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fishing grounds; hence monkey boats.)
When Christine and Jeff
first saw the David B, it
was, Christine politely said,
“rough.” She couldn’t believe
Jeff was actually interested
in “the rotten old thing.” But
they shared the dream of owning and operating a small expedition cruise ship in Alaska,
and she was soon committed
to saving the old work-boat.
They thought it would take
two years; it took seven.
Almost nothing turned
out to be salvageable. “Where
thought we could simply remove the tarred plywood and
sand down the original decking, we discovered that there
was nothing underneath we
could save,” she wrote in her
book about the long painful
process More Faster Backwards: Rebuilding the David B.
“We held out for months that
some of the planks near the
mast were sound.” But they
weren’t. Christine’s mother
told them they had really
bought blueprints for a boat,
not a boat itself.
But save it they did. Today
the David B is fitted with
staterooms for six people. The
wood gleams, the brass shines,
there are plenty of outlets for
plugging in hair dryers plus
phones and iPads, and there is
a little desalinization machine
that supplies fresh water for
showers in a deep, claw-footed
bathtub.
The music that gave
rhythm to our journey was
the mechanical waltz coming
from the David B’s original
1929 Washington Iron Works
engine. The sound is known in
every port from Bellingham to
Juneau., and always attracts
people. “Especially old men,”
according to Jeffrey. “How
many cylinders ya got there?”
is the common question,
which Jeff proudly answers
with “Three cylinders, with a
gear.” It is the oldest working
engine of this type still in a
boat.
The trip turned cliches
into truths. We saw the purple
mountains majesty, albeit in
British Columbia
Eagles didn’t just soar
above us. They fought, nested
— and swam. One morning
an eagle caught a salmon so
heavy it couldn’t fly with it. It
used its wings in a desperate
breast stroke, trying to get to
shore. Christine explained
that eagle talons are made so
that they can’t release until
they are on a hard surface. So
it couldn’t just release its giant
salmon; it had to overcome the
current and make it to shore,
or die.
It made it, and mustered
enough energy to fight off
the waiting fellow eagles and
osprey. No sharing.
For the southern half of the
trip we followed the 285-milelong Vancouver Island. Its
snow capped mountains,
always to our right, reached
up to 7,000 feet and kept right
on going when they reached
water. Much of the time our
depth was 400 or 500 feet deep
— even though we were often
very close to shore. Sea lions
lounging on rocks looked like
enormous versions of the banana slugs we had seen while
hiking on shore.
Waterfalls cascaded into the
Inside Passage. We got to know

Christine Hurley Wright / Special to the American Press
Mary Richardson / Special to the American Press

With waterfalls cascading down mountains on both sides, Capt. Jeffrey Smith calls part of
the Inside Passage “waterfall central.” Because the David B is more maneuverable than bigger
cruise ships, passengers could stick their noses so close to the cascade that they were deafened by the roar and wet from the spray.
their sound and feel when
Capt. Jeffrey put the nose of
the David B right into one. The
strong but silent current below
us contrasted with the splashy,
noisy, undeniable power of
water heading downhill.
In the evenings, Capt. Jeffrey headed into little coves
and harbors where he could
find anchorage and where
wildlife could find us for our
evening entertainment. One
evening we thought we were
looking at some big brown
boulders on shore when they
started to move. Grizzleys!
From a distance, they looked
cute, especially the babies.
But I was glad they weren’t as
close as the orcas had been.
We feasted all the time.
One of the improvements
that Christine insisted on was
the installation of a Heartland
wood cookstove; that wood
stove was where we congregated. In addition to being a
nature guide, Christine is a
certified pastry chef, so the
stove was always in use. She
baked croissants and bagels
for breakfast, sourdough bread
for lunch, homemade noodles
for dinner, and three-ginger
cookies and other desserts at
night. She prepared smoked
black cod and fresh salmon
and stuffed pork loin on that
stove. She roasted coffee beans
in the oven and ground them
every day. And at night she
served the best of British
Columbian wines.
We went through 17 pounds
of butter, 35 pounds of bread
flour, and sacks of Javanese
and Sulawesian coffee beans
on our trip. The stove ate 14
compressed logs of wood every
day.
This was our second trip
aboard the David B. Several years ago we took a short
cruise through the San Juan
Islands. But after our friend
Stacy Shearman came back
from the David B’s longer
cruises through the Inside
Passage and to Alaska, her
stories enforced our desire to
return. Also, we wanted more
of Christine’s bread.
Technically, the big cruise
ships follow the same route we
did. But the David B is only 65
feet long. We went into nooks
and crannies where no cruise
ship could hope to follow. Also,

The David B is one of the few boats that docks to explore
the historic site of Butedale, British Columbia — way off the
beaten trail. It is the site of a former cannery built in 1923
by the Canadian Fishing Company. A water turbine from the
huge electric power generator still powers a single light bulb,
which glows day and night. The site is abandoned except for a
caretaker, and is reverting back to nature.
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Coves like this one at Lowe Inlet are so deep that anchorage can only be found along the shore. And this shore was where the
Grizzley Bears came out to play in the evening.
cruise ships are on a schedule;
we could change plans depending on the weather, tides or
whatever we saw on shore.
There were only six of us on
board, not thousands; we could
follow our individual whims.
So we followed porpoises
and whales. We went on
shore to soak in a natural hot
springs, and to hike. We tried
unsuccessfully to climb to
the top of a waterfall by land,
so the David B took us to the
mouth of one by water. With
respect for the weather and
currents, we did as we pleased.
We experienced the brutal splendor of nature while
still having hot showers and
croissants. It was wild, maybe
not sooo rough — and it tasted
really good.”
l

For more information about
the David B, check the website,
www.northwestnavigation.com.
Christine’s award winning book,
“Rebuilding the David B,” is widely
available. “Passage to Juneau,”
written by Jonathan Raban about
his solo journey through the Inside
Passage in a one-man sailboat, is
another interesting book about the
area.
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The water in the Inside Passage could be rough, and strong currents always have to be taken
into consideration, but every day there were hours when the water was as still as Cane’s Golden Syrup, and the reflections so clear it was hard to find the dividing line. This particular syrup
was on Grenville Channel near Lowe Inlet, where we also saw an asylum (yes, really) of loons,
both common and red throated.

