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T he Khutzeymateen Grizzly Bear Sanctuary 
is one of the most special places on earth. 
And from May 9-13, 2022, we were able to 

experience so many amazing moments.

On this tour, we partnered with our friend Tim Irvin 
and Wildlife Journeys to bring 10 wonderful guests 
to see and photograph grizzly bears in this pristine 
wilderness.

As fate would have it, we got off to an ominous 
start. It was raining as we boarded our float 
planes in Prince Rupert (which would ferry us to 
the Khutzeymateen Wilderness Lodge). Once we 
took off, however, the rainclouds dissipated and 
we were treated to one of the most beautiful scenes 
that I’ve ever witnessed — the glorious morning 
light bounced off the snow-capped mountains and 
the vibrant blue water of the Khutzeymateen inlet 
below. 

We arrived at the lodge and quickly suited up to 
board our covered zodiacs and search for grizzly 
bears. We were the first group of the season, and 
with a much cooler spring than normal, we didn’t 
know exactly what to expect.

Over the course of the next four days, all of our
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expectations were exceeded. While grizzly bears 
were the main focus, we saw orcas, a coastal wolf, 
and so many black bears.

Orcas. As we were eating one of Neil’s many 
delicious lunches, he shouted that there was whale 
activity! We all turned to look out the window and 
then it was confirmed, orcas were swimming up 
the inlet! There were seven in total, which were 
later identified as the northern resident pod A42 
Matriline. In total, we watched them for over an 
hour. The most special moment had to be when the 
baby orca, Ashlar (A114), decided to swim under 
both of our zodiacs. It was a moment that I’ll never 
forget.

Coastal wolf. When I first heard that the other 
zodiac had seen an elusive coastal wolf, I thought 
they were joking. But after seeing their photos, I 
was astounded. Not only did they see him/her, 
the wolf climbed a log right in from of the zodiac 
and posed for them! Luckily, we would all see this 
wolf one more time as it made its way along the 
shoreline. 

Black bears: When visiting a grizzly bear sanctuary, 
my expectations to see black bears was very low. 
In the bear hierarchy, grizzly bears are dominant 
to black bears and have been known to kill them. 
So it was surprising to see more than a handful of 
different black bears feeding in the intertidal zone

during low tide. Interestingly, these bears feasted 
on barnacles and one bear in particular, Pavlo, 
who resided next to our lodge, allowed us a front-
row view from just a short distance away.

Grizzly bears. We saw grizzly bears every day and 
more than 15 different grizzlies in total, as well as 
a variety of different behaviors, including court-
ship, a lot of bears eating sedge, and an incredible 
mussel eating display by my favorite bear named 
Scout. Overall, it was just so special to watch bears 
being bears as an observer, not as an influencer, 
in their wonderful world.

It ’s worth remembering that we were able to 
have these incredible moments with bears, 
orcas, and wolves because of all the time, effort, 
and money from conservation groups and First 
Nation communities who fought to establish the 
Khutzeymateen Grizzly Bear Sanctuary nearly 30 
years ago. 

It’s a salient reminder to do everything we can to 
protect the planet’s amazing wilderness areas so 
that they can be enjoyed by future generations, 
just as the unsung heroes who fought to protect 
and preserve the Khutzeymateen did for us long 
ago.

Zac Mills, 2022
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The mating dance



Canon R5, 200-400mm lens, f/5.6, 1/1,000, ISO 3,200

Orcas!
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A grizzly bear close to our lodge
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The colorful inter-tidal zone
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Barnacle time
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On the rocks
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Emergence
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Mouthful of mussels
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Creating epic photos
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The most beautiful black bear
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The softer side
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A rare sighting of a coastal wolf
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Black and yellow
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Barnacle peak-a-boo
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Innocence
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Lounging
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Barnacles buffet
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To bear or not to bear



Z ac Mills aims to capture moments that 
amaze, inspire, and educate. A former 
World Bank economist, he traded in the 

suit,  t ie, and briefcase for a l ife of adventure 
behind the lens. At home in the wilderness, his 
photography approach is to capture the spir-
it of the wild and make images that stand out 
and tell a story. 

Zac founded The Wildlife Collective to teach 
the art of wildlife photography and inspire di-
rect conservation action. He leads photo tours 
to the world’s best wildlife destinations and 
promotes conservation through education, 
partnerships, and his involvement in several 
community organizations. He lives in the Ca-
nadian Rocky Mountains with his wife and two 
young children.

See more of Zac’s work:
zacmillsphotography.com

Want to learn wildlife photography and make 
a difference? thewildlifecollective.com
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