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SECTION 22: ELUSIVE ORCAS 
 

 
Sunday, September 9, 2007 
Friday Harbor, San Juan Island, Washington 
 
Today is the day! Tatum wants to see whales, and we are going to look for them.  We 
checked in with the Whale Museum yesterday. They track several local pods of orcas, 
and told us that some, at least, had gone up into Canada.  We will hope some have 
remained, and plan to go out Cattle Pass, between San Juan and Lopez Islands, then head 
west and north toward the west side of San Juan Island.  
 
When we were here two years ago we found lots of orcas off of San Juan Island. Nicole 
was thrilled, but baby Tatum too young to appreciate them. We hope to repeat the 
experience so everyone can see them this time. 
 

 
 

 

We walk over to meet the ferry from Anacortes and greet Nicole and Jed, with Tatum, 
her friend Zack and his parents as they disembark. Cattle Pass, like so many passages, 
should be timed correctly; as the guidebook says, “Tidal currents can run strongly 
through Cattle Pass.  The waters can be turbulent with rips and eddies. Watch out for a 
big ebb current…” 
 
We’ve planned the timing.  Going back shouldn’t be a problem, as we plan to go around 
the island instead of back through the Pass. We’re off the dock at 10:30, and see a few 
sea lions as we head out and through Cattle Pass.  But the wind has come up a bit, and the 
seas are a little bit choppy.  Combine that with absent orcas, and three-year-olds soon 
lose interest. There’s only so much climbing and playing to be done inside a rocking 
boat.  
 
We decide to go back to Friday Harbor – only now the tide is flooding.  For the skipper, 
“the adrenaline rush of the day was this return trip. I never felt a lack of control, but the 
speed that things were happening kept my attention.” We easily pegged 13 knots (boat 
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speed is just 8 knots) as the current shot us through the pass. But the Pass is relatively 
short, and we survived. 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
Back at Friday Harbor, we had a fun time ashore, where the kids had a great time playing 
and climbing on a porpoise sculpture. Walking back to the boat, we ran into Bob and 
Marybeth Wheeler and Chris and Marilyn Ward walking on the dock. Yorkshire Rose is 
at Friday Harbor, and planning to do some whale watching tomorrow. We’ll give it a 
shot. 
 
At the end of the day, we wave good-bye as the ferry takes our little ones and their 
parents off to return to Anacortes. 
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Monday, September 10 
Friday Harbor  
 
We had breakfast with Chris and Marilyn, Bob and Marybeth ashore at one of Friday 
Harbor’s quaint cafés, sitting outdoors so Sam and Mischa could join us. (Mischa being 
Chris’ small Yorkshire Terrier.) 
 
Off the dock at 10:50, we once again transited Cattle Pass and this time found Haro Strait 
a mill pond. Seeking orcas, we headed towards Lime Kiln Point, the western point of San 
Juan Island and rumored to be a favorite hangout of orcas. 
 

 
 
It’s a gorgeous day, with flat seas – just what we needed yesterday. We stopped by the 
museum this morning, and learned that the whales had come back yesterday afternoon 
but were probably in the Strait of Georgia – about where we had crossed a week ago. 
 

 
 
The west side San Juan Island is wind-swept, much of it bare. Houses sit on dry, hilly lots 
with few trees. We can see across to Vancouver Island – but not whales. It’s 1 o’clock 
and we are at Lime Kiln Point; where are you, elusive orcas? Monitoring the commercial 
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whale-watching boasts is a good way to find the pods: from what we gather over the 
radio, the commercial boats are up in Canadian waters. 
 

 
  

At 1:33 we pass Mosquito Bay, then Danger Shoal.  We enter Reid Harbor on Stuart 
Island, the most westerly of the San Juan Islands, at 2:10 p.m. It reminds us of Catalina, 
only less people. Chris kindly provides dinghy transportation and we enjoy dinner on 
Yorkshire Rose. 
 

 
 

 
Tuesday, September 11 
Reid Harbor to Reid Harbor 
 
Yorkshire Rose is heading back home, and are off to Friday Harbor, to pick up Pat’s 
cousin Sally and her husband Donald for one last cruise. It’s a beautiful morning, still, 
green trees reflecting on water. A man comes by in a dinghy; the dawn light on our boat 
was so perfect that he had to take photos. Can he have our email to send them? Of 
course! 
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We cast off from the mooring buoy at 8:15 a.m., heading back along the north side of 
Spiedan Island towards Friday  Harbor. We see big current swells and three whales! 
Perhaps the pod has returned. 
 
At 9:50 we are back at Friday Harbor, arriving just as the ferry pulls in. Sally calls on the 
cell phone and I can see her waving from the deck of the ferry as we follow it into the 
harbor. We leave Friday Harbor again at 10:41, going through Cattle Pass at 11:22 and 
into the Haro Strait. 
 
This is the third time in as many days that we’ve taken this pass, hoping to find orcas. 
Maybe today will be the day! This morning’s trio was a good omen. Once again we go 
along the southwest shore of San Juan Island, then up past Lime Kiln Point, then by 
Henry Island.  At 2:30 we are back at beautiful Reid Harbor, whaleless. 
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It’s a beautiful anchorage though. Sally and I launch the dinghy and explore ashore, 
hiking up the road. The school is closing, we learn. Sam likes the soccer field for 
Frisbees.  Sally and Donald, we discover, know people who have lived on these islands. 
 
This is a beautiful harbor, and a fine ending …if only the orcas had come out to entertain 
us. We’ve been around San Juan Island twice, looking for those elusive cetaceans…and 
they’ve been romping up in the Strait of Georgia., no doubt mocking us. 


