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SECTION 10: TRACY ARM 
 
Monday, July 23, 2007 
Taku Harbor to Tracy Arm  
 
 
Route 97: 26.77 very long and bumpy miles (Monday) 
Route 27: 49.99 icy miles (Tuesday) 
 
Summary: Transiting to and up Tracy Arm has been tense, to say the least, yet we’ve had 
a great experience. 
 
On Monday the day started very early – about 3 or 4 a.m. Alaska time – when the boat 
bouncing around against the dock woke us up. We chose to go to Taku partly because it 
was described as one of the most protected anchorages along Stephens Passage. Taku 
Harbor is really a round bay with a wide opening. When we came in we hadn’t decided 
whether to anchor or stay on the float (bear issues) so we casually tied to the outside of 
the float, bow facing the head of the harbor. A weather front must have come in late at 
night. We heard lots of rain, then the waves started. I looked out about 4 a.m. to see very 
confused water. Later it became low rollers. Sam didn’t like the motion (nor did we) but 
we appeared to be secure at the dock. 
 
At some point in the night a fishing boat came in and tied to the inside of the dock. 
 
The weather report has been promising wind of 15 knots or less and seas of two feet or 
less, so we’ve not been concerned. We went back to sleep,  then took Sam ashore and 
then used Apollo to retrieve our crab pot – 9 crabs. We returned three females and one 
small male, quickly stashed the crab trap and left Taku Harbor in the rain at 9:30 a.m. 
Alaska time. 
 
Stephens Passage extends 88 miles from Juneau south to Frederick Sound at Cape 
Fanshaw, which we passed in June on our way from Thomas Bay to Pybus Bay. Our trip 
down Stephens  Passage will include several stops and, when we reach Cape Fanshaw, 
will complete our  circumnavigation of Admiralty Island. 
 
Our guidebook notes that Stephens Passage is a wide channel with a lot of traffic. “Since 
the winds generally follow the channel north or south, it doesn’t take much south wind 
opposing a strong ebb current to kick up a nasty chop.” (Douglass). So true! The current 
was ebbing against a southerly wind, making uncomfortable, bumpy seas. 
 
We think this was the roughest day we’ve had since San Francisco – and it wasn’t 
predicted. Thankfully, it was only three hours. 
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Throughout the passage home from Coyote Point in May we had green water over the 
cabin top and the bilge pump counter registered 111 activations.  This, on the other hand, 
had only a little water over the foredeck, none over the cabin, and the bilge pump 
registered zero. So I suppose we should be grateful for the Coyote Point trip, to set a 
benchmark that says “We’ve done that, we can do this…” 
 
 
As we went by Limestone Inlet we passed lots of gill netters out, close to shore, The inlet 
was filed with boats – perhaps a couple of dozen. We think a fish buyer had stationed his 
boat there. The water finally calmed down a little as we reached the entrance to Tracy 
Arm – and sighted an iceberg ahead! 
 
TRACY ARM 
 
Tracy Arm, famous for its glaciers and a popular cruise ship destination, is one of two 
long narrow arms, headed by glaciers, that empty into Holkam Bay on the east side of 
Stephens Passage.  As you enter Holkam Bay a large island, Harbor Island, separates 
Tracy Arm from its sister, Endicott Arm. Tracy Arm is the north arm and extends 22 
miles to its head at North Sawyer and South Sawyer Glaciers.
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The entrance to Tracy Arm is guarded by a long reef. A small (but large enough for a 
cruise ship to pass through) opening  allows access; it is marked by a green and red buoy, 
but the guidebooks caution not to trust the red one because ice sometimes moves it 
around.  Instead, there is a range on Harbor Island. Line it up and in you go! For us, the 
range confirmed the location of the opening shown on our chart plotter. 
  
We made our way around beautiful blue ice bergs and lots of chunks of clear ice and 
headed for a small cove the guidebook calls “Tracy Arm Cove” – the only recommended 
place to anchor as most of glacially-formed Tracy Arm is very deep. 
 
But first I went “ice fishing” again (as I did in Glacier Bay) and netted some pieces that 
look like free-form crystal sculptures. I caught most of them in the fish net, but one was 
too big – about four feet by two feet, absolutely clear (like window glass) and beautifully 
sculpted.  I managed to get a line around it and almost had it hauled aboard when it broke 
apart… So netted the parts.  Wish there was a way to save these larger pieces and bring 
them home. The ice is so clear you can see through it. 
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All’s well that ends well: It’s four o’clock boat time, the last two crabs are cooking on the 
stove and the other three are on ice. Outside the silence is broken only by bird calls. Seas 
are glassy except for circles from raindrops. A few icebergs float by. It’s very overcast  
and we are concerned that we won’t be able to see much of the glaciers tomorrow, but 
once in a while we see a patch of light  
 
About eight o’clock boat time: We are cozily inside our fogged windows, feasting on 
fresh crab, feeling isolated and commenting “It’s so strange to be here all alone. “ The 
last time we were here (2004) we were with a fleet of seven boats and there were others 
in the cove as well. I went out to dump the crab shells – and there’s another boat 
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anchored nearby, “Reflections,” about 85 feet long. And at 9 o’clock another boat, Bear, 
a nice DeFever, joins us. 
 
I started out by saying that we think this was the roughest day we’ve had since San 
Francisco – and it wasn’t predicted. Thankfully, it was only three hours.  However, it has 
turned out to be a good day….not a lot of visibility, an uncomfortable passage, but ending 
at a pleasant little cove that we almost had all to ourselves while feasting on crab 
harvested this morning. 
 

  
 
 
Tuesday, July 24, 2007 
Tracy Arm Cove 
 
Up at 6:30 Alaska time. When I clear the fogged up windows I see a reflection of light on 
the water, and mountains in the distance. Perhaps this will be a clear day! Still some fog 
on the water but I think that’s from the cold.  It IS cold. I was going to buy a thermometer 
but I didn’t, so can’t report except to say it is chilly. We’re trying to conserve power so 
don’t run the diesel heater all night,  just a little in the evening. Sweatshirts and fleece 
blankets make us comfortable, though. And Sam curls up and keeps her tummy quite 
warm. 
 
Bear and Reflections are still here next to us. Plenty of room for a few more, though. 
 
This cove is typical of many, round with a rock ledge forming the opening. Trees all 
around with yellow kelp showing at low tide. At the head of the cove is a grassy area, 
then trees, and a small stream. No bears but there is an eagle scavenging at low tide.  
What makes this different are the icebergs sitting at the entrance ledge. One is a beautiful 
light blue, perhaps ten feet high and 20 feet long. The other is lower but much longer and 
pointed, looking a little like a sleek 50-foot power boat,  the “hull” a deep blue-gray and 
the topsides snowy white. 
 
The people on Bear are up now.  A young man cleans one of the two aluminum skiffs 
tied behind, then two people with cameras get in. They are cruising the cove – maybe 
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they’ll find bears?  Bear has a fishing license number on the boat but definitely looks like 
a cruising boat, and a nice one. Soon they leave. 
 
 
 
Today we will find that taking risks sometimes offers rewards…but there is a cost of 
tension or discomfort. 
 
We raised anchor at 8 a.m. local time with a bright sky and flat seas, planning to make 
the 22-mile trip up Tracy Arm to see the glaciers. There is no anchorage there, so we will 
return to this cove tonight.  
 
Empress of the North, a 380-foot smaller cruise ship with a paddle wheel, was waiting at 
the reef entrance for Wilderness Ranger. We assume that they bring on naturalists.  There 
are lots of ice bergs, but smaller than we remember from 2004. One looks like a blue 
dinosaur. The channel is about one mile wide, steep-sided, with lots of waterfalls. The 
water is flat, with a layer of fog at the top of the trees and above. We can only see the 
dark hull of Empress;  her four floors of white cabins hide in the fog. 
 

  
 
It is cold. We are keeping the doors open to lessen fog on the windows; I am comfortable 
in a turtleneck and my heavy Stormy Seas jacket. The heat fan that transfers engine heat 
to cabin heat underway has burned out and we miss it! At anchor we can use the diesel 
heater, but only to a limited degree to save power and fuel. 
 
We are passing spectacular waterfalls, some full and others skinny long ones pouring 
down steep, vertical cliffs. Around a sharp turn we come to an open bight where 154-foot 
Spirit of Discovery (CruiseWest.com) is waiting at Ice Falls with Zodiacs. We see rain 
and people in Zodiacs but we’re not quite sure where they are going or if they are related 
to the Empress. Water is clear, a milky blue-green. There are no other boats, just us and 
the two passenger vessels. 
 
Soon Bear, the DeFever we anchored with, passes us, going back. We are surprised that 
he is done so early and hope the channel up ahead is not clogged with ice. Bob really 
wants to see a glacier calve. (That’s when a large chunk of glacier ice breaks off, crashing 
to the water with moans and thunderous noise. At least that’s what we’ve been told.) 
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The long route up Tracy Arm looks sort of like a squiggly sideways “L” with one sharp 
turn to the right and later a sharp “S” turn involving a turn to the left quickly followed by 
a turn to the right. The rest is fairly straight. 
 

 
 
After about two hours we reached the “S” turn – and that’s where we met huge Vision of 
the Seas (900-plus feet long), with Empress of the North coming up behind just about to 
pass us. We hugged the far starboard side and let the huge cruise ship coming towards us 
cut around the corner. Empress seemed quite small at that point and she passed us. 
 

 
 
By the end of the S turn the ice had thickened up a lot. We had heard that we may not get 
through to the glacier. When we did this in 2004 we remember getting all the way to the 
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face of the glacier before having serious ice issues. There is definitely more ice – “Bergy 
bits”-- not big icebergs, but small (five feet or less) but solid heavy ice that can damage a 
boat if hit at high speed. I harvested the smallest bergy bits for the cooler; a piece about 
12” x 18” of clear glacial ice can weight 30-some pounds and do damage if hit at high 
speed. 
 
The ice continued to thicken until it appeared nearly solid. 
 
It is getting very hard to proceed. An aluminum boat near us has stopped. We have two 
choices: Stop here or follow Empress, using her as an icebreaker. We follow, not 
knowing where this will take us. (And yes, this is the same Empress of the North that hit a 
rock in Icy Strait in June and had to evacuate all passengers.  We know how to pick ‘em.) 
 
It has been almost an hour and we are very tense, still following. We have made a 
commitment now and have no choice but to stay with Empress. Ice is closing in behind us 
and we cannot get out on our own.  She is breaking ice for us, sometimes at a rate of 2 
knots, sometimes zero, never more than four knots….Bob is hand steering to avoid ice 
chunks and bergs. We are totally dependent on Empress to get us out. Where she goes, 
we go. At this point, I don’t think we care if she goes to the face of the glacier, or to look 
at North Sawyer as well as South Sawyer, but wherever she goes, we will follow, very 
closely. 
 
Actually it is a beautiful day. I’m thinking it wouldn’t  cost that much to fly to Juneau 
sometime and go on a charter boat to see a glacier calve…This tense going underway is 
not especially fun. 
 

 
 
Finally, at 11:10 we reach a point just after Sawyer Island where we can see the  glacier. 
It’s nowhere near as close as we went in 2004. We hang out just behind Empress – in her 



Apollo’s Cruise to Alaska – 2007  X - 9 
Section 10: Tracy Arm 

blind spot but ready to move if needed.  We don’t know if it is OK to hang behind a small 
cruise ship but we know we need them. So as they idle watching the glacier, we call the 
bridge and ask him to let us know what his intentions are so we can comply. The captain 
is friendly, doesn’t mind our tagging along and thanks us for the call.  
 
Empress turns to port to let the passengers watch a little more before leaving; we move 
toward the glacier, so we are between the ship and the glacier. I decide to fish for ice, 
again using my salmon net. Filled the cooler and the big white bucket with clear glacial 
ice, and three more large pieces are sitting on the propane locker. It’s cold; they won’t 
melt for a while. Water temperature is 32.1 degrees! 
 

 
 
I think there are lots of photos on that cruise ship of Apollo, the glacier and ice collecting. 
I took my camera out on the bow and waved at all the people standing at the rail; they 
waved back as I shot the photo! 
 
This has turned out to be a fun day. Now we are buddies with all those people on 
Empress.  As we were leaving, Empress’ Captain called on the radio. One of his 
passengers got a really good shot of Apollo, he said, and would like to email it. Bob 
replied B-O-B-L-E-E-3-8-8 AT YAHOO.COM  and the captain quickly read back 
BRAVO OSCAR BRAVO LIMA ECHO ECHO 388 AT YAHOO.COM. We had to 
think fast – he sure has his alphabet down!  
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It was a beautiful day, but Bob needed to be on alert all the time, to track Empress and to 
avoid ice. which was everywhere. Seems like there are more bergy bits that choke up 
passages, and less big ice bergs than we saw in 2004. Could be that they are not calving 
much right now – we certainly have not seen any. We struggled to get as far as we got 
(within half a mile of the glacier) but in ’04 we easily got that far. 
 
Empress reported that they collected up some ice to carve. This little kind of “boutique” 
ship would be worth looking into. We’ve seen quite a few and think they focus more on 
wildlife and whale watching and less on spending time in port towns. 
 
Back at the anchorage, we found sunshine! You pay your dues and you get rewarded. We 
were able to go outside. We felt warmer and actually saw reflections on the water. In the 
distance we can see a glacial ice field – yesterday we didn’t even know it was there. Four 
boats are here now and there is more radio chatter. Nothing like a little sunshine to perk 
things up! 
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Wednesday, July 25, 2007 
Tracy Arm to Ford’s Terror  
 
It’s three o’clock Alaska time and warm sunlight is pouring over the top of a very steep 
rock mountain above us. We are the only boat in this place. Sounds a lot like our 
description of life at Red Bluff Bay, but there are differences: The much greater height of 
the mountains – and the “terror” part. 
 
Aptly named, Ford’s Terror is described by the Coast Pilot as “a narrow inlet that extends 
5 miles in a N direction. Its entrance, [is] dangerous except at high water slack… Tidal 
currents rush through the narrowest part of the inlet with great velocity..” The guidebook 
describes it as “extremely remote” with “spectacular” surroundings. 
 
Ford’s Terror is 15 miles from the entrance to Endicott Arm,  the southern “sister” inlet 
to Tracy Arm. Both are part of Holkham Bay, were formed by glacial action and end with 
active glaciers. 
 
All of our reference resources, including our friend Bud who designed our itinerary, warn 
of dire consequences if Ford’s Terror is not transited exactly at slack water – which is 
variously described as 20 minutes, one hour or up to two hours after high slack at Juneau.  
We made an estimate and got to the Ford’s Terror entrance about an hour and a half 
early. We looked around, even scoped it with binoculars from the boat deck (roof) but 
could not find an entrance route that looked like the only diagram we have.  
 
Don Douglass’s “Exploring Southeast Alaska” is considered the bible of Alaska cruising 
(and is about the only guide available) but in this case his description is at best confusing 
and (we thought) downright wrong. Our chart detail isn’t much better: it shows two rocks 
and a narrow, shallow sharp point opening to a wider much deeper channel, but does not 
show which side of the rocks is clear. (or which of the many rocks we were looking at 
were the charted rocks.)  
 
Douglas shows two shoals separated by a three-fathom passageway where you take a 
“rock with grass” to starboard before making a sharp right turn;  our chart does not, and 
so forth. Trying to follow the guidebook diagram, I looked to the left of a big rock – and 
saw a very narrow opening filled with flat rocks. I think I could have hiked across it. 
 
Discussions and debate ensued, with one of us focused on the folly of this adventure and 
the other still gathering information. Fortunately, about half an hour after we arrived a 
radio “security” call came on: “Security. Security. Two boats exiting Ford’s Terror in 
five minutes.” We sat near the area marked as a temporary anchorage and watched; first 
came a red Nordic Tug 32, followed by another slightly larger boat! Their exit route was 
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to the right of the big entrance rock and hugging the northern cliff shore – nothing, it 
seemed, like the diagram in our guidebook. 
 
We called “Sockeye” the Nordic Tug, as they passed by. Not only did he give us 
excellent information about the passage, but he had seen Riley, our other boat from San 
Francisco. Jim and Charmaine (and Emily the cat) left a week or two after we did but we 
thought were sort of following our itinerary. We last heard that they were in Sitka. 
Sockeye told us they were in Wrangell last Saturday, which places them nearly a week 
ahead of us in moving south. 
 
Sockeye also strongly advised waiting another hour before trying the transit, to have a 
tiny bit of ebb against us which will provide more control. He also told us to keep to the 
north side of the passage. 
 
We followed them out of the cove, had lunch in Endicott Arm while dodging ice bergs 
and bergy bits and entered Ford’s Terror at 1:10, about 15 minutes after high slack. I kept 
a bow watch; saw some large kelp but no rocks in our path.  
 
Bob had a great deal of apprehension due to lack of information and says he would not 
have gone in if he had not seen a boat come out. But given the local knowledge, it wasn’t 
too bad (we thought at the time). It was not the swirling water that catches the boat like in 
some of the rapids we’ve transited. Lowest water was about 10 feet, with average depth 
about 14 feet. Bob thought he had gone between the two rocks on our chart. 
 
We emerged 15 minutes later to a deep, Yosemite-like channel and spectacular scenery 
and waterfalls. The channel ends in a “T” with the one to the south shoaling and the best 
anchorage to the north. Half an hour after clearing the “terror” part we started anchoring; 
took three tries. This area is not well-charted so we discovered with our depth sounder 
that there is a large shelf on the right side, hidden at high tide. We anchored in 50 feet of 
water and backed down to nine feet. Not good! Second time it didn’t hold.  The third 
time, more to the left side of the head, we started anchoring at 90 feet but set the hook at 
60 feet. We’re less than 200 feet from the shore, orange now from kelp at low tide but in 
80+ feet of water. Birds are walking on the sandy bar near our first anchoring attempt. 
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Now that we are here, we have experienced anything but terror. In fact, the opposite: 
Peace, serenity, breathtaking scenery, sunshine. A roaring waterfall starts up in the 
mountain somewhere and ends just abeam of the boat. Our stereo plays classical music 
“inspired by nature.” It was free from Ivar’s Seafood Restaurant in Seattle after our 2005 
trip, a promotion by KING FM 98.1  and perfect for here. This is just the rest we needed 
after experience piled on experience, and endless rain. 
 
Sam and I went ashore (first time in two-plus days for Sam) and tossed the Flying 
Squirrel Frisbee. The kelp draws little bugs, the dry shore is very rocky, the thin strip of 
grass is fairly tall for tromping in sandals and the trees dense, but we are not complaining. 
Sam got her land exercise and has supplemented it by active fly-catching. 
 

 
 
We are awed by the magnificent scenery – and the hugeness of it all. Little Apollo is 
dwarfed by the mountains…still recovering from glacier action centuries ago. We learned 
about the cycle of plant life at Glacier Bay and see it here: a few green things cling to 
steep rock but near the bottom enough debris has collected to provide nutrients to grow 
trees. 
 
This is truly like going to Yosemite by boat and we are lucky to have this all to ourselves. 
But I am discovering that I am not as comfortable with isolation as I would like to be. For 
the next 24 hours, until the next high slack, we are truly self-reliant. No radio contact, no 
one else who will come in… I worried about that as we arrived -- and then a small plane 
flew overhead, and a fast aluminum boat made a quick entry and exit. I think of the true 
isolation people experienced in the past and admire their faith in themselves. 
 
All this time that Sam and I have rowed ashore, taken boat photos and written missives – 
over two hours – Bob has been picking crab meat from the legs and bodies leftover from 
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our cracked crab dinner of Taku Harbor crabs, cooked and consumed at Tracy Arm Cove 
– and chilled with glacier ice. We have more than five cups – enough for Crab & Leek 
Stuffed Portobello Mushrooms, Crab Quiche and crab omelets and/or a crab salad. Then 
we’ll catch some more! 
 
8 p.m. Boat time – Anchor alarm goes off. The GPS thinks all of a sudden we are going 
3.6 knots north and appropriately setting off the  anchor alarm. But we are OK. So we 
must have lost some satellites in this deep canyon and confused the GPS. We solved the 
problem by deactivating the anchor alarm and enjoying the waterfall sounds.   
 
Technology has its limits.  If we can stay awake, perhaps we will see lots of stars, 
whenever it gets dark. Remember when there were no satellites and no electronic charts – 
and we managed to anchor all night (although maybe we didn’t navigate Ford’s Terror).   
 
Sitting at the table, every window is a scenic postcard, a waterfall, huge Christmas trees 
sprouting from bright green lower growth, snow-clad half-dome type mountains – an 
amazing panorama. 
 
Before going to bed, I turned on the anchor light; perhaps a satellite flying over will 
know we are here. 
 

 
 

Thursday morning: 
 
I woke up worrying about being trapped in here; in my dreams I pictured the way out as a 
tall waterfall we had to climb – with an iceberg blocking our exit! 
 
Then I looked outside, to a spectacular vista of Yosemite-like mountains and waterfalls. 
It’s low tide. We are in 77 feet of water facing west but only about 50 feet from a sandy 
bar. Streams from the big noisy waterfall and from another hidden one to the north drain 
around this bar, creating small islands where little black and little white birds feast on low 
tide vittles. 
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The sky is overcast but bright, the water a calm green reflection. The chart shows 
mountain peaks of 5,200 feet. This is a glacier-cut gorge and we are at sea level, 
surrounded by mountains a mile high. 
 
I am definitely not comfortable with the idea of being “trapped” – not being able to leave 
at will. Interesting, as was our exit.  We had figured that high slack would be about 1:30 
boat time so we planned to raise anchor no later than one o’clock in order to get to the  
narrows at the right time. We ended up raising anchor at 12:30 and entered the narrows 
about 1:10 after making the proper “security” radio announcement of our intended 
passage. (You definitely don’t want to meet another boat – there isn’t that much room.) 
 
As before, I stood bow watch. Just as we started our passage, about five kayaks came 
around the corner!  
 
We had no problem with current as we rounded the corner to exit.  As we entered what 
we thought was the deep end of the passage, I looked down from the bow to see rocky 
shoals – lots of them!  Bob said we got as low as eight feet of water. 
 
When we entered, Bob said he went between the two rocks on the chart. We thought 
Douglass was flat wrong about the shoals but they are quite real and under that water. We 
think the “rocks” shown on the chart are really shoals. So apparently when we went in we 
went between the two shoals, and going out we found them.  
 
As we came out we saw a large trawler sitting and waiting, possibly to go in (we came 
out on the last of the flood to have a little current against us for more control; an 
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incoming boat would wait for the tide to turn to enter with a little ebb) but more probably 
as a support boat for the kayaks. 
 

 
 
By 1:25 we were out of the “terror” part – currents, twists and turns and shoals. The 
“hook” at Ford’s Terror that we thought was the danger area was fine, but the ending, 
where it looks open on the chart, was, as Bob said, “attention getting.” Current wasn’t the 
problem, but it was the shoal – not well understood by us.  An aerial photo taken at minus 
tide would be very helpful – or even a less confusing chart. 
 
By 1:31 we were out of the cove, heading down Endicott Arm towards Stephens Passage.  
We got a late start today, so will stop at Hobart, a small refuge harbor. 
 
Interesting my concern about being alone. Anxiety about no one to rescue us (irrational) 
overrode concerns about boat safety (valid concern). It wasn’t the potential rapids I 
worried about, it was the concept that no one would know if we had a problem. 
 
Alaskans are very self-reliant, perhaps because they have to deal more with isolation 
(fishing, hunting, remote towns etc.) and often don’t have anyone else around to come to 
the rescue. 
 


