Sailing to Alaska

The call of nature could be ignored no longer. A long dreamt of sabbatical from the salt mizasfolf
employmentwas at hand. It was time to put the family on thaiboat and take off to Alaska.
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Alaska and Back

Three months,
4,000 miles

| was fortunate that my employer had (perhaps rather rashly) agreed to a three month sabbatical earlier
in the year. After confirming that | would still have a job when | returned, we spirited the children out of
school early and began our voyager us feedom began June®*Wwhen we finished provisioning the

boat, putting gear, clothes and children aboard and then slipped away from the marina in Seattle to
head north to Alaska. Three months and 4,000 miles later we have returned.

Our destination was the@!' state, to be sure, but more importantly our aim was also the journey itself.

| was going to beirtually without email for the entire summeandcell phones were not going to be of
any use either. Planning and executing an expedition like this withyfaakes a great deal of time and
expense but the rewards | hoped would well exceed those exertions and it was a trade | was happy to
make.

Our sailboat is an Qyster 53 built in
New Zealand to English design. Shieers
is a cutterrigged sloop, 53 feet Iong 3
with a displacement of 25 tons.
What that means is she is of
relatively good pedigree and size
and heavy enough to withstand
rough weather. This is good
because rough weather we haldly
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after our two daughters; Asmara, age seven and Adriana
Sky, age four.

We live in Seattle, the capital of a region known as the
Pacific Northwest. Named aftenanld Indian chief with

a gift of making speeches, Seattle is a cosmopolitan city
boasting wonderful scenery and a forwdabking, weH
educated workforce. It is the home after all, of
Microsoft, Amazon and Starbucks. More interestingly,
Seattle sits onhte doorstep of a sweeping wilderness
beginning with the intricate and beautifully indented
Canadian coastline of British Columbia and ending with
Alaska perched above like a great glittering prize.

. Alaska explodes with incomparable beauty. It cannot be
compared to any place else. The mountains are higher,

the streams and rivers are bluer, the fish and animals are greater in number and size and the people are
fewer and farther between than anywhere you care to throw a dart at.

Alaska exceeds superlativesislwild; there are far more animals than the 76€d thousand people

who call the state home (some of whom are odd indeed and we will meet a few in due course). In the
middle of the state standing proudtgwersMt. Denali, the tallest mountain on the ntnent while the
coastline of Alaska is longer than that of all the other states in the US combined. Alaska is huge; it
stretches halfway around the top of the globe from Canada across the frigid North Pacific all the way to
Russia. With a total area 068,268 square miles (1.7 million square kilometers), the state is even more
vast than Mongolia, and if you glued France, Germany, Spain and the UK together better than the EU
has you might equal it in area. With less than one person per square mile 2/&r@8e tightly packed

UK), Alaska is pretty much empty of human habitation and all that goes with it. Known to the rest of the
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keen to see this wonder land in all its 2
super natural glory.

Most touristsgoingto Alaska arrive by
plane or, like us, by water. The
waterborne tourist trade though, is
circulated mostly through the protected
channels and sounds of the southeast of
the state on very controlled one week
trips. Cruise ships 900 feet in length
charge tlough the seas at 20 knots or
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more carrying between three to five thousand cash rich

but time poor pampered paying passengers. These
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mode of travel whose convenience is exceeded only by

its unreality. We dsired to see Alaska, or a small part of

the territory, under our own power and at our own pace.

We went alone and we went by sail.

My wife and | had experienced some of the joys and
woes and the highs and lows of long distance sailing right
after gettingmarried when for our honeymoon we sailed
our previous boat from Asia to Spain. That trip lasted
three years (the honeymoon continues). This however,
: was the first time we were venturing across the seas and
o e into the dangerous North Pacific with two smallldren
"Biggest Navigational Hazard aboard and we were not altogether sure what to expect.

ol Kodiak"

While | said the journey was the goal, rather than a
specific destination and the journeywas indeed
spectacular we really wanted tovisitareas of Alaska that tourists rarely frequent. igworked one
season many moons ago aparticularlyunsuccessful commercial fisherman Kodiaksland | had
always wanted to return to this beautiful place. It was reassuring when we got there to see the island
was still beautiful and alas, | waslsdillousy fisherman.

To reach Alaska by water from Seattle one first has to droes south to norththe Canadian province
of British ColumbiaThis we did, wending our way 600 miles through deep channels and between,
around, under and over, thousandsisfands small and largBlanketed in pine and spruce tregbge
islands aragyreen jewels scattered as if by a careless hand among the blue watersjagtes and
wavebattered Canadian coastline.

Leaving Seattle Juné' ineant we
were early in the seas up north and
virtually had the place to ourselves.
Well, that may be an exaggeration;
we had to share the water with
eagles seals, dolphins antbuntless
humpback whales. As we passed by
the rocky beaches that line the
islands and waterways of BC | was
Oz2yaidlyidte a3ftl a:
the binoculars. | saw mamgcks that
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shout. But nojt wasjust another Canadian rock. |
was confident, however, that eventually one of
those rocks would move artén days into the

trip | spied from afar a big shiny black ragjist
the size of beag which lifted its head and stared
at me.

As we progressed further north the place names
began to change from Englishtttose ofnative
tongues. We anchored in fiftgét of waterwith a
mud bottom in a nice bay off the channel with
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met has the foggiest idea of how to pronounce it.

For the journey northlie weatherO2 dzf R 2yf & 06S RSAONAROGSR Fa aoSiodé
accompanying mist hung just above the water like a floating fluffy blanket. Sometimes thsilerigly

drifted out of our way and sometimes we motored into it and watched visibilitypdma few hundred

feet. The soaring mountains vanished d@hdn all that we could see were just theckysides of the
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ahead with my fogged up binoculasganning for ships, logs and bears.

Aday spent in eonomically depressed Prince Rupg@md the hometown oEomedianBill Murray) was
enoughsowe left Canada, having wandered 590 miles so farsail@édover the border tavard Alaska.
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Ketchikan seemed like a big city to us with float planes landing and taking off, jet aircraft screaming
down the runway across from the harbor, cars and trucks roaring dalengpads and housesyith
people and cruise ships all piled higtS O2 dzf Ry Qi ¢ AG G2 €SI @So

A couple of days later and now two weeks into the trip we adiweSitka with its Russian Orthodox

church, walkable downtown and what we learned was seemiSgyS NE 2 Yy SQa FIl @2 NR G S
Planted on the edge of mountainous Baranof Island, Sitka bravely faces the North Pacific and was to be
our jumping off point to cross the feared
Gulf of Alaska, a nasty stretch of water
that keeps most people happilyhsre
bound. We spena week here resting and
provisioning for the 600 mile passage
whichwouldtake us well out of sight of
land. This crossing w&s be the first for
the girls and | was curious to see what
they would think. Our destination, Kodial
Island is located in the middle ofhe gulf
just below the Alaskandpninsula
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surrounded by rough water and to get there takes a little
effort. | know that effort will be repaid. Ariel, nigng-
suffering andbften seasick wife, is less sure.

With the weak ray®f the sun just penetrating the
morning darkness, a 4:30 AM departure saw us moving
out of Sitka through the light rain and fog, or what
lfrallrya OFftf afAljdzZAR adzyaka
weather window of uncommon easterly winds to help

push us acrosst gulf and now was our moment. The

winds were easterly but the sky was gray, the seas

bouncy and the crew uncomfortable. As land faded away

into nothingness | heard the ubiquitous sports fishing

boats chatter on th&/HFNJ R RdeDanger, Pole
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notice there was no land anymore and this never

concerned them the entire three day passage.

The winds picked up at night as so often is the casgassage and we hadienty knots ofcold blasts
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a wool hat, kpent the days and nights the cockpit navigating, steering via the autopilot and waigh

for any errant ships out here. We saw nobody. Even the whales had disappeared. It was just us in our
little bouncing home tiptoeing our way across the face of the vast ocean. By morning on the second day
we had completed 383 miles with only 169 to go.

We arrived in Kodiak town at 0830 to a beautiful sunny day. Total passage distance: 575 nautical miles
covered in 75.5 hours at an average speed of 7.6 kibmspite some upset tummigas can be seen in

the photo on the rightjt was a
tolerable effort.
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St. P4ul Harbor, Kodiak
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The Kodiak archipelago is formed by stesperald green volcanic mountaimgiich break through the
cold seasnd glow in shafts of sunlight that cut through the nortpaleavy cloud coverThe snow
capped peaks arise from black sand beaches which retteveonstant attentions of rolling or crashing
waves depending on tide and weather. Tinirds of the island belongs to the Kodiak Bear National
Wildlife Refuge where development is not allowed and the bears are free to stiadrs, deer and the
oddtourist at their leisure. The sea in and around the islanolistingwith plankton and small fishes.
Attracted to such rich feeding grounds since time began is the wonderful salmon. They ratbyear
after journeys of thousands of miles at seto wherethey
go we still do not knowg and magically return to the very
stream of their birthin summerto lay eggs and begin the
cycle anew. This massive migratiorpafcatorialprotein is
the reason the bears on the islaade the largest in the
world. Kodiakdlandis wild, it is unspoiled and it is
unforgettable.

Isolated from other bear species since the last ice age,
Kodiak brown bearare a unique subspecies gifizzly and
only recently have taxonomists agreed to classify them
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their size as they are much larger than your garden varietg®
grizzly bear (which | always thought was pretty big to star
with). Kodiak brown bears can crush the scales at 1,500
pounds and stand up to 10 fe#tll; they can alsoun as




fast as a horseClearly this is an animal
whose bad side you do not want to be on.

Scientists believe the Kodiak brown bear
has an 1Q level higher than a dog and may
be close tahat of a primate. When |

worked in Kodiak one summer as a shiftless
youth | heard many bear stories from the
locals, including from an older Native
American guy, Ronnie, who worked on the
same fishing boat. He grew up with the
bears in thewildlife refuge and told me
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smart. You never wd to mess with thend.
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The northern part of Kodiak is heavily forested by dark green spruce trees while the southern half of the
island is bare and consistsgreenmountains capped witlsnowcarpeted in lush verdant grassd
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majesticallysweeping down to meet the dark blue ocean. This grass and alder cover is so dense that one
OFyQil 2dzaid ¢Fft]1 GKNRdzZAK AG® hFTiSy GKS INxaa Aa
when wading into it. So dengioes it grow a 1,500 pound bomeauling bear could be two feet away
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Ronnie told me that the Indians hunted the bear in pairs because it will circkedmagou and hunter
becomes the hunted. | remember him
telling mewhen this happens

0One guy has the gun, a big one, ready
to fire. The other guy takes some twigs in
his hands and slowly breaks them and
stops, beaks them and stops. You see,
the bear willonly move when you move
and every time your buddy is breaking
twigs in his hands the bear is moving
closer to yu. When he finally charges
through the brush you fire. You onlgtg
one shot ¢
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