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WATERWAYS 
LESS 
TRAVELLED
Club Marine members Steve and Larelle 
McPherson recently embarked on a bareboat 
charter along the Alaskan coast, bringing home 
a treasure trove of unique experiences and 
beautiful photography. By Steve 

McPherson
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Mid-July last year, my wife Larelle and I left 

Townsville and flew to Anchorage in Alaska, 

USA, where we stayed for four nights and 

spent the time sightseeing, including an amazing 

floatplane flight over the dozens of nearby glaciers.

Continuing on our journey, we flew to 

Juneau, Alaska’s capital city, and joined up with 

our daughter-in-law’s parents, Andy and Valerie 

Burachinsky from Pennsylvania, who were to be 

our crew mates on our next adventure  – a self-

drive, guided boat trip from Juneau to Ketchikan, 

on the state’s south-eastern coast.

We chose Bellingham bareboat charter 

operator NW Explorations, which has a self-

drive fleet of mainly Grand Banks cruisers from 

40 to 58ft. Each year from May to August, NW 

Explorations runs a ‘Mother Goose Flotilla’ 

comprising six boats that cruise from Bellingham, 

on the Washington State coast near the Canadian 

border, to Alaska.

The flotillas generally have about six distinct legs, 

and charterers can elect to take a boat for a single 

or for multiple legs. In our case, we elected to do 

Leg 5, an 11-day trip from Juneau to Ketchikan.

MEMORIES
In 2016, we had joined a two-week flotilla 

from Bellingham to Desolation Sound, in 

British Colombia, with our friends Ken and 

Janelle Freeman from Cairns. That was another 

memorable boating experience in an amazing part 

of the world.

There were six boats in our flotilla, with 

the lead boat Deception crewed by a NW 

Explorations team of a very experienced skipper, 

an engineer, a naturalist and a deckhand, with the 

remaining four boats chartered by clients from 

different parts of America. The boat we chose for 

our trip was the largest in the group, a beautifully 

appointed 58ft Kadey-Krogan called Inception.

We caught up with the flotilla at a marina 

in Juneau on the first afternoon, met the NW 

Explorations crew, and our fellow charterers. 

The other five boats were 42 to 49ft Grand 

Banks. The next day was devoted to orientation 

on the vessels, provisioning at the supermarket 

and liquor store, and then a social get-together 

with our fellow travellers and what to expect the 

next day.

The following morning, the six boats departed 

Juneau in spectacular weather on a 56nm run to 

Above: Auke Bay Marina, 
Juneau.

Right: Steve McPherson.

Opposite page (clockwise 
from top): Berg meets 
boat; Gee life’s tough; 
Mountain range and 
glacier dwarf the fleet.
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Tracy Arm Cove. We arrived mid-afternoon after 

dodging ‘ice growlers’ which had come from the 

Sawyer and South Sawyer glaciers. We set a boat 

raft-up on anchor and tied to the pines on the 

bank and, after launching our tenders to explore 

the area, harvested a chunk of 20,000-year-old 

ice from one of the ‘bergy bits’ to add to our 

sundowner drinks and appetisers aboard Deception.

Waking to a magnificent, but cool day, the flotilla 

travelled up Tracy Arm to the South Sawyer Glacier 

face  – an astounding, 55nm return trip in a glacier-

carved fjord with towering cliffs and snow-capped 

mountains, waterfalls and a lot of ice, which had 

calved off the glacier. Near the face, a colony of seals 

and pups rested on the ice growlers from the glacier.

At the glacier face, we all took lots of fantastic 

pictures, with the lead boat taking pictures of each 

boat in front of the glacier. Then  – CRACK! We 

witnessed a huge calving event with enormous 

chunks of ice falling into the water, causing us to 

quickly align our bows to the wave surge caused 

by the fall and then very smartly turning the boats 

about and moving away from the ice to avoid 

being surrounded by ice chunks.

BEAR ENCOUNTERS
That afternoon, we returned to Tracy Arm Cove 

to the same anchorage and rafted up as before. 

While enjoying the beautiful warm sunshine, we 

watched a black bear, probably drawn close by the 

food smells, saunter past under our stern lines on 

the beach.

Some of our group used the long afternoon to 

go fishing in the cove, others explored by tender 

along the shore. Happy hour on our boat for 

the whole group turned into a few happy hours, 

probably owing to the exciting day we’d had, and 

the delicious appetisers everybody brought along.

Next morning, we travelled 43nm to Cannery 

Cove, an amazing and very protected anchorage 

that’s home to a fishing lodge. We individually 

anchored in the cove, launched the tenders 

and put our crab pots out. The catch overnight 

was 32 Dungeness crabs, which our helpful NW 

Explorations crew collected and cooked, then 

returned ready to eat  – what great service!

The evening saw us tied up in the marina at 

Petersburg, a small historic Alaskan town on the 

Inside Passage. En route, we saw humpback and 

orca whales, bears, bald eagles, sea lions and seals. 

That evening, most of us had dinner at a local pub.

A 40nm run via the Wrangell Narrows 

the next day brought us to Wrangell, another 

fascinating historic town with a large fishing fleet. 

Of course, we dined at the Wrangell Pub and, 

on the following lay day, took a tour to the Anan 

Creek Bear Observatory.

What a day! A fast jetboat trip was followed 

by a guided walk to the observatory, this being 

necessary because of the number of bears in the 

area accessing the fishing grounds. At any one 

time we could see as many as eight bears in the 

rapids of Anan Creek fishing for salmon, with 

two cubs up a tree 5m in front of the platform  – 

mamma bear had put them up there at ‘day care’ 

while she fished, then climbed back up to collect 

them when she was done. We also spotted some 

40 bald eagles sitting nearby, hopeful for scraps.

We took turns going into the hide at creek 

level to very quietly watch the goings on. There 

were heaps more bears hiding among the rocks, 

and we observed the protocol of waiting your 

turn until the bear in a particular part of the creek 

had caught a fish and moved into the rocks to 

eat it, when the waiting bear would then take 

that spot. Quietly standing on the observation 

platform, we’d see bears that had finished fishing 

head up the bank to within 2 or 3m of us to sit 

down for a while, then get up and wander off into 

the forest. So close!

Another sunny warm day dawned and we did 

a 20nm cruise to Berg Bay, once again for a boat 

raft-up, followed by a forest hike to a beautiful 

grassy clearing. Still with plenty of afternoon 

sunshine we took the tenders for a run up the 

river. Some hardy souls decided it was hot enough 

for a swim, albeit brief. With the long Alaskan 

days, and the sun still pretty high in the heavens, 

it was time to gather on Deception for a pot-luck 

dinner. What a feast  – each crew brought along 

their delicious offerings to be enjoyed by all.

Next, a 43nm cruise to Meyers Chuck, a 

magnificent rustic little village with a permanent 

population of eight people and many holiday 

cottages. It’s only accessible by boat and the post 

mistress will deliver cinnamon buns to your boat 

early morning if you place an order the previous 

evening which, needless to say, we did. Such a 

picturesque little place to walk and explore, or 

mooch around in the tender scoping out all the 

little holiday cottages.

Then  – CRACK! We witnessed 
a huge calving event

Above: Raft-up at Tracy 
Arm fjord.

Right: Sundowners, 
anyone?

Below: A yummy 
Dungeness crab.

Above: Glacier calving.

Below: How many eons did 
it take to create this sheer-
sided f jord?
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Our last day of cruising was a 35nm stretch 

of beautiful Alaskan coastline, again in glorious 

sunshine, from Meyers Chuck to our final 

destination of Ketchikan. On arrival we all went 

to the fuel wharf to fill the boats for the next 

charterers, then settled into a nearby marina. 

That evening was a farewell group dinner at a 

Ketchikan restaurant, and the following day we 

disembarked, leaving the crew to ready the boats 

for the next group to arrive and take the fleet 

back to Bellingham over a three-week period.

All up, it was an amazing boating experience 

in an area so different to our Australian waters  – 

sensory overload in the best way. Our Naturalist, 

Hannah, provided a running commentary over the 

radio, pointing out wildlife, scenery and the history 

of each area, and at the end presented us with a 

memory stick of the trip’s best photos.

It really is the perfect way to see unfamiliar 

waters, especially in the spectacularly natural and 

isolated state of Alaska. Being guided by the NW 

Explorations crew makes the trip a very relaxing 

vacation and, because of their intimate knowledge 

of the area, all locations are pre-arranged, tides 

and currents considered, they assist with docking 

and anchorage, collect your rubbish, fill your 

water tanks and take all the stress and effort 

out of travelling in unknown waters. Socially, the 

Mother Goose Flotilla is the perfect balance of 

togetherness and solitude.  ¿

It really is the perfect way 
to see unfamiliar waters

Clockwise, from top: 
Meyers Chuck post office 
– access to this town is by 
seaplane or boat only; The 
magnificent bald eagle; 
Baby-bear day-care is up 
the proverbial tree; Black 
bear with dinner; Memorial 
to those lost at sea; 
Beautifully bucolic.
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