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THE FJORDS OF ALASKA 

John Biggs 

August 10 – August 22, 2019 

Fjordland – Ketchikam – Petersburg – Elfin Cove – Lots of Glaciers  

 

At Vancouver we boarded Le Soléal a French ship of the Ponard/Noble Caledonia Line and headed 

out under the Lions Gate Bridge. Our ship is built with a shallow draft designed to cruise through 

the Inside Passage, visiting the intricate fjords and inlets of the Canadian and Alaskan coast where 

the larger cruise ships cannot go. Here we can follow the wild 

life, of which there is an amazing variety: fish, cetaceans, birds 

(over 40 varieties), bears, goats, deer – no snakes or spiders. 

The route from Vancouver takes us through Canada’s 

Fjordland and then along the Alaskan Panhandle. We stop at 

various Alaskan frontier towns, enter fjords containing many 

glaciers ending up at Seward where we disembark and bus to 

Anchorage. Along the way we have lectures on anything relevant to our journey: geology, history 

geography and especially wildlife. We were issued with warm waterproof parkas as we were 

assured we would need them when up close and personal to glaciers.  

Fjordland 

The first two days we sailed through Canada’s Fjordland, between Vancouver Island and Queen 

Charlotte Islands. This is the southern part of the  

Inside Passage, a network of waterways that hug 

the coast of British Columbia and Alaska. It is 

known for whale, dolphin, orca and porpoise 

sightings although in the Canadian section. Plenty 

of orcas, commonly known as killer whales, which 

is wrong on two counts: they are not whales but 

belong to the dolphin family, and they are not 

killers of people although seals, birds and other 

creatures lower down the food chain had better 

watch out. There’s a couple on the hunt now, lower right.  

Much of the time was spent in lectures that prepared us for what hopefully we would be seeing, 

with such topics as “whales and dolphins of the Pacific NW, “Life in the great bear forest”, 

“Introduction to Alaska” plus an excellent series on getting the best out of your camera whether 

a flash job, point and shoot, or iphone, given by Sue Forbes our official photographer (the best 

photos here are by her, especially the wildlife).  
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Into Alaska: Metlakatlan, Ketchikan 

Our first landfall, now in Alaska, is Metlakatlan 

on Annette Island. Missionary William Duncan 

of the protestant Church Missionary Society 

was pastor to the Tsimshian people but he 

broke away and formed his own church. He 

petitioned the US Congress for a reservation 

on Annette Island for the Tsimshian people, 

which was granted. Today they stage a 

ceremony for us. A few shots around the 

town, and William Duncan’s church and then we enter the Longhouse, where we are greeted by 

the local chief with traditional songs and dancing. Many of the men are at work and so all 

remaining villagers join in, mothers with babies, 

toddlers and older children. The leaders beat time on 

drums, sometimes very loudly, and all dance and sing. 

The community spirit is very evident, babies being 

passed around while the dancing goes on. A couple of 

bald eagles sit in tree. But hang on, they have white 

feathers on their heads! Why “bald”? It is short for 

piebald, as in horses that are black and white (usually), 

so in eagles. 

The same afternoon we visit Ketchikan, the Salmon Capital of the World. It started existence as 

a canning factory and now has a population if around 

13,000. Ketchikan is quite beautiful, very popular as a tourist 

spot. A river runs through the town to a salmon ladder up 

which the fish jump to a hatchery (SF took that one). Kids 

catch fish with their hands, the river is so densely populated. 

Ketchikan has more totem poles than any other town and 

has a Totem Heritage Centre. Creek Street is built on 

boardwalks and 

used to contain brothels; a sign boasts that “salmon 

spawn once, but here men spawn many times.” The 

brothels are now closed and instead sell native arts from 

the Tsimshian, Tlingt, Haida people. Here a funky cable 

car takes us to the top of a hill where there is a flash 

resort surrounded by totem poles. A return ticket costs 

$3 so the sign says, but no one is there to collect, or even 

an honesty tin.   
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Walker Cove; Petersburg  

Behm Canal leads into Walker Cove.  We sail through the Misty Fjords National Monument, called 

the Yosemite of the North and in fact was  declared a national Park by 

Jimmy Carter to the outrage of the Alaskan govt who wanted to log the 

vast area containing valuable spruce and red cedar. This section is 

indeed like El Capitan except for the float plane flying across. Next we 

pass through the Wrangell Narrows, which wind as narrow passage 

between islands and used by fishing boats, local ferries and us: 

ordinary cruise ships can’t negotiate these narrow waters. 

The safe passages are marked by buoys (centre left).  

At the end of the Narrows is Petersburg, founded 

Norwegians, hence nicknamed “Little Norway”. The 

Norwegian angle hits you straight away with a faux Viking 

ship. Sons of Norway hold a four day party (it’s one day in 

Norway).  Next, we see a local trick: leave part of your house 

unfinished and you don’t pay rates as rates apply only to finished houses.  Another feature of 

Alaskan houses is that the yard looks like a junkyard, especially used cars, toys, furniture and for 

a touch of patriotism, a large American flag. We walk through the 

town and out into a nature walk, through typical Alaskan bush (in 

summer). There has been a four month drought and the sphagnum 

moss is dry, the creeks low. But 

we see sundews, hemlock you can 

tell by the bending top branch. 

The Alaskan wood frog has a 

strange metamorphosis come winter: its cells fill with alcohol 

and salt, just like car antifreeze, so that when the big freeze 

comes they don’t burst their cells. They appear clinically dead, 

but come spring they thaw out and live for another 12 years alternately freezing, dying and 

thawing and living.  

Glaciers 

Two arms extend 

into the hinterland 

Endicott arm at the 

end of which is 

Dawes Glacier. Even 

more splendid is 

Tracy Arm with the 

Sawyer Glacier. Seals 
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were basking on ice floes and a couple of goats eyed us from up above. How they got to their 

positions and stayed there is a bit of a mystery. North Sawyer 

sees a lot of melting water, and more dramatic is the calving of 

the ice where large blocks break off and become icebergs. It is 

a spectacular sight and sound as they split off and fall into the 

water below. Unfortunately, increases in calving are because of 

global warming. This glacier has already retreated half a km in 

4 years. Sea ice has disappeared at an alarming rate, the sea 

itself being the warmest for 4,000 years. As it disappears the 

sea being darker absorbs much more sunlight whereas ice reflects the heat from the sun 

stabilizing the temperature. Scientists reckon a tipping point is likely when all the factors causing 

global warming feed other: warmer seas, still more less ice, drought in fire prone areas, carbon 

release from bush fires, methane release from melting permafrost … goes on. We were also told 

how global warming creates intense cold in even southern parts of the USA, periods that prove 

to deniers that global warming is a hoax. The northern jet stream comprises air flowing at high 

speed from east to west high up in the stratosphere that normally regulates the climate. Thanks 

to global warming the stream slows down forming huge sine waves that bring the air further 

south: hence the paradox under global warming that some parts of the world experience greater 

cold.  

Next day we are up at 5.45 to take jet boats out to some newly formed ice bergs in Le Conte Bay. 

While in Canada we received a letter saying that the US government had decided we couldn’t use 

our own tenders to get up close to icebergs, we had to use 

local boats. But the day before we were going to Le Conte 

Bay the Stikine River Jet Boat Association wrote to us saying 

that there were “risks inherent” in this, that, and the other 

so that we were to sign a statement: “I hereby release, 

forever discharge, and agree to indemnify and hold harmless 

… (then 6 lines of those who may be indemnified) … I hereby 

agree to pay reasonable costs and attorneys’ fees incurred by the Boat Association in enforcing 

this Agreement.” What? Agree to pay unspecified amounts of money in case anyone one of us 

brings a case against the Owner? No way! We were assured by our Tour Director that no sign, no 

trip. Uproar. So many passengers refused to sign the outrageous contract that the Boat 

Association, balancing the definite loss of tickets sold against the highly unlikey bonanza in legal 

fees, said “Aw shucks. Let’s take ‘em anyway.” So we boarded their precious boats to see the 

stunning pastel blue of the ice here. That blue which we also saw in glaciers does not appear in 

in Antarctic icebergs.    



6 
 

Kake, Elfin Cove 

Next day we visit another First Nation town, Kake, a Tinglit village with 

a fishing logging and 

subsistence lifestyle. On the 

way we sight a couple of 

hunchback whales. We are 

treated to another cultural ceremony of song and 

dance; they insist we dance with them. They wear 

their totem on the back of their beautifully decorated 

garments. Again as in Metlakatlan the singers and 

dancers perform with their children. In 1967 they carved the world’s tallest totem pole, which 

tells a long story, but unfortunately we didn’t have time to hear it. We walked down a long 

wooded path to a salmon hatchery, the only exciting thing about that was that we were told not 

to walk alone: we must stick with the guide who had a capsicum spray in the event of bears 

emerging from the surrounding wood. None did.  

Icy Strait is well named (but not very cold when we were there),  

very picturesque and a haven for whales. Elfin Cove has a year-

round permanent population of 25 (people not whales), but in 

summer it rises to 200 odd, because of tourists. Local industry is 

fishing: cod, halibut, and especially coho salmon. There was a 

sign up “Don’t eat farmed salmon it’s bad for your health.” Hear, 

hear. Tell that to the feral salmon farmers in Tasmania. Elfin 

Cove was discovered by George Vancouver (whose name dots 

the region) in the 1790s, and for years was known as 

“The Gunk Hole”, where boats would call in to shelter. 

Mary-Jo runs the museum there, she told us that she 

visited in the 60s and simply stayed, the summer 

business and activity and the winter solitude and peace 

kept her there. I don’t blame her. The 

place simply beautiful. There are the 

minimum of shops but all the essentials 

are there: gift shop, general store, pub and restaurant and lovely unique views 

wherever you turn.   There are no roads, only boardwalks and paths, and until 

recently no internet. The inhabitants we met greeted us like old friends, always 

ready for a chat. A unique place with gnomes and Snow White type dwarfs showing 

the quirky sense humour people living so close must develop.  

More Glaciers 

College fjord in Prince William Sound contains five tidewater glaciers (glaciers that terminate in 

water), five large valley glaciers, and dozens of smaller glaciers, most named after 



7 
 

renowned colleges in the East Coast of the USA: women's colleges for the NW side, and men's 

colleges for the SE side the Yale and Harvard Glaciers being the most important of course.  You 

can see too the waterfalls that form as the glacier melts, and a scattering of ice flows. There’s so 

much to see and so little I can say so I’ll give more pictures than usual – and of course the full 

range of images is on this webpage page.  

Passing through Prince William Sound, we come across sea otters at last; specks in the ocean 

unless you have a good telephoto lens. This shot (I use the 

word advisedly)  was taken from Anchorage Daily News 

under with the story: “State lawmakers and other 

policymakers have drafted letters asking the Trump 

administration and a Republican-controlled Congress to 

loosen federal otter protections, and to grant local 

managers more power to cull the animals and leave 

more urchins, clams, crab and sea cucumbers for humans.”  

Hubbard Glacier hides under Mt Walsh at 5,600 m. The glacier is so slow that ice takes 400 years 

to traverse the length of the 122 km. long glacier. It routinely calves icebergs the size of a ten 

story building. It lies in Yakakutak Bay which houses many glaciers each as splendid as the other. 

It also has severe earthquakes which alter the topology of the bay, but it was quiet while we were 

there. So quiet, we had a caviar tasting in the warm sun while in the shadow of the glacier.  
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Cordova and home 

Our last port of call, Cordova, sitting on Orca Inlet, 240 km SE of Anchorage, was properly 

established in 1906 as a shipping port for oil and copper. Today it is a sleepy frontier town with 

 a pleasant fishing port with Mt Eyak overlooking things. We walked into a massive blank building 

that houses library shops, civic offices and a 

lift which is the way to get up to the main 

street. This street goes north, east, south 

and you are back at the waterfront. We 

discovered a large shed with welcome signs. 

Inside were several women sitting at a long 

table painting and other crafts and sipping 

wine, very friendly, would we like some 

wine? No, but thank you very much.  We 

decided it would diminish their scanty 

looking supplies of three bottles, which were heading south already.  

We sailed from Cordova to Seward, the most suitable port nearest to Anchorage where we fly 

out. The bus trip was pleasant enough taking us to the outskirts of Anchorage where the 

International airport was. What impressed me was that Anchorage’s population is 300,000, only 

slightly bigger than Hobart’s at 240,000, but Anchorage has two large airports, domestic and 

international, the latter about 3 times the size of Hobart’s.  And of course planes park in proper 

covered bays. There is even a quiet space where you can watch travelogues on Alaska while you 

wait. I wanted to buy a map of Alaska so I went to the travel office, where I was handed one 

with a warm smile and “Where are you from Sir?” When I told her Tasmania, her smile grew 

even warmer and said: “Waal, how about that? I’m going there next March …”  

Bizarre US Bureaucracy  

Thanks to the US Govt suddenly ruling that only US boats could be used to take us close to 

icebergs, not the ship’s zodiacs. As mentioned above that had its own story of liability misplaced. 

We were also told that we would be clearing US immigration in Ketchikam Alaska not in 

Vancouver, and this would involve queuing up with two large liners and that it would take the 

whole day: a waste of a day in other words. As it happened, we cleared customs in Vancouver 

after all. This involved fingerprinting all fingers both hands. Catherine was fingerprinted, then I 

placed my hand on the device but the officer took one look at me and said: “No need for you, 

proceed through the gate.” I wonder why? Perhaps a clue came later at Anchorage airport 

security, when I saw a notice saying that those over 75 needn’t take their shoes off when going 

through the security check. Presumably those over 75 are considered unlikely terrorists. 

When leaving US Territory in Anchorage, we were given a Customs clearance form like the one 

we filled in on entering the US. We filled it in, wondering why on earth we would be clearing US 
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customs on leaving the Country. In the event they didn’t ask for it, but our sense of wonder 

remained.   

Now for the a prize example of American paranoia. On returning  home, I found the lock on my 

suitcase was missing, a plastic loop had been substituted. Cutting that 

open, I found my lock with the hasp neatly sheared off on top my things. It 

was stuck with tape to  a notice from the Transportation Security 

Administration (TSA). It read in part “… TSA is required by law to inspect all 

checked baggage…… Your bag was among those selected for physical 

selection. During the inspection of your bag and its contents may have 

been searched for prohibited items. … The officer may have been forced 

to break locks on your bag. …TSA is not liable for damage to your locks ….” 

Note the “may haves”; it bloody well was broken into. In other words, the 

TSA without consulting me and not in my presence had forced an entry 

into my property and created damage, if only to a lock, and for which they 

accepted no responsibility.  This was at the time when Trump threw a tantrum for not being able 

to buy Greenland from Denmark, all in all my opinion of the way the US Administration does 

things could hardly be lower. That said, the physical Alaska and the warmth of the locals was 

most impressive.             

 


