A Photo Adventure to Katmai National Park to Photograph Grizzly Bears

On September 24th , 2016, I flew out of Sacramento
International Airport bound for Anchorage, Alaska.
This was my first trip to Alaska and the guided
photography trip was not intended as a vacation,
but instead was a trip to photograph Grizzly bears
at Katmai National Park and Preserve. You might
think that a photography trip could also be a
vacation but the two do not normally go together
as the hours and situations are very different and
this trip, in particular, was most definitely not a
vacation. The trip was five days of wading, wearing
full waders, in a deep stream photographing bears
in the water, sleeping in a sleeping bag in a small
tent in 30-degree weather with no available shower
or hot running water. I knew that it was not going
to be a vacation but I was ready for the excitement
of photographing Grizzly bears up close and
personal and the trip delivered on that in spades.
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I arrived in Anchorage, where I stayed for a day, then
flew on a prop plane to a small airport (not sure I would
really call it an airport, but a building with a tarmac
runway) in King Salmon. King Salmon is a
“census-designated place” off Bristol Bay and Naknek
Lake. The 2010 census counted the population as 374
and I think they might have included a few moose in
that count. The “town” had a bar, a grocery-gas station (a
loaf of bread was $7), a bar/restaurant (Eddies Fireplace
Inn) and one motel to stay in (Antlers Inn). From King
Salmon our group, there were five photographers and a
tour guide and cook, loaded into two float planes and
took off for Katmai National Park. Upon arrival I realized
that the park had almost completely closed down and
we were there in the last week that the ranger office was
open so the place was virtually deserted. The
campground only contained tents for our group and the
bathrooms were open for us, running water from the
faucet was available, but they had closed the showers
down and there were no other campers around. I did
know about the showers but really had not known what
to expect otherwise.
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The trip was billed as “for the
intermediate to advanced or
professional photographer looking for
a small group to join for a week of
concentrated grizzly bear
photography” and it did not disappoint
at all on that count. The web site
talked about being in reasonable
shape, needing full chest waders,
spending a good deal of time in the
water, and that a lot of walking would
be required. Anytime you take a trip
like this, it’s a sort of “we’ll see what
happens” thing and this one certainly
was. I am 64 years old and a female
and I knew, beyond a shadow of a
doubt, that I would be the only female
photographer on the trip (I was) and
most likely would be one of the older
participants and I was. I wanted a trip
with adventure and that’s what I got
and I loved every minute of it, as hard
as it was. I was prepared for it to be
difficult but it was even more difficult
that I thought it would be.

The view from the Katmai National Park campground.

Many people who photograph bears at
Katmai National Park do so at the waterfall
while standing on a platform that was built
for bear viewing. We did photograph from
the platform, but very seldom. The majority
of our bear shots were taken while standing
in a fast moving stream in full waders
carrying all our gear. I had never
experienced this type of photography before
so it took a day for me to actually get used to
standing in a forceful fast-moving stream
(Naknek River) without getting wet while
carrying thousands of dollars in camera gear!
I had to learn how to move in the water to
keep my feet under me. I was so thankful
that I was a person who walked and hiked
almost daily, if that had not been the case I
would never have made it. Also, because it
had been so wet, each day we had to trudge
through a very marshy area with rough and
uneven terrain that we could not see! I went
down in the marshy area partially on the first
day (my long lens on the tripod and the lens
just barely took a few drops of water) and
one of the guys went down on one of the
other days. It was difficult to find proper
footing while trying to keep up with the
group as they were moving faster than I was
comfortable with but after the first day I was
more comfortable and did better at keeping
up. I was determined not to be a burden on
anyone and I was not, any more than any of
us were to each other when we needed an
occasional hand up a bank.
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Putting frozen waders on in 32 degree
weather was a new experience for me (one I
actually don’t mind not repeating). My
waders froze because they took on water
when I went down and the water dripped
down into the feet and the feet froze! One
of the guys had to knock the feet as I was
trying to get into them. We all put our
waders on in a shed provided by the park
where we stored our gear. The first day I put
pants on under the waders and the pants
got wet when I fell. After that I put the
waders over my long underwear, which was
a lot easier. We all dressed in the same shed
so privacy was not an option. An interesting
experience, everyone mulling about trying
to get into cold and stiff waders without
falling over and everything dripping water
and mud. I brought a mummy bag with me
on the trip to sleep in and I slept in the bag
fully dressed except for boots! I even pulled
a knitted face cap down over my face to
keep my head warm. After breakfast we all
slipped out of our in-camp warm pants
(fleece lined) in the shed and got into our
waders and loaded up our gear. Off we
went each morning looking for bear, some
of the guys carrying very expensive long
lenses into the swamp and river with a
tripod attached. After the first day I gave up
on the tripod (my Tamron 150-600 was
clouded up and did not recover until after
the trip) and just used my Nikon 80-400
handheld, sometimes with a tele-converter,
sometimes not.

The food on this trip was wonderful; I wanted to take the
lovely young woman who was our cook home with me to
cook my meals. I ate better on the trip than I do at home
as I do not like to cook. We even had French press
brewed coffee every morning, for which I was very
grateful. In the evening when we returned we’d shimmy
out of our waders, pull on our fleece-lined pants and sit at
the tables in the shed that also had a nearby campfire
ring. Our guide would start a fire and sometimes we
would have coffee or tea and a snack while we waited for
dinner; if we were later we’d just dig right into dinner. It
was always nice to be back at camp.

Our shed for meals and sitting around.

One evening one of the guys dry-shampooed the
hair of anyone who wanted that. I just put my head
under the cold running water in the outdoor sink and
washed it, 30-degree water wakes you right up. At some
point toward the middle of the week the cook heated
water for people to use to sponge-bathe and that worked
out well. It wasn’t like any one of us, by then, smelled too
good. What I looked like was not really important, being
dry and warm, and getting great shots was important,
and that’s what I concentrated on.
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The bears were everywhere; if you took
a walk you would almost run right into
them. At the beginning of the trip we
received instructions on what to do
when the bears were around us. The
bears at Katmai are very used to
people and I never felt threatened by
them at any time. At one point three of
us were walking back to camp and
upon rounding a bend in the road we
saw four huge bears, full grown adults,
meandering toward us on the road.
We stopped, backed up and then were
going to turn around and go back but
when we looked back we saw three
huge adult bears coming toward us
from the direction that we had come
from. We just stopped for a minute
and watched both groups of bears.
Then we quietly and slowly walked into
the woods, our only option, to head for
a nearby beach trail. Once in the
woods we stopped and waited and
watched the bears again to ensure that
we were not of interest. None of the
bears were even looking at us and we
were able to take the beach trail
without incident.

When we were photographing the bears in the water we
sometimes got pretty close. Our guide was very
experienced and I felt completely comfortable with him
at all times. We would all watch the bears that were
around us and be aware of each group of bears so we
could traverse the river safely. We were constantly
moving to maintain some distance from the bears and to
get in the right place to take good shots with the right
light. It was an incredible adventure to be so close to so
many bears and to see them in their native habitat. The
possibility for great shots was endless, even just using my
Nikon 80-400 handheld.

There were Katmai Grizzly trips available when I booked
this trip that would have given me a beautiful, warm
room at a lodge where I would have taken my shots daily
from the safety of the bear- viewing platform. This was
not what I wanted; I wanted a great adventure, I wanted
to do something different. I knew that my time to do this
type of trip was limited (due to aging) and that I needed
to do it right away or it would never happen.

It was such an exciting trip and I saw so
many bears in so many different
situations. I saw bears in the water as
they played with each other and their
mom or ran over the small islands
(filled with the stink of dead salmon, all
eyeless and partial!) to catch up with
the group; I saw them fishing,
endlessly, as they do this all the time; I
saw a large cub nursing; I saw a mom
and her cubs napping overlooking the
river; I saw young bears just learning to
fish; I saw how family-oriented the
female bears with young were; I saw
eagles flying overhead, beautiful
Alaska landscape, and so many other
things, simply too numerous to say.
This was a wonderful bear-filled
adventure in Alaska that enabled me to
take many great photographs of bears
doing all sorts of things in their native
environment and I am so happy that I
took this trip and the challenge of the
unknown. Being a photographer, for
me, is about adventure and learning,
experiencing new things and being in
the outdoors. This bear trip was the
ultimate in all of that.

