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Out on a limb with loggers

peer into a thick sweep of rainforest,

while dozens of salmon swirl around

me in the frothing waters of a creek. A
one-legged seagull picks at a salmon car-
cass on a rock. Several seals bob amidst
shoals of fish. Within 30 minutes of arriv-
ing on Princess Royal Island, on British
Columbia’s rugged middle coast, I and six
others are about to catch our first glimpse
of a kermode bear. Spotted minutes
before on a nearby shore, it is expected to
emerge from the forest to our right, where
a network of worn bear trails weaves
between ancient Sitka spruces and 800-
year-old red and yellow cedar.

Hunched on a rock, I hover over my
tripod and camera, ready to capture this
seldom-seen creature. Labelled by some a
‘spirit’ or ‘ghost’ bear, the white kermode
is featured in a Tsimshian legend which
tells of Raven making every tenth black
bear white to remind people that ice and
snow once covered the land. Our guide,
Tom Ellison, has motored us out by
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dinghy to a rock ‘island’ next to the creek.
The bears are descending from the high-
lands to feast on the 20-30,000 salmon
that will fill this one creek during the
September spawn. But when and where
will this elusive ‘spirit bear’ appear?

Princess Royal Island, home to sever-
al grizzlies, is known for its high density of
kermodes, a rare white subspecies of
black bear. Of the island’s roughly 130
black bears, about one in ten is white. The
kermode, the result of a double recessive
gene, is found only on this island and
three west-central valleys in BC: the Nass,
Skeena and Kispiox. (Last summer, a ker-
mode-like bear was spotted in Minnesota
—possibly the first time this bear has been
found outside BC.)

We're lucky that Tom has made a
sighting so quickly (he has hosted visitors
from Europe and Japan who saw no white
bears at all). A passionate bear advocate,
he has devoted years to finding kermodes
in this isolated area. “The first time I saw a
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white bear, it was mind-boggling,” he
says. “It was in a waterfall and looked
wonderful.”

Someone points to the rainforest. A
white shape moves slowly through the tall
swathe of green. Soon, a head pokes out
between the rocks, lifting its black nose to
the air. The bear, a 136kg (300lb) carni-
vore, gazes at us with no sign of hostility.
It appears in full view, its white fur in bril-
liant contrast to the green foliage and grey
rock. A faint streak of orange and brown
marks its creamy back—colouring caused
by orange algae, according to Tom. The
kermode’s huge paws disappear into the
streaming current of the creek and I watch
its brown eyes tracking several salmon,
their dorsal fins a flash of black triangles
on the surface. The bear pounces on one,
emerging with a flopping mouthful but,
after a few bites, discards it. Bears don’t
eat male salmon while the spawning run
is plentiful. They prefer the heads and
roe-filled bellies of females. But in several
weeks, when salmon numbers drop, the
bears will eat any fish, dead or alive, Tom
tells us.
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Later, aboard his 67-foot ketch,
Ocean Light, Tom initiates us into bear-
viewing etiquette. Don’t push for results,
he says. Respect the bears. Be quiet and
still. “These bears are not conditioned by
fear,” he reminds us. “There’s no history
here of mistreatment of bears.” With no
garbage dumps and only occasional visi-
tors, the bears’ 2,274km?2 home has
remained virtually uninhabited, except for
old Tsimshian native encampments and a
tiny village abandoned in 1978 after 70
years.

But this could soon change. Western
Forest Products Ltd has slated the
island—the province'’s fourth-largest—for
clearcut logging. Vancouver, BC-based
International Forest Products Ltd holds
small timber licenses in the island’s north-
west region. According to one forester’s
report, logging would cause “excessive
damage to sensitive salmon streams”—
essential habitat for bear survival. If silt
and erosion choke the island’s 60 salmon
streams, bears would lose their fattening
diet, vital in providing winter nourish-
ment. Logging would eliminate the tower-
ing cedars and endangered Sitka spruces
(some up to 2.7m wide), whose hollow
interiors form winter dens for the bears. It
would destroy roots and vegetation that
form a key supplement to the bears’ diet
and provide protective cover. It would
build roads on the island, providing
greater access for poachers and hunters.
Although it is illegal to shoot a white bear
under BC law, hunting of other black
bears in season is allowed. Poachers
receive thousands of dollars on the Asian
black market for bears’ gall bladders,
paws, and sexual organs.

“Because of the incredible bias of
governments in favouring logging compa-
nies, these bears are always in serious
jeopardy,” warns wildlife biologist Wayne
McCrory, who has fought actively to pro-
tect the region. “This area, with big trees,
big bears, big salmon, is the last of the
best that hasn’t been trashed.”

We follow bear trails through muddy
lushness and bog, clambering over slip-
pery nurse logs. The signs of bears are
obvious: half-eaten salmon, reeking of
decay; scat dotted with huckleberries;
deep footprints in soft sand; and an old
stump shredded in the search for insects.
These paths, which link the island’s

midst the threat of logging, poaching and uncontrolled tourism, lies a document that
A could change the future of Princess Royal Island and its bears forever.

The proposal, “Spirit Bear at the Crossroads,” released in December 1995, supports
the formation of “an ecologically complete marine/terrestrial protected area” that will
encompass two-thirds of Princess Royal Island within a 265,000 hectare park. The report,
prepared by the Valhalla Wilderness Society in New Denver, BC, urges the creation of the
first sanctuary for the black bear in North America. If linked with three wilderness areas
further inland that are already protected, the proposed park would form the world’s
largest intact protected temperate rainforest ecosystem. ]

The group seeks protection of Princess Royal Island and two neighbouring islands,
besides Khutze Inlet and Green Inlets on the nearby mainland. But, so far, the provincial
government proposes protection of only 15% of the suggested area. “Unless the BC gov-
ernment moves quickly to protect much more than the 6% of its rainforest in parks, more
and more salmon runs will continue to go extinct,” warns a recent Society press release.

The group urges that the proposed area receive a Class A park designation, co-
operatively managed by the government and local Kitasoo native people. This could make
Princess Royal Island a spirit bear sanctuary with strict guidelines on the numbers and

types of visitors. McCrory tells people continuously: “Your voice counts. Look at how

beautiful this area is. We don’t want to lose it.” For information on how you can help, con-
tact The Valhalla Wilderness Society, Box 329, New Denver, BC, Canada, VOG 1S0, or the
Great Bear Foundation, Box 2699, Missoula, Montana, 59806.

creeks, shorelines and the bears’ day-
beds, allow the hungry animals to roam
for miles and days in search of food. They
feed at least three times a day, catching
about five fish each meal before napping.
Besides huckleberries and plants, coastal
black bears depend on the island’s five
species of salmon for 95% of their food in
the late fall.

We watch for bears through a week
of almost non-stop rain—soggy and
sweaty in gum boots and rain gear. The
creek rises a few feet each day, rushing
more and more salmon upstream. The
rain supports this magnificent old-growth

forest of beaver dams, still ponds, a shel- -

tered pool and waterfalls. I cannot imag-
ine the bears’ wilderness home (part of
the famed Inside Passage to Alaska),
reduced to a scarred landscape of stumps
and debris. British Columbia has 25% of

all coastal temperate rainforests in the
world—and this one offers quiet grace.

On our last day, after hours of waiting
in the rain with no sign of bears, we see a
white bear, then a black one. The white
bear peeks at us above moss-covered
rocks, then walks along the shoreline,
undisturbed by our presence. When a
black bear appears on a rock before us, he
catches a salmon with one deft swipe of a
paw. Bears normally like to hide and eat
their food in private, but this bear merely
turns his back to us. “It’s a sign of trust,”
says Tom. “Ilet bears be bears, the way
they should be.” B
Heather Conn of Vancouver, BC, recently worked on
the CD-ROM Fate of the Grizzly and Other Bears of the
World, partially funded by the National Film Board. She
sells spirit bear stationery, photo cards, postcards and
bookmarks. A portion of the proceeds goes to support

the creation of a spirit bear park. For more information,
call 251-6220.

Visitor Information

Organized trips to Princess Royal Island are available in August and September through Tom Ellison
at (604) 644-7093, 4449 West 10th Avenue, Vancouver, BC, V6R 2H8. To protect the bears and the
island’s fragile ecosystem, private excursions to the area are discouraged.
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