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Exploring by small boat offers intimate glimpses of Alaska s wilderness
Text: MICHAEL BUCKLEY / Photos: KEVIN MILLER




DISCOVER

Prince William Sound, a vast inland sea, is dotted with countless islands, and
encrusted with tidal glaciers. It is also home to a rich diversity of species.

REAKFAST ABOARD THE DISCOVERY: on the salon
Btable, mushroom crépes, a bowl of fresh berries, a pair of

binoculars, a bird field guide. And under all that, sealed
in varnish, is a contour map of Prince William Sound. This
region, to the east of Anchorage, is a vast inland sea — dotted
with countless islands, crowned with lofty peaks, encrusted with
tidal glaciers. It is home to a rich diversity of species — bears,
mountain goats, bald eagles, puffins, sea otters, and sea lions
—to name a few. All of them hard to find.

Captain Dean Rand, our host, knows virtually every nook
and cranny of this great wilderness: he has been exploring it for
twenty years. His passion for the place is infectious. At breakfast,
he pops out from the pilot’s cabin and motions to the starboard
side. Scanning the shore, binoculars reveal a large shape loping
along the shore: a black bear. “When you see glaucous-winged
gulls in a stream mouth, that means the spawning salmon are
there,” explains Dean. “And if you keep your eyes peeled, you
might spot a bear among the rocks when the tide is low. The bear
will take one bite to kill a salmon and then go back and catch
more, taking advantage of the low tide.”
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NATURE REDUX

Kayaks are swiftly launched off the top deck. The bear is so
intent on chasing salmon up and down the shallow stream that
it fails to notice our approach. It has been working hard for its
breakfast — we witness it catching several salmon. The bear eats
only the choicest parts of the salmon, like the belly, discarding
the rest. Squawking gulls provide noisy distraction, feasting on
the leftovers. The bear finally picks up our scent and bounds off
into the woods. Other sharp eyes are locked on the salmon: from
their treetop perches, bald eagles gaze down. A choice of pink,
chum or sockeye salmon on the menu today. It takes viewing
through binoculars to appreciate the size and strength of this
raptor, with its huge wingspan and razor-sharp talons. We spot
more than a dozen of these majestic birds, including six in a
single treetop.

Getting close to wild creatures like this is possible through
our stealthy kayak approach. And that’s where the Discovery
excels. The boat is angled for low-impact small-group touring,
with six passenger cabins aboard, accommodating up to a
dozen guests. The Discovery is a modified 20-metre trawler that
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was originally put into service as a missionary vessel, visiting
outlying communities of the region. Today, outfitted with high-
tech radar, radio gear, stabilizers, and desalination equipment,
the boat’s objectives are quite different. The vessel has the
atmosphere of a floating B&B — a very homey one. On our trip,
Dean’s daughters Heather and Hannah are on board as crew,
along with Sadie, a marine biologist, and Chris, the chef.

The boat ‘mascot’ is an energetic black lab retriever called
Happy. He is completely at home on the boat, and even helps
with spotting sometimes. “We don’t know how he does it,” says
Dean, “but he’s always the first to detect Dall’s porpoises off
the bow. When he sights them, he runs right to the front of the
Discovery and looks straight down, wagging his tail. Then I
know the porpoises are there — riding the pressure waves at the
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front of the boat. They have no trouble staying ahead of the boat
— they rocket along at speeds of up to 30 knots.”

Happy gets very excited about shore landings — with smells
of seaweed, moss, skunk cabbage, spruce trees and strange
animal scents. And getting off the boat is what this cruise is all
about. We’re on the special ‘Hike and Kayak’ itinerary, with
the emphasis on physical activity — stepping out rain or shine
in Xtratuf rubber boots (the unofficial footwear of Alaska).
Access by kayak or inflatable skiff makes the logistics of getting
off the boat quite simple, allowing for two or three sorties a
day. In the afternoon we trek up to a viewpoint, through mossy
forest sprinkled with wildflowers and mushrooms. Providing
tasty distraction along the way: a bewildering profusion of
berries. There are blueberries, salmonberries, Alaska berries,
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cloudberries, watermelon berries, high-bush cranberries — the list
goes on. Bears gorge on most of these varieties.

On a bushwhacking hike you can develop a roaring appetite.
The chef'is ready for your return to the boat. The salon is
permeated with the enticing aromas of fresh bread, sizzling
salmon, chocolate or cinnamon. Roughing it ashore is followed
by deluxe pampering on the boat — a perfect combination. On
the menu tonight is halibut — caught in these waters by a guest
last week, and garnished with spices and asparagus. The boat’s
stores are supplemented by fish caught right off the boat, or
obtained from passing fisher-folk. Come to think of it, we have
been thoroughly spoiled by the gourmet offerings. It’s all in the
details — shucked oysters (fresh from ‘Oyster Dave’ who runs his
own venture in the area), served with wine and lemon wedges.
Or a pastry shell enclosing hot brie, walnuts and cranberries —
casually presented as an afternoon snack. Life on the boat settles
into a pleasant rhythm of eat, drink, hike and kayak.

A FORCE TO RECKON WITH

‘Wilderness’ here means absolutely no sign of habitation.
Since we left port, the only human presence we have encountered
is a few fishing trawlers — on shore, just the odd remnants of
an old mining or fishing camp. That’s one good reason why
Prince William Sound ranks among the biodiversity hotspots of
the Pacific north coast. We’ve been captivated by landscapes of
thundering waterfalls, and lush forest carpeted with wildflowers.
But the most extraordinary feature of Prince William Sound is
its majestic fjords and cascading tidal glaciers. Where they meet
the sea, the glaciers create fantastic walls of ice — groaning and
cracking, and calving off in explosive chunks. We have skirted by
some glacial stretches — indeed, the crew have taken advantage
of these forays to scoop up brash ice and line the on-board
coolers. And Happy the dog is content to crunch on a smaller
chunk ofice, just like a bone.

Day Four of the trip presents the spectacle of massive
Columbia Glacier, which is in a class of its own — with ice-
cliffs towering 60 metres high. Nearby is a moraine that blocks
calved icebergs and bergy bits from escaping into the sea.

Trapped behind the moraine is a monster jam of floating ice. The
following morning we get to see that ice up close — by skirting
it in a kayak. This sortie conjures up visions of Arctic explorers,
lost in an icy world. This realm is beautiful yet dangerous — you
can become disoriented and lose your bearings. The ice can
turn menacing, with a sudden collapse cutting a water route, or
a submerged slab lurking. But our kayak guides steer us safely
through the maze of ice.

Our last full day on the water throws up another spectacular
icy phantom, christened Surprise Glacier. It certainly lives up
to its name this day. We motor close to the glistening ramparts
of the glacier — the ice is sculpted in bizarre formations, with
sections coloured a radiant turquoise. Over time, these formations
are slated to disappear, with huge slivers of ice crashing into
the sea. More alarming, the glaciers are doing another kind of
disappearing act: they are steadily receding, victims of climate
change.

Dean points out some recent shifts. ‘The two glaciers you see
ahead, Cascade and Barry glaciers, used to meet. But this year,
they have shrunk and separated.’

Facing page; Capt Dan Rand, the host; The Chef
on board; the captian’s duaghter gets ready for a
cook out. This page: Kayaking through the fjords.
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As the boat turns, heading away from the glacier, we pass
harbour seals with splotchy grey coats, resting on floating ice.
Further out, visible through binoculars are sea otters — scores of
them. Dean gives a briefing on the front deck. “Otters are very
sensitive. We can approach quite close when they’re hauled out
on floating ice, because they feel safer there. They most likely
think the Discovery is just an iceberg floating by, but we need to
stay very still on deck because any sudden movement will spook
them. Sudden movement signals a predator.”

Which will explain why there are four photographers
crouched down on the front deck, pretending to be frozen
statues — and the Discovery cruising slowly through brash ice,
pretending to be an iceberg. Otters on ice: illuminated by the
slanting rays of the setting sun, the scene is surreal. The otters are
wary, diving off their icy couches to sink into the water if they
feel threatened. Having been hunted to the brink of extinction for
their fur in former times, they have every reason to be cautious.
And yet they have a playful disposition: curiosity causes them to
drift back into view, floating on their backs to gaze at the boat.
Time seems to stand still: the eerie silence broken by creaking
and groaning of shifting ice, and the occasional thunder of a large
piece calving off the glacier behind us.

Comfortably seated in the salon of the Discovery, poring
over a logbook of previous trips — a collation of photos and
exuberant comments — it becomes evident that experiences on
the boat can vary considerably. Dean mounts week-long trips for
nature enthusiasts, themed trips (birders, photographers, hike and
kayak), boat charters for family and friends, and research charters
for scientists. More to the point, Prince William Sound covers an
area of over 25,000 square kilometres of protected waterways,
islands, fjords and glaciers — and Dean plots different routes
every time he goes out. Each trip on the boat is bound to be one-
of-a-kind — due to shifting seasons, changing tides and weather
conditions, guest preferences and demands, and unpredictable
wildlife behaviour. But one thing is certain. A voyage on the
Discovery will be a grand adventure, offering unique insight into
Alaska’s wilderness. [E
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Left to right: Wild mushrooms; Kayaks at the
ready, Hiking through the trails.

GUIDE TO ALASKA

B THE DETAILS

For details on the Discovery, visit Captain Dean Rand’s
website: www.discoveryvoyages.com, or contact by email:
info@discoveryvoyages.com/.

The cost for a week-long trip is around US$4,100 per
person, all-inclusive. The touring season is May through

September. Alaskan summer days are long — with up

to 18 hours of sunlight. Boat trips start from Whittier, a
former military port that is an hour and a half drive from
Anchorage. Pre- and post trip, guests stay at the Copper
Whale Inn, a character B&B in Anchorage.

B GETTING THERE

Daily to Los Angeles
Actual miles = 8,260

Connect with United Airlines or US Airways.
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