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A BC Coast Saga - Maurelle in November

Our elections were conducted briefly, with civility and concluded 
with certainty, and there was no doubt who won. Meanwhile, over 
the border, I am reminded of my favourite client whose business 
philosophy that whatever the endeavour, it must be legal, ethical 
and moral, and how everything happening down there seems 
contrary to these sensible and easy to follow life-tips. Ah, I 
thought to myself, a trip to the camp will spare me from the news, 
give me purpose, provide an opportunity to spend time in the 
company of the inestimable Mr.P, stick-terrorism and perpetually 
wet dog not withstanding, winterize the water system, and set free 
my long suffering wife from the tyranny of a captive spouse… 
“you’re like an ant on a hot wok”, she said, before giving her 
approval. 

We moved on-board the night before to ensure a timely 
departure, and after walking Mr.P we cast off and set sail in a 

wintery sun at 0730 on 
the 24th October, 
windless and cool over 
an almost still sea we 
motored the whole way 
arriving at Smuggler 
Cove at 1500 on the 
same day. The cove is a 
safe harbour in all 
weathers, providing 
stern-to moorings for a 
veritable squadron of 

yachts, accessible at all states of the tide, protected from weather, 
and surrounded by walking trails leading inland to the road and 
Secret Cove, snaking along striking bluffs lined with arbutus trees 
and pines and with distant Strait’s views north and south, and 
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west towards Thormandby Island and Buccaneer bay. At this time 
of year the cove is often deserted but not so this year. A few hardy 
sailors and one motor yacht appear to be enjoying their freedom.

“LEVITY”, our TRUANT motorsailor at 10.06M overall is narrow, 
quite heavy at 7 tons, but she is a palace for two, central diesel 
heat, airy heads, a shower and a large hot water tank heated by 
the engine’s cooling system, 6’4” headroom, in fact all the luxuries 
of home and better than some. The luxury of inside steering 
cannot be overstated. Our fellow sailors are hunkered down in 
their open cockpit wrapped in 6 layers of thermal underwear over 
coated with oilskins and 
rubber boots and spend 
their days wondering 
when will they next be 
able to pee, we wear 
short sleeves and 
carpet slippers. Our 
wondering extends to 
whether to make a pot 
of tea or filter some 
coffee, and perhaps to 
turn the heat down just 
a little. Her displacement allows us to carry an unheard of 500 
litres of fuel and another 360 of water, the 4-cylinder burbles 
quietly beneath the cabin sole propelling her at a reliable 6.2 
knots while sipping fuel at 2 litres per hour, and despite her 
modest demeanour she flies under sail - a testament to her naval 
architect’s elegant and slippery design, from the board of Bill 
Garden NA, a great Canadian designer.

Once in Smuggler Cove there are a number of anchoring options.  
All require a floating stern mooring line attached to park-provided 
chains set into the rock faces surrounding the anchorage, and a 
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sound bower anchoring policy for the yacht, for which we carry 
200’ of chain and a 22 kilo BRUCE anchor with a kellett+10 kilo 
lead weight and an attachable further 75M of a chain and rope 
combination, and two other stern anchors with chain leaders and 
nylon Rhodes.  As a rule of thumb, I tend to get her positioned 
where I want her, moving slowly astern under her own 
momentum, then exit the pilot house and make my way the bow, 
deploy the anchor after removing ties and let the chain run out in 
my hands until the anchor touches bottom, this gives a sense of 

the holding ground as 
the anchor touches 
bottom sending a signal 
up the chain, lay the 
chain on the wildcat and 
let out the required 
scope using the 
windlass reversing 
switch, fit a chain hook 
and snubber to the 
chain, return to the pilot 
house engage the motor 

astern and set the anchor firmly or take further steps to do so. 
Then, draw the tender alongside into which Mr.P in a paroxysm of 
excitement, tail wagging, and a relentless “me first” policy will 
promptly and inelegantly slither down under the lifelines, 
proceeding immediately to the pointed end in anticipation of a 
shore excursion for the purposes of performing urgent ablutions 
followed by the search for a suitable stick… Once the stern line is 
looped through the chain the loose end is lead back to the dinghy 
for the return to the yacht where the line will be tied-off in tension. 
During the night an unexpected Westerly of gale force winds blew, 
“LEVITY” dragged perhaps 10M laterally and settled down, so did 
I and with relief.
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After an hour of walking in the evening we rowed back to the 
yacht for an early dinner, book and bed. Esther has prepared four 
complete meals, she spoils me, and while Mr.P deals with his I 
get mine. Food to Mr.P is a soporific more powerful than the most 
powerful potion requiring a suitable space to curl-up and almost 
instant sleep for the rest of the night. After more walking in the 
wee hours we upped-anchor at dawn and were away by 0755. All 
day on the 25th we motored our way from Smuggler Cove, 
following the Texada Island coastline to the west, past 
Agamemnon Channel, Jervis Inlet, and up the Malaspina Straight, 
all to the east. Then, the choice of four alternatives must be 
made: (1) take an extra night and go into Lund and pay to stay 
alongside the public dock, or (2) anchor in the Copelands BC 
Marine Park, or (3) go for it tonight, either by the  inside via Lund 

and Calm Channel approaching Maurelle and the camp by 
Whiterock Passage from the east and possibly in the dark, or (4) 
cross the Strait of Georgia just north of Texada by Vivian Rock, 
over Grant Reef and thence by the aptly named Mitlenach Island, 
now a nature reserve with an interesting geological and 
settlement history, avoiding the treacherous southerly 
obstructions off Marina Island comprising gigantic boulders 
resembling Moai when seen at a distance, unnervingly strange 
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and resting on an extensive rocky shelf exposed at low tide and 
extending some thousands of meters into the sea, leaving Heriot 
Bay to port, turn north into Hoskyn Channel, past Bold Point 
through into Surge and home just north of the light marking the 
west end of Whiterock Passage. Whiterock itself is reputed to be 
an ancient place of solstice worship by the First Nations. 
Nowadays, island residents host beer, Mary-Jane and barbecue 
parties. During one of these memorable celebrations the party 
watched with shock as man and his girlfriend flashed by the rock 
in beautiful fast sports boat, but on the wrong side: ah ha, we 
thought, a local with knowledge, and a brave one at that. But, 
such was not the case, his brand new boat, collected from the 
dealership not 2 hours before ran aground on a large rock right 
under our noses, and he was lost and 10K from where he thought 
he was. The girlfriend gave him a pointed look, we pointed where 
to go, and off he went, sheepishly, very slowly and with much loss 
of face. For us, the course across the Strait was the choice we 
made: there is just enough time with good fortune, and particularly 
as Whiterock Passage narrows really are narrow. We were “all 
fast” by 1934 at Carolyn’s dock - our lovely neighbour, dusk 
having just turned from faint ashes to inky blackness as we 
approached her berth. 

19 hours and ten minutes at sea over two days transports one 
from one world to another. The bigness of this place, the absence 
of people unless you seek them out, the impenetrable stillness 
that led Cook’s successors to name it “Desolation Sound”, its 

beguiling and 
dangerous beauty calls 
for a mixture of self-
reliance, humility and 
stoicism, what a 
difference from the flesh 
pots to the south. Our 



Page  of 6 16

departure is to be on about the 5th, weather permitting. On the 
25th evening we stayed on board, moving our stores ashore on 
the 26th, opening-up the accommodations and the workshop. 
When not seeking a stick, Mr.P likes to sleep outside underneath 
the spreading branches of a nearby hemlock. In general, that’s 
OK but every evening I roust him up at 2300 and insist that he 
comes inside; which he does in a sulk with much blinking, 
stumbling and an unhappy woe-is-me expression.

Inside, the accommodations can be maintained at a steady 
16-18C by the wood stove, warm and dry, and around 8C at night, 
solar panels provide adequate battery charging capacity to read 
and write under LED lights, and limited radio reception, mostly 
CBC. Island radio 
stations are, I suspect 
run by 65 year old men, 
bald, with pony tales, 
dirty fingernails and 
questionable habits, for 
whom life began with 
Black Sabbath and 
ended with Suicidal 
Tendencies or Rush, 
head-banger-Punk ad 
nauseam. The 'phone 
will find the Quadra Island signal with patience ‘though contortions 
are required when one must perch on a slippery log at certain 
times of the day.

Outside the weather is changing fast. The dry 2C weather is 
transforming to 7C, but raw with powerful winds blowing 25 knots, 
gusting 35+ from the SE, the rain varies between a powerful 
drumming and a light patter. Mr.P sleeps uneasily and will 
occasionally thrust a needy muzzle into the hand that scratches 
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and caresses his anxieties away - he'd rather be outside, me too, 
but this weather... I ought to have shares in GoreTex, what with 
salopettes, and a guide jacket over Dunlop rubber boots or 
Raichle hikers to keep everything dry, off we go on foot revisiting 
the look-outs, high bluffs, the trails, our private water fall, the 
gushing streams, the old orchard next door for apples that are still 
ripening in the shade of hemlocks and firs. Suddenly the 
temperature zooms up to 12C, and all I can do is sweat into the 
plastic bag I’m wearing. To the west, logged piecemeal according 
to the farmer’s want 100 years ago, they left in about 1959 driving 
their wagon loaded with possessions and drawn by their faithful 

horse, they unloaded 
the wagon into the 
Union Steamship vessel 
together with the horse 
and left leaving the cart. 
On our section, the 
family left in 1969, The 
house, outbuildings, 
barn, dock and cart 
have rotted and 
collapsed. The shade of 
the old forest and their 

needles discourage growth on the ground and there are carpets 
of pine needles and scattered ground cover with chanterelles 
peeping out, in the gullies and on the bluffs look for boletes, pine, 
oyster, shaggy, puff and other mushrooms. Fresh vegetables are 
available, dandelions, nettles and few others, and the beach is 
generous with oyster, clams, urchins, crabs, octopi (if you can 
catch them), sea weeds and more are all there for the picking. 
This year, for the first time in several years, the oysters have 
reproduced on a grand scale. According to the oysterman who 
owns the lease immediately to the east of the beach, in 2019 the 
tidal waters on the beaches maintained a temperature of 20C for 
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more than five days precipitating fertilization.  Thanks to their 
passion we shall be feasting in 2021.

Now, time passes and we’ve been here for two weeks - ferocious 
Sou'Easters are keeping us in port except for a quick trip to the 
closest store some 20+ 
kilometres away at 
Heriot Bay where we 
bought a giant bag of 
dog food. This trip was 
almost abandoned due 
to standing waves and 
high winds, but one look 
at Mr.P and I gritted my 
teeth and we plunged 
across the channel into 
Heriot Bay where we 
tied-up illegally to the front of the public dock in Heriot Bay and 
ran the mile to the store and back knowing that the wind would 
increase from 25 to 35+ knots by the time we left. 

The New and rising Moon, the highest tides of the year during the 
day, and an intense depression in the Gulf of Alaska all combine 
to suggest the this state of affairs will not change quickly. The 
weather cannot be hurried. Leaving early has significant pitfalls, 
not the least, short days and no ability to voyage at night, being 

single-handed, the 
greatest rise and fall of 
the tides of the year, a 
dangerous plethora of 
jetsam and flotsam 
ranging from twigs to 
mighty firs blown off 
rocky bluffs and cut logs 
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torn from the chains of log booms towing up and down the coast 
makes any kind of night passage a risky proposition, let alone 
what other damage a collision might lead to, and don’t let’s forget 
an anxious, wet, dog dying for a piss. Perhaps worst of all is the 
prospect of encountering the unexpected and having to enter an 
anchorage either in pitch black or under sail or heaven forbid 
worse, none of these are appealing. Four legged crew do not 
have the necessary handholds and braces to steady themselves 
and one must be kind - it must be quite unpleasant but he doesn’t 
complain, nor has he been sick. The Sou’Easters must not be 
underestimated, they along with Outflow Winds are the scourge of 
the coast and at the best we will have to motor into a 25 knot 
head wind, probably over the ebb and we will arrive stirred and 
shaken. Nope, better to stay and enjoy it.

Last week, while scrambling along the rocky foreshore to gain a 
higher vantage point we paused to get a visual fix on whales 
sounding from Hoskyn 
Channel where it meets 
Surge Sound - sure 
enough, a pod of Orcas 
was entering the sound 
from the West and 
obviously intent on 
rustling-up some good 
eatin', probably sea 
lions. These large, 
beautiful, menacing 
predatory cetaceans 
swim in an arranged pattern, beating the water with their flukes to 
drive their prey into a trap, but in this case it didn't seem to be 
working. Suddenly, mesmerizingly, not 300M away the male 
breeched completely out of the water, arched entirely in profile, a 
jigsaw puzzle of white and black, long, heavy and huge where he 
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seemed to hang forever in an exploding mist of fine spray, spume 
and solid sheets of water until he twisted, falling sideways back 
into the water creating a seething cauldron of white water dotted 
with the black fins of his pod. It appeared to work as they closed 

and attacked their prey 
at the head of a small 
bay with an 
unrestrained ferocity. A 
great mass of fins and 
white water boiled with 
activity for thirty 
seconds and then 
silence. It seemed 
rather satisfactory, I had 
visions of a family of 
orcas celebrating  

Thanksgiving with a whole sea-lion each. Judith considered it 
might be a visiting pod, rather than a resident one.

Over the years, I’ve found a couple of sea lion skeletal remains 
along the beaches and one of them had a broken jaw. The other 
was dragged off by something large before I could conduct an 
inspection. At the time, I wondered if they might have been hit by 
a boat-propeller or some such. No longer.

Less brash but equally 
magical pods of Dal 
porpoise frolicked in the 
sound almost every day, 
waiting for the Surge 
Narrows and Beazley 
Passage tides to turn, 
and ubiquitous sea-
lions heads pop-up all 
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the time. These are intensely curious animals, easily trained, 
wonderful mothers, and beautiful pups. Their curiosity is evident 
for whenever you look-up there is a new head staring intently at 
you. Otters are common but discrete, and willing to be seen only 
on their own terms, they are the most charming of animals. Mink 
ferret amongst the rocky foreshores for food, their sinewy bodies 
are Titian and quite different from the weasel and his cousins 
whose fur is more golden, both of them will dig in the tidal zone 
for clams, worms and other foods. Eagles and ospreys circle 
warily and stay far away from habitation, the ravens are not at all 

shy and fearlessly roost 
close to the containers 
in the hope of finding an 
open box that they can 
rob. Often, islanders will 
travel to Heriot Bay for 
essentials, berth their 
tender and head off to 
get a cart or whatever, 
only to return and find 
the ravens have 
emptied all the 
groceries out of the 
boat and carried them 

off for supper. The First 
Nations call ravens the “Great Imitator” because of their repertoire 
of beguiling and confusing calls - the tink of bell, incessant 
drumming, coos, laughter and a fine sense of the ridiculous. I 
encourage them.

Then, yesterday morning, at around 0800, I heard Mr.P give a 
couple of tentative "woofs" - very unusual, and demanding 
immediate attention. Immediately, in t-shirt and flip-flops, I 
headed-out around the back of the camp. Mr.P came into view on 
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my right, and not ten metres away and straight ahead were two 
sea wolves trotting down the trail towards him. I summoned him 
and advanced. The wolves retreated by simply reversing course 
and proceeding back up the trail at exactly the same pace. 
Another thirty seconds and P would have been a late breakfast. I 
doubt we'll see them again, they avoid human contact for obvious 
reasons. Mr.P is naïve when it comes to interlopers. As far as he 
is concerned all living things should be sniffed and not heard, he 
will linger by anything that moves with a quizzical look as if in 
expectation of some kind of entertainment. If he has a stick then 
all bets are off - he will be looking for you to throw it and that’s 
that. This was vividly demonstrated when a deer and her dappled 
fawn walked through the camp while P was chasing a stick. He 
didn’t turn a hair just ignored them and snatched the stick from 
under her front hooves and returned it to my waiting hand.

Sea wolves are distinct from McKenzie wolves being slightly 
smaller, well proportioned with lovely black coloured upper parts 
with dark cream lowers. They feed in the tidal zone as well as on 
the land. The two at the camp were both males in tip-top 
condition, perhaps 100+ lb , winter fur glossy, full-bellied, fit and 
heavy with stored fat. 
There is an established 
path from island to 
island where bears, 
deer, cougars, wolves 
and their ilk will cross 
between them in search 
of better grub. In our 
case, the crossing is 
about 800M to the east 
in Whiterock Passage, 
immediately to the east 
of an ancient First Nations village since deserted. Many years 
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ago, the Provincial Government dredged Whiterock Channel. Up 
to that time Maurelle and Reed Island were joined and dry at low 
water. The animals have been crossing instinctively, presumably 
with dry feet, for millennia, but now instead of walking they must 
swim. Usually, a glimpse of a curious animal on some mission or 
other provides the only sightings, except for the bears who will 
linger wherever there is fruit or berries - the old orchards, relics of 
early settlers from the the late 19th through the mid-twentieth 
century are getting long in the tooth, but a bear will travel a long 
way for a nice crispy apple. It is unfortunate that bears and 
particularly their cubs will climb the trees to reach the fruit, tearing 
off limbs and damaging the trees in their desire for sweet fruit. 
The exception to sightings, is when approaching the crossing and 
the landing on the other side because even the most feared 
cougars and bears seem to be pre-occupied with the crossing and 

having broken cover are 
willing to accept nearby 
human company 
without confrontation or 
drama. I wonder if this 
is like water-holes in dry 
lands, where all animals 
drink side by side, 
putting aside their 
predatory natural 
instincts? Several years 
ago, the 12 year old 

daughter of the owner of the oyster lease in the passage, on the 
Reed Island side, related how the family could hardly step outside 
their home on the beach without meeting a cougar or a bear, often 
several different animals in a day, all throughout the summer. 
Years ago, they started ignoring one another and carried on. 
She’ll have no problem staring down a boyfriend.
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However, Sou’Easters  blew hard for the next couple of weeks. 
On Tuesday, 17th the steepest and fastest fall in barometric 
pressure since 1965 was recorded in our vicinity with wind speeds 
said to exceed 45 knots - my guess is probably in the high fifties. 
During the night, this wind was accompanied by a heavy fall of 
wet snow, accumulations built up on the spreaders and fell to the 
deck with a loud, wet, thump disturbing our slumber with visions 
of important things falling off. On the 16th we had sailed through 
Whiterock Passage and moored at a friend’s dock on North 
Rendezvous Island but 
this was untenable 
because of partial 
exposure to the worst of 
the Sou’Easter, but also 
without cell service. 
When the wind died 
down to 30 knots in the 
afternoon we returned 
to Carolyn’s dock and 
stayed put until the 
following morning, the 
18th, when the barometer had risen significantly and  a lull of 24 
hours was forecast followed by a further 20 hours of increasing 
winds and some rain before the next gale.  We cast off at 0930 
after completing winter precautions and locking-up, and we were 
“all fast” in Powell River at 1600 that evening without any issues, 
just showers and a stiff breeze. Watchkeeping for jetsam and 
flotsam in daylight is mandatory and fortunately not onerous when 
lounging at the helm with good visibility over the bow. Standing at 
the ferry dock in Powell River we watched hump-back whales 
foraging in the sand at the NE tip of Texada island. They stand on 
their heads and blow into the sand to disturb anything edible and 
to scrape sea-lice and barnacles from their skin. The sight of two 
hump-back tails waggling their tales 10M feet in the air is a sight 
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to behold - even when it is a couple of kliks away. On the 19th, 
rising at 0400 to walk the dog, we departed for Vancouver at 
0530, idling at 4 knots until dawn in case of contact with dead-
heads or other trash.   We set our course about 200M east of the 
centre and deepest part of the channel, this being predictably 
clear of jetsam and flotsam, except where the tide lines cross. 
The weather was OK but with 17-25 knots still from the SE and 
over the seasonal tides it was rocky for the last 40 nm. 
Approaching Vancouver, Cape Roger Curtis on Bowen signifies 
entry to the port, but due to the weather emerging out of Queen 
Charlotte Channel from Howe Sound one may not relax until 
clearing Point Atkinson in West Vancouver.  We docked at 1830 in 
the evening at dusk and happy to be home.

The rainfall over the last three weeks must be approaching 20 cm 
- reminded me of Taiwan in the Plum Blossom season. Even now, 
as I’m writing this the wind is blowing hard from the south east 
and the rain pitter-patters on the roof. Time to start planning the 
next trip…

TE
Vancouver, 25th November, 2020.

Afterword: Spotting wales, wolves and other wildlife is purely 
serendipitous when one is a tourist, only time and patience are 
rewarded with sights that are spellbinding as they allow familiarity 
and confidence. One time, my friend, an RCMP sergeant, and I 

were rowing from the 
camp to the closest 
road access at 0430 in 
the morning in winter. I 
had stepped outside for 
a pee and there was a 
thick layer of snow on 
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the ground. The car is parked at the bottom of a long steep slope 
and help is far away. Rushing back inside I woke him and we set 
off, otherwise we'd probably still be there. As I rowed he motioned 
behind me, there, he pointed, and 50M away was a large floppy 
fin cutting through the water as an orca investigated us. We were 
an hour into a hard row and that sight lent wings to my oars. The 
more one inhabits a place, especially a place free of the sounds 
of human occupation, in the great silence of nature, the closer 
secrets are revealed. With wales, it is the distinctive exhalation, 
different from seals, sea lions, and porpoise, and as soon as it 
registers one must stick one's head up, rather like those pictures 
of prairie dogs. Just looking is not enough, one must be able to 
bring an acuity to quickly find and identify just what’s going on. 
Sightings whilst at sea are common but proximity is everything. 
The folk that offer whale 
watching trips have 
identified the 
crossroads and grazing 
grounds where they will 
navigate, congregate 
and feed. We have 
Settlers Island BC 
Marine Park and 
Beazely Pass within 
shouting distance which 
attract the smaller 
animals, and Surge Narrows, only a kilometre away is a regular 
haunt of greys, humpback, and in fact just about everyone. 
Pictures are not easy to capture, but now and again one comes 
along. Several locals whose gaze is directed to more mundane 
matters as they zip around at 40K in their plastic rockets have 
never seen the sights which time and patience have delivered to 
me - I row, sail, walk, scramble anything but zip...


