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SECTION 8: ICY STRAIT & CHICHAGOF ISLAND 
 
Sunday morning, July 15, 2007 
Elfin Cove, Alaska   
 
If the tree-dwelling Ewoks from Star Wars built a village, this would be it. The 
Community of Elfin Cove, a non-profit corporation, is built onto a mountain on posts 
with “streets” of wood. 
 

 
 
Located at the very top end of Chichagof Island, across Icy Strait from Glacier Bay, Elfin 
Cove is wedged onto a deep, narrow inlet bounded on all sides by a rocky shoal.  Steep, 
heavily forested mountains slope down to the water. 
 
Imagine an hourglass. At the top is the entrance, with a large island in the middle. One 
can enter on either side, with perhaps room for three boats to pass.  Upon entering you 
see a small public dock (part of it painted yellow to reserve for seaplane landing), a fuel 
dock and a private dock for fish buying. (Local fisherman are forming a cooperative to 
market their fish and products). The neck of the hourglass is a shallow cut on the 
starboard side that leads to an inner bay that narrows and leads back quite a ways.  
Houses are on either side, with fishing boats tied to docks at the houses. 
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Just inside the inner bay is a state run municipal dock with two fingers. Several charter 
fishing companies operate from Elfin Cove, using very nice, clean aluminum boats. 
Many moved the boats to the outer harbor last night because of this morning’s minus tide. 
A fishing boat was on the tidal grid when we came in yesterday when the tide was higher, 
but now is off. 
 
It’s low tide now, so we can’t leave and instead will explore this tiny village. 
 
A well-maintained boardwalk runs all the way around this tiny inner bay, and zigzags 
between buildings at the neck of the hourglass. An electricity generator supplies power. 
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By one large house is a big satellite dish (about 8 feet in diameter, aimed low because the 
high latitude in Alaska makes equatorial satellites appear very low in the sky) and also a 
microwave transmitter – we actually have internet here.  Houses – large two story ones, 
nest among the trees. The boardwalk in most places hangs over the water, held up by 
pilings. It runs between the houses and docks, like the sidewalk around Balboa Island. 
The people are  very friendly; like Balboa Island, they say “hello” when we walk by. The 
entire “town” -- perhaps a dozen buildings, plus houses -- is connected by this pedestrian 
boardwalk, some legs with cutesy names like “Elf Inn Way” and, for a very steep one, 
“Skidd Row.” One building houses a museum (closed) and says “Elfin Cove School.” 
 

 
 

 

 
Three inns support the charter business, providing housing for sports fishermen. Other 
buildings are vacation homes and some fishermen’s homes. It’s very busy now, but in the 
winter about 30 people live here.  A sign offers smoked salmon “at the yellow house” so I 
knock on the door and get some. The trees dominate, swallowing up the buildings. This is 
a town built on wood over rock. There is hardly any “ground”- just wood to walk on. 
Sam and I found one little patch of dirt behind the fuel dock and played with her Flying 
Squirrel frisbee. 
 
A few small “boutique” cruise ships come in every other Saturday or Sunday or so; the 
schedule is posted on the  community bulletin board along with minutes of the 
community corporation meetings. One bar serves food and coffee as well as drinks. A 
small general store offers supplies, clothing and books. A few people are walking around, 
reminding me of the opening scenes of the Hobbit village in Lord of the Rings.  
 
I was so intrigued by this village that I bought a self-published history: “The Front Porch 
Is the Post Office, An Oral History of Elfin Cove, Alaska.”  Our friend Drue on Makai 
looked through it and said “There’s my dad.” Sure enough, on page 28 is a photo of  Doc 
Riederer who, the book says, “put himself through medical school by fishing. When Doc 
was an intern, a boat blew up at Steers’ oil dock. He took care of all the people right 
away…Doc Riederer continues to visit the cove often.” 
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It’s a sunny day. Thankfully, the low tide kept us “trapped” in this inner harbor, forcing 
exploration of this elfish place.  Now the tide is up and it is time to leave Elfin Cove and 
head down Lisianski Inlet to Pelican. 
 
 
Sunday afternoon, July 15, 2007 
Elfin Cove to Pelican, Chichagof Island 
 
Pelican is advertised as “the best place to provision between Sitka and Juneau.” We 
arrived about 3:30 p.m. boat time after a two and a half hour trip from Elfin Cove, 
expecting a “substantial” (by Southeast Alaska standards) town. 
 
Pelican sits about halfway down the dead-end Lisianski Inlet. If, before reaching Pelican, 
you turned west into Lisianski Strait,  you would reach the Gulf of Alaska.  Instead, we 
continue down the Inlet. 

 
 

 

The large harbor dock has about seven fingers, mostly occupied by fishing boats. The 
Harbormaster did not reply, so we called the fuel dock,  Transient dock is the one with 
the yellow seaplane space at its end. Plenty of room to side tie, and closer to the ramp 
leading to town. 
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“Town” in this case is about a dozen buildings suspended over the water along a 10-foot 
wide wooden boardwalk. In all, the boardwalk runs about a mile, with the north end filled 
by houses and the elementary and high schools (about four kids in the high school and 
four teachers for the elementary school). This boardwalk is straight,  ends at a land road, 
is wider and much more substantial than Elfin Cove’s and can handle vehicles, even a 
few trucks. 
 
Bud, our friend and itinerary-planner, said we should go to Rose’s Bar “for dinner and 
local color” and he was so right, at least about the local color.  We got there about 6 
o’clock Alaska time. First there was a pool table. Four scruffy guys sat at the barstools. 
Two round empty tables, and three booths filled the rest of the space. We took a table. No 
one came. Finally a young woman came over, took a chair, sat down at our table and 
began to recite: Burgers, shrimp, French dip (“to die for”), steak…” all with fries. No 
prices, no menu. We ordered Alaska Amber Ale and one French dip and one shrimp, with 
salad, not fries.  
 

 
 

 

An older couple came in, were warmly greeted as locals and sat at the other table, next to 
us.  The woman immediately spun around and said “I’m Barbara and that’s Roscoe. 
Where are you from?’ Roscoe chatted with the guys at the bar. 
 
The bartender/waitress came back telling Bob ”You look like a movie star.” Guys at the 
bar agreed. Barbara and Bob turned their chairs and chatted. 
 
Bartender/waitress came with our order: Two French dip sandwiches, no shrimp. “Oh, 
I’m sorry. You really look like a movie star. “ She took back one French dip and brought 
hamburgers for Barbara  and Roscoe. We joined them at their table and talked about 
fishing and the town.  He is half Eskimo and half Tlingit. She is Irish and some kind of 
Native American and Roscoe’s third wife. We had passed their house earlier and noticed 
the Native designs on the shutters. Bob’s shrimp finally arrived. 
 
We had also noticed about ten young men walking down the boardwalk earlier, speaking 
a Slavic language. They are Bulgarians, we learned, working at the cannery, along with 
some Turks. Barbara and Roscoe had taken them out on their boat. 
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Turns out they are sort of local ambassadors; Roscoe first came to Pelican in 1943, at age 
14. He married Barbara and brought her up here about 5 years ago. She is working on 
putting together a little museum, which now has a quilt and a few photos in a room off 
the harbor office. They told us that Pelican, named after a boat, was founded in 1939 as a 
place to process fish between Sitka and Juneau. It’s had its ups and downs. 
 
Small cruise ships just started stopping by this year, smaller ones, catering to passengers 
who want to understand local people. They pay Roscoe to come on board and give a little 
history of Pelican.  (“Spirit” for example had 35 people visit today.) 
 
Both Elfin Cove and Pelican have been tapped by these “boutique” cruisers as a way to 
relate to passengers what Alaskans are like, rather than just Ketchikan and trinket shops.  
 
A note from a cruise company on the City Hall and library bulletin board said: “We want 
to have a light footprint. People would like to talk to local residents to understand the 
Southeast Alaskan way of life.” Boutique cruise companies do not want special shops set 
up for their passengers, Roscoe noted. 
 
He also talked about the water system. There is a lake above town, dammed, and water 
flows down. Signs on the dock say to boil the water; they don’t, but said the system needs 
more filters. 
 
He also talked about the local economy. Fishing was strong but got fished out. Alaskan 
fisherman contributed 3% of their income to establish Alaska hatcheries for wild salmon. 
It is through these efforts that fishing has responded so strongly. Throughout Alaska there 
is strong sentiment against farmed fish. You see this slogan on T-shirts, cards and bumper 
stickers: “Friends don’t let friends eat farmed fish. Support Alaska’s wild fisheries.” 
 
Pelican’s fish processing plant produces flash-frozen fish. It was bought by the Japanese 
when Alaska became somewhat fished out. Then the Japanese left.  The cannery is 
currently owned by the Kake First Nations tribe but locals are trying to buy it back. 
 
Pelican lost its barge (it was sold) that used to come from Seattle once a month or so. 
Now  they have to pay to ship things in on the ferry, or buy at retail prices in Juneau and 
bring things in somehow by boat or plane. 
 
When our bill at Rose’s came, the waitress/ bartender once again told Bob “You must be 
a movie star. Can I give you a hug?”  Guys at the bar were watching car races. One was 
playing pool. Our waitress/bartender is the daughter of the owner, Rose. This is a famous 
place, written up in magazines and the guidebooks. It definitely has local color. 
 
Back on the boardwalk,  Bob talked to the hotel manager about a wireless connection. It 
starts and ends at 8 a.m. for up to 24 hours. If you log in at 6 a.m. it still ends at 8 a.m., 
and a new code clicks in. We’ll consider it tomorrow. 
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On the dock, we found Drue Wagner’s brother’s boat, Falcon, two fingers over. It’s a 
beautiful, well-maintained  troller and very successful. It was the top grossing boat last 
year with a crew share coming to $250,000! No one was there but we left our boat card in 
a plastic bag. 
 
July 16, a rainy Monday morning in Pelican 
 
Alaskans in these tiny towns are open, unpretentious and friendly. I was walking Sam to 
shore this morning (Monday) when I heard a voice behind me:  
 
“Heelers are great bear dogs.” That comment, from a woman walking up the gangplank, 
got my attention.  She related quite a story, and lessons sorely learned. They have a house 
just mile or two outside of town. Bears frequently passed by, probably on their way to the 
town dump. Their dog kept a perimeter around the house bear-free, herding them away 
just as they herd cattle. The dog even bit at the heels of one bear. The dog was so fast and 
agile that bears couldn’t get it. This went on for quite a while.  Once they were in tall 
grass, picking spruce roots or something, and the dog suddenly started circling them, 
alert.  They couldn’t see the bear, but the dog knew it was there and protected them until 
the bear ran off. 
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“We didn’t take bears seriously, “ she said. “The dog always ran them off.” 
 
One day, that changed. The dog had chased the same bear away from the house twice that 
day and towards evening the bear was making its way back. Her husband let the dog out 
for one last perimeter check. He heard the familiar high-pitched  “bear bark” of the dog – 
and then it was cut off. Fearing the worst, he grabbed a repeating shotgun (which he 
rarely carried) and raced out. The bear had laid in waiting for the dog, upwind of it, killed 
it instantly with one bite and was dragging it away. 
 
As bears will do, it defended its kill; the man barely had time to shoot the gun as the bear 
swiped its paw at him. The recoil knocked the man down but put five shots into the bear, 
which ran off. Terrified, the man made his way back to the house and called neighbors. 
They found the dying bear and finished it off. They found the dog, uneaten, and sadly 
buried it. In retrospect, she said, “we were very naïve about bears.”  But she also insisted 
that I should  not worry as long as Sam is with me because “heelers are great bear dogs.” 
 
 
Besides the rollicking Rose’s Bar and Grill, Pelican has a breakfast joint, Lisianski  Café.  
We walked in and found it crowded with locals on this rainy Monday morning.   
 
“Sit here, by me,” called a voice. It was my lady friend, the one with the late, great 
Heeler. We did and enjoyed chatting and listening – and watching a busy cook at work, 
breaking eggs left-handed and right-handed onto the griddle. Only later did we learn that 
that cook is also a crewman aboard Falcon, Drue’s brother’s boat. He would  not have 
had time to chat, though, even if we’d asked. 
 
A pile of newspapers waited on a table to be read, two days, four days, a week later. The 
articles, seemingly written to be read over time, were fascinating…Who knew about the 
politics of caribou hunting permits (should they be income-based, shutting out “wealthy” 
hunters in favor of those needing the meat for sustenance?) or issues surrounding the state 
capital (which is Juneau, in Southeast Alaska, but the current lady governor is from 
Anchorage, where apparently more and more meetings are being held; this is similar to 
our capital being in Sacramento amid fears that Los Angeles is calling the shots). Another 
article detailed the efforts of a Coast Guard listening post in Kodiak pick up the faintest 
mayday signals from around the world.  
 
We have been to three tiny, roadless villages  -- Tenakee Springs, Elfin Cove and Pelican. 
Each has similarities but is very different. Physically, all three are perched at the edge of 
or over the water, buildings on pilings. For all, “main street” is a footpath or boardwalk. 
Pelican, the “big city” of the group, has a wider boardwalk (perhaps eight to ten feet 
wide). Elfin Cove has the smallest and the most crooked. The economy of Tenakee 
Springs seems to be based on vacation homes for Juneau residents. Elfin Cove is a charter 
fishing center, with at least three charter companies, and plays on its “elfishness.” Pelican 
has a fish processing plant staffed by “foreign exchange students” that produces flash-
frozen fish. 
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In all, the people are very friendly. “You’re leaving tomorrow? “ they said at the café in 
Pelican. “You just got here!” We felt guilty, but had plans to go back to Elfin Cove, this 
time hopefully to find a spot on the outer cove dock. 
 
 
Monday, July 16 
Pelican to Elfin Cove, Alaska 
18.72 miles 
 
He signed our guest log as “Spike Christopher, fisherman, Homer AK.” We learned that 
he has also filmed bear documentaries (look for his name in credits), worked in the oil 
fields, is a retired policeman and much more. His trolling boat, Vickie Rann,  built in 
1933, sits behind us at the outer dock at Elfin Cove. We came in during a rainstorm; he 
helped with the lines (while lecturing Bob about docking techniques) and we got to 
talking about whales…Gruff, smart, independent (reminds me of Smitty, our farrier in 
Thousand Oaks)…To us he epitomizes all that is Southeast Alaska. 
 
Spike came on board to watch our Dancing Whales video of our experience off Point 
Adolphus in 2004. He stayed to chat and give us a real glimpse of Alaska. 
 
We learned a lot about bears, especially that males do NOT kill cubs. If anyone does, it is 
a sow (not the mother).  Bear moms are attentive and protective caregivers – until the cub 
reaches about age three. Then it’s “out, go away” so she can mate again. Spike said the 
poor adolescent cubs are lost and confused at first and it is possible to get close to them. 
Sometimes they just want to play with a younger cub, and will approach a sow and 
younger cub. That’s when sometimes they get killed, by the mother trying to shoo them 
off. 
 
Grizzly bears along the Alaskan coast are well-fed and rarely a problem to humans. But 
watch out for bears in late fall…fish are gone, berries are gone and they need to bulk up 
for the winter. You could look like a meal to them. They make their hibernation dens on 
the north side of mountains because it is colder, darker and less wet. In spring when they 
emerge they will make a new den, on the warmer south side, and first eat grass to clear 
out their digestive system. 
 
We talked about Alaskan history and Spike brought a chart over – historic and out of 
print. A friend found it at a garage sale in the Midwest. He gave it to us to copy, trusting 
that we will mail it back. And we will -- things done on a handshake are the most 
binding. 
 
The people across the dock from us on Sainte – from Arizona – have left some pot roast 
for Spike. He waiting for a plane to have space so he can go back to Homer for a week to 
sleep “and sit in front of the fire.” 
 
We had bought some oysters at the general store a few days ago and they need to be 
eaten, so, it’s BBQ time, in the rain. 
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We like Alaska and are impressed by the people we’ve met. They are very self-reliant, 
very multi-skilled. They take care of their own and seem to be doing what they do by 
choice, a conscious choice of lifestyle.  And they are talented. Fishermen must have so 
many skill-sets: mechanical, electrical, hydraulic, heating, marlinspike work (net 
maintenance and line splicing). They appear to be very computer literate and well-read. 
 
People don’t need to prove anything. You answer to yourself, not a perceived set of 
expectations. 
 
Spike recommended Wrangell. ”It's Alaska the way it used to be,” he said. We can’t wait. 
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Tuesday, July 17, 2007 
Elfin Cove to Hoonah, Alaska 
40.19 miles 
 
“We cheated.”  It’s our standard response when people ask “Did you bring that from San 
Francisco?” We shrug and say no, it came up I-5 on  a commercial truck to Anacortes,  
Washington – but it’s been on its own bottom from there. We have nothing to prove and 
it goes off well here. Everyone who got this far is a good boat handler, by definition. 
 
We bid farewell to Spike, who was still hoping to snag a seat on a seaplane, and left the 
dock at 8 a.m. local time. With slack water at 8:43, we were able to transit South Inian 
Pass and South Passage, keeping close to the top of Chichagof Island.  We started 
spotting whales at 11 a.m., well before Point Adolphus where, in 2004, we encountered 
our dancing whales. We came prepared, we thought, with a CD of Shauna Lee singing 
“Summertime,” the cetacean’s favorite song in 2004. 
 
Turns out the CD was a mix of music, not just pure Shauna. We spent about two hours 
waiting with a few other boats, drifting, playing music and hoping for a repeat of the 
amazing 2004 encounter.  We may have just missed one. Looking out the front windows 
for whales, I heard the distinctive breathing of a whale behind me. I ran to the stern of the 
boat just in time to see a splash and hear people on the boat behind us shout something 
like “Did you see that?’ But a close encounter was not to be this time. 
 

 
 

 

 
We left Point Adolphus about noon and headed south towards Port Frederick. As we 
approached,  we heard someone calling us on the radio. It was Spike! He’d found he 



Apollo’s Cruise to Alaska – 2007  Page VIII-12 
Section 8: Icy Strait & Chichagof Island 

could get a plane ride at Hoonah and was bringing his boat to Hoonah. He’d seen us as he 
passed Point Adolphus, very close to shore, and wanted to know if the music had worked 
its magic on the whales! 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

We arrived at Hoonah at 1:28 p.m. and found we had just missed Augenblick, the Nordic 
Tug 42 we’d rafted to at Prince Rupert.  They love Hoonah. (“Hoonah’s a hoot,” Sherri 
said. “You’ve got to try Halibut Pizza.”)    
 
Hoonah, population 841, is the largest Tlingit village in Alaska. Originally known as 
Huna, “the place where the north wind doesn’t blow,” it originally was a summer 
subsistence harvesting area for the Huna Tlingit whose ancestral home was in Glacier 
Bay. When the last ice masses moved into Glacier Bay (a loooong time ago), they 
relocated to this site, about 40 air miles from Juneau.  
 
The town owns the marina, which had a long guest dock and is about two blocks from 
town. Sam and I found the store (it sold ice cream as well as pizza) and placed our order, 
to be picked up in a few hours, and explored a bit. The Public School is just across the 
road, a totem pole in front and a big sign “Home of the Hoonah Braves.” I didn’t know 
“braves” was a politically correct term. 
 
At the other end of town is the cannery. Just outside the cannery sits Radiance of the 
Seas, 1,100 feet long. Cannery tours are available when cruise ships come in, but it is 
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about to leave and we have missed the window. As in Pelican, young “foreign exchange 
students” work summers in the cannery. 
 

 
 

 

I walked toward the cannery to the grocery store – a good half mile or more, along the 
waterfront.  It’s in a warehouse-looking building on the pier, which also hosts a big Ace 
Hardware store. I bought a bag of Romaine lettuce from Salinas – three heads for $3 but 
that pizza will need a salad to balance its richness. 
 
Back aboard Apollo, we do enjoy our Halibut Pizza. It’s like a hot crab dip put on a pizza 
shell. It’s very rich but delicious and definitely worth a return trip to Hoonah some day! 
At 9:20 p.m. local time we enjoy a  pretty Hoonah sunset and realize that we have now 
begun the “going home” part of our journey. Fortunately, it will be a leisurely return; we 
are not ready for this trip to end. 
 

 
 

 
Wednesday, July 18, 2007 
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Hoonah to Juneau 
42.75 miles 
 
The sky is blue as we leave Hoonah, highlighting the bright green of its mountains, 
recently lumbered and now lush with new growth. That soon changes as we encounter 
thick fog with about one-quarter mile visibility. This, we discover, will be the weather 
pattern for the day --  spectacular weather alternating with dense fog. 
 
Hoonah is on the east side of Chichagof Island. We will cross Icy Strait and go around 
Mansfield Peninsula at the north end of Admiralty Island to get to Juneau. If instead of 
turning we went straight up Lynn Canal, we could go to Skagway. 
 
As we cross Icy Strait we can look across and a little north to Glacier Bay.  We are a little 
sad to be leaving this part of Alaska and have some desire to go back to Glacier Bay, if 
we could (and the sky was blue). All this time we have been focusing on a goal: Go 
North. Now it’s “Go Back” even though it’s a different route and we will see some new 
places. 
 
The sun pops out! We see blue sky over Glacier Bay, but dark fog, too. So will assume it 
is cold and foggy at Glacier Bay.  
 

 
 
 
Thick fog surrounds us on the Lynn Canal. This wide Canal is a deep inlet running 
north/south just like Glacier Bay. On its west side (our port side) it also has glaciers and 
is part of the same land mass that surrounds Glacier Bay. 
 
I’m learning how useful radar is. We rarely use it at home but here it is very helpful. 
There are only one or two other boats out; we can’t see them in the fog but can clearly 
see them and the land masses on radar.  
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As we round Mansfield Peninsula and turn towards Auke Bay and Juneau, the fog lifts – 
and tour boats appear. In the background, Mendenhall Glacier presents a spectacular 
view.  
 

 
 

We are lucky to find a spot at the dock in crowded Auke Bay and by 2 o’clock local time 
we have settled in. We hope to rent a car, restock grocery supplies and do laundry. 
 
 

 


