                         Queen Charlotte Strait 

Welcome aboard! You are headed for Queen Charlotte Strait, northern Vancouver Island. Why go to QC Strait you ask??? It certainly is not because you want to do some swimming or get a suntan. Being just around the corner from the open Pacific means that the water temperatures are in the low, very low, fifties year round. The air is cool as well. And did I mention it’s often cloudy and rains a lot??? 
And once you cross to the mainland side of the Strait, it is not because you like taking long walks ashore either. There are no roads or other developments in this area and the bush is thicker than thick. If you do find a “trail” ashore it’s an animal track and this is the home of the coast grizzly bear. That trail you are on is his sidewalk down to the fish store!!!
I and countless others just love the place. For the awesome scenery, for the wildlife, for the isolation, for the sheer “wildness” of the place and for the wide variety of sailing/cruising opportunities and challenges it presents. 
                                                       The area we are talking about is in the red box below.
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To get there you’ll have to hop on the ferry and then drive to Port McNeil with an overnight stop in Campbell River where you pick up the charts you will need. The next morning you drive north, getting to your destination mid-day, allowing plenty of time to provision in the shopping center located within walking distance of the ramp and marina. You take a slip for the night.

The next morning, you leave early to cross the strait (red arrow, fifteen nautical mile crossing). 
Your destination is the Wells Passage area and ultimately Nepah Lagoon (red dot) and Mackenzie Sound (blue dot).
                                 [image: image2.jpg]



Your plan is to then travel down Sutlej Channel from Sullivan Bay to Echo Bay and return to Port McNeil by exploring the hundreds of islands located at the east end of the Strait. If the weather was stormy in the Strait on the day of your departure (fetch to the NW is several hundred miles!!) you could choose to do this trip counterclockwise allowing you to travel all the way to Echo Bay in sheltered waters.

                              Halfway across the Strait, you start making out Wells Passage, to the left of this picture. 
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The tall peak is Mt Stephen. At almost 5700 feet, it dominates the landscape (You will see it again in many of these pictures).  Nepah Lagoon lies just to the left of it, Mackenzie Sound to the right.
The Wells Passage area is lined with many bays and lagoons. Because of the large tide range several of these can only be entered at high tide. It is easy to tell where the high tide line is around here as the trees grow right down to the water and their lower branches are trimmed in a perfect horizontal line, as if by a gardener, by the salt water.
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                                    Past the intersection of Sutlej Channel, Wells Passage becomes quite narrow.
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After negotiating a few rather confusing narrow passageways, you arrive at Turnbull Cove, a popular anchorage in the area.
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With it’s narrow entrance (centre right in the picture), shallow, flat bottom and completely surrounded by high hills, Turnbull Cove is beyond “snug”. I have been there three times and I have never seen more than two boats in this beautiful spot. 
You leave Turnbull Cove and motor around the corner to the entrance to Nepah Lagoon. Below is a picture of yours truly (trying to coax every last ounce of horsepower out of the outboard) in a first and unsuccessful attempt at navigating Roaringhole Rapids in my first boat. Although I have the rudder off and in the cockpit, I later found out that there is always six feet of water in the channel at high tide.
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                             You return to Turnbull and after a two hour wait, you breeze right into Nepah Lagoon.
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The channel is 2000 feet long with the first half being quite narrow. Nepah is four miles long (only half is shown on this chart). Anchorage is only possible in the small bay on the right after entering and at the very north end where two creeks have formed a substantial gravel bar (anchor back and tie up to shore). Across from the area marked “77” there is a cliff at least one hundred feet high that drops vertically into the water. It is possible to motor along it close enough to reach out and touch the rock face and still be in one hundred feet of water!
                                                                    Nepah Lagoon is a special place….
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It is unbelievably STILL and QUIET… It is completely surrounded by steep hills that rise twelve to fifteen hundred feet above the water. Once inside, it seems that all colours, except for blue and green, have magically disappeared from the light spectrum. It’s a gem.

                                                                          You depart Nepah Lagoon 
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and head for Mackenzie Sound. After carefully studying the chart and negotiating Kenneth Passage with it’s two or three S turns, you break into the sound. 
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That’s Mt Stephen to the left of the picture. There is absolutely nothing in Mackenzie Sound except for a very exclusive resort located at Nimmo Bay at the very center of the picture. I spent twenty four hours in Mackenzie Sound and saw only one other boat.
To call this resort exclusive is a bit of an understatement ($2000.00 pp per day) It is a heli fishing, hiking, sightseeing, “adventure” resort. Guests are flown in from Port McNeil and all activities are helicopter supported and involve traveling into the thousands of square miles of wilderness behind the resort.

                        [image: image12.jpg]e Hot
Streamsside .

% Ch@lgts





It is possible to take a shortcut from here directly to Sutlej Channel through Hopetown Passage but it is VERY skinny water in one section and you’re not there at the right time anyway so you retrace your steps back to Wells Passage. As you make the turn into Sutlej Channel you notice the small community and marina of Sullivan Bay.
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This is typical of almost all human activity in this area (fish farms, marinas, resorts, logging operations). Everything is built on floats. The only thing located on land is the fuel tanks (fuel for the generator and for sale at marinas).

You can’t think of anything you forgot to buy or pack and you’ll be going by Echo Bay Marina sometime tomorrow anyway so you continue sailing down Sutlej Channel. 

                            Later you look astern and spot what looks like nasty weather marching up Wells Passage. 
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You’re not a big fan of finding an anchorage in the rain so you duck into Cypress Harbour directly across from the entrance to Kingcome Inlet.
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You pull the keel up and motor all the way back into Stopford Bay where you anchor in this pretty little hole. It has three feet of water at zero tide so you don’t even have to do your usual tide calculations tonight.

                  The rains have ended overnight and the next morning you motor out and look over at Kingcome Inlet.
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This inlet cuts into the mainland for seven miles before splitting into two branches, one five and the other ten miles long.                  So many places to see, so little time…
                                                                Just so you know where you’ve been so far…
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And this is where you are headed next… Mt Stephens is in the top left, Echo Bay is top right. Your eventual destination, Port McNeil, is way off the picture in the general direction of bottom left
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After a quick stop at Echo Bay to pick up fuel, water, postcards and a tee shirt or two, you shove off and enter the Broughton Archipelago. . There are a lot of rock piles in this area and deep draft boats stay in the few main channels. Every now and then however you will encounter a skipper with extensive local knowledge navigating what at first seems like the impossible.
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                                      You find a little unnamed bay on Eden Island and drop anchor for the night.
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These countless islands are a marine park. Almost all the channels between them are navigable by shallow draft boats. There are so many islands that unless you keep one eye on the water and one on the chart, “getting lost” happens all the time. 
Anchorages are literally everywhere.
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Waddington Bay, at the very bottom of this chart, is pictured below. It is one of the few “big boat” anchorages in this area.
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This is what passes for “crowded” in these waters. These boats will probably spend a couple of days anchored while their crews will explore the area by dinghy or kayak.

A little further south are the islands known as the Blackfish Archipelago. If you are lucky enough to run into some of these guys…
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                                                                              it will probably here. 
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Blackfish is the Indian nickname for orcas and Blackfish Sound got it’s name because just about all transient orcas have to pass near here to get to Johnstone Strait and points further south. This quirk of geography supports a rather large whale watching industry on the Vancouver Island side. 
                                                        For a slightly larger view of your recent island exploring…
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From here you could follow the Vancouver Island shore back to Port McNeil or go for a few long tacks in the Strait. 
This last picture shows perfect QC Strait cruising in August… 
The sun’s out, the wind is on the stern……. turtleneck and sweater on!!!
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                                                           I hope you had a good time. Cheers, F

