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SECTION 19: DESOLATION SOUND 
 
 
Monday, August 27, 2007 
Lagoon Cove to Blind Channel, British Columbia 
39.92 miles 
 
We’d planned on leaving early this morning, but local knowledge advised waiting until 9 
instead of the 7 a.m. we had in mind, and it was a good thing. The tide was still quite low 
when we actually left at 0840. 
 
Our route will take us out of the Broughtons and into Desolation Sound, a collection of 
islands that separate the B.C. mainland from Vancouver Island just north and east of 
Campbell River. There is, of course, no direct way to get from here to there, so we will 
go east, then west through passages as we wind out way south.  
 
Just next to Lagoon Cove, between Minstral and East Cracroft Islands, is a short and 
shallow cut called The Blow Hole. Not a problem, one guidebook says; just brave the 
kelp and you’ll find the deeper spots. It has a minimum depth of 1-1/2 fathoms (nine feet) 
says another; avoid the midchannel rock just east of the narrows. Wait for a higher tide, 
and stay to the north side, local knowledge told us. We entered a very narrow channel on 
a low but rising ride with exposed rock shoal on both sides, and kelp. Depth started at 
about 21 feet; lowest we recorded was 12.5 feet! It was narrow, it was shallow – but it 
was over in 14 minutes!  The Blow Hole took us east to Chatham Channel, which will 
lead us south to Havannah Channel which runs west into Johnstone Strait,  connecting 
about 60 miles north of Campbell River. 
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En route on Chatham Channel is The Narrows. A range at each end helps us stay 
centered, as does the electronic chart and GPS, and another boat in front of us. We enter 
the Narrows at 0915 and fifteen minutes later we are through, at Root Point – just as the 
phone rings. We’ve done the hard parts; now, assuming the weather holds, we can relax 
and enjoy this beautiful, calm day. 
 
We are surprised to see several nice homes with docks on East Cracroft Island as we pass 
by on Havannah Channel. It appears we are getting away from the isolation of areas 
further north. Havannah Channel is beautiful, calm, with low islands. We can see 
Vancouver Island ahead, bright green sections recovering from logging and lots of boats 
– at least eight on the horizon.  
 
 

 
 
A big male orca greets us as we enter Johnstone Strait at 1010. We haven’t been on 
Johnstone Strait since June. An hour later, we pass scenic Port Neville, where we spent 
two days waiting out weather on the way up, back in June with Makai at the beginning of 
this amazing adventure 
 
We hear on the radio that a large pod of orcas are in the Strait further down and hope they 
will hang around. At noon we are at Kelsey Bay and soon after through Race Passage. 
 
Johnstone Strait can be dangerous when wind and current work against each other to 
churn up heavy seas, but today the weather is too good to ignore. We had planned to go 
south on Johnstone Strait just little bit, to Sunderland Channel just above Race Passage, 
then turn off and go through Whirlpool Rapids and Greene Point Rapids to get to Blind 
Channel Resort, but Green Point Rapids will have to wait for another trip.  
 
The water is boiling by West Thurlow Island. Thankfully there is no wind or Johnstone 
Strait would be a big mess. We are riding the flood all the way down and have a four- 
knot current.  The orcas reported to be near here earlier seem to have moved on. 
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At 1:30 we round the corner at Mayne Point.  We are back on the Desolation Sound chart 
book. Heading up Mayne Passage, we see a large area of clear cutting, very noticeable, 
although the area in front of it is already green and filling in. 
 
At 1:45 we see Blind Channel Resort and at least nine large boats in its slips. We are the 
smallest boat by half and are given a side tie inside of the finger. At the end we admire a 
beautifully restored small boat. 
 

 
 

 

 
We are in familiar territory, with fond memories of 2005. Two years ago, Blind Channel 
was sort of the “end” of our explorations, the place where we turned around and started 
back; we ate there on Labor Day, the day the restaurant closed for the season.  This year 
it marks the end of the exploring adventure, and, with some exceptions, the retracing of 
familiar routes. 
 
Blind Channel Resort is a family operation, started by Edgar and Annemarie Richter in 
the 1970s. Annemarie died in 2003, but Edgar remains, along with their son and 
grandsons.  From our last visit we remember fresh-baked rolls, a restaurant with table 
linens and excellent food and an 800-year-old cedar with a dedication to Annemarie. Sam 
and I hike to the memorial cedar. Off leash, she dashes up the narrow well-worn path, 
catching sticks, then runs ahead but stops and waits if I get out of sight. The trail is well-
trod but not well-marked. Wary, I feel I could get lost. Some informational signs from a 
lumber company about ecosystems are educational, but the trail could use a few markers.  
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Later we enjoy a nice dinner. The restaurant is as we remember, but the menu is different. 
Seafood satay is the  “catch of the day” and no salmon is on menu, which says something 
about the poor salmon run this year. Grandfather Edgar makes the rounds of tables, 
greeting people. His grandson and his young wife are servers and seem to be taking an 
active part in managing the place. At the store we treat ourselves to the luxury of fresh 
bread.  We have power on the dock, and therefore heat and hot water. Life is good. 
 
We are in a spring tide cycle and there is much discussion on the dock about timing and 
Dent Rapids. Our plan is to go up Mayne Passage to Codero Channel and east to Big Bay 
on Stuart Island.  To do this we must go by Dent Rapids and transit Gillard Passage.  
“Currents run to 9 knots on floods and 8 knots on ebbs,” our guidebook advises about 
Dent Rapids, warning that “In Devil’s Hole, violent eddies and whirlpools form between 
two hours after turn to flood and one hour before turn to ebb. People who have looked 
into Devil’s Hole vow never to run that risk again.” Dent Rapids and Devil’s Hole can be 
bypassed by going behind  Little Dent Island and taking Tugboat Passage between Dent 
Island and Little Dent Island, but Gillard Passage, where current can run to `13 knots, 
must still to be transited, and only near slack water. 
 
 
Tuesday, August 28 
Blind Channel Resort to Big Bay 
15.67 miles 
 
Yesterday’s sunshine and warmth has left us, replaced overnight by rain and chilly 
temperatures. But that’s OK – the weather was good when it mattered, and we had a calm 
ride down Johnstone Strait. 
 
Spring tides, which occur about every other week during new moon and full moon, mean 
big changes in water level and thus can produce strong currents. A big very strong 
adverse current at Blind Channel when we leave the dock at 0845 creates small waves 
and makes us pay attention. We watch a large navy blue boat leaning as it turns up 
stream, the force of the current making it visibly tilt.  But our little tug is a “can do” boat 
and ten minutes later we are on Codero Channel heading towards Dent Rapids. 
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Slack water is projected to be at 1052 at Gillard Passage. Having read about all the bad 
things that can happen at Dent Rapids and Devil’s Hole, we opt to take the alternate route 
through Tugboat Passage. We are slightly early but currents are not as bad as anticipated. 
As we weave our way between Little Dent Island and Dent Island, I look back, surprised 
to see three large houses on this island in the middle of all these rapids.   We reach 
Gillard Passage at 1053, one minute after slack; how’s that for timing! At 1105 we are 
tied up in Big Bay. 
 
Somehow I imagined Big Bay as an isolated place, but it is anything but. Strong currents 
and whirlpools do dictate when boats like ours can pass, but the small fast aluminum 
fishing boats and water taxis come and go at will – and seaplanes and helicopters don’t 
care about currents.  
 
We are sitting at the Stuart Island Community Dock at the head of Big Bay – the only 
boat here, Imagine a backward  “cent” sign (¢); Big Bay is sort of like one, with the slash 
(/) being the rushing water between Gillard Islands and Yuculta Rapids and the  
backwards “c” being Big Bay. We are looking south, across the Bay, at a massive hotel-
type structure, set near the shore with forest behind. Turns out it is the Sonora Island 
Resort, a very high-end retreat. A local man here said rooms can run $2,000/day (meals 
and fishing guide included) and that people like Bill Clinton come here.  A helicopter just 
flew someone in. 
 

 
 
On our side there are a dozen or so homes, nice but still cabins. A seaplane just arrived to 
pick up our local man’s buddies; in an hour or so they will be back at work in Vancouver, 
at a one-way cost of about $350. The four-passenger DeHavilland Beaver is sort of 
scheduled; it flies out at set times each day but will go where the customers are, to a 
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private dock or any of the bays in Desolation Sound, then to Campbell River or 
Vancouver.  The water taxi just arrived and left; for $55 it will take you to similar places 
to and from Campbell River. 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Around the corner near Dent Island is the famous Nordstrom vacation home and 
resort…We could stay there, but it would be polite to have dinner if we do – for about 
$60 per person. We’ll pass. There are several large homes in the area, owned by the rich 
and/or famous.  We are told that Oprah was sitting on the porch of one a few days ago. 
 
Apparently this area has long been known as a retreat for the wealthy. In the 1930’s the 
largest salmon anywhere were found here. People caught them in the rapids – and this in 
the days before powerful engines. 
 
The local man we talked to (actually, he, like his buddies, was from Vancouver but has a 
summer home at nearby Shoal Bay) is involved with the Salmon Enhancement Program 
here, similar to the one we learned about at Echo Bay in the Broughtons from Billy 
Proctor. 
 
This man was more positive about logging. He said that, yes, logging in the past caused 
silt to fill the headlands of the stream, warming the water,  interrupting salmon spawning, 
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and to a great degree contributing to the tremendous decline in salmon.  However, he said 
forestry practices today have improved as people understood the impacts, and today the 
challenge is just to repair the damage of the past. To this end, there are many Salmon 
Enhancement Programs. Proceeds from dockage here support the program. 
 
They trap a certain number of salmon with nets and breed them in hatcheries, then release 
the fry – by helicopter.  This puts the little guys at the head of the stream without having 
to work their way upstream  (past bears waiting for lunch) and leaves them stronger and 
more likely to survive. Thus, the term “enhancement.” These fry go to Phillips River on 
the mainland coast about 15 miles northwest of Stuart Island. 
 
Some of the fish are implanted with coded wire tags so they can be tracked;  many have 
been recovered in Alaska and in sports fisheries in Northern and Central BC. Between 
2000 and 2005 the program produced almost half a million (446,400) fry. Every August 
the Stuart Island Salmon Enhancement Auction takes place, a big community event 
raising over $60,000. 
 
Besides houses, Big Bay has a store and patio area, and a friendly dog who was willing to 
share her tennis ball with Sam. Just beyond this community area, we can see a large green 
sloping lawn.  Until two years ago, this was Big Bay Resort, with a restaurant, fuel dock 
and marina. 
 

 
 

 

 
We were planning to come here during our last visit. In 2005, while buying fuel at Gorge 
Harbour, south of here on Cortes Island, we learned two important things: New Orleans 
had been hit by Hurricane Katrina and was flooded, and Big Bay Resort had been closed 
mid-season. The former resort’s docks and fuel dock have been taken away, and most 
buildings auctioned off. We are told that the restaurant will soon be torn down. It was 
bought by owners of adjacent land, apparently to protect their privacy. 
 
The community here has done a lot in two years, fixing up docks, advertising and 
reassuring visitors.  The store is run by Roger and Cathy Minor;  things are slow right 
now, so if they aren’t at the store, there is a handheld radio on the porch; just call and she 
will come down on her Yamaha ATV. 
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Wednesday, August 29 
Big Bay, on Stuart Island, to Prideaux Haven in Desolation Sound 
About 32 miles 
 
Timing will be critical today. You don’t get in – or out – of Big Bay without dealing with 
rapids.  As our guidebook says, “The Yuculta (pronounced “YEW-cla-ta”) Rapids run 
between Stuart Island and Sonora Island. Taken at slack they are benign, but at full force 
on a spring tide, especially against an opposing wind, they can be extremely dangerous.” 
 
Slack at Yuculta Rapids is at 1215, so we have a leisurely morning to cook eggs, make 
biscuits (just rediscovered Bisquick) and take a hike. Sam and I tried to find Eagle Lake,  
supposedly a 20-minute hike. We tossed and caught sticks along the dirt road (the family 
“car” here is an ATV) then took a narrow but well-trod scenic trail through the forest, 
passing by ferns and trees. The trail opened onto a grassy area with a retention pond. We 
followed a dirt road and two signs with arrows pointing to Eagle Lake, but after half an 
hour there still was no lake – and it was getting to be engine-starting time. 
 

 
 

 

 
We got back in time to see a fleet of boats – about ten, all abreast, coming up from 
Gillard Passage. By 11:45 we were off the dock, at least eight of us all parading towards 
Yuculta, mixing with the boats coming from Gifford.  One thing about Big Bay – when 
boats move (near slack water), they move, and then they don’t and it is very quiet.  By 
12:11 we were through Yuculta Rapids. The current was not a problem; biggest problem 
by far was the huge wake from big power boats. We got a couple of good rolls but things 
pretty much stayed in their places: Dishes in the sink, computer on the bridge and Sam on 
the settee. 
 
As we passed by the end of Stuart Island we saw several houses, some cabins and a large 
grassy area.  Stuart Island is apparently all privately owned now.  
 
Yuculta ends in Calm Channel. Ahead we see a series (about six) of mountains, taller 
ones to the left (east), all sloping about 45 degrees to the water in an orderly repeating 
pattern. On the right are islands, much lower, and channels such as Hole in the Wall that 
leads to Octopus Marine Park. We explored all these in 2005. Today we just keep 
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trucking, down Calm Channel to Rendezvous Islands and Lewis Channel, enjoying a 
sunny day and getting used to so many boats. At least nine boats are behind us! This is a 
good transition from the remoteness we’ve been used to; as Bob noted, going straight to 
Campbell River would be too much culture shock.  A few days in Desolation Sound 
(which these days is anything but desolate) will help us ease into the busyness of Labour 
Day weekend in the Canadian northwest. 
 
It’s different to be back here; in 2005 we were exploring. Now we are just passing 
through familiar territory. We reach Refuge Cove at 2:15 and ease into a tight space 
behind a large boat and in front of the seaplane dock. I stepped off with the breast line 
and made fast.  “Nice landing, “  someone commented. “You look like you know what 
you are doing.” Well, I replied, it has been a long summer. Two years ago we rejected 
Refuge Cove as not scenic enough; now we welcome its general store. $100 CDN goes 
quickly as we replenish wine, sodas and oatmeal and buy a citronella candle – and an ice 
cream bar! The only sort-of-fresh looking vegetable was zucchini; I bought two, to Bob’s 
dismay. 
 
Next crucial stop is the trash barge, across the harbor. No one is there, but we leave our 
big bag of trash (at least two weeks worth, less the paper we burned at Lagoon Cove and 
the recyclable cans and bottles we left at Blind Channel) and $7 in the “money potty” as 
directed by a sign. 
 
By 3:30 we are off again, headed for Prideaux Haven. Our first Desolation Sound stop in 
2005, Prideaux Haven will probably be our last stop this time. The narrow entrance  (“a 
reef almost, but not quite, closes this entrance,” the guidebook says) has not changed but 
this time is much less intimidating. We have been through many narrow passages 
bounded by underwater rocks or rock slabs. 
 

 
 

 

 
By 4:30 we are anchored, in a scenic spot near the entrance. Last time we were in 
Melanie Cove, further in and near the start of a trail through the forest. If we want to 
hike, it will be a long row this time – but Sam and I hiked this morning.  Instead, we take 
the dinghy to a close shore and scramble up the rocks. I put Sam off leash and told her to 
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go find a nearby stick – instead she went back and jumped into the boat. So much for the 
need to be ashore. She has her green mat. 
 
Thursday, August 30 
Prideaux Haven 
 
It’s 9 a.m., very quiet, and a day to relax. A few boats just left but without much noise. 
They must not have a Sam on board. Water is still, some clouds in the sky. It’s high tide, 
so just steep granite rocks are exposed.  One bird – a gull-type – sits on a smooth round 
rock on shore.  
 
We and about a dozen other boats, including Popeye, the cute little tug we met at Kwatsi 
Bay, are out near the entrance, next to  Eveleigh Island; another six or so boats are 
anchored in Melanie Cove. We thought about moving today, to explore Roscoe Bay, 
which has an inner cove separated by a drying shoal that can be crossed at high tide, but 
decided to stay put. Roscoe will have to wait until the next trip.  
 

 
 
We had to run the engine to charge the battery so Sam and I went rowing for an hour – in 
the rain. Also out were the people from Voyager – kayaking with their two dogs (smaller 
than Sam, wearing life jackets and definitely quieter than Sam, who likes to run from side 
to side of the Avon and usually rides with front paws up on the side and head leaning 
over the side). 
 
We changed the racor filter, so we now have the starboard one clear and ready while we 
continue to use the port one. At 1:00 a Kenmore Air DeHavilland Beaver lands in our 
little cove. Actually it landed outside and taxied in. A dinghy is meeting it, delivering or 
picking up a passenger. 
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We have good cell coverage, but no internet. Mom called. Bob called Dudley Trucking 
and set the date for shipping the boat home. I feel sad.  “Desolation” can mean isolation, 
which is probably why this area was named, or it can mean “unhappiness,” which seems 
more relevant right now. Our adventure is beginning to end. 
 

 


