
Highway 20 between Anahim Lake and Bella Coola.   

Anything at the end of a road like this must be good! 

Bella Coola Trip September 15-17, 2017 

Maple Leaf School – TRU 

Trip Report 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Day 1: 12 students, our school’s principal, my daughter, and I left Kamloops bright and early at 5:00 am 

in two vehicles Sept. 15.  After some issues surrounding a late sleeping student and a rental car irritant, 

we merged onto a main highway out of Kamloops by 5:40.  At first light we were nearing Cache Creek 

and merging onto Highway 97 north.  Washroom, food, gas, and grocery breaks in 100 Mile House and 

Williams Lake saw us turning west onto highway 20 by 10:00 am or so.  Four hours later, inclusive of 

some rest areas and a stop in Anahim Lake, we began our decent down “the hill” into the Bella Coola 

Valley.  A very cooperative Coyote and 8 Mule Deer were seen along the way.   

Upon reaching the valley floor we began checking the Atnarko River for Grizzly Bears.  We pulled into 

the bear viewing platform constructed along the river and were informed that we missed a Grizzly chase 

away a Black Bear sow and her cub by 10 minutes.  We hung out at the platform for a while and then 

decided to complete the drive to Bella Coola and get settled into our hotel.  Our consolation prizes were 

a small Garter Snake along the path between the parking lot and the bear viewing area and a Bull Moose 

mingling with cows in a farmer’s field a few minutes down the road.  We also made a brief stop at the 

Fisheries Pool bear area and were surprised by the number of vehicles and people.  Bear viewing has 

really caught on in Bella Coola and we were in the area during peak season.  Thousands of dollars of 

camera equipment and gear were on full display at the platform and at Fisheries Pool.  With hotel check-

in and dinner calling, we hit the main road again and were in Bella Coola 45 minutes later.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bear Viewing Platform with electric fence along the Atnarko River        Dinner at the Valley Restaurant 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Moose                                                                                          Garter Snake 



                                                                                                                                                                                   

Supper was eaten at the Valley Restaurant (highly recommended) and then we set out to do some 

salmon fishing in the hour or so of daylight left.  We reeled in 8 Pink Salmon at the airport fishing hole 

before dark and then drove back the hotel tired and wondering what the next morning’s bear watching 

would hold for us.  Pictures of the Pink Salmon caught below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Day 2: 

The next morning dawned clear and cool.  Bella Coola is not situated right on the open coast but is at the 

end of a tidal fjord and therefore is often overcast with light rain.  This particular day the weather was as 

good as it gets and we anxiously awaited a great day of activities.  Meeting at the vehicles at 5:30, we 

headed off in the direction of the bear viewing platform, seeing a couple of Mule Deer roadside enroute.  

We arrived well before the park rangers opened the platform so parked in the boat launch area for close 

to 30 minutes where there is also a good view of the river.  In mid-September, the amount of Pink (and 

other kinds of) Salmon in the river there is hard to imagine and the bears are spoiled for choice to the 

full extent of that expression.  After not seeing anything from the boat launch we moved over to the 

platform and waited patiently but saw nothing again!  After some time, we needed to leave in order to 

have enough time for breakfast and the day’s events.  I did have a brief glance of a Black Bear but it 



disappeared before I could get my telescope on it or others could see it.  We pulled ourselves away and 

headed dejectedly to breakfast at the Valley Restaurant.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            Arriving at the bear viewing platform                                    Looking east from the platform 

The good food and anticipation for the day’s events took our minds off not seeing any bears.  By now 

the sun was up and the entire valley was on show with its dark greens, glacial blues, and clear skies.  The 

morning’s events were arranged by a local Nuxalk First Nation’s man and once again were fantastic.  For 

this person’s contact information, shoot me an email.  Half the group spent an hour or so with a 

traditional weaver using cedar bark and the other half observed and helped with traditional salmon 

preparation.  The weavers created bracelets and roses out of cedar bark which was amazing to watch.  

The salmon preparers helped cut, hang, and pose with the salmon.  We also “helped” to eat an entire 

bag of smoked salmon.  Both activities were awesome and we once again had to pull ourselves away for 

the next event.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                Weavers busy weaving Cedar bark                            The finished products: roses and bracelets  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                               Cedar bark hat                                               Nuxalk dancer with his amazing mask  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some students helping to hang the salmon to dry                          Putting cutting skills to use 

We split up again with half of the students and our principal taking a boat ride an hour down the inlet to 

a hot spring and to see an especially large Cedar Tree.  Our principal’s description of the afternoon 

below: 

At the Bella Coola Harbour, we met our captain. He is the owner of the Tallheo Cannery. The cannery is 

located across the Bentinck Arm from the main harbor and is boat access only. The property was passed 

down to him by his father, who owned it before him. We pulled away from the dock at about 1pm. Most 

of the tours are undertaken in the morning, as the katabatic winds pick up in the afternoon, making for 

bumpy travel, or worse.  

Despite the chop in the water, the students were content to look at the surroundings on the way to the 

hot springs. We spotted two harbour seals resting on a drift log near Bella Coola. Numerous eagles took 

flight from shoreline trees in the distance. We headed down to our first destination, the hot springs on 

the eastern shore of the South Bentinck Arm.  

There is not shore moorage at the hot springs, so our captain tied us off to the rocky shoreline, insuring 

the boat from damage with large bumpers on the bow. Students gripped the rail tightly and walked from 

the stern around the cabin up to the bow, from where they hopped onto the tide marked granite and 

scrambled up to the hot springs. The hot springs are just meters from the shoreline. Here at the springs, 



we spent 40 “once-in-a-lifetime” minutes soaking, chatting, splashing, laughing and appreciating our 

surroundings. All too quickly it was time to go to the Big Cedar. We boarded the boat in the same way 

we had disembarked, and were on our way further up the South Bentinck Arm.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                Leaving the Bella Coola Harbour 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

              Moored to the rocks at the hot spring                                           Inside the cabin 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                The hotspring 



Across the Arm to its western shore, a further 25 minutes form the hot springs, we found a large cut-

block and sturdy dock – remnants of a large logging operation. Once onshore, we headed along a 

logging road together, paralleling the shore until the end of the bay. The road then veered to the left 

and aimed up in to the rain forest. After 35 minutes of hiking on this road, we came to Big Cedar 

Provincial Park. This provincial site seems to see few visitors, and is not being maintained. A picnic table 

sits near the main attraction in total disrepair. The road that led us to the site used to connect with Bella 

Coola, but a section of it was “rinsed away” years before we arrived. Perhaps now the cost of 

rehabilitating the road, and the restrictions of boat access, prevent the maintenance of the park site.  

But no one seemed to really notice that the park was not up to provincial standards, because the cedar 

tree is the star of the show. It’s really, really big. It’s awesome, in the way awesome was before 

everyone started saying awesome. The Western Red Cedar is some 1500 years of age, meaning that it 

was a seedling during the Roman Empire. We had seven people hold hands and try to stretch as far 

around the circumference of the tree as they could. They did not get half-way.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                      After the hike to the tree 

                                                                                                        

 

 

 

 

 

 

              giant 1500 year old Cedar Tree                                  Some of the stunning views from the boat 

We began our journey back to the Bella Coola harbor. But this time, the students were quite tired and 

they slept on the boat. They woke up when we joined with the main arm of the Bentinck and were 

thrown into three and four-foot swells! Our captain had positioned us so that the winds were pushing us 

“home”. Back at Bella Coola, the group was eager for dinner at the Valley Diner, and keen to later meet 

up with the other half of our Maple Leaf team to hear and tell stories of the afternoon’s adventure.  



The non-boat groups activities below: 

The other group said goodbye to the boat group at the harbor and then went for a 10 minute hike to see 

ancient petroglyphs that the Bella Coola valley contains.  The petroglyphs were created by First Nations 

people and are believed to be up to 3000 years old.  There is a lot of mystery about the site but it is a 

special place in the valley for sure.  The short hike follows a beautiful mountain stream and I 

remembered how much the students enjoyed drinking from a river in China so we did the same here. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                drinking water from the river                                                some of the petroglyphs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                          Other petroglyphs                                                                      group photo 

We then parted ways with our First Nations contact and went to see Harbour Seals around the mouth of 

Clayton Creek.  After finding some and spending time at Clayton Falls, we stopped to scan for wildlife in 

the estuary of the Bella Coola River best viewed by telescope from the harbor area.  Through my 

binoculars I picked up something walking along the far shore (close to 2kms away).  I parked the vehicle 

and had a better inspection with the telescope and confirmed a Grey Wolf (!) walking along the shore.  It 

was most likely looking for salmon that I had heard can be trapped in small pools by receding tides in the 

estuary.  I hooked up the Iphone adapter to the scope and several students and I enjoyed watching it for 

several minutes.  This amazing Iphone adaptor allows a viewer to also record short videos of the what is 

happening in the scope as well but sadly they don’t fit into a PDF trip report.  This was to be one of the 



highlights of the trip in terms of wildlife.  While wolves are known well to be in the valley, they are 

difficult to see.  Sensing our luck with wildlife changing, we decided to have a quick dinner and split the 

evening between bear watching and more fishing.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Grey Wolf seen and digiscoped from across the inlet with heat rays further distorting the photo 

To my disbelief, we had been bear watching at the top locations in the Bella Coola valley in the 

afternoon, at dusk, and at first light in mid-September and had not seen a Grizzly Bear yet!  Surely this 

had to change tonight.  To my astonishment we pulled into the parking lot of the bear viewing platform 

and people coming out were reporting that there had not been a single bear seen there the entire day!  

This had to change so we headed in, perhaps arrogantly, hoping that the bears had been waiting all day 

for us.  This was not to be and after an hour we had to make up our minds whether to stay and put more 

time in to see a bear or to go catch more salmon.  With nothing happening we left for the second 

option.  On the way to the fishing place we drove past the entrance to the Fisheries Pool bear area and 

something made me turn around and decide to quickly have a look to see if anything was happening 

there.  This is a smaller area that had more professional photographers and I didn’t want to bring the 

students into a crowded and “proper” bear viewing area where people seem to get upset at the smallest 

things.  None of this mattered on the last night of our trip though and it was clear as soon as I parked 

that everyone was looking in one direction with camera raised.  We got out of the car just as a beautiful 

mother Grizzly with two adorable cubs rounded a corner and came into plain view.  She was wading in 

the water looking for salmon and the cubs were following along the shore.  This bear was used to people 

and came extremely close on the photographer’s side of the river as the cameras fired away.  The action 

was too close for my bird lens so I just enjoyed the views but my students got some great photos and 

video with their cell phones.  This particular Grizzly came so close that I was also in protective mode of 

the students making sure everyone was not deciding to run!  It is quite an amazing experience to be 

within 15 meters of a large Grizzly Bear in the wild and not in your vehicle.  We were some distance 

from our car and, as a teacher, I’m never sure how students will react in that type of situation until it 

happens.  My principal and I had tried to prepare the students about appropriate behaviour around 



bears and this was the real test.  We all remained calm, which I was very thankful for, and this really 

allowed everyone to have fantastic views.  If you’re having a difficult time appreciating the situation, 

imagine if you were at your local zoo and the large bears were pacing within 15 meters with no fence 

between you and them and you know you don’t have enough time to get away if something were to go 

wrong.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             More salmon fishing that night. 

We watched as the mom and 2 

cubs walked steadily away from 

us and then decided we could 

sneak in 20 minutes of fishing 

before darkness.  Off we went 

again and pulled in to the 

fishing area as dusk was setting 

in.  We caught 6 more Pink 

Salmon and then drove the 

short ways back to the hotel.  

What a day! 

 

 

 

 The mother and two cubs 

come around the corner and 

the photographers back up. 



Day 3:  

Our group that went on the boat had a great time the day before but returned too late to be able to get 

other activities in before dark.  Because of this, half of our group had not seen a Grizzly Bear yet.  With 

this information, we spent the last hour in Bella Coola the next morning at the Fisheries Pool.  We pulled 

in to the parking lot at twilight and made our way to the river’s edge.  There was one lady there already 

and she had just seen the same mother with two cubs heading in the direction of where we were on our 

side of the river!  We couldn’t believe it and waiting anxiously for her to come around a corner no more 

than 10-15 meters from us.  Sure enough, not 2 minutes later a large head poked around the corner.  

We backed up and I talked to her calmly as she brought her cubs out right into plain view in front of us 

and continued down the river’s edge.  My principal and I were the only ones out of the vehicles at this 

time as we were just going out to check out the river.  After she passed below us and I was out of her 

sight I ran back to the vehicles and brought out the students.  From near our vehicles we could see down 

a small road to a boat launch where I knew she was headed.  Right after we were all ready for her to 

appear she came out on the open with her two cubs!  What an amazing encounter!  I knew she would 

come back into view again lower down the river where it bends and we enjoyed excellent views for a 

further 20 minutes at a safe distance as she grabbed a few salmon and fed her cubs out in the water.  

Again, I hooked up the Iphone adapter and several of us enjoyed watching her.  It’s amazing how much 

the Swarovski Optik telescope we were using was able to let enough light in to see clearly.  I was 

struggling to take photos in the early morning light but the scope was having no problem.  Finally, on our 

last morning in Bella Coola, we had all seen a Grizzly Bear. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      The mother Grizzly and her 2 cubs spend time at Fisheries Pool on our last morning in the valley 

 

During our time there we heard several explanations for why there were so few bears there in Mid-

September.  The best one, I believe, is that there are so many Pink Salmon this year that the bears are 

spoiled for choice.  Most years, as I understand it, the salmon are fewer in number which causes the 

bears to congregate more in certain areas.  This year they are spoiled and are much more spread out. 



We headed up “the hill” in high spirits after such a wonderful morning with Mrs. Bear and her two cubs.  

Near the top we rounded a corner and found a Black Bear right on the side of the road.  The valley had 

tried to hide its bears from us for two days but it couldn’t hold out one more day.  This particular Black 

Bear was very healthy and ready for the winter.  We watched it for a few minutes and then headed back 

to Kamloops.  A bit further we spotted a Spruce Grouse on the roadside. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*Total distance travelled in three days according to the odometer reading at the rental place: 1847 kms. 

Mammal List: 

Mule Deer – 12                                        Coyote – 1                                                                                                                                                                                       

Moose – 1                                                 Grey Wolf – 1                                                                                                                                                  

Harbour Seal – 3                                      Yellow-pine Chipmunk – abundant                                                                                                                                                         

Black Bear – 2                                           Red Squirrel – abundant                                                                                                                             

Grizzly Bear – 3                                                                              

 



Favourite Moment of the trip: 

Victoria – the hot spring                                                                                                                                                       

Lisa – fishing                                                                                                                                                                        

Meredith – the hot spring trip                                                                                                                                 

Chuck – when we went to the forest to see petroglyphs                                                                                   

Zed – helping with salmon preparation                                                                                                                   

Dylan – seeing the three Grizzly Bears                                                                                                                            

Jax – fishing                                                                                                                                                                  

Ann – when we saw the three Grizzly Bears                                                                                                             

Krystal – the hot spring                                                                                                                                       

Davina – catching salmon                                                                                                                                   

Stephanie – catching salmon                                                                                                                              

Davida – Grizzly Bear watching 

One thing that I learned on the trip: 

Victoria - To protect our nature                                                                                                                                 

Lisa – We should protect animals                                                                                                                     

Meredith – Natural views are more wonderful than cell phones                                                                     

Chuck –  about First Nations culture                                                                                                                       

Zed – How to walk at night in the forest in bear country                                                                                         

Dylan – People should respect animals                                                                                                                             

Jax – We cannot only take from nature, we also need to give (releasing, not killing and eating the salmon 

we caught)                                                                                                                                                                   

Ann – Human beings are not the strongest species                                                                                              

Krystal – Nature’s power is very strong to make hot water (hot springs)                                                          

Davina – If you are in the forest and its dark you need to make noises so the bears know you are coming               

Davida – How to weave with Cedar bark                                                                                                          

Stephanie – How to fish 

 


