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I
t was 4 A.M. when the sunlight streaming into the shelter stirred me from sleep. I’d forgotten to 

put my sleep mask on—you know, the kind they give out on airplanes—and now I was awake for 

good. Daniel was up, too, hurriedly prepping his camera equipment as the sky caught fire on 

the northern side of the Icy Strait. We walked down the forest path, past the prickly devil’s 
club and flowering blueberry, over beach logs and across cobbles to the water’s edge. The ocean 

was perfect glass, as it had been for much of the trip. An anemone undulated near the shore, 

opening its tentacles to the rising tide. Just offshore, a lone boat—one of Alaska’s storied commercial 

fishing fleet—sat framed under the Fairweather Mountains, the highest coastal mountain range in 

the world. The Fairweather peaks rise up to 15,000 feet, only seven miles inland from the Pacific. Above 

the mountains, the sky was slashed pink and blue and the clouds were lit by the predawn glow that 

turned them the color of sockeye salmon. Late summer is salmon time in Alaska and everywhere 

the fish were breaking the water’s still surface and leaping into the air. Swallows swooped from 

the woods to feed over the water while mew gulls cried in the distance. A humpback whale 
surfaced 100 yards offshore in the same spot where orcas had passed the previous evening and began 

slapping its flukes against the water. It was all part of southeast Alaska’s morning reveille. 
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That day our group of three 
was headed to Hoonah on 
an 11-day trip along the 
Pacific coast of Chichagof 
Island from Sitka. We’d 
chosen the route because 

it had something for everyone. Daniel, 
a wildlife photographer, would have 
plenty to fill his lens—from a sea lion 
rookery on a little island out in the 
Pacific, to brown bears cruising the 
beaches and plenty of gray, humpback 
and minke whales in between. Debbie, 
a relatively new paddler, would be able 
to push her limits on a more challenging 

trip than the protected fjords of Glacier 
Bay, where she’d cut her expedition 
kayaking teeth. As a longtime guide and 
outdoor instructor in southeast Alaska, 
I was looking forward to a chance to 
explore the rock gardens, sea stacks, 
and booming surf of the outer coast. 
Our route would combine the wild and 
the mild, tracing a labyrinthine path 
through the bays, passages, islands and 
open-water crossings that make up 
the 140 miles between the two Alaska 
villages. We’d have plenty of options: 
duck in when it gets rough, head out 
when it’s calm. Along the way we’d 
gather some data on the bats of White 

Sulphur Hot Springs for the Alaska  
Department of Fish and Game. 

We loaded our kayaks on the MV 
Fairweather and it carried us through 
the winding fjords from Juneau to our 
launch point in Sitka. This little seafar-
ing town was the capital of Alaska in its 
Russian days, as the onion domes on the 
town’s church attest. After a quick tour 
of the town we returned to our kayaks 
and pushed off at 5 P.M. from the ferry 
terminal in Starrigavan Bay. Light winds 
from the south kicked up a one-foot 
chop as we crossed the northern edge 
of Sitka Sound. Directly to the west, Mt. 
Edgecombe rises from the southern tip 
of Kruzof Island. With its symmetrical 
peak and ring of snow around the sum-
mit, the mountain was an unmistakable 
landmark for us as we navigated the 
maze of islands, bays and coastal inlets. 
A few powerboats made their way to-
ward Olga Strait, a deep-water channel 
that leads to the north between Kruzof 
Island and Baranof Island. We opted the 
more secluded, shallow passage of Sukoi 
Inlet. To get there, we crossed to Kruzof 
Island. Arctic terns hovered and fluttered 
gracefully above us, then dove like ar-
rows, coming up nearly every time with 
a herring grasped in its beak. 

The light began to dim, a very slow 
fade in the height of the northern sum-
mer, and we decided to skip dinner and 
press on. With our late start, we would 
have to paddle until dark, about 11 P.M., 
to reach our first stopping point in Sitka 
and put the busier waterways behind us. 
A loon cut through the still water, and 
a raven called from above in its strange 
liquid tone. A harbor seal popped up 
to check us out, breathing quietly and 
turning its head like a periscope, before 
tipping its snout back into the water 
and slipping under the inky surface. As 
Krestof Sound narrowed toward the en-
trance to Sukoi Inlet, twilight slowly gave 
way to near-darkness and we hugged the 
shore. It was close to high spring tide, 
just a couple days before the full moon, 
and the waterline was close to the trees. 
We cruised along, looking for a gentle 
slope of beach, a gap between trees and 
a soft sand or gravel landing that might 
lead to a suitable place to camp. Af-
ter years of kayaking in this part of the 
world I knew that a big spruce tree could 
conceal a place ideal for camping. On a 
hunch we landed and climbed over huge 
exposed roots on the beach to find a little 
mossy grove amidst old-growth hemlock 
and spruce, with just enough room for 
our three tents. After a quick dinner we 
settled in for the night. 

Exploring the islets and kelp forests near the entrance to Cross Sound.  Previous: The author 
and Debbie Hingst ply the outer coast of Yakobi Island as a bald eagle swoops in to feed.
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While we slept, the tide fell and we 
woke to find an exposed, sandy intertidal 
zone that was perfect for launching. We 
pushed off and the inlet we’d crept along 
at night was now, with the low tide, only 
50 meters wide. Now on the rise, the tide 
pushed us gently on our way, over beds 
of mussels and colorful anemones visible 
in the shallow, clear water. The inlet nar-
rowed even more and water gave way to 
clumps of sea grass and barnacle-covered 
rocks. We crept along through passages 
just a few inches deep, but soon ran out 
of water. We had arrived at the narrow-
est part of Sukoi Inlet just a bit early, a 
couple hours before slack tide. We had 
two options—wait or portage. The tidal 
exchange was 11 feet on that part of 
the coast that day. Based on the rule of 
twelfths that meant our rocky roadblock 
would be covered in an hour, allowing 
for passage. Since the distance was short 
and our group impatient, we opted for 
the portage, slowly slogging along with 
one loaded kayak at a time. We resolved 
to pay closer attention to the tide chart, 
information that would be crucial later 
in the trip in a place that sees some of the 
world’s biggest tidal fluctuations. Back in 
the kayaks, we rode the ebb out of Su-

koi Inlet and into the fog of Salisbury 
Sound, rounding the northern coast of  
Kruzof Island and making an early camp at  
Kalinin Bay. A layover day here would 
allow us to rest for what would probably 
be the crux of the journey, 16 miles of 
paddling fully exposed to the northern 
Pacific. It also gave us an opportunity 
for a side trip to Sea Lion Cove on the 
outer coast of Kruzof. This was our first 
taste of the open Pacific, with an eight-
foot rolling swell crashing on the cove’s 
horseshoe beach of white sand stretching 
out from the hillside of dense rainforest. 
A brown bear sow and cub prowled the 
beach. The cub looked on as mom waded 
into the waves and swatted at fish, fi-
nally dragging a big salmon up on shore.

Back in camp at Sukoi, we used the 
VHF to contact friends on a sailboat 
nearby, and gathered on the beach for 
dinner, a salmon filet perfectly roasted 
over a campfire and a magnificent sun-
set. We woke up early and packed the 
kayaks quickly so we’d have time to 
share breakfast with our friends on the 
sailboat. We wanted to make sure to time 
our crossing of Salisbury Sound so that 
slack tide would find us halfway. In this 
way we could follow one compass head-

ing the whole way, and expect minimal 
condition changes resulting from wind 
on tide. As it turned out, conditions 
could not have been better. We picked 
up the expected swell from the west 
halfway across Salisbury Sound, the six-
mile stretch between Kruzof and Chi-
chagof Island, but with almost no wind 
it was nothing more than steady sets of 
gentle rollers. We paddled intently and 
made great time, pushed only slightly 
east by the last of flood tide, then back 
on course with the start of the ebb. Soon 
we passed the reefs off of Klokachef Is-
land, and then the rock pillars covered 
with nesting seabirds that signaled the 
end of our crossing. We rewarded our-
selves with a leisurely lunch beneath 
some granite cliffs in Leo Anchorage, a 
half-mile wide notch in the Chichagof 
coastline. It’s the last bailout point before 
the full commitment of Khaz Peninsula. 
Khaz extends from south to north on the 
southwest corner of Chichagof. With the 
exception of a few tiny islands near its 
head, this coastline is unprotected from 
the open ocean during this nine-mile 
stretch. The sea stacks, house-sized boul-
ders and sheer cliff walls that make up 
the coastline receive the brunt of ocean 

The author and Daniel Fox enjoy the long summer twilight as a full moon rises over Cross Sound.
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swells. Even on a calm day there is no place most paddlers 
would even consider landing. Some years back I did a white-
knuckle traverse of Khaz with an unsuspecting paddling part-
ner from Oklahoma. He hasn’t spoken to me since. But this 
time, conditions were mild and our group was relaxed, joking 
and checking out the diving seabirds and mountains rising over 
2,000 feet above this section of coast. The passage along the 
peninsula went quickly, and soon we were making camp on a 
little crescent-shaped island just north of Khaz head. It had a 
nicely sloped beach for landing and launching, great views of 
the open sea and plenty of driftwood to ward off the evening 
chill. The near-full moon reflected off the glassy stretch of wa-
ter in front of camp as we stretched out around our fire and 
told stories before bed. The following morning we took advan-
tage of the settled weather to stay on the outside of the Myriad 

Islands and work our way up toward the Steller sea-lion rook-
ery at White Sisters, a cluster of rocks a mile outside of the 
Myriad archipelago. Taking bearings from island to island, we 
worked our way north in a steady rain. Bulbous ends of bull 
kelp thumped against our hulls as marbled murrelets and sea 
otters dove all around us. At midmorning a minke whale sur-
faced between Daniel and me, almost close enough for either 
of us to touch. Startled, we froze in awe, as it quietly dove deep 
and disappeared. Reefs caused the incoming swell to break in 
roaring boomers as much as a mile from shore, painting swaths 
of foaming white across the sea in front of us. We were al-
ways on guard for these, mostly intent on avoiding them, but 
sometimes lining up for a brief surf or a bit of gentle rock-
gardening fun. Daniel waited patiently with camera ready, as 
I sculled near an exposed rock, waiting for just the right swell 
to reflect off. I paddled until I felt the wave pick up my stern, 
then leaned forward to push the nose down the wave. I felt the 
boat pick up speed as I made little directional changes with my 
paddle. Spray peeled off my bow and I whooped and grinned, 
circling back to do it again.

When we finally neared White Sisters there was no need 
for a compass bearing—the smells and sounds of hundreds of 
sea lions are unmistakable. The first clue is the color of the 
rock. From a distance the different shades of brown, from dark 
umber to bronze, stand out against the other islands dressed in 
granite gray, mussel black and guano white. As we approached, 
the browns became different shades of sea lion, from young 
to old, wet to dry, packed in together by the hundreds. The 
smell was intense, to the point that it stung my nose. And the 
sounds, like the moaning of a thousand tortured souls, re-
minded me of a zombie film. After White Sisters we left the 
island, hopping off the outer coast in favor of a series of fjords 
and bays that stretched inland, and the booming surf of Pacific 

Sea Lions near their rookery at White Sisters Islands.
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swells was replaced by pond-like condi-
tions. We rounded the turn into Ogden 
Passage to find breaching gray whales 
and the distinctive scent of yellow cedar 
trees. We headed deeper into the interior 
and searched for a place to camp—not an 
easy task this night, with the full moon 
delivering a 23-foot tidal exchange. We 
saw lots of nice options for camping but 
realized in each case that the 2 A.M. high 
tide would push the sea all the way up to 
the forest, flooding every beach campsite. 
Finally, after much searching we found a 
suitable spot on Lydonia Island, tucked 
safely inland four miles from the outer 
coast, and spent a comfortable night dry 
and safe from the spring tide.

In the morning we crossed Portlock 
Harbor and continued on through Dry 
Pass, a tiny sliver of water that leads back 
to the open sea. The sun broke out again 
and the bull kelp glistened on the sur-
face as a gentle swell undulated back and 
forth and sea otters lazed nearby. We had 
arrived at White Sulphur Hot Springs, 
where we could soak in a natural hot tub 
carved from the surrounding stone. On 
the path to the pools we picked Chicken 
of the Woods—a shelf fungus that grows 
in plates on the trunks of spruce trees. 
This unmistakable mushroom is a beau-
tiful bright orange and, as its name im-
plies, meaty and delicious. We checked 
out beautiful coral root orchids, ghostly 
pink plants that feed off of underground 
fungus growing amidst the skunk cab-
bage, a prehistoric-looking forest plant 
with leaves the size of our spray skirts. 

I had offered to collect some data for 
the state on the bats that make a home 
in a little niche where the hot water from 
the springs flows beneath some big drift-
wood logs. So, just after sunset, I slipped 
into the hot pool and got to work. It 
wasn’t easy, but someone had to count 
the bats flying from those logs! Steam 
rose as mosquitoes gathered in droves 
around me. The bats emerged and were 
immediately drawn to the mosquitoes 
that were drawn to me. The bats did laps 
around my head, brushing my hair with 
their gentle wingbeats, their little ears in 
silhouette against the darkening sky. 

Back on the water the following morn-
ing we crossed the mouth of Lisianski In-
let, avoiding its rips and making our way 
up the outer coast of Yakobi Island. On 
July 18, 1741 the Russian sailing vessel 
St. Paul arrived at the coast of what is 
now Chichagof Island. Its captain, Alexei 
Chirikov, second in command to Vitus 
Bering on a mission to map North Amer-
ica, had become separated from Bering 
and his ship, St. Peter, three weeks earlier 

in a fog. Running low on water, Chirikov 
sent his yawl ashore with two empty 
casks. The St. Paul tacked back and forth 
offshore and waited. The yawl never re-
turned. Five days later, after spotting a 
fire on the beach, Chirikov sent a smaller 
boat ashore with a crew of four. That 
boat also never returned. The crew was 
dangerously short on water, and with 
no small craft remaining, Chirikov was 
forced to sail the St. Paul back to Kam-
chatka. Two hundred seventy-one years 
and four days later, we paddled by that 
very spot where the boats had vanished. 
Were those two boats and their crews 
dashed in the surf that was now crashing 
around us on this rocky coast? Were they 
ambushed by native Tlingits? Were they 

caught in the ferocious tide rips we were 
now avoiding at the mouth of Lisianski 
Strait? Did they choose to abandon their 
ships and take their chances on a life in 
the new land? Rumors of a lost colony 
of Russian sailors still persist in this area. 
We stayed well offshore, playing around 
in the ledges and rocks on the outside 
of Yakobi Island, and didn’t land until 
we reached the protected anchorage of 
Surge Bay. Here we made camp in a little 
berry patch, despite evidence that bears 
liked the spot as well. We didn’t find the 
pictograph rumored to be connected to 
the story of the Russian sailors.  The fol-
lowing day we rounded Cape Bingham, 
the north tip of Yakobi Island. To the west 
was the open Pacific; to the north, Cross 

Three Hills Island near the village of Elfin Cove features 
a maze of arches and caves for the paddler to explore.
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Sound; and to the east, Icy Strait. Across 
Cross Sound, the Fairweather Moun-
tains towered above Cape Spencer. The 
often-wild Sound was glass and a fleet of 
salmon trollers was taking advantage of 
the settled weather to fish on the outside. 
Two humpback whales wheeled ahead of 
us as we rode the tide into Cross Sound. 
We took advantage of the calm to explore 
the caves and arches on Three Hill Island. 
Sunlight filtered into the caves through 
cracks from above and lit up droplets of 
water on the mossy walls. Pigeon guil-
lemots flew from the cliffs, their orange 
feet bright against the green walls. Waves 
washing into a crack in the cliffs made a 
hollow compressive sound, followed by a 
thirty-foot-high plume of spray. We pad-
dled close and cooled off in the powerful 
spray of this ocean blowhole.

We landed on a crescent beach, a 100-
yard sweep of white sand tucked in a bay 
of George Island. After making camp we 
took a short hike to a remnant of Alaska’s 
involvement in World War II: A 20-foot-
long cannon at a lookout point, still 
mounted in its turret but now hemmed 
in by trees. That evening, over a small 
driftwood fire, we roasted black rockfish, 

Rock gardening on the outer coast of Chichagof Island, ahead of a storm front.
Two humpback whales work their summer feeding grounds near Point Adolphus.

Photo: Nathaniel Stephens
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our spoils from 10 minutes of trailing a 
lure on a handline from the kayak earlier 
in the day. As we ate, the moon rose full 
over Chichagof Island. 

In the morning, as we sipped hot 
coffee and looked out across the wa-
ter to the north, two humpback whales 
breached in unison, launching their mas-
sive bodies fully airborne and flopping 
down in tandem with twin plumes of 
white spray. From George Island, a quick 
two-mile paddle took us to Eflin Cove, a 
little fishing village with no streets, just 
a series of boardwalks connecting the 
houses perched on pilings. Leaving town 
we heard the long, low moan of what 
we thought was a foghorn. No boat was 
visible and the air was clear as it could 
be. The horn sounded again and again. 
After a lot of head-scratching, we real-
ized the sound was coming from a pod 
of humpback whales, one in particular, 
timed with each breath. We learned that 
the whale, and the deviated septum pre-
sumed to give it its distinctive sound, is 
an annual visitor and well known by 
Elfin Cove residents. 

After leaving Elfin Cove we were sur-
rounded by whales taking advantage of 
tidal currents to hitch an easy ride, just 
as we were. The strong tides flowing be-
tween the Pacific Ocean and the Inside 
Passage funnels through the narrow con-
strictions between and around the Inian 
Islands, an archipelago at the boundary 
between Cross Sound and Icy Strait. In 
some areas the current flows at ten knots 
or more. Add some wind to this envi-
ronment and you have some extremely 
challenging waters and, not surprisingly, 
a great number of ships have wrecked 
on Inian rocks. We camped in the Inians 
near Mosquito Pass. Debbie was keen to 
test her skills the following morning in 
the tide races near camp. At the mouth 
of the Pass we found a large sea lion 
haulout. As we watched them from an 
eddy, the flood tide gained momentum, 
heading into the third hour after slack. 
The channel began to rip like a strong 
river, with standing waves and whirl-
pools. Sea lions surfed and jumped and 
caught salmon, flinging them in the air 
and tearing them apart. 

That afternoon we rode the flood tide 
through the South Passage and into Icy 
Strait, surrounded the entire time by a 
dozen whales catching a ride along with 
us. We made camp on a rocky beach 
with some nice protection from a south-
easterly blow that had kicked up in the 
afternoon. The next morning we awoke 
early and headed for a muskeg just be-

hind camp. A muskeg is a high-latitude 
bog, a spongy area dominated by shore 
pine, with round kettle ponds and an ar-
ray of interesting plants and wildflowers. 
A morning fog hung on the coast and the 
swamp took on a surreal beauty. Spongy 
hummocks of pretty mosses and lichens 
gave rise to purple bog laurel flowers 

and fluffy white cotton grass, with its Dr.  
Seuss heads. Daniel and I crouched 
down low to study sundews, tiny, beau-
tiful, carnivorous plants that use their 
sticky “dew” to trap little flying insects. 
Two Sitka black-tailed deer at the edge of 
the meadow caught our scent and looked 
quizzically our way before bounding off. 

Photo: Nathaniel Stephens

C
hr

ist
op

he
r H

oy
t



40   Sea Kayaker  |  February 2014

From the distance came the sharp report 
of a beaver slapping its tail. We made our 
way back to camp, making brief stops 
to pick glistening red huckleberries to 
add to our breakfast, our boots sinking 
a bit with each step and releasing with a 
slurping pop. 

Back in our kayaks we continued to 
use the strong tides to our advantage. In 
just a couple of hours we arrived at Point 
Adolphus, the northern tip of Chicha-

gof Island. Considered one of the most 
biologically rich places in North America, 
Point Adolphus is a focal point for all 
kinds of wildlife. Humpback whales, or-
cas, sea lions, seals, eagles, otters, bears 
and wolves all descend on the area to 
feast on fish brought in by the conver-
gence of ocean currents. We floated 
along on our tidal conveyor belt; eagles 
squawked at each other in the treetops, 
whales spouted a couple hundred yards 

offshore, sea lions jumped in forma-
tion in front of our kayaks and otters 
slipped through dense kelp forests. A 
kingfisher flew in quick loops, chatter-
ing all the way. Eventually we landed 
near a three-sided shelter that would 
be our final camp of the trip, where we 
found wild strawberries to pick and serve  
with dinner. 

On this last night the clouds cleared 
revealing the Fairweather Mountains 
under a brilliant sunset. The glassy wa-
ter shimmered gold and pink as a pod of 
orcas passed by, huge dorsal fins arcing 
up and down, and we stared out at Icy 
Strait until their spouts and fins disap-
peared in the distance. The next morning 
we would paddle 10 miles to the mouth 
of Port Frederick and turn toward the 
tiny village of Hoonah, where we would 
rejoin the summer traffic of mammoth 
cruise ships, water taxis and float planes 
for the last couple miles of our journey. 

Nathaniel “Natcho” Stephens leads trips and 
teaches outdoor education in southeast Alaska 
and throughout the world. Reach him at 
natcho@gonarwhal.com.

 Sunrise lights the Fairweather Mountain range on the final morning of the trip.

 


