

headed away two younger animals stayed close to the boat and before we headed on, they surfaced right by the 

bow. We couldn’t believe our luck. Before Jonas started the engines, we could hear the loud blows of the group 

in the distance against a calm still sea and the occasional ripple from a fish or a Mew Gull coming down to 

snatch something from the surface.  

 

During our stay Joshua had cooked the most exquisite and delicious dishes for us and tonight was no exception. 

We all wanted Josh in our kitchen and were taking notes! Tonight’s dinner delight was chicken Marbella, roasted 

butternut squash with corn, lime and feta, sweet potato gratin, snap pea and cucumber salad with ginger and 

sesame dressing and spinach, data, pita and pickled red onion salad.  

 

We stopped overnight in Sue Channel only 18 nautical miles from where our journey would finish tomorrow.  

Day 9 Wednesday 18th September 

Sue Channel, Douglas Channel, Kitimat Village (18 NM) 

After breakfast and packing we headed north-east to Kitimat Village enjoying mountainous landscape views in 

bright sunshine. Birdlife included some Surf Scoters, Guillemot, Red-necked Grebes, Red-necked Phalarope and 

California Gulls. Before we headed into port Jonas stopped the boat and we spent a very pleasant reflective half 

an hour in which each of us talked about the holiday, gave thanks and shared any particular highlight (alongside 

eating some very tasty snacks and antipasti). We then headed into port where our luggage was taken off the 

Island Roamer. In glorious sunshine and heat, we said our thanks and farewells. It really had been a very special 

trip and our group and crew had all made friends, bonded and made new memories together. 

 

We boarded our bus and spent 40 minutes travelling to the airport at Terrace, following the road inland, passing 

forest, rivers, bogs and, in places, a more suburban landscape than we had been used to. We boarded our Air 

Canada twin-propeller plane and headed over the highlands back to Vancouver, enjoying the views of the snow 

fields, the glacier-carved mountains, the rivers, coastline and Vancouver Island in the distance. On arrival we all 
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split up and said our farewells; some of the group were staying overnight and flying out tomorrow while others 

were staying on to explore more of Canada.  

 

To finish off, we would like to say a huge thanks to the crew: Jonas for being such a brilliant captain and leader, 

for Mark for all his work on the boat and support behind the scenes, for Joshua and his incredible varied daily 

dishes that were delicious, and Anne for her wildlife expertise, kindness and enjoyment. They helped ensure we 

were in the best places for wildlife and in a way where the animals were relaxed and behaving naturally. 

 

For reporting any of your photos of the tail flukes of humpback whales (which can then be identified) visit the 

Cetacean Sightings Network (B.C.).  

Day 10 Thursday 19th September 

Flight home 

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. 

Social Media 

We’re social! Follow us on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram and be the first to hear about the launch of new 

tours, offers and exciting sightings and photos from our recently returned holidays.  

 

 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
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Species Lists 

Mammals (✓=recorded but not counted; H = heard only) 

      September 

  Common name Scientific name 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 

1 Grey Wolf (Coastal) Canis lupus             2     

2 American Black Bear Ursus americanus               7   

3 Spirit Bear Ursus americanus kermodei               1   

4 Grizzly Bear Ursus arctos horribilis       4 4         

5 Sea Otter Enhydra lutris   1               

6 Steller Sea Lion Eumetopias jubatus   4 1 2 4+         

7 Harbour Seal Phoca vitulina   8+ 40+ 20+ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

8 Orca or Killer Whale Orcinus orca     12+         10   

9 Dall's Porpoise Phocoenoides dalli     8 7           

10 Fin Whale Balaenoptera physalus             2     

11 Humpback Whale Megaptera novaeangliae       1 15+ 25 20+     

Birds                     

1 Canada Goose Branta canadensis   2 15 6 100 6 4     

2 Gadwall Mareca strepera           4 2     

3 American Wigeon Mareca americana       20 6 20       

4 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos     2 1   50       

5 Northern Pintail Anas acuta       2     2     

6 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca           100       

7 Harlequin Duck Histrionicus histrionicus   11       20+       

8 Surf Scoter Melanitta perspicillata   14 1 20   20+ 12+   4 

9 Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula         1         

10 Common (Goosander) Merganser Mergus merganser     10 15 6 6       

12 Red-necked Grebe Podiceps grisegena   2 6 2 2 1 6+   2 

13 Western Grebe Aechmophorus occidentalis     4   2         

20 Black Turnstone Arenaria melanocephala   ✓       20+ 10     

21 Surfbird Calidris virgata             3     

22 Western Sandpiper Calidris mauri           1       
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      September 

  Common name Scientific name 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 

23 Red-necked Phalarope Phalaropus lobatus     10+   40+ ✓ 12+   1 

24 Spotted Sandpiper Actitis macularius       1           

25 Black-legged Kittiwake Rissa tridactyla             20 1   

26 Sabine's Gull Xema sabini       1           

27 Bonaparte's Gull Chroicocephalus philadelphia   50+ ✓ 1000+ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

28 Mew (Common) Gull Larus canus   10+ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 6+   

29 Ring-billed Gull Larus delawarensis                   

30 California Gull Larus californicus   100+ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓ 

31 Glaucous-winged Gull Larus glaucescens   100+ 20+ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

32 Iceland (Thayer's) Gull Larus glaucoides thayeri   2         100+     

33 American Herring Gull Larus smithsonianus     1000+ 1000+ 100+         

34 Common (Guillemot) Murre Uria aalge   40+             1 

35 Pigeon Guillemot Cepphus columba   2 1             

36 Marbled Murrelet Brachyramphus marmoratus     1             

37 Rhinoceros Auklet Cerorhinca monocerata   10+       2 6+     

11 Common (G N Diver) Loon Gavia immer   6 1     1 8+     

15 Pelagic Cormorant Phalacrocorax pelagicus   ✓ 1       10+     

16 Double-crested Cormorant Phalacrocorax auritus   ✓               

14 Great Blue Heron Ardea herodias   2 2 2+ 4+ 1 6+     

17 Northern Goshawk Accipiter gentilis           1       

18 Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus   12+ 60+ 30+ 30+ 8+ 6+ 1   

19 Red-tailed Hawk Buteo jamaicensis 1 1       4+       

38 Belted Kingfisher Megaceryle alcyon   5 6+ ✓ ✓ 4+ 6+ 1   

39 Red-breasted Sapsucker Sphyrapicus ruber               3   

40 Downy Woodpecker Dryobates pubescens     1         2   

41 Hairy Woodpecker Leuconotopicus villosus           1 H     

42 Northern Flicker Colaptes auratus               1   

43 Pileated Woodpecker Dryocopus pileatus                 1 

44 Merlin Falco columbarius         1         

45 Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus           1       

46 Pacific-slope Flycatcher Empidonax difficilis     1         1   

47 Hutton's Vireo Vireo huttoni               1   
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      September 

  Common name Scientific name 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 

48 Steller's Jay Cyanocitta stelleri     1 2+   2   5+   

49 Northwestern Crow Corvus caurinus   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓     

50 Northern Raven Corvus corax   12 2   H ✓ H 1 1 

51 Chestnut-backed Chickadee Poecile rufescens               1   

52 American Bushtit Psaltriparus minimus ✓                 

53 Golden-crowned Kinglet Regulus satrapa     H     H   H   

54 Pacific Wren Troglodytes pacificus   H 1 H     H     

55 Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris   6               

56 Hermit Thrush Catharus guttatus               1   

57 American Dipper Cinclus mexicanus       1 1     2+   

58 Buff-bellied Pipit Anthus rubescens           1 1     

59 Red Crossbill Loxia curvirostra           H 15+     

60 Red Fox Sparrow Passerella iliaca   ✓           1   

61 Song Sparrow Melospiza melodia   ✓       4+   1   

62 Lincoln's Sparrow Melospiza lincolnii               1   

63 Orange-crowned Warbler Leiothlypis celata               1   

64 Myrtle (Yellow-rumped) Warbler Setophaga coronata               ✓   

65 Townsend's Warbler Setophaga townsendi               ✓   

Invertebrates 

Moon Jellyfish, Aurelia aurita Lion's Mane Jellyfish, Cyanea capillata Banana Slug, Ariolimax columbianus 

Edible Mussel, Mytilus edulis Northern Abalone (shells), Haliotis kamtschatkana Plumose Anemones, Metridium senile 

Common Purple Star, Pisaster ochraceus Small Acorn Barnacle, Chthamalus dalli Red Rock Crab, Cancer productus 

Dungeness Crab, Cancer magister Nuttall's Cockle, Clinocardium nuttalli Butter Clam, Saxidomus gigantea 

Sunset Clam, Macoma balthica Horse Clam, Tresus capax Native Little Neck Clam, Protothaca staminea 

Fish 

Chub Salmon, Oncorhynchus keta Pink Salmon, Oncorhynchus gorbuscha Coho Salmon, Oncorhynchus kisutch 

Lichens 

Common Witch's Hair, Alectoria sarmentosa Lungwort, Lobaria pulmonaria  
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Plants 

Liquorice Fern, Polypodium glycyrrhiza Bunchberry, Cornus canadensis Salmonberry, Rubus spectabilis 

Alaska Blueberry, Vaccinium alaskaense Salal, Gaultheria shallon Douglas' Aster, Aster subspicatus 

Yarrow, Achillea millefolium Cow-Parsnip , Heracleum lanatum Sea-Watch, Angelica lucida 

Nootka Lupine, Lupinus notkatensis Great Burnet, Sanguisorba officinalis ssp. microcephala Silverweed, Potentilla anserina  ssp. pacifica 

Devil's Club, Oplopanex horridus Red Alder, Alnus ruba Western Red Cedar, Thuja plicata 

Sitka Spruce, Picea sitchensis Western Hemlock, Tsuga heterophylla Rockweed, Fucus districhus 

Sticky Currant, Ribes viscosissimum   

 

Black Bear with cubs Orca Fin Whale 


