Black Bay Report: Wilderness Monitoring from 1998 to 2010
I recently visited the wilderness of Black Bay for the
fourth time. The purpose of the trip was to create a
baseline for monitoring how well Wilderness areas are
functioning as intended in the 1964 Congressional Act.
The first sentence of the definition of Wilderness provided in the 1964 Congressional act provides a good start
for thinking about what one would monitor a Wilderness area for:
“A wilderness, in contrast with those areas where
man and his own works dominate the landscape, is
hereby recognized as an area where the earth and
community of life are untrammeled by man, where
man himself is a visitor who does not remain.”
There are additional details in the definition of Wilderness but the gist of what we set out to measure for the
baseline comes from “untrammeled by man” in the first
sentence, and one additional sentence in which Wilderness areas are described as “providing outstanding opportunities for solitude”. Boiling this down to questions
that yield empirical answers that can be used for monitoring Wilderness function:
1. How often do we encounter signs of historical human activity (i.e. trammeling)?
2. How often do we encounter present day human activity (i.e. reductions in solitude)?
Less trammeling + fewer encounters = Wilder place.
Given this simple equation for deriving a “Wildness index” I realized that I had in my personal memory banks
the data for 3 additional monitoring surveys. In hopes of contributing to a broader sense of how well the Black
Bay area is functioning as Wilderness I offer here summaries of each of my experiences there to date.
A little Black Bay Background
Since time immemorial Black Bay has been important
for Tlingit traditional and cultural resource use. Its
own resource abundance and proximity to other high
producing fish streams at Klag and Surge Bays would
have been irresistible for any peoples living close to
the land.
From 1922 until world war II the area was the site of
a relatively intense mining effort centered in nearby
Kimsham cove and Klag bay. Approximately 300
people were employed in producing 600,000 ounces
of gold and silver. Most of what would be considered

Photo of Kimsham Cove during the
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evidence of past “trammeling” probably
derives from this time period. Some topographic maps even show an unpaved road
that extends from the two mines into the
headwaters of the Black River. Though these
mines are currently inactive they are still
patented and studies have been conducted
as recently as the 1990s that have considered the economic feasibility of reopening
these sites.

USGS topographic map showing an unpaved road
running from the mining areas in Kimsham Cove and
Klag Bay into the headwaters of the Black River

After world war II the mines operated only
sporadically and the area was probably used
primarily as a safe anchorage by trollers, a
bear and deer hunting destination and for
recreation.
In 1980 the Black Bay watershed became
part of the West Chichagof/Yakobi Wilderness area as part of the Alaska National
Interest Land Conservation Act (ANILCA).
This area is among the largest and most biologically productive Wilderness areas in the
southeast Alaskan Archipelago. Black Bay
itself is one of the most ecologically productive island watersheds, ranking 1st for
bear habitat values, 2nd for salmon habitat
values and 3rd for large-tree riparian forest
within its biogeographic province according
to a 2007 Conservation Assessment performed by Alaska Audubon and The Nature
Conservancy.
Early Trips
I paddled by Black Bay on a solo kayak trip
in 1994, with a friend on kayak trip in 1996
and in 1997 while on another solo kayak
trip. On each of these trips I did nothing
more than poke my nose in past the islands
at the entrance of the bay to look for bears
in the estuary. Although I am certain that I
did not encounter any people on those first
three trips I do not consider those visits to
be lengthy enough to be comparable to the
four described below, especially given that I did not take the opportunity to get out of the kayak and survey the
land for signs of trammeling. These first trips for me were akin to when I notice something intriguing out of the
corner of my eye, something that makes an impression at a pre-cognitive level. It is almost like a GPS turns on
in my brain and a waypoint is created so that I might remember the place and return someday to more thoroughly explore. I am grateful that I did.

Trip 1
The first time I explored the wilderness of Black Bay in a way that yields information useful to monitoring
Wilderness function was in April 1998. I was about half way through a month long kayak expedition with a new
friend. We had camped at the base of a large slide in Portlock Harbor the day before and had paddled into
Black Bay to snoop around before heading out to our next destination in the Myriad Islands.
My memories of this first trip are vague. I do not think I had a camera with me at the time. If I did it was a film
model and I was not taking many pictures; something that would help jog my memory today.
• I remember that we did not see any other people in Black Bay.
• I remember we found what we assumed was an old trapper cabin on the point immediately southwest
of the largest estuary in the bay. The structure was completely collapsed but there was still some interesting trash to poke through. My friend collected some cool old glass jars for his wife-to-be to use for
jam.
• I remember trying to walk up the Black River canyon without much success because of high spring runoff flows over the slippery and jagged rocks of the near-shore reach.
• I remember being impressed with the bear trails on the escarpments along the fringe of the Black River
estuary.
• I remember being impressed by the big tree forest fringing the little estuary on the Whitestripe Creek
side of Black Bay.
• I remember noticing that this little patch of big tree woods had obviously been hand-logged and while
imagining the lives of the folks who might have done that work I remember thinking that it seemed like
a real sweet spot for a cabin.
I remember getting into a lively discussion with my
kayaker friend that started with my sharing how
I thought that the Whitestripe creek meadows
looked like a sweet spot to live. My friend promptly
disagreed, which baffled me at first, until I realized
we were not just talking about the physical reality
of this wilderness but also the social nature of Wilderness and why it is important in modern society.
Since that time the two of us have become the best
of friends and over the years we have continued
the conversation that began in the Wilderness of
Black Bay over ten years ago. This conversation has
evolved into a kind of interpersonal culture that
forms and feeds many of our present ideas about
people and place. I can’t help but believe that the
bond of friendship was not just formed between
the two of us smelly kayakers, but also included Black Bay; and that, this Wild place will continue to feed our
imaginations as broaden our understanding of the interplay of humans-in-nature with human-nature. Black
Bay is a Wild place and a friend; on that first trip in 1998 I quickly became grateful for both.
Wildness Index
Trammeling - We encountered signs of past human activity along the south beach of Black bay in the form of
a dilapidated cabin and associated refuse, probably 50 + years old, as well as signs of hand-logging from the
alluvial fan at the mouth of the Whitestripe creek.
Encounters - We did not encounter any other people during the entire day hike which concentrated primarily
near-shore and occurred over approximately 8 hours.

Trip 2
I explored the Black Bay wilderness a second time
in June of 2001 while on a family boat trip. We had
rented a 46 foot cruiser in Juneau and were on our
way down to the Sitka area when we pulled into
Black Bay to anchor and explore. I had recently
been exposed to the Landmark Trees project (dedicated to finding and describing the last remaining
large-tree stands in Southeast Alaska) and I wanted
to hike up into the Black River valley to see if I
could find a stand that was worthy of Landmark
status. Prior to our arrival I had studied the aerial
images with a good friend and we both believed
there was some good potential for a Landmark
quality site a few miles up the Black River. Remembering how difficult it was to walk up the Black
River on my last visit we had also identified what
looked like a relatively easy route up into the valley
that bypassed the lower 1 mile of the river.
My family and I had brought along a young man
who had volunteered to work with me on some
bear and whale research earlier in the summer
and who was willing to help out with the cooking
on the boat in exchange for getting out to the west
Chichagof Wilderness. Once we had set the anchor
in Black Bay the two of us packed a light lunch, a
gps, the landmark data forms and our aerial image
3d-viewers and left my parents for the day while we
bushwhacked our way up into the Black River flood
plain.
Our route proved to be a pretty quick and easy
way to get past the canyon reach by traversing
atop a 200 foot ridge that ran parallel to the river
for about a mile. When we dropped back down to
the river’s elevation we were immediately impressed with the size and complexity of the bear
trail system on the flood plain. There were “bear
highways” not just running along the river bank,
as is common with any anadromous stream in
Southeast, but there were also many heavily worn
trails running perpendicular to the river and up
the slopes of the valley walls. We also came across
some of the largest fresh bear tracks I had ever
seen! This gave us the feeling that we were in a
very distinctive kind of Wilderness; a true “domain
of the bear” and we were thankful that we were
exploring this country before the salmon runs had
begun.
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We were also greatly impressed by a couple more features: the
size of the gravel bars in the main-stem of the river, and the size
and extent of the spruce tree forest on the flood plain. Some of
the gravel bars looked big enough to host a professional soccer
game! Though the river was low enough for us to cross regularly with only extra-tuff boots it was clear that this watershed
saw some very high flows.
We knew that the extensive gravel deposition, and the excellent drainage that comes with it, was the main reason that the
Back River valley was a hot spot for large-trees. Although we
had both seen larger individual trees in other locations we had
never seen such a vast extent of consistently large-tree forest
in Southeast. A Landmark Tree site need only be an acre in size
to qualify and here we were travelling through what had to be
hundreds of acres of large-tree forest!

The Black River floodplain

There were many sites that would have probably been worthy
of a Landmark survey but we were so caught up in the act of
exploration, of feeling like we were charting new territory, we
barely slowed down to eat our sandwiches.
We did not try to find a site for our survey until sense began to
return to us and we started thinking about how long it would
take to get back to the boat and how much daylight was left.
Sobering from our intoxication with wonder, we hastily located
a spot for a Landmark survey on a colluvial fan at the base of
Whitestripe Mountain and we got to work. The site scored
in the middle of the range of Landmark Tree Site ranking for
volume and Big-Tree characteristics, but if could have scored
the overall extent of the large-tree forest my guess is the Black
River wilderness site would have been in the top ten.

Big-Tree at Black River Landmark Site

We did end up returning in the dark, relying heavily on our wilderness instincts (as well as the spotlight my
parents were beaming into the night sky) as we groped our way through the brush along the ridge and back
down to the beach. We were so wrung out by the time we got back on the boat we barely heard the lecture
that accompanied our late night meal. In truth I can barely remember the scolding and like my first trip, the
memory of the entire experience is mostly a blur. This time however I do not believe the blur is due so much
to the failure of my memory but rather by the different way in which it was recorded. Although we explored
the Black River valley with the goal of conducting a systematic survey of a large-tree forest, the majority of our
time was spent in awe and jaw-dropping wonder at how big the place was, how small we felt there and in a
sort of survival mode where our own animal instincts took over to help us find our way home. We started out
the hike like Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn, joking with each other and feeling like the richest fellas on earth, and
we ended up like a couple wild animals driven to survive (and make our way to a hot meal!)
Wildness Index
Trammeling - We encountered signs of past human activity over the last half mile of our upriver exploration in
the form of very old cut logs that looked like part of a riverside trail system.
Encounters - We did not encounter any other people during the entire day hike of approximately 7 miles over
approximately 12 hours.

Trip 3
I explored the wilderness of Black Bay a third
time in August of 2004. This time I was joined
by a couple old friends. We had boated out to
the Myriad islands in my new “super skiff” (a 23’
welded aluminum boat that was designed to move
a lot of gear and people quickly and efficiently in
Southeast Alaska) for a few days camping. Both of
my companions were experienced outdoorsmen
and I wanted to share what I thought was one of
the wildest spots that I knew of – so I took them to
Black Bay for a day hike during the peak of the pink
salmon run.
Normally this timing would be ill-advised unless
your interest was in random encounters with
bears. Although I had done a fair bit of this kind of
work studying habitat use by bears over the previous 6 years, I had not willingly put myself in the
heart of this much potential bear activity as part
of a “recreation” trip. In fact this is not something
that I would condone in most circumstances and
quite frankly consider this trip somewhat of an
indulgence on my part even though I have a hard
time regretting the experience.
The three of us followed the same route we took
in 2001, immediately climbing up from the beach
and onto a small ridge so that we could traverse
beyond the canyon reach before dropping down
into the floodplain. We started down from the
ridge toward the floodplain by following a very
well worn bear trail that was so heavily marked
by bears (a high number of sign trees and hot feet
along its length) that it was abundantly clear it
was a heavily used travel corridor, probably one
that connects back to the anadadromous reaches
of the Whitestripe watershed.
I remember that the smell of rotting fish was
noticeable even on the top of the small ridge and
steadily increased as we got closer to the river.
We had agreed that we would stay close together,
keep our voices down and be mindful of our scent
and surroundings so that we would improve the
chances of seeing bears. Exploring high density
bear habitat in this manner puts you in a highly
vigilant state of mind, one in which your senses
are amplified and your instincts are in charge.

View of Black Bay from ridge route
Sign Tree on bear trail leading to floodplain

Once we got to the floodplain it did not take long to encounter our first bear. We heard it before we saw it as it
was moving along a riverside trail and pushing through
the devil’s club and currants. We stopped and stood our
ground to watch. The bear did not seem to know we were
there, or did not care, and we ended up getting very close
as it walked out into the river toward us before moving
upstream to chase pink salmon.
The encounter was pretty unusual in my experience because of how close we got and how little the bear responded to us. It was almost like the bear was habituated
to humans but that is extremely unlikely given that this
area today sees very few human visitors at all. I have heard
stories set in extremely remote locations, like the Kenai
coast or parts of Russia, in which bears showed very little
in the way of responding to human presence. The theories
that accompany these stories suggest that the bears are so
sure of their status as top predators in these places they do
not recognize humans as a potential threat.

Brown Bear fishing on the Black River

Gaging station hut at the top
of the Black River canyon

This theory has some appeal to me, especially given that
this first encounter with a brown bear in the heart of the
Black Bay wilderness was not an anomaly. We encountered
several more bears on this hike, none of which reacted
very strongly to our presence. The bears seemed to be just
going about their business of eating salmon and berries
while being vigilant about encounters with other bears,
much like ourselves (minus the fishing). I had never before
felt so intensely that I was sharing the bear’s world. It was
almost like we were invisible.
Invisible or not, the experience was intensely wild and
soon exceeded our threshold tolerance for what felt a bit
like “rolling the dice” with each new bear. After a few hours
on the river we headed back much the way we came.
On the way back we ran across an old cedar hut that looked
like it was originally part of a gaging station. We did not
know much about the history of the area other than it had
been a mining hot-spot at one time and so we assumed the
hut had something to do with that. An hour or so of bushwhacking from the gaging hut saw us back on the beach.
Wildness Index
Trammeling - We encountered signs of past human activity
in the form of an old gaging station.
Encounters - We did not encounter any people during the
day hike of around 4 miles over approximately 10 hours.

Back on the beach just before
returning to the Skiff at Black Bay

Trip 4
My most recent exploration of the Black Bay wilderness took place in early July of 2010. I joined a
couple good friends who work at the Sitka Conservation Society (SCS) to conduct a Wilderness
monitoring survey through the West Chichagof
Wilderness Area. For this trip we were flown into
upper Hoonah Sound and dropped off at a creek
with no name. From that point we hiked up that
east flowing creek to the west Chichagof topographic divide, and then down the west flowing
Black River to the outer coast. We reached the
Black Bay side of the divide after one full day of
hiking.
Our first Black Bay camp was pitched in an alluvial
fan forest in the headwaters after hiking in from
our Hoonah Sound camp a total of about 8 miles.
We were soaked to the bone after 2 days of fairly
continuous rain and numerous creek crossings
but I can honestly say that we were thrilled to
be there. Exhausted, but thrilled. The site was
gorgeous and felt as wild as a rainforest in southeast Alaska ever feels. It was not just the lack of
human sign or human encounters that made for
such a high quality wilderness experience, it was
also the way in which we got there (bushwacking in a soaking downpour) and the knowledge
that very few people had visited this area since
the Wilderness area was created. Solitude that
extended across temporal scales.
I had an excellent nights sleep snuggling with my
wet socks to dry them out a bit for our next leg.
It had continued to rain during the night and flow
levels were very high. We were surrounded by
the sound of wind in the trees and water rushing
down the slopes as we studied our topographic
maps and planned a route for the day’s hike.
Given the flow levels in the tributary we were
camped on and knowing that we needed to be on
the north side of the drainage to avoid the canyon reach near-shore, we decided we had better
cross the Black River while we were in the upper
valley or we may find the river too large to cross
below.
We made a beeline for the first logical place that
we might cross the Black River and got lucky in
finding a relatively easy place to cross right away.

SCS Executive Director Andrew
Thoms taking a break in a lovely alluvial fan forest ~ 7.5 miles
in by foot, somewhere near the
topographic divide between
upper Hoonah Sound and Black
Bay, and very wet.

At this point the riparian vegetation was a mix of
slide alder, wetland meadow and young spruce
forest so we decided to hike up onto a bench and
traverse through a peat land complex until we got
into the large-tree forest. My camera quit working
(too wet) the night before so the photo record I
have for this leg comes from Scott Harris, one of
the two SCS folks I was on this trip with.
The traverse through the muskegs proved to be
fairly easy walking. We tried to find remnants of a
road or trail indicated on some of our topographic
maps but did not succeed in finding any evidence
even though according to our GPS we followed
the route in several areas. Perhaps the road was
planned but never constructed, or perhaps the
map indicated a foot trail that was old enough
that no evidence remained.

Andrew and me in the muskegs
of the upper Black River valley Scott Harris photo

After a few hours of muskeg traversing we made
our way into the large tree forests of the up-valley
alluvial fans. The walking through these areas was
particularly pleasant as the dense canopy kept the
shrub density to a minimum and abundant bear
and deer trails led us on efficient and sure-footed
paths.
Downed logged cut out

After passing through a few alluvial fan forests
of old trail’s path - Scott
Harris photo
we eventually dropped down into the floodplain
forest. Here the walking was even easier and the
wildlife trails even more pronounced. Following
a prominent bear trail led us onto what appears
to be an old human trail. In this case our topographic maps were relatively accurate and the “road” marked in this area turned out to be the remnant of a
maintained trail. At first it appeared to simply be
a mega bear trail but upon closer inspection we
began to see signs of log clearing and possibly
some old blazes. We followed this trail as much as
possible because it was the easiest walking and
it was fascinating to wonder what purpose it may
have served in the past.
Eventually we lost this trail just before pitching
our mid-river camp near the confluence with
marble creek. This also agreed with the map as
it showed the “road” crossing the river here and
heading up the marble creek valley to exit this
watershed and make its roundabout way to the
old mining community of Chichagof.
We spent our second night in the Black Bay wa-

Another photo of the
historical trail. Note the
cut log. How many more
years before all evidence is
gone? - Scott Harris photo

tershed camped below an expanse of very large
trees that extended from the valley wall to the
river bank. The rain finally let up a couple hours
before we crawled into our sleeping bags. That
night I slept as well as I ever have in my life.
The next morning it was clear that the river had
come down a lot, probably 18 inches down from
the high of the day before, but the it was still running too strong to cross so our route for the day
was confined again to the north side of the valley.
The walking in the floodplain forest remained fairMy camera briefly worked at our second
ly easy until a point where the river meandered
camp in the Black River valley and allowed
over to the steep valley wall. At that point we
me to document the river’s decreased flow
decided to make our way up onto the ridge that I
(note the debris line on the gravel bar)
had used in the past to bypass the canyon reach.
Our approach to this ridge started upstream of
where I had gone in years past and proved a bit more steep and difficult than the downstream access but it
was a lovely path to take nonetheless.
Once on the ridge we were able to move fairly efficiently to the descent down to the beach in Black Bay. We
had originally planned to be picked up on the north side of the bay near Whitestripe creek but we soon found
the route along the beach to be impassable. In order to get over to the planned pickup site we would have had
to climb back up onto the ridge and drop down into the Whitestripe creek valley. Given how much time and
energy we had for another leg of up and down we opted to find a camp in the Black River estuary. If we had
known that we would be spending 2 more nights waiting for the fog to lift for the plane to get us we may have
chosen to put the extra effort in to camp on the north side but such was not the case.
The weather improved dramatically soon after we arrived at the Black Bay estuary, at least it did for us in Black
Bay. We waited a day and a half for fog to lift in Sitka so that we could fly out and ended up in Juneau because
Sitka was still not flying. During that time we spotted several bears, basked in the sun, dried our gear and reflection on the value of this remarkable Wilderness area.
Wildness Index
Trammeling - We encountered signs of past human activity in the form of a very old trail. The path appears to
be currently “maintained” by bear use. Logs had clearly been cut out of the trails’ path but all human activity
associated with this trail appeared to be very old.
Encounters - We did not encounter any people during the 15 miles of hiking and 2 nights camping inland up
the Black River valley. We saw two skiffs, two trollers and one tender over a two day period from our camp on
the shore in Black Bay.
Drying out our gear while waiting for the plane

The plane from Juneau landing in Black Bay to carry us back to civilization

Further Reflections
Measuring Wilderness function
is difficult because much of what
Wilderness provides us is intangible and subjective. Many who
value Wilderness may never get
the chance to visit it, and for those
who do it is often what we bring
to these areas, the people we are,
that provides the greatest influence on the Wilderness experience.

Whitestripe mountain
seen from the plane as
we fly out over the Black
River watershed

As much as I can say with confidence that the Wilderness of Black
Bay has not changed noticeably in
the past 12 years that I have been
monitoring it, I must admit that I
have changed quite a bit. Each visit
was clearly a wild experience but
each was also quite unique: from
scratching the surface on kayak expeditions to a Landmark Tree survey from
luxury yacht to a weekender style day
trip into the heart of the bears’ domain
to bushwhacking through 3 days of torrential downpour looking for signs of
past and present human activity. Each
visit provided a distinctive perspective
on the characteristics and qualities of
this Wilderness. Mystery, cathedral
forests, the wildest of animals, the least
trammeled of places and the extremities
of solitude - all that is wild in southeast
Alaska are alive and well in the wilderness of the Black River and the shores
of Black Bay. If you get a chance to visit
someday I am sure you will find that
wildness in yourself is still kicking too.

Scott, Andrew and me on
Day 2 of the Wilderness
monitoring survey

