> OLYMPIA TO STEWART ISLAND (ROCHE HARBOR)
150 MILES

The sea is in high spirits today
promising adventure for those
who would cut their moorings and follow.
—UNKNOWN (FROM ERIC STOLLER, KEEP AUSTRALIA ON YOUR LEFT)

George Vancouver entered Puget Sound escorted by a light breeze and a
warm sun on a stunning spring day in early May. For a man who had pretty
much been there and done that—after all, he’d been around the world with
James Cook—Puget Sound so surprised and delighted him that you can
sense his struggle to find the right words to describe it:

To describe the beauties of this region, will, on some future occasion, be a very grateful
task to the pen of a skilful panegyrist. The serenity of the climate, the innumerable pleasing
landscapes, and the abundant fertility that unassisted nature puts forth, require only to be
enriched by the industry of man with villages, mansions, cottages, and other buildings, to
render it the most lovely country that can be imagined. . . . | could not possibly believe that
any uncultivated country had ever been discovered exhibiting so rich a picture. The

land ... rose...inavery gentle ascent, and was well covered with a variety of stately
forest trees. These, however, did not conceal the whole face of the country in one



uninterrupted wilderness, but pleasingly clothed its eminences, and checkered the vallies;
presenting, in many directions, extensive spaces that wore the appearance of having been
cleared by art, like the beautiful island we had visited the day before. . . . A picture so
pleasing could not fail to recall to our remembrance certain delightful and beloved
situations in Old England . . .
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Unfortunately, on the launch ramp at Boston Harbor, on the north end of
Olympia, Tina and I were oblivious to the “pleasing eminences” and
“delightful situations.” We were victims of absorption-induced myopia. Our
perspective had been blindered by adrenaline-fueled bloody-mindedness.
Packing; unpacking and repacking; organizing and editing; arguing pros
and cons; tracking the tides; charting; nervous snacking; photographing;
arranging long-term parking; undressing and dressing; and, eventually,
embarking consumed the morning. Thankfully Joemma Beach State Park,
our first campsite, was only 6 miles away. Even though we knew that the
scope of the first leg was modest, it was impossible not to be overwhelmed
by the gravity of what we were ultimately setting out to do: paddle the
Inside Passage.

MORE HISTORY

The gate to Puget Sound—and, indeed, all the protected adjacent waters—is
the Strait of Juan de Fuca. Juan de Fuca, a scant 100 years after Columbus,
may have discovered it. But because he was sailing at the limits of his
possibilities, the find was much too early for any practical use and was lost
for nearly 200 years. Some say it was never really found or lost. De Fuca’s
real name was Apostolos Valerianos; he was a Greek alleged to have
commanded an expedition on behalf of the Viceroy of Mexico in pursuit of
the Northwest Passage. His claim comes down to us from an account by
English trader Michael Lok, who met him in Venice in 1596 and recorded
the details for posterity. Unfortunately, no records of his commission exist,
and most historians dismiss the claim. James Cook missed it in 1778.

In July of 1787, five years before Vancouver’s entry, Captain Charles
Barkley of the Imperial Eagle, while on a fur-trading excursion,
rediscovered the strait. According to his 17-year-old wife, Frances (he
himself was barely 28),

In the afternoon to our great astonishment, we arrived off a large opening, extending to the
eastward, the entrance of which appeared to be about four leagues wide, and remained
about that as far as the eye could see . . . which my husband immediately recognized as the



long lost strait of Juan de Fuca, and to which he gave the name of the original discoverer,
my husband placing it on his chart.

Over the course of the next five years, English, American, and Spanish
traders and explorers tentatively inched their way up the strait. By the time
of Vancouver’s entry in late April 1792, the Spanish were already busy
building the first settlement in what was to become the state of Washington,
a fort at Cape Flattery (on the tip of the Olympic Peninsula) in present day
Neah Bay. Vancouver’s ships, Discovery and Chatham, and the Spanish
vessels, Sutil and Mexicana (engaged in much the same task), danced an
intricate but friendly minuet around the islands and inlets of the southern
Strait of Georgia. At one point (after a night of conviviality) they even
agreed to collaborate on further explorations.

Vancouver was a self-made man. He’d gone to sea at 14 and
accompanied James Cook on two voyages, including the pioneering
Northwest Coast trip of 1778, where he’d proven his mettle both as a
navigator and chart maker. It was these very extraordinary surveying skills
that led the admiralty, with Cook’s forceful recommendation, to appoint
him to lead the Discovery expedition: two ships, 144 men, and the
commission to, once and for all, determine whether or not a Northwest
Passage existed. The trip got off to a bad start. Vancouver did not inspire,
much less engender affection among, his crew. Jonathan Raban, in Passage
to Juneau, recounts:

At 34, Vancouver wasn’t naturally a commanding figure. He was a short man, glandularly
fat, whose weight was increasing noticeably during the voyage. He had lost most of his
hair. He had protuberant, thyroidal eyes. He sweated a lot. In gentle weather, Vancouver’s
rattling graveyard cough made itself heard from bow to stern. His explosions of temper
were frequent, and famous: puce-faced and bawling, he seemed possessed and transformed
by some inner demon. In a period when symptoms of extreme psychological disturbance
usually could pass as acceptable eccentricity, several gentlemen aboard Discovery
diagnosed Vancouver as suffering from fits of temporary insanity.

It didn’t help that these “several gentlemen,” 15 well-connected scions of
patrician families, aged 16 to 22 and out to make reputations and fortunes
for themselves, were openly and snobbishly disdainful of their nerdy leader.



Never mind. His mathematical acumen (particularly in determining
longitude, which required heinously complex calculations of lunar vis-a-vis
solar distances so as to keep the newly developed chronometers honest) and
by-the-book adherence to duty carried the expedition (with not a little—and
a sometimes excessive—application of the lash).

Expeditions can be like marriages, and Vancouver’s wasn’t even graced
by a honeymoon. After the initial affinity of shared ideals and anticipation
of exploring uncharted territories wears off, the accomplishing of the task
begins. And that’s no small task. Vancouver had to follow every convoluted
twist and turn the coast flourished so as not to miss any possible Atlantic-
bound channel. It was a topological puzzle requiring both vessels and their
tenders: 20-foot cutters rigged for sail or oars under Lieutenants Peter Puget
and Joseph Whidbey. The stresses of on-board life, personality differences
magnified by constant close-quarters friction, and the inevitable setbacks
associated with any great undertaking are apt to irritate the most
unflappable dispositions. Whidbey, Puget, and the other regular navy
officers, accustomed to such difficulties, found themselves “in the delicate
and uncomfortable position of mediators between the young bluebloods and
the apoplectic captain,” as Raban further observes.

That Vancouver was the first European visitor into Puget Sound is a
widely held but erroneous assumption. One week after having entered the
Strait of Juan de Fuca, while anchored in Discovery Bay next to Port
Townsend, he thoughtfully remarked:

The character and general deportment of the few inhabitants we occasionally saw . . . were
uniformly civil and friendly, without manifesting the least sign of fear or suspicion at our
approach; nor did their appearance indicate their having been inured to hostilities. Several
of their stoutest men had been perfectly naked, and contrary to what might have been
expected of rude nations habituated to warfare, their skins were mostly unblemished by
scars, excepting such as the small pox seemed to have occasioned; a disease which
there is great reason to believe is very fatal amongst them. Itis not . . . easy to draw
any . .. conclusions on the . . . cause from which this havoc . . . proceeded. [bold added
for emphasis.]



Smallpox invaded the American continent proper in 1520, using an
infected slave from Cuba as its landing craft. By 1618, the native
population of Mexico, estimated at about 20 million before the conquest,
plummeted to 1.6 million. Exactly when it first reached the Pacific
Northwest is unknown; it spread erratically and episodically and annihilated
approximately 95 percent of the American aboriginal population. One
particularly bad outbreak, during the Revolutionary War, started in Mexico
City and spread both northeast and northwest. It killed five times more
people in total than the war did in the east. The worst outbreak along the
Northwest Coast occurred in 1863, when an infected Californian landed in
Victoria, which, at the time, was full of native trading parties. City officials,
in a well-meaning but absolutely disastrous move, hurriedly sent them
home. The newly infected spread the disease north and inland. Over the
course of two years, more than 20,000 died.

Just what Vancouver meant by “few inhabitants” depends on what his
expectations were. He had passed about 15 villages along the south shore of
the strait. In Hood Canal he reported about six villages. The 1855 treaty,
which ceded the Seattle-Everett area to the United States, is cosigned by 82
Native American leaders representing the Dwamish, Suguamish, Sk-
tahlmish, Sam-ahmish, Snogualmoo, Skai-wha-mish, N’Quentl-ma-mish,
Sk-tah-le-jum, Stoluck-wha-mish, Sno-ho-mish, Skagit, Kik-I-allus, Swin-
a-mish, Squin-wha-mish, Sah-ku-mehu-Noo-wha-ha, Nook-wha-chah-mish,
Mee-see-qua-quilch, Cho-bah-ah-bish, and “other subordinate tribes.” To
what degree the scourge had decimated the sound’s population at the close
of the eighteenth century, or even 50 years later, is the subject of much
extrapolation. Whatever the density, before the invasion of smallpox the
protected waters east of the strait must have nurtured a human population
commensurate with the paradise that it is.

Today that population has rebounded and surpassed whatever it may
have been. As of this writing, about 4.4 million people reside in the Puget
Sound area. (There are about 88,000 Amerindians in the entire state of
Washington.) Add the Vancouver and Victoria metropolitan areas, and the
total goes up to 7 million. Fortunately, most of the population is
concentrated in the cities of Olympia, Tacoma, Bremerton, Seattle, Everett,



Bellingham, Vancouver, and Victoria. Though no wilderness, the thoughtful
and even affectionate settlement and development pattern on the nook-and-
cranny, hill-and-dale topography would still remind Vancouver of England.
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It might have remained English. American claims were few but strong.
Following US Captain Robert Gray’s trumping of Vancouver in discovering
the mouth of the Columbia, Lewis and Clark strengthened that tenuous
claim with their Corps of Discovery expedition. One single, solitary
settlement followed. In 1811, John Jacob Astor, fur capitalist extraordinaire,
established a trading fort, Astoria, at the mouth of the Columbia, to extend
and facilitate his enterprises. During the War of 1812, it ended up in British
hands—but not by conquest. Astor, anticipating war, actually sold the post
—a sort of forced sale—a move that unbeknownst to him actually
strengthened US claims to the area.

Those claims were further solidified in 1841 by Lieutenant Charles
Wilkes, leader of the controversial US South Seas Exploring Expedition.
Following the Freeman & Custis and Lewis & Clark expeditions to explore
—respectively—the southern and northern portions of the newly acquired
Louisiana Purchase, President John Quincy Adams proposed a continuance
of western exploration into the next frontier: the Pacific Ocean. However,
war, politics, and the navy got in the way, and it wasn’t until 1837 that
President Andrew Jackson was able to arm-twist Congress into allocating
funds.

The US Exploring Expedition, or the US Ex. Ex., as it came to be
known, was the largest exploring expedition to date, proportionately more
expensive than NASA’s Apollo program. In spite of being plagued by
dissention, finger-pointing, recriminations and subsequent courts-martial, it
discovered that Antarctica was a continent, charted numerous Pacific
Islands, including Hawaii, brought back the founding collections for the
Smithsonian Institution, and charted the mouth of the Columbia River and
its last hundred miles. But it also spent much time in Puget Sound filling in



blanks and details missed by Vancouver and naming many features—such
as Seattle’s Elliott Bay.

If, as Clausewitz so insightfully observed, “war is diplomacy by other
means,” then the obverse must to some extent be true. The US annexation
of the Oregon Territory (which included what are now the states of Oregon,
Washington, and Idaho as well as small portions of Montana, Wyoming,
and Canada) bears this out. Through very astute statesmanship, minimal
territorial claims or colonization, and lots of luck, the largest chunk of
territory ever ceded to the young republic was acquired without war or
purchase.

The War of 1812 was officially resolved by the 1814 Treaty of Ghent.
Though most authorities consider it a draw, the United States turned out the
winner. It set up a joint British-US occupation over the territory, with
neither power allowed to establish a separate official government. The race
was on. The Hudson’s Bay Company, royally chartered (with monopoly
powers) to both organize commerce and rule western Canada, undertook a
program of expansion into the disputed area. Fort Vancouver was
established in 1824 at the junction of the Willamette and Columbia rivers to
be the headquarters for the entire Columbia region, as the Oregon Territory
was then known. Under the enlightened administration of John
McLoughlin, the settlement became a retirement community for the fur
industry, attracting French Canadian trappers with their Indian wives and
American mountain men intent on a more settled way of life. In 1833,
McLoughlin expanded into Puget Sound with the building of a trading post
on the Nisqually delta next to present-day Olympia.

McLoughlin’s evenhandedness backfired. By 1843, Willamette Valley
residents voted out the Hudson’s Bay Company and opted for a closer
relationship with the increasingly avaricious United States. North of the
Columbia the HBC still ruled.

“Manifest Destiny,” a term first coined in a newspaper editorial, was
originally the idea that republican government was inevitable throughout
the continent. For some it soon metamorphosed into an insatiable US
appetite for American (the continent) real estate. The 1844 presidential



campaign was a contentious squeaker with a Reform Party spoiler.
Democrat James K. Polk, an ardent expansionist, urged the annexation of
the entire Northwest, including British Columbia, up to Russian Alaska
(*54/40 or fight!” was a common reference to the degrees and minutes of
latitude to which the nation’s northern border ought to be extended); a
merger with Texas; and the purchase of Mexico’s northern provinces. He
faced Whig Henry Clay, a Jeffersonian and reluctant interventionist. Joseph
Smith, founder of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, led the
Reform Party on an abolition platform. Polk won. He immediately began
negotiations to acquire both Mexican and British territory—Ilame-duck
President Tyler having completed the Texas bit.

On the domestic front, the “twin evils of barbarism,” polygamy and
slavery, polarized the electorate as today’s culture wars threaten to do
someday. A state of civil war in all but name, which would culminate in the
assassination of Mormon leader Smith, raged in Missouri and Illinois. Slave
or free? Maintaining parity in the Senate was a question that gridlocked
Congress as new states and territories were considered for admission. Both
issues would have a bearing on Northwest developments. The 1843
Willamette Valley vote not only designated the land south of the Columbia
free, it excluded people of color in a feeble attempt to avoid the controversy
in its entirety.

Oblivious to the ban, George Bush, a free black from the previously
Spanish colony of Louisiana, led a mixed group of 32 Missouri pioneers out
the Oregon Trail in 1845. Running from the religious conflicts and racial
prejudices back home, they chose to settle north of the Columbia, at the
head of Budd Inlet, where British hospitality welcomed blacks. Thus was
Olympia founded.

Smith’s murder had galvanized the Mormons to evacuate Missouri. To
strengthen their hand, Brigham Young made friendly overtures to the
British, who were looking to shore up their territorial claims in the Pacific
Northwest (most of the 30,000 Saints were British Isles converts), exploring
possible settlement on Vancouver Island. When war with Mexico finally
erupted in 1846, Young threw his support behind the United States in return
for safe passage west for his refugees. To avoid war on two fronts, the



United States and Britain agreed (mostly—the San Juan Islands retained the
ambiguous status quo ante) to the present border along the 49th parallel.
Once victory over Mexico was secure, US troops occupied the now vacant
HBC trading post next to Olympia and renamed it Fort Nisqually.

People poured in. Seattle, Tacoma, and Port Townsend were all founded
in 1851, the first named after a garbled adaptation of Tzee-tzee-lal-itch, the
native name for the site—"L.ittle Portage” because of the trail to Lake
Washington. By 1853, Congress organized Columbia into the Territory of
Washington (cocking a snook at the Brits). Two years later, the Indians of
Puget Sound ceded their lands to the United States in the Treaty of 1855.

The exact border separating Canada and the United States was not
established until 1872, when Kaiser Wilhelm | of Germany, the neutral
arbitrator chosen by the antagonists to settle one final point of contention,
ruled in favor of the United States. The dispute arose in 1855, when
tensions over fiscal jurisdiction in the San Juan Islands led to a diplomatic
confrontation. In this atmosphere, a Hudson’s Bay Company sow chose the
wrong moment to wander over to a US settler’s potato patch and root with
impunity. The settler shot the pig. The English demanded compensation.
The United States sent troops to occupy San Juan Island, founding Fort
Pickett in the process. Cooler heads prevailed, and a joint military
occupation was agreed upon until a suitable arbitrator could be found.
Congressional obsession with post-Civil War reconstruction delayed the
Kaiser’s proxy for 13 years.

NATURAL HISTORY

Whenever | arrive in the Northwest my mood changes. | feel boundlessly
energized and overwhelmingly relaxed. Today the Northwest retains a
certain ambiance, a certain subtle iconoclasm undergirded by an
appreciation for tradition. Victorian homes and a passion for formal
landscaping coexist with a strong entrepreneurial bent. Eccentricity, not for
its own sake, but as a flowering of individuality, abounds. Celtic music and
tearooms are popular along with the ever-present obsession with coffee.
Avristocratic sports, such as sailing, mountaineering, skiing, and kayaking



trump stock car racing, cockfighting, or monster truck mud derbies.
Vestiges of the fur trade remain. Fishing is serious business. Logging is still
an honorable profession, though tempered, more and more, by a concern for
preservation of dwindling forests and resources. Industrialization, in the
form of defense, both maritime and aeronautic, and information technology,
now generates a truly dynamic economic diversity. Yet you can still find
miles of uninterrupted beaches and lots of undeveloped coves and bays,
particularly on the more than 300 islands dotting the sound. Why?
Roadways have not spanned many of the waterways.

Strictly speaking, Puget Sound is an estuary: a semi-enclosed glacial
fjord mixing the salt water of the Pacific Ocean with fresh water from the
surrounding watershed. The unique underwater topography of the sound,
carved out by Pleistocene glaciation, and not yet shallowly sedimented, has
depths of more than 800 feet and some of the strongest currents in the
world. Bridge building is a challenge. The first Tacoma Narrows Bridge,
designed light for a greater span, dramatically collapsed on November 7,
1940. During winter storms, the roadway would pitch and heave in waves
so high that one would lose sight of the vehicle ahead. Engineers tried
parking heavily loaded trucks along the bridge to dampen the oscillations. It
didn’t work. So they tried floating bridges. On February 13, 1979, the
Highway 104 floating bridge across Hood Canal sank. It took four years to
rebuild. Now the Sound relies on a well-designed (but sometimes
overburdened—mostly at rush hour) network of cross-channel ferries, along
with a few strategically placed bridges (where depth and currents allow).
Many islands and isolated coastal bits are left not easily accessible—a
paddler’s paradise.

Puget Sound area weather and, at least in the sound itself, sea state are
just about the most accommaodating along the entire Passage. Virtually any
time during the spring, summer, or fall is suitable for paddling south of Port
Townsend, east of Whidbey and the San Juan Islands, and along the
mainland coast where the waters are most protected. Just be alert around the
equinoxes, when the Aleutian Low asserts itself. Daytime temperature highs
between April and October are about 60 to 72°F. Summer is also the driest
season. But the region is relatively dry anyway (compared to the rest of the



Inside Passage), being in the weather lee of the Olympic Mountains and
Vancouver Island. The more in the rain shadow, the drier: Port Townsend
gets two-thirds of Seattle’s precipitation, while Seattle gets only two-thirds
of Olympia’s, which is just south enough to miss the Olympics’ full
protection.

This warmth and dryness are expressed in the greater biotic diversity of
the Passage’s southern terminus. Prickly pear cacti and golden grasslands
are not uncommon. But perhaps the most eccentric inhabitant is the
beautiful madrona (in Washington; madrone or madrono farther south;
arbutus in Canada; Arbutus menziesii in Latin). A close relative of the
manzanita, which it resembles, though straighter and much taller, it is the
only broad-leafed evergreen native to Canada and favors open banks along
saltwater shores where, battered by storms, it twists into picturesque shapes.
The madrona keeps its leaves, which resemble a rhododendron’s, but sheds
its bark, which is dry and thin and peels back like onionskin. The wood is
very hard and burns extremely hot. With white flowers in the spring, red
berries in the winter, and the pistachio green of young growth, the tree is a
decoration all year long.

Sea states in Juan De Fuca Strait, the San Juan Islands, and Deception
Pass are another matter. These waters must be negotiated in optimum
weather, with suitable defensive strategies and seamless navigation, at just
the proper interval in the tide cycle. Water temperatures hover around 48 to
54°F year-round. Strong currents and dangerous crossings, however, can be
virtually eliminated by hugging the mainland. With a very conservative
route and time-of-year strategy you could even (contrary to my earlier
advice) eliminate the dry suit south and east of Deception Pass. Plan well.
Average tidal variation ranges from 15 feet at Olympia to 8 feet at Port
Townsend, with 11 feet at midsound Seattle.

You won’t need a gun or pepper spray, except perhaps for the raccoons,
curious to a fault, who will go so far as to invade your tent, even while
occupied, to burgle. Be firm.




The biggest obstacle to paddling the sound is the human density. On the
other hand, with so many people the chance of an outside rescue is much
more likely. One manifestation of this is the intense and sometimes
overwhelming commercial and naval traffic along what is essentially a
marine interstate. Since kayaks tend to hug the shore, container ships and
tugged barges are little more than colorful photo ops—except, however,
when that highway must be crossed. The slow-motion nature of the
undertaking, no matter how hard you paddle, is surreal and unnerving.
Kayaks are invisible to large ships, which are, moreover, the metaphor
invoked to paint a picture of an extremely slow reaction time. Even if they
did see you, evasive action on their part, no matter how well intentioned or
executed, would be about as effective as casting a spell. You must give
these Godzillas wide berth. The first concern in crossing shipping lanes is
that, unlike interstates, they don’t really physically exist. They’re
convenient fictions agreed upon and, mostly, adhered to by all parties
involved. The first task is to find their “exact” location. Nautical charts
delineate traffic lanes and directions in red or purple. In Puget Sound,
inbound and outbound lanes tend to span half a nautical mile, separated by
a 0.25-nautical-mile median. For practical purposes, don’t depend on the
imaginary safety of the imaginary median. Figure that, for the crossing, you
can maintain a 3- to 4-knot speed. A half hour, tops, should get you across.



TUG AND BARGE UNDER TACOMA NARROWS BRIDGE

Pick a transect for your crossing. | like to cross where the lanes are
adjacent to or hug a headland, so | can land and study the situation closely
without distractions. | also don’t have to factor in the additional time
required to reach the lanes. Timing is everything. Big ships can be
surprisingly speedy. If there’s no traffic, go for it. If there is, you need to
gauge a safe crossing opportunity. | undertake an exercise analogous to
counting wave sets for a surf exit. And this is best done ashore. From a
standing position, look up or down the highway to the horizon for the first
discernible sign of a big ship. Measure the time it takes from when you first
see one to when it intersects your planned route across. Now you know how
much time you have to cross, and you won’t have to sweat bullets once
underway.

Washington State Ferries (and BC Ferries as well) are another story.
Although these can see you and are endowed with quick reaction times,



they cover fetch like a skipped rock. Make no attempt to cross their 20-knot
path no matter how far away they appear. Go around or wait for their
passing. One long horn blast signals an impending departure from the dock.
Perhaps the safest strategy is to cross their path below their docks between
the pylons. There is usually enough space and water.

Density also creates access problems. Aside from the environmental
considerations, applicable to any intensively exploited area, camping and
use are subject to private property and selected public lands restrictions
(e.g., Indian reservations, wildlife habitats, and national security areas). On
the other hand, parks and campgrounds are plentiful. There is even a
national park commemorating the 1859 Pig War, San Juan Island National
Historic Park (though it does not provide camping facilities). With these
considerations in mind, the Washington Water Trails Association was
founded in 1989 by a group of enthusiastic paddlers committed to a vision
of a marine trail system designed for human- and wind-powered beachable
craft.

CASCADIA MARINE TRAIL

In 1993 that vision came to life with the establishment of the Cascadia
Marine Trail (CMT). This is a network of campsites administered by a
variety of public and private entities that together make up the only Marine
National Recreation Trail in the country, an award and designation on par
with the Appalachian Trail. Since its creation by the Washington state
legislature, the trail has won many awards, including the White House’s
National Millennium Trail Award, one of only 16 trails so honored. How
does it work?

Heretofore, membership was pretty much a requisite for use. A $25
annual fee gave you almost-guaranteed access to an often-primitive (but
who cares?) campsite at the end of a day’s paddle. Some campsites, such as
those administered by city or county parks, provided the guaranteed access
for an additional fee. The guarantee is subject to a first-come, first-served
proviso, though crowding—all parties willing—is dependent on consent.
Today, you no longer have to become a member. Simply pay the overnight



camping fee that the land manager charges. At Washington State Parks
Cascadia sites, the fee is $10 for a party of six. Campers not arriving in
human- or wind-powered beachable watercraft are not eligible to use the
designated sites. Due to a scarcity of funds, the system will continue to
evolve. Nonetheless, priority access (and conservation) will still be the
centerpieces of the trail. Either way, | urge you to join so as to support and
maintain the good work the Washington Water Trails Association is
achieving. Contact the Washington Water Trails Association, 4649
Sunnyside Avenue North #305, Seattle, WA 98103-6900; tel: 206-545-
9161, fax: 206-547-0350; web: www.wwta.org; email: wwta@wwta.org.

Once you join, the WWTA provides a guide to all the campsites, with
beaching details for each spot. As of 2014, nearly 60 campsites are on line,
but conditions are always changing. Before actually embarking, get a copy
of the Cascadia Marine Trail Guidebook for current information and log on
to www.wwta.org for the most recent updates. Cart wheels and earplugs are
dandy extras to have along.

The WWTA was organized in tandem with the British Columbia Marine
Trails Association, with the same objectives in mind. Together they hope to
establish a trail and network of campsites for human-powered craft that
reaches all the way up the Inside Passage. It will be known as the Cascadia
Marine Trail.

THE ROUTE: OVERVIEW

The Cascadia Marine Trail, established as of now only in Washington, is the
aperitif for a multicourse repast that, for some, will be difficult to digest in
one sitting. The first leg of this hegira, for it is a mystical experience, tallies
150 miles and is divided into three portions: Lower Puget Sound, Upper
Puget Sound, and the San Juan Islands. The route is a balanced compromise
among many competing objectives. Beginning in the calm reaches of the
sound’s southern extremity, it wends its way, avoiding extreme
urbanization, past the verges of the Strait of Juan de Fuca’s unnerving
reach, and, upping the ante, through the idyllic maelstrom of the San Juan



Islands’ invigorating channels right up to the Canadian border. Who could
ask for a better introduction to the Inside Passage?

Besides the main route, there are three alternate routes altogether, one in
each subsection, in the Puget Sound section. The first alternate, starting in
Hood Canal, offers a radically different, more rural start to the Inside
Passage than the Boston Harbor start. The other two (once you’re
underway) offer, on the one hand, a more challenging variation—up the
exposed west coast of Whidbey Island—or, an even more protected passage
than the main route—up Swinomish Channel. The second and third
alternate routes are described in detail, one before the San Juan Islands
section and the other after.

Boston Harbor, a satellite of Olympia 8 miles north of the head of Budd
Inlet, is the perfect launch. This out-of-the-way cove has some distinct
advantages over putting in at Olympia itself, not the least of which is a lack
of congestion and a relaxed, unhurried atmosphere at the boat ramp—
essential for good organization. And right across the street, suitably close
for lugging loads, is a long-term parking lot. Purists can paddle up the inlet
to Olympia for a grand view of the state capital.

The aesthetic and logical end point for this portion would be Victoria or
Vancouver, BC, depending on whether one was ultimately aiming to go up
the Vancouver Island or mainland coast. Hugging the continental shore,
theoretically, has many advantages. There are no crossings, and, by a tad,
it’s the shorter distance. On the other hand, intense urbanization, from
Olympia to the northern suburbs of the city of Vancouver, severely limits or
actually precludes camping. Between Point Roberts and Plumper Cove
Marine Park are 45 miles of full-on Vancouver with, sometimes, no spot to
spread a tent. And fatally, the Fraser River creates extensive mud flats 5
miles out to sea and, during the freshet (May to August), can combine with
tidal fluctuations and prevailing winds to make the broad delta a
challenging, tiresome, and dangerous enterprise.

The main route, going to Victoria, gets you out of this mess and into the
San Juan Islands archipelago, where the WWTA has arranged for many
convenient campsites. The currents and crossings are challenging but, after



all, this is the shakedown portion of the Inside Passage, and negotiating
these must become second nature. It’s also a compellingly comely and
engrossing kayaking paradise, much more interesting than paralleling the
mainland coast, with the added advantage of ending up on the lee shore of
the Strait of Georgia.

But logistical considerations impinge and dictate a few alterations.
Getting back to your car from Victoria, crossing the border twice,
disembarking, and making all the necessary arrangements from a big city is
quite complicated and convoluted. Additionally, there is a technical glitch.
Once across the border, you must not exit your boat until you reach a
Customs station, as Canadian officials may confiscate your boat and subject
you to charges. (If you do decide to paddle on, the closest Customs entry is
at Bedwell Harbour on South Pender Island about 5 miles north of Stuart
Island’s Turn Point.) A much simpler alternative beckons.

The Puget Sound Express, specializing in whale-watching tours and
willing to ferry kayaks, makes daily stops at Roche Harbor in the San Juan
Islands. By paddling to Stuart Island, the northernmost San Juan Isle closest
to both Roche Harbor and the US-Canada border (you can count coup by
nipping up and back), one need only paddle 5 miles south to the Express
terminal at Roche Harbor. The ferry can then shuttle you to Port Townsend,
where a 30-minute walk south along the main drag brings you to Gary’s
Cars & Trucks rental (1510 West Sims Way; 360-379-4739;
Www.garyscarsntrucks.com).

Meanwhile, where do you store your kayak? Port Townsend’s newest
addition is the architecturally distinctive Northwest Maritime Center at the
end of Water Street, where PT’s shoreline turns 90° from northeast to
northwest. A quasi-public entity dedicated to all things nautical, including a
boat ramp, coffee shop, the Wooden Boat Foundation, chandlery, education
center, bookshop, and much more, will be glad to temporarily store your
kayak. Nearby, just a block up Monroe Street, there’s a handy campsite.
Then go rent a car (or hitchhike) down to Olympia to pick up your vehicle
back at Boston Harbor.



> LOWER PUGET SOUND: BOSTON HARBOR (MILE 0) TO FAY
BAINBRIDGE STATE PARK (MILE 53)

To reach Boston Harbor, take Exit 105B (Plum Street) off I-5 in Olympia
and drive straight north. After about 1 mile you’ll see the waters of Budd
Inlet on your left. Plum Street becomes East Bay Drive, which eventually
becomes Boston Harbor Road. At 73rd Avenue Northeast, turn left (about 8
miles from the interstate, total). The marina, ramp, and parking lot are 0.25
mile beyond. Water, ice, and some groceries are available,

On the other hand, Arcadia Point Public Boat Ramp, at the junction of
Hammersley and Totten Inlets, is an attractive alternate put-in to Boston
Harbor. Owned by the Squaxin Tribe, both launching and parking are free.
The site is popular with local kayakers. To reach the ramp, take the
Highway 101 exit off I-5 in Olympia, then take the Southeast Lynch Road
exit all the way to Arcadia Point.
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When you’re all packed up and ready to go, launch your boat into Dana
Passage. South of Tacoma Narrows, Puget Sound waters are at their
warmest and calmest. An underwater ridge, the foundation for the Tacoma
Narrows Bridge, impedes the tidal exchange of water between the north and
south sound, keeping conditions south of Tacoma very mild. Nonetheless,
when spring tides flood, currents can run at nearly 3 knots by Briscoe Point
on the southern tip of Hartstene Island.

Just north of Boston Harbor you’ll pass Squaxin Island, an Indian
reservation since 1854. Until 1993, its south end was a public park, but a
dispute between the Squaxin Tribe and the Parks and Recreation
Commission terminated access.

If you launched from Arcadia Point, Hope Island is your first target. It’s
open to the public and, at the right time of year, has ripe apples in its
orchard. About 6 miles up Hammersley Inlet (in the opposite direction of
your destination) lies Walker County Park, a CMT campsite. Though only
available by reservation (360-427-9670), the run up and back from Arcadia
Point is exciting: tidal currents can run at 6 knots!

Somewhere near Johnson Point, on the south shore, you’ll need to decide
whether to detour north 2 miles to Joemma Beach State Park (mile 5), the
first CMT campground, or head on up the sound (south) for 4 additional
miles to the Anderson Island CMT campsite (mile 9).

Joemma Beach has water, sanitary facilities, a fishing pier, and overflow
camping. It is located at the north end of Whiteman Cove on the Case Inlet
side of the Key Peninsula. The CMT campsite is above and north of the
day-use picnic shelter. Another 2.5 miles farther up Case Inlet is McMicken
Island State Park. Although there is no camping here, McMicken is wild
and solitary with a network of braided trails and a sandy foreshore, a
reminder of just how sensual walking and beach-combing can be.

Past Devil’s Head, on the south tip of the Key Peninsula, enter Drayton
Passage. To the east lies Anderson Island, wholly private and mostly rural.
The Anderson Island CMT campsite (mile 9) is on the southwestern shore,
just beyond Treble Point at the end of a gravel spit in Carlson Bay. There
are outhouses (a challenge to get to at high tide) but no water. Reservations



are recommended. Since camping is for WWTA members only, Anderson
Island can be quite popular with overnight kayakers. There is an eight-
person limit, and a one-night maximum stay.

Going up the west coast of Anderson Island, pass Amsterdam Bay on the
right. Here, even the tidelands are private. Curve around Otso Point and
enter Balch Passage. Eagle Island State Park, 0.5 mile straight ahead,
beckons with rustic day-use trails for a leg stretch and snack.

McNeil Island: The north verge of Balch Passage is defined by the south
coast of McNeil Island, a rehabilitation center for both our dwindling
wildlife and 1,700 of Washington’s minimum- and medium-security
convicts. With only 100 acres dedicated as a prison, the remaining 4,400 are
a true wildlife refuge. McNeil is home to 13 mammalian (including close to
500 blacktail deer), 16 shellfish, 19 finfish, and 80 avian species. Citizens of
the largest seal rookery in the south sound, numbering about 350, ply the
waters around Still Harbor. Though a ferry calls on the island for necessary
support, both of the island’s functions require absolute isolation. Signs warn
boaters to maintain a 300-yard distance. Don’t pick up hitchhikers. The cold
waters and high fence have discouraged escapes. The last one was in 1983.

Approach Tacoma Narrows up its west side, first crossing Carr Inlet,
coasting by Fox Island, which hosts two CMT campsites. Fox Island
Fishing Pier CMT camp (mile 17), has a large grassy area that
accommodates many tents, along with toilets and water. Landing is just
south of the pier. Tacoma DeMolay Sandspit CMT camp, at the opposite
end of Fox Island, is 4 miles off-route. Cross Hale Passage. On the east side
of the sound, Steilacoom is the threshold for an intensively developed
coastline that, with few breaks, stretches all the way north to Vancouver.
Tacoma Narrows are narrow, both horizontally and vertically. The sill,
which provides the foundation for the bridge, constricts tidal flows, and
currents may exceed 5 knots. Hug the shore. But even if going with the
flow, you’ll want to keep a good distance from the heavy shipping.

About 0.5 mile before the Tacoma Narrows Bridge, on the western
shore, lies Narrows Park (mile 20), under the jurisdiction of Pierce County
Parks, a CMT campground at the end of Lucille Parkway Northwest, also



known as the Doc Weathers site. Identify it by the presence of a little stream
(partially constrained by a culvert) and a CMT sign. Water and a chemical
toilet are available. Doc Weathers is a good launch site for exploring Point
Defiance Park (mile 24), which unfortunately has no camping. The next
CMT campsite, at Sunrise Beach (mile 26), 4.5 miles up Colvos Passage on
Vashon Island, offers a nearby destination following a daylong visit to Point
Defiance Park.

Tacoma: Across the channel, on the east side, lie Point Defiance,
Commencement Bay, and the city of Tacoma, named after Mount Rainier
(nee Tahoma, wife of Kulshan [Mount Baker]), which, in all its Vulcan-
rooted and skyline-defining glory, dominates the view. Point Defiance Park
(mile 24), 700 acres of award-winning preservation and interpretation,
occupies the entire point. The park is well worth investing an entire day.
Point Defiance Park is unusual in that it specializes in Pacific Rim exhibits.
Reconstructed Fort Nisqually brings the Hudson’s Bay Company and fur
trade during the mid-1850s back to life with exquisite detail. Period piece
replicas of toothbrushes, tea blocks, musket balls, trade mirrors, and
countless quotidian items line the gift shelves, while demonstrations of
cooking, construction, and gardening techniques (among others) transport
the participant back in time. The aquarium alone is worth the stop. Get a
close look at puffins, seals, sea lions, walruses, and a beluga whale. There’s
even a zoo highlighting Pacific Rim species, a logging museum, and an
extensive trail network through formal and natural gardens, also with a
circum-Pacific theme. There is no campground.

For a day visit, land along the pebble beach just around Point Defiance
on its northwest shore, about halfway to the marina. Alternatively, moor
your kayak at the park marina, 2 miles into Commencement Bay, and
splurge on a B&B (there are many).

Across from Point Defiance, at the end of the narrows, lies Gig Harbor,
technically on the mainland and flanked by a sand spit with a privately



maintained lighthouse. All services (except camping) are available,
including boat-accessible restaurants. Head due north into relatively
undeveloped Colvos Passage and don’t worry about whether the tide is
ebbing or flooding. Colvos Passage is one of those rare locales where
currents always run in one direction—in this case, north. Sunrise Beach
CMT camp (mile 26) guards the entrance on the west shore. There’s a
porta-potty and room for four to five tents, but no water. Look for the
distinctive log structures just up from the cobble beach for landing.
Lisabuela Park (mile 30) is just past Point Sandford, on Vashon Island. The
CMT campsite is the grassy area at the north side of the park. There are five
sites that receive heavy day use and occasional loud night parties. Water is
not available, and fires are not allowed. If for some reason you decide to go
up the east side of Vashon Island, there is a new CMT campsite at Point
Robinson (about mile 30 also—actually on Maury Island) right next to the
lighthouse. The same limitations apply.

Just on the east side of the northernmost tip of Vashon Island, outside
Colvos Passage, is another CMT campsite, Wingehaven (mile 38, plus 1
mile off-route). The campsite is located in the first bay south of Dolphin
Point and 0.75 mile from the ferry terminal. There are three spots but no
water. Although Blake Island (mile 40), the next CMT campsite, is nicer,
Wingehaven might better fit your needs depending on conditions and your
exact itinerary. When crossing from Vashon Island to Blake Island, watch
out for the Southworth-Fauntleroy-Vashon Heights ferry.

Blake Island: If you didn’t lay over in Tacoma, you’ll have an opportunity
to do so at Blake Island State Park (mile 40) at the head of Colvos Passage.
Blake is rumored to have been the birthplace of Seattle, chief of the
Suquamish. Chief Seattle sided with the settlers during the skirmishes that
followed the 1855 treaty that ceded much of Puget Sound to the United
States. So the nascent settlement—then called New York—was rechristened
Seattle. The chief was a complex character. About 11 years old when
Vancouver visited, he developed a strong antipathy to the newcomers.
Hudson’s Bay Company records often refer to him as a “scamp ... and a
villain.” In 1838, Father Modeste Demers baptized him Noah Sealth into
the Catholic faith. Perhaps he had a Pauline epiphany or perhaps he saw the



writing on the wall. Either way, he underwent a profound change to the
benefit of the invaders and, perhaps (some might argue), to the benefit of his
own people.

The park does him justice. The island is a gem, with manicured lawns
and docile deer. All 475 acres are public land, with the centerpiece—
Tillicum Village, built around a Coast Salish longhouse—anchoring the
minimal but graceful development. Sign up for an alder-smoked salmon
bake followed by traditional dances. Flush toilets and pay showers are
available. The three CMT sites are located just east of the northwest tip of
the island, a short distance past site #13 in the public camping area, which
has 48 sites. See the ranger for overflow camping. Beyond Tillicum Village
the island is all forest, with interpretive trails that explain how the Indians
exploited the lush environment.

North of Blake Island the main route continues with no major technical
challenges other than traffic. And traffic does increase. Seattle and Tacoma
generate ferries and commercial shipping the way a Roman candle
generates sparks. And that’s not all. Defense—from the Spanish-American
War forts located on strategic points to the modern naval construction,
testing, and deployment installations—permeates the midsound area with a
resolute vigilance, ghosts of duty long past and history yet to be made.

Make a beeline from Blake Island due north to Bainbridge Island, but
look both ways before crossing. Rich Passage, separating Bainbridge from
the Olympic Peninsula, is the gateway to the Navy’s Bremerton shipyards,
home base for the aircraft carrier Nimitz. Submarines, tugs with tows, and
attack and support tonnage of all sizes parade through at all times. Add to
that the more than 10 daily runs of the Seattle-Bremerton ferry and you’ve
got a real obstacle course. The Coast Pilot warns that the collision hazard
here is “considerable.” In 1841 Charles Wilkes, leading the expedition
commissioned by the US Congress to survey Puget Sound, noted that
Sinclair Inlet, where Bremerton is located, was “perfectly protected.” Built



prior to WWI, Forts Manchester and Ward (mile 42), now both state parks
with CMT campsites, guard the entrance to Rich Passage. The two CMT
sites at Manchester are in the wooded area above the lawn between the day-
use restrooms and the wooden picnic shelters. Showers are available. The
five Fort Ward CMT sites are just inland of the trail along the water, south
of the ranger houses and north of the picnic area.

For the naval defense full monty you might consider a side trip up and
back to Bremerton, or go all the way up the west coast of Bainbridge.
Bremerton is impressive and, as of recently (all things considered), more
visitor friendly. Still, remember to keep at least 600 feet from all naval
vessels and facilities. The naval shipyard has operated for more than 100
years and hosts a fairly extensive mothballed fleet, including the aircraft
carrier Midway, the USS Missouri, and the Vietham War—era destroyer
Turner Joy, which is open to self-guided tours. The naval museum is one of
the few of its kind. For a visit, park at the marina, just north of the ferry
dock, between the museum and the destroyer. Farther up Port Orchard
Channel is the Naval Undersea Museum and, heads up, a torpedo testing
range between Brownsville and Keyport (hug the Bainbridge shore). This
detour adds 5 to 8 miles (depending on just how much you decide to take
in) to the route up Bainbridge. Agate Passage, at the top of Port Orchard
Channel, is steep, narrow, and subject to 6-knot flows. There isa CMT
campsite halfway up the Port Orchard Channel at the Port of Brownsuville.

But back to our route. Coasting up Bainbridge Island’s eastern shore, you’ll
pass Blakely Harbor and Eagle Harbor on your left, with spectacular views
of Seattle. Watch out for the Winslow-Seattle ferry running in or out of
Blakely, a port fully stocked with all services except camping. Fay
Bainbridge State Park (mile 53), straddling Point Monroe on the north end
of Bainbridge Island and only a short 12 miles from Blake Island, is the
next likely layover. This CMT campsite has five spots, water, flush toilets,
and showers. It is south of the picnic shelter on the east side near the
volleyball court, about 100 feet from shore at high tide.



> UPPER PUGET SOUND: FAY BAINBRIDGE STATE PARK
(MILE 53) TO DECEPTION PASS (MILE 112)

Fay Bainbridge lies at the mouth of Port Madison, a large bay rich with
native history. The inner bay is an old village site, while the flat point at the
entrance was called “Where Corpses Are Put.” The deceased were laid out
in boxes and hoisted into the trees to await the afterlife. Guarding the
entrance to Agate Passage stands the modern village of Suguamish, final
resting-place of Chief Seattle and tribal center of the Suquamish. Chief
Seattle Days are celebrated in August with traditional games and dances,
canoe races, and a salmon bake. The public is welcome.

Throughout Puget Sound, before the introduction of guns, Indians
employed an ingeniously novel and evidently effective method for hunting
ducks and geese. One of these sites was in Agate Passage: “After dark or on
foggy days, Indians would startle ducks off Agate Pt. and send them flying
down Agate Pass. At the appropriate time, large nets would be raised on
high upright poles, catching the fleeing, squawking birds. Nets were
dropped and birds were killed.” (T. Waterman, as quoted by Stephen Hilson
in Exploring Puget Sound & British Columbia.)
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Now is the time to consider whether you’ll continue on the main route
(or its even more protected alternative) or opt for the sportier route. The
sportier alternate separates from the main route above Port Madison, just
below President Point (mile 56), and goes up the west side of Puget Sound’s
main body via Port Townsend. It then rejoins the main route at Deception
Pass.

While neither is shorter, the main route is well protected except for very
strong currents in Deception Pass, which must be negotiated at or near slack
water. The Port Townsend alternate is more interesting but much more
challenging. (See the concluding section of this chapter for alternate route
details.) From Fay Bainbridge, the next campsite on the main route is 13
miles away at Meadowdale (mile 66), while along the Port Townsend
alternate it is 24 miles to the next camp at Kinney Point CMT campsite
(mile 77).

From Fay Bainbridge, cross or coast Port Madison to President Point
(mile 56), the point of divergence between the main and primary alternate
routes. While the alternate route continues north along the Kitsap Peninsula,
the main route crosses the sound to slip in behind Whidbey Island. The
distance from President Point to Richmond Beach, across the sound, is
about 3 miles. Look both ways, plan your crossing well, and go for it.

Once across, head up the well-developed Seattle coast. About 5 miles
north of the Edmonds Ferry Terminal lies Meadowdale (mile 66), a CMT
campsite that was once a country club. From the water the site is somewhat
indistinct—although there is a sign—because the railway line blocks the
view of the park proper. A small stream flows to the sound under a trestle at
the spot and provides access to the main grounds. Water and toilets are
available. Although the CMT membership entitles you to camp,
reservations are required 72 hours in advance. (Call Meadowdale Beach
County Park at 425-745-5111.) Camping is limited to one night, but there is
overflow camping and the ranger is resident, so if you missed the call, you
might be able to negotiate with him for a spot.

About 2 miles north of Meadowdale, Picnic Point, on the south tip of
Whidbey Island, guards the entrance to Possession Sound. Although not a



major traffic lane, the entrance to Possession Sound can congest with small
craft—this route is the most popular and protected for going up into the San
Juans. Cross over to Whidbey Island, the second-largest island in the Lower
48 states. Just east of the point lies Possession Point State Park (mile 69).
There is a chemical toilet but no water. Be aware that the next CMT site is
20 miles away at Camano State Park (mile 87).

Head up Whidbey to Sandy Point, and cross Saratoga Passage to
Camano Head at the southern tip of Camano Island. Avoid going up the east
coast of Camano Island. Although a kayak can get through at the north end
between Camano and Stanwood, the Snohomish, Stillaguamish, and Skagit
rivers all drain into Port Susan and Skagit Bay, creating deltaic mud flats.
During the freshet, strong fresh water outflows impede approach. Add wind
and tides to the shifting shoals, and the currents and chop become a hazard,
if not downright unnavigable.

Coast up the west side of Camano Island to Elger Bay and Camano
Island State Park (mile 87), on Lowell Point, for the next CMT campsite.
Water, toilets, and five tent sites are available at the far south end of the
Point Lowell day-use area. For a more undeveloped—and free—camping
experience, Baby Island (mile 86), about 2 miles off-route across Saratoga
Passage, is mentioned in some older sources as a possible camping spot.
Two miles farther along lies Cama State Park (mile 89). Cama was recently
purchased and may not yet be quite developed or open, though there are
plans to integrate it into the CMT network. Across Saratoga Passage, in the
city of Oak Harbor, Oak Harbor City Park (mile 95) has a CMT campsite
with toilets, showers, and nearby shopping. From either Camano Island
State Park or Baby Island, get an early start the next day, as the next CMT
campground, Ala Spit (mile 107), is 20 miles away (it will be 18 when
Cama State Park comes online). Continue up the Camano Island coast to
Rocky Point, cross over to Whidbey Island, and head for Strawberry Point
at the entrance to Skagit Bay.

The Skagit River, the second largest river in the northwestern US,
debauches into Skagit Bay, turning much of the north and east portions into
unnavigable mud flats. Stick to the Whidbey Island side. Between Dugualla
Bay and Goat Island, near mile 105, the main route forks again into the



second, even more protected option, through Swinomish Channel. (This
second alternate route is also described at the conclusion of this chapter.)

Continue up Whidbey to the channel between Ala Spit and Hope Island.
Ala Spit CMT campsite (mile 107) is at the south end of the spit above the
bulkhead. Do not approach from inside the small bay, as low tide exposes a
big, muddy carry. There are four tent sites and a Sani-Can, but no water.
Finding the exact location of the CMT allotment can be problematic. The
spit itself is either too narrow or exposed. The likeliest spots are just before
the spit (closest to the Sani-Can) on either of two grassy areas, or the pebbly
foreshore in front of the low concrete breakwater.

Hope Island State Park covers most of Hope Island. There are picnic
tables, pit toilets, even a restaurant, and hiking trails among the giant cedars
of some honest-to-goodness old-growth forest. Skagit Island (mile 108),
just to the north, is also a state park with a CMT campsite that was
inaugurated in 2004. Swift currents surround both islands at most times. At
the head of Skagit Bay, tidal flows accelerate as they constrict upon entering
Deception Pass.

The changes in topography, hydrography, and ambiance at Deception
Pass are striking. The flanking abutments are steep, rugged, and dramatic.
Deception Pass channels a phenomenal amount of tidal exchange. Currents
can exceed 8 knots during spring tides; averages run about 6. Speeds
decrease rapidly within half a mile each side of the pass. Paddlers of all
abilities can often be found here, ferry gliding and whirlpool riding. Consult
the Deception Pass current tables for direction and slack. Slack does not
coincide with high and low tides and only lasts about 15 minutes. Expect
some current at all times, and watch out for traffic during slack. Deception
Pass is the preferred north-south route for small craft.

Hug the shore up to Hoypus Point to evade flood tides. Here, too,
survives one of the last stands of precontact old growth in what has been
designated a natural forest area. Better yet, round Hoypus on a waning ebb
and island-hop from Ben Ure Island to Strawberry Island to the Fidalgo
Island shore. Traverse Canoe Pass, between Fidalgo and Pass Islands, at the
end of the ebb or during the short slack. Turn Lighthouse Point and



Reservation Head into Bowman Bay (a.k.a. Reservation Bay). Once north
of Deception Island, the current lets up.

Deception Pass State Park (mile 112), straddling both the Whidbey and
Fidalgo Island coastlines, is the most heavily used park in Puget Sound. The
CMT campsite is on the Fidalgo Island side at the back of Bowman Bay,
between the picnic shelter and the head of the pier, about 100 yards south of
the pier. Water, flush toilets, and showers are available. There are 10 tent
sites, and overflow camping is at the ranger’s discretion. Don’t miss the
hike across Sharpe Cove to Rosario Head, where the Maiden of Deception
Pass stands guard. The wooden story pole commemorates the Samish
princess who, by marrying the Prince of the Sea, saved the land and her
people.

> ALTERNATE ROUTE #1: HOOD CANAL—BELFAIR STATE
PARK (MILE 0) TO OLELE POINT (MILE 65)

Starting an Inside Passage paddle up Hood Canal is not the preferred
option, only because you’d miss so much of the total historical and cultural
experience that the main body of lower Puget Sound has to offer. However,
it does have some compensating factors—particularly for those who are
already familiar with the Olympia/Tacoma/Seattle waters of the main Puget
Sound or who want a less urban experience. It is 6 miles shorter than the
Boston Harbor start. Highlights include—Dbesides the (relatively) more rural
setting—the Bill Gates family compound, Bangor and its adjacent US
Naval Trident Submarine Base, Hood Head State Park and estuary, and the
Olympic Mountains, rising over 6,000 feet—so close they sting your
nostrils.

Hood Canal is shaped like a hairpin. Its name is a reflection of its
straight channel and uniform shoreline. The shores are high, bold, and
wooded, and the water is deep, except at the heads of the bays and the
mouths of the streams. Tidal currents sometimes reach 1.5 knots but, in
general, present no problem. Tide variations can reach nearly 18 feet,
sometimes suddenly exposing broad mud flats on the verges. At times,
southwesterly or northerly winds, channeled by the Olympics, build



dangerous chop. Water quality is generally good, though shellfish-gathering
bans are common. After a period of increasing contamination over past
years blamed on the usual suspects, the waters are inexplicably improving.

Water traffic is light, confined to small pleasure craft and, in the upper
part, naval vessels—except during the several-day, late May shrimp season
when thousands of small boats inundate the canal. Likewise, population
density is also light: limited to private houses and summer cottages with
small piers, mooring buoys, and floats. There are only a few isolated resorts
or marine facilities. Campsites are never too distant. Though maps indicate
a handful of other state parks along Hood Canal, these are not included
either because they lack camping or the campsites are too far from the
shore. Extra care and punctilious adherence to navigation rules are required
when passing the Trident submarine base at the Bangor US Naval Reserve.
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Belfair State Park, 3 miles up Hood Canal from Belfair town and just
past the tidal mud flats at the head of the canal, is the best spot to stage and
launch. Campsites #145, 146, and 148 are adjacent to the shore access trail
and the CMT campsite, which, unfortunately, is reserved for kayakers
without a vehicle. Access Belfair from WA 3. Get dropped off or arrange
for long-term parking outside the park as there is a $10 per day fee for
parking in the park. Launching at high tide is preferable.

Hood Canal’s fishhook end is mellow, lined with roads on both sides,
and dotted with residences. Twanoh State Park (mile 5), an old logging site
and private resort on the south shore, is a CMT campsite with water, picnic
tables, and flush toilets. Another 7 miles down the hook, at the start of Hood
Canal’s Great Bend, lies the small outpost of Union, with water, a store, a
public launch ramp, and the Bill Gates family compound. Check sea
conditions at Union before crossing the 3-mile Skokomish River delta to
Potlach State Park CMT campsite (mile 15). Northerly blows can channel
down the main leg of Hood Canal, culminating in hellish chop in the
mudflats of Annas Bay.

Potlach State Park CMT camp (mile 15), with water, flush toilets, picnic
tables, a shelter, and majestic views up Hood Canal, is an excellent first
night’s camp, particularly so because the next campable spot is 13 miles
farther. Although US 101 lines the southern half of Hood Canal’s main
channel, most of the eastern shore remains relatively wild.

Between Potlatch and Dabob Bay, Hood Canal extends 20 miles north up
The Long Reach, a stretch that requires some dead reckoning and attention
to the map, as there are few landmarks. The Olympic Mountains touch their
toes in the water and channel winds ferociously.

Laughlin Cove (mile 28), on the east shore, is a decommissioned CMT
campsite, and so it’s not easy to spot. Plus, the designation “cove” is quite a
stretch. In the early 2000s it was closed due to spectacular floods down the
adjacent water course that destroyed much of the spot. However, some flat
areas still exist and the outhouse is operable. Check with the ex-caretaker
who lives adjacent to it on the south for permission.



Six miles farther north, on the west shore, tiny Triton Cove State Park
CMT campsite (mile 34) is actually located in a cove behind Triton Head. It
has picnic tables and a pit toilet but no water. Nonetheless, it is a busy
place. Land at the boat ramp. The campsite is on the adjacent small bluff
immediately north.

Scenic Beach State Park (mile 42), though not a CMT campsite (so a site
Is not guaranteed), is located in a beautiful setting up on a wooded bluff
accessible by stairs on the east shore of Hood Canal at the base of the
peninsula that forms Seabeck Bay. It has water and toilets.

Past Misery Point and Oak Head, Hood Canal takes a turn and leaves
The Long Reach behind. Winds and sea state abate here. Bangor (mile 50),
an old Norwegian settlement, lies just behind prominent King Spit and just
before the Bangor/Vinland US Naval Reserve Triton submarine base.
Friendly locals encourage kayakers to stop, reassess, or camp on extensive
King Spit in anticipation of crossing the 4-mile naval reserve.

Trident Submarine Base: Between Hazel Point and Squamish Harbor on the
Toandos Peninsula, almost taking up the entire width of Hood Canal, is a
Navy Operating Area used by Trident subs, primarily for diving and
surfacing maneuvers. It is outlined in purple on charts. Patrol boats flash
their lights when this area is active. But you can still coast along the west
shore, along the Toandos Peninsula—probably the prudent strategy anyway
when traversing past the base, the reserve’s center between Bangor and
Vinland on the east coast.

Navigating next to the base’s restricted area between Bangor and
Vinland requires staying outside a line of prominent yellow buoys nearly
one-third out into midchannel. Large billboards at both ends of the
restricted area threaten deadly force if the buoy line is crossed. Navigating
close to the line brings out a flotilla of Zodiac patrol boats manned by
machine gun—toting Navy Seals that will closely tail you.



TRITON SUB

Sirens and bullhorns sound warnings if you get too close. About 150 feet
inside the buoy line is a fenced area with its own fleet of patrol craft. These
too will shadow craft from within their perimeter. The base monitors
Channel 16, responds to distress calls, and conducts search and rescue in
cooperation with the Coast Guard. Best to stay far away.

If you see a submarine anywhere, don’t get close. The danger lies in its
wake—an enormous, smooth-sided vortex, which the sea rushes to fill.
When on the surface, less than a third of the sub is visible, with its conning
“sail” about 200 feet behind the bow and 300 feet forward of the stern.

The nuclear powered Tridents are 560 feet long and pack a quiver of
nuclear missiles. They are the sea-based leg of America’s nuclear deterrent
triad. Most of the time they are on patrol in the Pacific, totally submerged
for 70 to 90 days. Crews rotate when the sub comes into port, and the sub
itself is completely overhauled right here.



The base was constructed in the early 1970s and extends inland some
7,100 acres. Some 10,000 military and civilian employees live and work
here, including a full-time Fish and Wildlife Department biologist who
monitors environmental health. The base is also home to about 700 deer, as
well as coyotes, fox, and many other animals. One innovative wildlife
promoting design feature—the only one in the world—is Delta Pier, a
triangular dry dock designed to replicate naturally occurring points of land
in order to promote the salmon runs along shore, rather than inhibit them as
square piers tend to do. Delta Pier is the first major feature of the base north
of Bangor. The 65-million-gallon capacity dry dock, hidden behind the pier,
is used for complete overhauls and repairs. The subs are moored outside the
pier.

North of Delta Pier is the Explosive Handling Wharf, an enormous,
open-ended, square white box where nuclear weapons are loaded, unloaded,
and serviced.

The northernmost installation, about a mile south of Vinland, is the
Magnetic Silencing Facility, identifiable as a double wall of tall pilings.
Here, the Tridents are degaussed so they cannot be identified from the air.
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Kitsap Memorial State Park (mile 54), though not a CMT campsite, has
water trail camping close to shore, along with shelters, water, and
restrooms.

The Hood Canal Bridge, one of the few bridges in Puget Sound, is
unique. As you may recall from the introduction, ferries dominate road
connections in the sound due to its overly deep bottom. This 1.5-mile
bridge actually floats on a string of hollow concrete pontoons joined to
fixed spans at each end. It began operation in 1961, but closed for four
years of reconstruction after the western half broke free and sank during a
severe February storm in 1979, when winds clocked at 100 miles per hour.
To ease wind and water pressure, the bridge now closes to auto traffic and
the center spans are opened during stormy weather.



Salsbury Point State Park, once a CMT camp (mile 57), is immediately
past the east end of the bridge, about 1.5 miles from Port Gamble. Part of a
popular regional park, it has a boat ramp, water, toilets, grassy picnic areas,
and a covered shelter, but no camping. It closes on October 1 for the winter.

From Salsbury Point, the shortest distance to Olele Point—where this
alternate route joins alternate route #2 through Port Townsend—is through
Bywater Bay, but only at high tide. Head into this quiet bay, a dead-end
estuary with extensive mud flats at low tide. Two state parks line Bywater’s
western shore. From Hood Canal Bridge north, in turn, are Shine Tidelands
State Park and then Wolfe Property State Park CMT camp (mile 58). The
CMT camp is located on the north side of the parking lot at the terminus of
Seven Sisters Road but can be accessed by kayak—with a short portage—
from either side of the isthmus. At Bywater Bay’s head, an easy 30-yard
portage saves a smidgen of paddling around Hood Head. Though some
kayaking guides indicate that the isthmus gets inundated at extremely high
tides, we saw no evidence for the claim.

Another 5 miles and past the mouth of Port Ludlow, this alternate route
joins with the Port Townsend alternate.

> ALTERNATE ROUTE #2: PRESIDENT POINT (MILE 56) TO
DECEPTION PASS (MILE 112) VIA PORT TOWNSEND

The alternate route via Port Townsend is no longer than the main route;
however, it is much more scenic, interesting, and challenging. Between Port
Townsend and Deception Pass, the route is exposed to the full brunt of Juan
de Fuca’s ire. The 4-mile crossing from Port Townsend to Whidbey
includes one serious rip and all the traffic entering and exiting Puget Sound.
Whidbey Island’s west shore boasts the only surf in the sound. In good
conditions, this is my preferred route.

The next camping opportunity along the alternate route, after Fay
Bainbridge State Park (mile 53), is 24 miles away at Kinney Point CMT
campsite (mile 77), so get an early start. After President Point (mile 56),
where the routes diverge, continue up the coast past Kingston inside
Appletree Cove on your left. Keep an eye out for the Kingston-Edmonds



and Kingston-Everett ferries. Head for Point No Point and Foulweather
Bluff, which not only caps the Kitsap Peninsula but defines the southwest
corner of Admiralty Inlet and the eastern rampart of Hood Canal, which
now must be crossed. Colvos Rocks makes a good objective. Larger boats
avoid them, and seals often haul out on them.

Bangor, in Hood Canal, is the US Navy’s Trident submarine base. Keep
an eye out for nuclear subs. Trident-class subs are 560 feet long and gestate
a clutch of nuclear missiles in their bellies. Give them a very wide berth.

Kinney Point CMT campsite (mile 77), on the southern tip of
Marrowstone Island—with 68 acres and no road access—is a great spot
from which to catch the right tide to take you through the Port Townsend
Canal separating Indian Island from the Quimper Peninsula. Unfortunately,
there is no water. Alternatively—though more crowded—Oak Bay County
Park (mile 79) has pit toilets and water and is located on the west side of the
north end of Oak Bay, immediately south of the Port Townsend Canal. The
CMT campsite is anywhere out on the spit, though you can choose a regular
campsite for a slightly higher fee depending on availability. Choose a spot
carefully to ensure a dry high tide.

The relationship between tides and currents in the Port Townsend Canal
is complex. Ebb and flood do not occur here at the same time as in
Admiralty Inlet, and they near 3 knots. Because the Canal is straight (it’s
man-made), shore-hugging eddies are minimal and it’s best to catch a
favorable current. My own personal observation was that the current
reverses about halfway between low and high tide in the following manner:
A rising tide starts out as a south-flowing current; 3.5 hours after the nadir,
the current will quickly reverse and flow north. Once through, you can
follow the western shore of the bay to Port Townsend for an uneventful
transit. Or you can coast up the Indian Island shore for a much more
interesting but challenging crossing approach to Port Townsend.

Indian Island: The southern reaches of Indian Island are wild and have a
sculpted sandstone foundation peppered with hoodoos and handles. Seals
and river otters hang out on the many offshore rocks. As you approach



Walan Point, stay 600 feet away from the Navy’s ammunition depot on the
northwest end. All landings within station boundaries are strictly prohibited.

The island is aptly named. Archaeological excavations indicate a
continuous occupation for more than 3,000 years. When Vancouver
approached the beach where the CMT campsite is now located, at Fort
Flagler State Park (mile 85), he saw 17 long poles erected on the beach:

They were uniformly placed in the center of the low sandy spit, at the distance of about
eighty yards from each other. . . . They were, in general, about six inches in diameter at the
bottom, and perfectly strait; and, when too short, a piece was added . . . very neatly scarfed
on; the top of each terminating in two points like a crescent . . . these posts | should
suppose to be about one hundred feet. . . . Between several of them large holes were dug in
the ground, in which were many stones that had been burnt.

These holes were probably fireplaces used to create smoke to conceal the
nets that were used to catch fowl at times when the fog did not cooperate.
The nets were probably strung between the two points of the crescents.

Fort Flagler State Park (mile 85), lies at the north end of Marrowstone
Island, Indian Island’s twin. There is plenty of camping, showers, and a
commanding view of Port Townsend and Admiralty Inlet. The six CMT
campsites are in the woods, east of the lower campground, just inland from
the north beach.

Pick a target well west of Point Hudson for the crossing of Port
Townsend Bay, about 1.5 miles across. An underwater ridge just outside the
bay can cause extra turbulence during big ebbs. You’ll also be positioned to
avoid the Port Townsend-Keystone ferry.

Port Townsend: Fort Worden State Park (mile 89), the Port Townsend
CMT campsite, is on the northern edge of the town, just south of the pier on
the beach below the main fort area. All facilities are available, including a
marine science center right on the pier with a “touch tank” so you can fully
familiarize yourself with many of the spiny and squiggly creatures
encountered along the Inside Passage. Bus service connects the fort with the
town. Alternatively, there’s a campground downtown next to the marina and
Northwest Maritime Center that caters to sailors. Land at the maritime
center’s boat ramp.



If only to ensure yourself of a good opportunity for crossing Admiralty
Inlet, plan on a layover day at Port Townsend. Paddling up to it has got to
be one of the most thrilling approaches in Puget Sound. The town, like a
tiered wedding cake baroquely ornamented with Victorian storefronts and
mansions, thick with coquettish plumage, reveals its delicate details only if
explored on foot. The hundreds of sailboats, often under full billow, give
the impression of upright, folded linen napkins guarding the confectioner’s
edifice. Port Townsend, Seattle, and Tacoma were all settled concurrently in
1851. All aspired to be the continental railroad and oceanic shipping hub of
the Northwest. When the railroad bypassed Port Townsend, the town died
and remained frozen in time until discerning cranks and eccentrics revived
it with wooden boat festivals, kayak symposia, Libertarian conferences,
Green politics, eclectic bookstores, B&Bs, and the occasional on-location
film shoot. Not quite close enough to Seattle to serve as a bedroom
community, Port Townsend remains fiercely independent and low-key.

Fort Worden, along with Fort Flagler on Marrowstone Island and Fort
Casey on Whidbey Island, commands and dominates the entrance to Puget
Sound. All three were built in 1900, during the Spanish-American War, to
defend the sound from enemy invasion. Don’t miss exploring at least Fort
Worden. Intricate tunnels and battlements with oversize guns and concrete
pillboxes dedicated to Civil War heroes evoke an era and type of defense
otherwise nonexistent in the United States today. The installation became
obsolete with the development of aerial warfare, but the Army held on to it
until 1972, when it was transferred to the Washington State Parks and
Recreation Commission. Vast parade grounds, refurbished officers’ quarters
available to the public for rent, and the 248th Coast Artillery Museum
round out the attractions.

You are now about to exit the protected dead-end waters of Puget Sound.
From Point Wilson all the way to Point Gustavus at the entrance to Glacier
Bay, swirling, converging, and diverging currents from diverse Pacific
origins will be your foundation. Studying the sea state and psyching up for



our crossing at the base of the Point Wilson lighthouse (built in 1879), | was
struck by Migael Scherer’s observation in her excellent book, A Cruising
Guide to Puget Sound, about how these beacons continue to reassure: “*You
have arrived at this point,” each seems to say. ‘May you continue safely to
the next.””

The featureless sweep of the Whidbey Island scarp does not invite; it is
simply a target. Aim for the indistinct point halfway between Admiralty
Head and Point Partridge, about 4 miles distant (an approximate due-north
magnetic bearing). Choose your time to cross carefully, as you’ll be
exposed to the full brunt of Juan De Fuca Strait and all Puget Sound’s
inbound and outbound traffic. Luckily, the traffic lanes just about graze
Point Wilson, allowing for near-perfect timing, in terms of shipping, for the
crossing.

Beware of the nasty rip that forms due true north of Point Wilson during
current runs. Native Americans aptly named it “Rough Water.” When
traversing the area they sat very still, maintained silence, and paddled
carefully. Menstruating women had to walk around the point. It has claimed
the life of at least one kayaker. Make note of it during your layover and
skirt it on the right. Begin the crossing at the end of flood so that slack finds
you in the middle and ebb pushes you up toward Point Partridge.

Ebey’s Landing, about where you’ll be aiming for, was the objective of
another Inside Passage paddling expedition, one that ended in carnage and
death. On the night of August 11, 1857, a war party of Tlingit Indians from
Kake, Alaska, landed here. They were seeking retribution for the murder of
one of their chiefs by a US warship. Colonel Isaac Ebey, unfortunately
available, became the scapegoat: he was decapitated. In a startling display
of temperance and understanding, no punitive counterattack was deployed.
Instead, Captain Charles Dodd, commander of the Labouchere, sailed for
Russian America and undertook to resolve the dispute. After laborious
negotiations he untangled the misunderstanding, set the record straight, and
returned to Washington with the remains of the grisly trophy for proper
internment.



Whidbey Island is the second-largest island in the Lower 48 states. Its
western shore is the only place in Puget Sound where you can actually surf.
Fort Ebey State Park (mile 97), a CMT campsite, is just around Point
Partridge at the south edge of the day-use area and north of the lighthouse.
Water is available. Seven miles up the coast is Joseph Whidbey State Park
(mile 105), another CMT campsite, this one without water. The site is
located north of the grassy picnic area. There is a sign marking the location.
By now you’ll have become increasingly aware of the crescendoing roar of
US Navy jets either practicing touch-and-gos or just making noise like
cruising teenagers. Unfortunately, Joseph Whidbey State Park, just south of
Rocky Point, is adjacent to the US Naval Air Station, so if you camp here,
remember your earplugs. The eagle never sleeps.

The last 5 miles of shoreline before Deception Pass consist of white
sandy beach with, at best, gently breaking Pacific swell. On warm summer
days bathers pack the surf and slopes. It’s a great place to practice surf
landings, especially if you want to recon Deception Pass and/or wait for
slack. Just don’t suffer the ignominy of a dump or, worse yet, pummel a
swimmer.

Avoid crossing Deception Pass anytime during flood, lest you be swept
in, as well as when ebbs combine with westerlies. Once past Deception
Island, the current wanes and you have rejoined the main route.

> SAN JUAN ISLANDS: DECEPTION PASS (MILE 112) TO
STUART ISLAND (MILE 150)

The San Juan Islands are the most popular sea-kayaking destination in the
Lower 48. They consist of 786 islands at low tide but only 457 at high tide,
according to the 1927 USGS survey.

Together they comprise San Juan County, the only island archipelago
county in the United States. It is also one of the richest, per capita. The
main cities, Friday Harbor and Roche Harbor, along with the beautiful
scattered homes, are an architectural delight. The normal population of
about 10,000 swells to more than 35,000 during the warmer months, which
are quite dry—the average yearly rainfall is only 25 inches.



At the place where the international border along the 49th parallel hits
the San Juan-Gulf Islands archipelago, all hell breaks loose, at least from
the perspective of diplomats, mapmakers, and bureaucrats. Drawing the line
was a riddle tackled by procrastinators driven by expedience. At this point,
the elegant frontier becomes a sieve which smugglers have arbitraged. At
first, the commodity was illegal Chinese immigrants. During the reign of
the Volstead Act it was alcohol. With Canada moving toward
decriminalization, its marijuana industry becoming more sophisticated, and
prices south of the border skyrocketing due to intensified prohibition, pot
became the smugglers’ choice. Between October 1999 and October 2001,
law enforcement agencies confiscated more than 640 pounds of cannabis
from boaters—most of them Canadians.
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About 100 pounds of that was seized from kayakers. In 2012, the State
of Washington—though not the federal government—Ilegalized marijuana
for recreational use. Don’t become a casualty of the drug war.

North of Rosario Head the shore is steep and rocky, a pleasure to coast.
Guarding the entrance to huge Burrows Bay are Allan and Burrows islands
(mile 117). Both are private, including the tidelands, except for a once
seldom-visited, 40-acre state park established around the abandoned light
station on the western end of Burrows Island. In 2004 a new CMT campsite
was opened on the east shore. Land at the southern end of Alice Bight at the
stairs up the bank. Only very small craft can land. The stunning views
should make it quite popular.

Continuing on, whether along the north or south passage of Burrows
Island, pick a flood tide or slack in which to paddle. Ebbs can run 2 knots
and flow east through these channels. Going through the north channel,
you’ll pass Flounder Bay just before Fidalgo Head. All facilities except
camping are available. Round Fidalgo Head and Green Point. Washington
Park (mile 119), an Anacortes city park encompassing all of Fidalgo Head,
Is best accessed from the shallow bay between Green and Shannon Points.
Though not part of the CMT network, it has extensive campgrounds, water,
toilets, showers, and picnic tables close to the launch ramps. Sites are $12,
and the Flounder Bay facilities are a close 10-minute walk.

East of Shannon Point you’ll enter Ship Harbor, the west end of
Anacortes proper. Since Cypress Island is your next objective, study
conditions carefully. Generally, floods run north while ebbs flow south. At 2
miles, making a beeline from Shannon Point to the south shore of Cypress
Is the shortest distance and a reasonable strategy with a flood tide.
Alternatively, heading east toward Anacortes proper, crossing Guemes
Channel to Guemes Island, coasting north, and then crossing Bellingham
Channel to Cypress is longer but only requires two 1-mile crossings. During
ebb tides, follow this route. Either crossing requires vigilance, not only for



the San Juan and Sidney ferries, which dock at Ship Harbor, but also for
tankers that ply the Guemes Channel waters, delivering oil to the Anacortes
refinery, end of the line for Alaskan crude.

PADDLING THROUGH KELP IN THE SAN JUANS

Cypress Island is mostly public recreation land and harbors two CMT
campsites, unfortunately both on the east side, away from Rosario Strait—
the next piece of the paddling puzzle to be worked out and probably the
route’s biggest challenge in the San Juans. Until 2009, tiny Strawberry
Island, off Cypress’s west shore, hosted the perfect CMT campsite for
studying Rosario Strait. Although the campsite was decommissioned due to
budget cutbacks, it is still the perfect location for planning a crossing.
Access is from a miniscule gravel (at high tide) or rock (at low tide) beach
at the south end. Draw the boats up high, as traffic wakes and tides reach
higher than you might imagine.

Rosario Strait is a serious body of water. You’ll be certain of it as you
watch the constriction rapid at the southwest end of Strawberry Island



surge, die, and reverse direction with the tide. Three-knot currents are the
rule. As if that were not enough, Black Rocks (your approximate
destination when crossing), off the east end of Blakely Island, create heavy
swirls and strong tide rips. But the icing on the cake is the well-used
shipping lane with tankers, tugs with barges, and all manner of shipping.
Prepare for the full fry. Fortunately the crossing is only 1 mile, 15 minutes
if you’re psyched up properly. Bracket the slack and, once across, hug the
Blakely shore to avoid Black Rocks and you’re home free. Head south to
Thatcher Pass and calmer waters.

Blakely Island is entirely private and has no public ferry service or even
county roads. It is precipitous and rugged. Coast up its west side to Willow
Island, a national wildlife refuge (keep 200 yards away), and choose a good
route and time to cross over to Lopez Island. Though conditions here are
placid, this remains the route of the San Juan ferry, so make sure to give it a
wide berth. The James Island State Park (mile 127) CMT campsite lies
about 1 mile off-route to the south. Three sites, an outhouse, picnic tables
(no water), and robber raccoons lie at the southwest corner of the dog bone—
shaped island. Stairs mark the landing. Just behind Frost Island, on Lopez,
lies Spencer Spit State Park (mile 131), the next CMT campsite on-route,
located on the south side of the hill directly west of the spit, among wild
roses and up the lane from the log picnic shelter. Beware of the wild
rabbits! There are three sites (with some overflow camping), water, flush
toilets, picnic tables, and a telephone.

Coast up through Swifts Bay to Humphrey Head. As you pass tiny
Flower Island, stay 200 yards away—another national wildlife refuge. (All
other tidelands along this stretch are private.) Cross Shoal Bay and continue
on to Upright Head at the very north tip of Lopez Island. Watch out for the
ferry terminal on Upright. On the southwest shore of Upright Head’s neck
lies Odlin County Park (mile 132), one of the CMT’s newest additions (and
about 1 mile south, off-route). There is water and a vault toilet. The
crossing to Hankin Point on Shaw Island should be uneventful.

Shaw County Park (mile 134), a CMT campsite, is situated about 3 miles
off-route, due south of Hankin Point on South Beach at Indian Cove. There
Is water and a vault toilet on the 60-acre park. Enter Harney Channel.



Currents generally flow west on flood and east on ebb. Shaw Island is
lightly populated (less than 200 souls—Franciscan nuns, mostly) and
mostly off limits. Blind Island State Park (mile 136) lies at the head of
Blind Bay. This CMT campsite is just west of the ferry dock and has four
tent sites, picnic tables, and a composting toilet. There is no water. Adjacent
to the ferry dock is a small, picturesque store run by the nuns and stocked
with dairy items produced on their farm.

Orcas Island: To the north lies Orcas Island, largest of the San Juans,
second in population and home to the tallest peak in the archipelago—
2,400-foot Mount Constitution. Orcas Landing, almost due north of Blind
Island, is the ferry landing and commercial center of the island. Next to it is
West Sound, a large indentation up the south coast of Orcas. Inside is Skull
Island State Park. Many place names in West Sound—Victim Island,
Massacre Bay, Haida Point—memorialize Haida slave-raiding expeditions
to the San Juans. In 1858, Stikine Tlingits from Alaska raided a Lummi
village here. The Stikines referred to Puget Sound as “Place of Slaves.”
This time they encountered fierce resistance at a dear price. Reports indicate
that more than 100 bodies littered the beach after the battle.

By now your navigational skills will have been tested. Distinguishing
islands as distinct landmasses while zigzagging through passes and
channels with a constantly changing perspective, not to mention the
distraction of spirited conversation (just as conducive as during a good
amble) and the occasional spacing-out on the wild beauty of the
archipelago, can try one’s navigational concentration. Out of Blind Island,
head for Broken Point west up Harney Channel and, farther on, to the Wasp
Islands. Pick any route through these, but don’t miss Yellow Island.

Wasp Islands: Yellow is owned by the Nature Conservancy and has been
managed as, primarily, a plant preserve: there has been no grazing or
resident deer population. Consequently, the grasses and wildflowers have
reached a natural climax that is not only rare here, it is also exceptionally
contemplative. Shore access is best from the gravel spit on the east. Visiting
groups are limited to five individuals. Camping, picnicking, smoking, and
fires are not allowed. The caretaker lives on the southwest shore.
McConnell Rock, off the northwest tip of McConnell Island and adjacent to



Yellow Island, is an undeveloped state park. There’s no camping allowed
here either. All the other Wasp Islands, as inviting and scenic as they
beckon, are off-limits.

Jones Island State Park (mile 141) is my idea of the perfect campsite.
I’m not alone; it is one of the most popular CMT campsites in the entire
system and well situated as an ideal last camp before the end of this section
at Roche Harbor. The site is midway up the west coast and includes fire
pits, picnic tables, a composting toilet, and a two-log custom kayak ramp up
to the two elevated tent sites. If the site is full, paddle over to the north or
south coves for overflow camping; water here is available between May 15
and September 30.

Strong currents and tide rips obstruct any route up and back to Stuart
Island, the final objective for the Puget Sound portion of the Inside Passage.
San Juan Channel can run currents of 5 knots. The junction of Spieden and
San Juan channels is the worst, with rips 100 yards off Limestone Point and
next to Green Point on Spieden Island. Make the 2.5-mile crossing from
Jones to Spieden bracketing the slack. Amply circle Green Point on the
north and coast up Spieden along New Channel. Spieden Island is private.

Stuart Island: Stuart Island, though mostly private, includes Turn Point
and Stuart Island State Parks (mile 150). The latter has two components,
one in Reid, the other in Prevost Harbor. The entrance into Reid, flanked by
Cemetery and Gossip islands, is elegantly proportioned and symmetrically
nuanced—it takes your breath away, slowly. Gossip was originally slated to
become the Stuart Island CMT campsite, but discovery of rare lance-leafed
sedum, prickly pear cactus, chocolate lilies, camas, and native bunch
grasses caused it, instead, to be turned into a natural protected area within
the Washington State Parks system. Feel free to land and walk.

Though both Reid and Prevost have water, camping, and toilets, the
CMT site is in Reid Harbor (mile 150), with overflow into Prevost Harbor.
The campsite lies at the head of the bay, a muddy walk through the marsh at
low tide. Protected all around from breezes by the steep horseshoe
landform, it’s also an insect preserve. If you’re lucky, Reid will be full and



you’ll be forced to camp at Prevost, where the tent sites are especially
appealing, each with its own beach access and lovely views.

Don’t finish your trip without circumnavigating Stuart and hiking up the
bluff at Turn Point State Park for tantalizing views of Sidney, Vancouver
Island, and the Gulf Islands—the next section, which, for some, won’t come
soon enough. Turn Point State Park encompasses 53 acres around the 10-
acre Coast Guard installation on the northwest corner of Stuart Island. A
now-automated lighthouse and US boundary triangulation monument man
the point. The best landing is 0.25 mile south of the point. Access is also
available along trails from Stuart Island State Park. There are no facilities at
Turn Point.

(Note: If, at this juncture, you’re paddling on straight into Canada, you
must report to the nearest Canadian Customs office, located in Bedwell
Harbour on South Pender Island, only 4 miles from Turn Point.)

Good show. If you’ve chosen to paddle the Inside Passage in sections, you
must now work your way back to your car in Olympia. The entire return
paddle to Roche Harbor is only 5 miles. Head for Spieden Bluff and cross
Spieden Channel at its widest point, headed toward Davidson Head at the
top of San Juan Island, about a 2-mile crossing. Posey Island State Park, at
the entrance to Roche Harbor and 1 mile from it (just off the northwest
corner of Pearl Island), is the last CMT campsite on this stretch and a well-
situated staging point from which to explore Roche Harbor. It gets lots of
day visitors. There are two sites with a maximum of 16 people allowed.
There is no water, though two picnic tables and a composter are provided.

The startlingly white 130-year-old Hotel de Haro dominates Roche
Harbor. It is flanked by white clapboard cabins, a chapel, and a restaurant,
all remnants of another, long-forgotten colonial era, like something out of a
W. Somerset Maugham tale. The effect is starker for the rich green forests
that frame the resort and, with the crowded harbor and busy waterfront,



evokes latitudes farther south. Transient showers are available right on the
pier.

Call the Puget Sound Express and make arrangements (if you haven’t
already done so0), in advance, for a pickup. Inquire from the harbormaster
about where the ferry customarily docks. Empty the kayaks and pack your
dunnage separately, for the boats will have to be lifted by hand onto the
cabin roof. The run back to Port Townsend is along Haro Strait, dining
room and parlor for the resident and visiting pods of orcas. Don’t miss
them.

> ALTERNATE ROUTE #3: ALA SPIT (MILE 107) TO CYPRESS
ISLAND (MILE 122)

This alternate routes you through the even more protected confines of
Swinomish Channel. It is 8 miles longer than the main route. | would
recommend it for the charms of La Conner and during adverse conditions
on the other routes, but only when used with favorable currents.

From the Ala Spit CMT campsite (mile 107), retrace your steps 2 miles.
The dredged passage into Swinomish Channel parts company with the main
route at about mile 105 and runs adjacent to the north shore of Goat Island
on a range east-northeast from Dugualla Bay. It is well marked. At higher
tides make a beeline directly for Goat Island (don’t worry, there are high
water openings in the levee); at lower water the sand flats north of Goat
preclude passage, and you must head directly to the channel opening.
Swinomish Channel, an old Skagit River distributary connecting Skagit
with Padilla Bay, is the safest, most protected route up to the San Juans,
especially when conditions “outside” beg for respect. Rafts of logs, both
berthed and under tow, congest the southern extremities. The channel
proper is 7 miles long, with La Conner and the state highway bridge about 1
mile north of the entrance.
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Goat Island: Steep and imposing, Goat Island includes Fort Whitman, an
inconspicuous component of the coast artillery defenses built at the turn of
the nineteenth century. Concrete rooms, three gun emplacements, and
connecting tunnels fortify the northwest shoulder. To get a perspective of
the channel, delta, and sand flats or perhaps wait for a tide change, hike the
250 yards up to the battery. The trail begins at the old dock along the
island’s north shore. A rough path, angling right, heads up from the rocky
but muddy beach behind the pier.

The strong current in Swinomish Channel is deceptive and irritating.
According to Scherer in A Cruising Guide to Puget Sound: “No one seems
able to explain or predict it. Some say it floods north and ebbs south, about
an hour before (or after) Anacortes. Generally. Others say it floods and ebbs
from both ends. Usually. Where it meets is anybody’s guess.” My own



experience is illuminating: ebb tide at the south end, current flows south at
south end. Flood tide at north end, current flows south at north end.

Though on the chart, Swinomish Channel—being straight and narrow—
does not seem a good candidate for paddling against the current, it actually
IS, in fact. The dredged center channels most of the current’s force while the
shallow, leveed verges slow the current substantially between the not-
infrequent eddies. The secret is to hug the shore. Still, it is better to go with
the current than against it. Enter the south mouth during a rising tide. Don’t
fret about the direction of the channel’s current. Wait for the tide change in
La Conner so as to exit the north end on an ebbing tide. Then the current
will not only be with you in the channel, it’ll push you all the way across
Padilla Bay—a tiresome exercise if attempted against the current, especially
since it must be accomplished at midbay, where progress is difficult to
gauge and tidal currents are at their strongest.

La Conner: La Conner is a small, attractive tourist, farming, and fishing
community, vibrant in spite of its inclusion in the National Register of
Historic Places. Like Dutch towns along the Rhine’s delta, it has built dikes
to reclaim rich river sediment deposits for agriculture and boasts a tulip
festival in the spring. There are two or three “public beaches” for docking.
These are actually floating public docks connected by stairs to decked
waterfront parks along the main street. Right next to one park, you can get
Indian smoked salmon cured with three different spices. The La Conner Pub
has unfiltered Mack & Jack’s African Porter on tap and excellent fish and
chips. Across the channel lies the Swinomish Indian Reservation.

Follow the channel markings for 2 more miles past land’s end into
Padilla Bay. Head due north through Padilla Bay’s center, avoiding the sand
flats to the east, and don’t angle northwest across Fidalgo Bay to Anacortes.
Instead, avoid the traffic, congestion, and 3- to 4-knot currents in Guemes
Channel by heading up to Hat Island (private), tiny Dot Island, and then
Saddlebag Island, another 0.25 mile north.

Saddlebag Island State Park (mile 118), a CMT campsite, fronts the
National Estuarine Sanctuary of Padilla Bay, itself part of the Skagit River
estuary. Adjacent Dot Island is a national wildlife refuge (keep 200 yards



away). Over 240 species of birds, including black brant geese, use both
facilities on their migrations between Alaska and Mexico. The CMT camp
has two tent sites in the forest behind the west end of the beach on the south
side of the island; overflow camping is on the north side. There are
outhouses but no water.

Out of Saddlebag Island aim for Southeast Point on Guemes Island and
follow the south shore around to Yellow Bluff. As you pass the town of
Guemes, beware of the Guemes-Fidalgo Ferry. Cross Bellingham Channel
to Cypress Island and rejoin the main route at mile 126.



