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By Norbert Wu

Inside
or AR 9 &

Aboard the 'Glacier Seal’

“There's a black bear over there near the point,’ Pat McGehee said,

We all lovked Loward the point, a good
hall-mile away—and could sce nothing.
“He's aboul [our feet up from the surface,
climbing around.”

We looked and looked, and still couldn't
see anything. As our boat got closer, Teould
make out a black speck, but I couldn’t he
sure if the speck was on my glasses or if it
was 4 bear. For all [ knew, it could have
been a rock, an elephant, a tire, or a piano.
All of us got our cameras our, just in case. It
was our second day ahoard the Glacier
Seal, and we had learned that Pat, the cap-
tain and owner. had Supermanclike powers
of ohservation. He was right, of course; the
speck turned out e be a bear, nota hot tub,
and all of us got good photographs as the
boat cruised o within a few yards of the
bear.

Pt McGehee is that rarest of breeds: a

Pat McGehee

knowledgeable naturalist, skilled photogra-
pher excellent hoat captain, and courleous
host all rolled inta one. Having a skipper
wha knows photegraphers’ needs is half
the hattle when trying le obtain pho
tographs from a boal. As a battle-scarred
veteran of more Lhan 150 cruises over 15
years of nalure photography, I should
know. In most boats, photographers often
tiave o push and demand to get the crew
Lo accommodate their photography. I've
been un many boats where all work ended
at dinnertime —which, unforrunately tends
to happen right before sunset, one of the
best times to photograph. Having a skipper
wha is a photographer himself wins the

vilt. Pat was perfectly happy to continue
our whale watching or other activities is
long as there was davlight.

On the last day of our trip, we [ollowed 2
pod of whales right until sunset, which
didn’t happen until 9 p.m.! That kind of
commitment is rare lo find. An excellent
photographer himself, Pat was as excited as
the rest of us t photograph whales, yet our
group's photography and desires always
came first with him. He showed our group
the best of the famed Inside Passage of
southeast Alaska. We photographed nearly
everything possible in just one week: hump-
back whales, bears, bald eagles, Steller sex
lions, salmon, icebergs, glaciers, glorious
sunscts, and more.

We did it all in camplere comfort and
with the skillful and gracious help of Pat
and his crew. The Glacier Seal is 4 60-fool
boat that has been sct up for the needs of
photographers and nature lovers. 1L con-
tains three levels. The bottom level consists
of five starernoms, cach with a sink and
double bunk heds. The main floor is the
lounge and hridge area, featuring huge win-
dows all around, for 4 nearly panoramic
view of the scenery. Dours open onto the
back and front decks, allowing easy access
for photography. The roof deck provides a
special unobstructed area for sightseeing,
relaxing, and unparalleled opportunities
for photography. I found the boat to be
superbly comfortable, clean, and perfect
{or photography. The cook, Jeanetre, did a
wonderful job, We feasted on salmon,
steaks, shrimp, and grear soups and
desserts throughout rthe trip. Pat con-
tributed to this gourmet extravaganza by
setting out pots for king crab and shrimp
overnight in several locations,

Trip Log

The st way

Munday, Day 0: FIy in, stay overnight at
Breakwater Hotel

Tueesclery, Day 1 Boarded the boat and 1ev-
cled south from Juneau. We stopped first ara
point where five or six bald eagles were sit-
Ling in trees. Pat threw out a small fish and
we photographed an eagle flying down and
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picking the fish up. Later, we entered water

where icebergs were everywhere. The ice-
bergs come in various colors ranging from
clear to white to deep blue, Pat sasd that the
deep blue icebergs mean that the icebergs
are made of older glacial ice. He was able Lo
manenver the hoar right up to a large,
intensely blue iceherg. We sat there for hall
an hour, rouching it and marveling al its color

and texture.

Wednesdey, Day 2 s drizzly and foggy.
We (raveled up Tracy Arm, a spectacular fjord
with a glacier at the end of it Wo pho-
tographed harbor seals lying on small ice-
bergs throughout the trip. The glacicr at the
end of Tracy Arm wias phenomenall We spent
two hours just observing the glacier. lee-
bergs were frequently calving off the glacier,

fulling off with a crack like an explosion and
then a huge roar. A flock of gulls was con-
ving around the glacier, making for
photographs. The crew colle
some glacier ice to keep in the food coolers
and for glacier-ice cockrails! Wednesday
night, Pat put out a couple of pots for king
crabs.

Thursday, Day 3: Pat collected two
huge Alaskan king crabs from his pots; we
ate them for dinner, and they were great,
We rraveled further south, Lo Frederick
Sound. It still rainy, We stopped for fuel
in a small town called Kake. Pink salmon
arc jumping all over the place near the
dock. Just a quarter-mile or so from the
fuel dock, there is 2 bridge over a creek
Juvenile and adult bald eagles were every-
where, [easting on the masses of pink and
chum salinon going up the creek. We saw
perhaps six black bears just upstream,
hunting salmon, One pair was a mother
and cub; we were close enough ro see the
muother trying to teach the cub to hunt. At
one point, the mother gave the cub a large
salmon, but the cub—confused hy the
salmon’s struggles—let it get away.

Friday, Day 4: 1t stopped raining, and
the sea is flat calm—as it has been the
entire trip, W spent all day photographing
humpback whales. This place (Frederick
Sound) is incredible. It is 4 sunny, gorgeous
calm dav; we have overdosed on whale
photographs; and there have been no
orher hoats or sign of human life any
where! This is a vast wilderness, and it
seems untouched. Although I've traveled
very extensively to wilderness areas, I have
been to few other places in the world like
this. 1 have finally seen the famous bubble-
net feeding that the whales do. It's quite
evident. The whales go underwater, blow a
circle of bubbles that serve to concentrate
the krill, and then feed on the krill. We also
spent an hour photographing Steller sca
lions (hat were basking on an island, I shot
the sea lons sleeping and fighting in the
shallows. We had dozens of whales calmly
diving all around the boar for the whole
day. Pat pulled off another of his tricks: he
slopped the boat on the way ro our anchor-
age and predicted a spectacular sunsct. We

all gol oul our cameras—and sure enough,
the sunset was fabulous.

Saturday, Day 5: I've been waiting for a
day like this for a lang time. We woke up to
a heavy fog in the morning, then safled out
of it to the north end of Frederick Sound. At
around 11 a.m., we followed the clearing
fiog back to where we had been originally
and finally found some whales. | don't know
how Pat knew, but he gor excited when we
found a group of whales g
ready for lunpe feeding.
ring patrern of bubbles, and then six or so
whalts came up through the middle of the
hubbles, with their mouths wide open. Thad
heard about this and seen photographs of
this beluvior, but I felt privileged to see this
myself. Renee, another photographer on the
Lrip, kept saying over and over again, *I can't
believe T am seeing this. 1 can't believe
T'm seeing this.” I felt the same way. Pat
McGehee knew exactly what was going to
happen, He said that the whales were feed-
ing on herring, not krill, today—which is

why thev came out of the water today in
their lunge feeding behavior., Spectacular
sruft, Wi alsn saw and phowsgraphed several
hreaches, where the whales jumped com-
plecely elear of the water and made 4 huge
splash coming down, There were a few
mare boats todday Follwing Lhe whales, but
still. this is nothing like (he other whale
watching trips ['ve been on. The entire
Sound was almost deserled, and it was flat
calm all day,

Pat is @ nuster al following and predicting
the whales' behavier, He is getting us very
close o the whales, without scaring them
off or disturbing them, Another spectacular
sunset, and Pat set out some pots for shrimp
overnight,

Sunday Day 6 Some of the photogra-
phers on the boat are “whaled-out, so we
decided to spend the afternoon beachcoml»
ing We looked for whales in the morning,
with no suceess, then siopped in Kake again
for fucl and w: We walked back 1o the
creck and got some great photographs of

the mother and cub bears, with no rain this
Lime! After lunch, Pat dropped off most of
the photographers for heachcombing (they
came back with some wonderful rocks,
drifrwood, and shellsy, but a group of
whales w; t by the island, so | stayed
on the boat. We saw some fantastic broaches
and some awesome lunge feeding, bath
right in front of the boat, Then we picked
up the beachcombers and spent the rest of
the afternoon and evening following the
whales. We also saw killer whales and Dull's
porpoise. Par's shrimp pots got some huge
shrimp. There was an cven more speclacu-
lar sunsct

Moneay, Day 72 1t started raining again in
the marning, bul cleared up by 9:30 a.m..
Back Lo Junean for my flight home.

Last Words f

It does rain in southeast Alaska, On our
wip, in late July 1997, it rained during
three out of our seven days. Temperarures
range from the low 50s 1o 70s. Ralnwear is
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essential, as is a pile jacket for colder days.
On the warmer days, sharts and T-shirts
waork just fine. | hrought a pile jacket, a

hirts, two pairs of sweat pants and a
shirt, and tennis shoes, Thal's all T
needed

1 vo are hoping o photograph in Alaska,
this is a place and 4 trip L seriously consider,
The inside passage normally is calm, so no
ane o our 1rip got seasick or even close 1o
il. Pat McGehee really knows his stuff: he
knews just where 1o put the boat for Steller
sea lions, humpback whales, and just about
anything else Alaskan. The best time to see
humpback whales is June to August, with
mid-August being the best time. The weather
in the summer is as good as it gets

And, as you can see, the photographic

upportunities are spectacular. [ speak from
exlensive experience; if you're a nature pho-
ographer, this is abour as perfect a trip as1
in recommend. +

For fiformation abost booking Your 6n
trip too the fnside Passage. contdcl: Insfde
Passage Charters, 10006 Crazy llorse
Dwive, Jusean, AR 9803, phone HI7/78%
0454, fax W) -4 127, ar Natwre Images
Alnsha / Adventures Nortineest, 7O01 Tiih
Avenue, NE, Marysville, Wi U827, pihone
and fax JOC/65 34412,

Norbert Wa reguiariy teads nalural bis-
tory and phatography expeditivns o he
Sfinest diring and wilderinesy areas, i the
world. Norb recentiy relurned frum fun
months in Amtarctica, where be led a ho-

tagraphic expedition (spensored by e
Natfomal Sciesnce Foundation s Arlisls and
Writers Grrant} to phodographb the marine
fife there, His latest wurk ways vecently
shows an Natinnal Geographic Explorer
an September 719970 be did the wnder
water cinemalograpby for ibe segnient on
the new Deefr Mgl subrmersible, His most
recent hooks are Selling Nature Pho
tographs and Creeps [rom the Deep (the
talter a chitdren's book about decf-sea
creglures). He will be leading a trip to
Aluiske’s Instde Passage aboard the Glacter
Seal in August 1999, For more informea-
Hon, o (o order Xorbert Wu's books, con-
tact Mo Yung Productions. 1065 Sinex
Avenie, Pacific Grove, CA 93950, ar call
J-8O0-ANORB- W {1-B0-166-T298), fax
408/375-4319



