
The Uchuck III drops tourists 
and supplies off at the 
Nootka Lighthouse at 
Yuquot Point.
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cove 
Welcome
With majestic landscapes, dramatic history and a host 
of friendly, talented locals, this area is a must-see for 
cruisers on the west coast of Vancouver Island
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The name evokes a rioT of pasT 
and present stories from this spacious, 
rugged, west coast Vancouver Island 
sound—Captains Pérez, Cook, Vancouver 
and Quadra; the powerful and wily Chief 
Maquinna; his white slave, John Jewitt; sea 
otter pelts; Friendly Cove; international 
rivalries; colonization, thievery 
and treachery—it’s no wonder 
some call it the “Birthplace of B.C.”

A SpeciAl plAce in HiStory  It’s here 
in 1778 that Captain James Cook 
became the first European to go 
ashore here during his third world 
exploratory voyage. He initially 
called it “King George’s Sound,” 
but he is responsible for the name 
Nootka as well. When he sailed 
Resolution and Discovery into the 
sound, the canoes bearing the 
local residents cried out the phrase 
“itchme nutka,” which meant “Go 
around!” Cook mistook the direc-
tions for the indigenous name and 
later wrote that the natives called 
the place “Nootka”—and it stuck.

Asian and European traders soon 
arrived, enticed around Cape Horn 
or across the Pacific by the lucrative 
sea otter fur trade. Nootka was a 
place where ships came for “wood-
ing and watering,” to replace spars 
and get fresh water. 

It’s here where Chief Maquinna 
killed the crew of the Boston after 
its Captain Salter insulted him, 
sparing only the lives of black-
smith John R. Jewitt and sailmaker 
John Thompson. It led to Jewitt’s 
famous memoirs: A Narrative of the 
Adventures and Sufferings of John R. 
Jewitt, while Held as a Captive of the 
Nootka Indians of Vancouver Island,  
1803-1805. The book is still in print 
today and provides lively informa-
tion on native life in the early 19th 
century. 

Amazingly, this outpost was 
at the centre of world events for 
two decades. Although the Nuu-
cha-nulth people had lived in the 
region for at least 4,000 years, in 
the last decades of the 18th century, Rus-
sia, Spain and England tried to grab the 
northern Pacific coast for their respective 
monarchs. Russia occupied Alaska, and the 
contest for territory and fur became so heat-
ed that Spain and England edged toward 
the brink of war over their mutually exclu-
sive claims. The Spanish built a fort here—

their only one in Canada. Fortunately, war 
was averted, but only narrowly—we could 
easily be speaking Spanish today.

GettinG tHere  Nootka Sound lies about half-
way up Vancouver Island’s west coast. It 
includes Nootka and Bligh islands and is 
riven by three mighty fjords—Muchalat 
Inlet, Tlupana Inlet and Tahsis Inlet. To 

here on the frigate Santiago from San Blas, 
Mexico, intending to add the northwest 
Pacific coast to Spain’s west coast territo-
ries. Captain Perez anchored, named the 
entrance to Nootka Sound “San Lorenzo” 
and traded shells and furs with natives in 
canoes, but never went ashore. After all, 
he had no charts, GPS, depth sounders or 
weather reports, and his sailing ship’s lack 

of maneuverability on a lee 
shore would have worried any 
navigator.

Friendly cove  During our foggy 
August visit we entered Cook 
Channel and anchored in 
Friendly Cove, which is also 
known as Yuquot. It’s a pro-
tected spot with good holding 
ground, a grand pebble beach 
and another impressive light-
house. Near this location, Cap-
tains Vancouver and Quadra 
negotiated the Nootka Con-
ventions that eventually cul-
minated in Spain relinquishing 
its claim on the region. I felt 
imbedded in history when we 
were here.

By noon the hot sun had 
burned off the fog, so we went 
ashore by dinghy and tied up 
to the rickety dock built by the 
Williams family, whose house 
is located on the spot where 
Maquinna and his tribe main-
tained their summer village. 
According to Jewitt’s account, 
the Nootka used massive 
posts and beams to build their 
longhouses and then installed 
removable thick planks on the 
sides and roofs. When they 
left after a summer of fishing, 
whaling, drying herring and 
salmon spawn and preserving 
berries, they’d carry the planks 
and food to the much more 
protected Tahsis Inlet. Here 
they’d place the planks in the 
beams of their winter long-
houses and use them to store 
food for the cold season. 

tHe Friendly And tAlented locAlS  
We had the privilege of meeting elder Ray 
Williams, who with wife Terry and other 
family members, are the only Nootka 
who’ve refused to move up the sound to 
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arrive there, we’d sailed our Hanse 411, 
Beyond the Stars, from Victoria to Barkley 
Sound, visited Clayoquot and then trav-
elled further north to Nootka. 

Journeying along the rugged coast, with 
its nonstop reefs, craggy rocks and islets 
evoked feelings of empathy for Span-
ish Captain Juan Pérez. In 1774, he sailed 

 A stained-glass window at the Yuquot 
Church in Friendly Cove depicts the transfer 

of territorial claims from Spain to Britain.

nooTka. 
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Gold River. “Two chiefs offered me a free 
apartment and grub and everything, while 
a new house was built, if only I’d move,” 
a smiling Ray told us. “But we like it here. 
This is our traditional land.” 

“So this is where the longhouses stood?” 
I asked. 

“Yeah,” he laughed, pointing to the 
square modern home above us, “but I call 
my place the shorthouse.” 

Through our friend, Bill Conconi, who’s 
known Ray for decades, we were invited 
to join the Williams family for a salmon 
dinner. Cooked the traditional way on 

the beach, the salmon was roasted next 
to a fire on cedar, cross-barred sticks. It 
was delicious. 

The fire burned near a canopy where 
Sanford, Ray’s son, was completing a 
totem pole. A hefty red-cedar windfall tree 
had been shaped into an elongated figure, 
whose head was crowned by a conical 
hat—resembling the time-honoured image 
of Maquinna. It shows that the memory of 
this powerful chief hasn’t faded away over 
the past two centuries. The pole was for-
mally raised on August 12 at Maquinna’s 
longhouse site, overlooks Friendly Cove 

and welcomes visitors to Yuquot.
We also perused Sanford’s carving shack 

and saw samples of his bent-wood box 
sculpting and a superb maple-wood mask 
called Seabear. Sanford became a master 
carver after studying at Kitanmax School 
of Northwest Coast Indian Art. Not only 
a successful artist, he also teaches carving 
techniques to young natives.

A short walk from the beach, we found 
the historic Yuquot church, which show-
cases a mix of aboriginal and European 
religious art, monuments, totems and 
carvings. Built in 1956, and replacing an 
1893 structure that burned down, the 
modest white building was dedicated 
to Pope Pius X, Padre Magin Catalá, the 
Franciscan missionary who came here in 
1793 and to many other significant visi-
tors. Two stained glass windows donated 
by the Spanish government depict the 
transfer of territorial claims from Spain to 
Britain and of a Franciscan monk sermon-
izing the natives. 

tHe nootkA liGHtHouSe  The lighthouse stands 
on Yuquot Point, where once the Spanish 
built and occupied a fort from 1789 to 1795. 
Erected in 1911, the 30-metre high light-
house reigns over the ocean. It also accom-
modates a lengthy dock where the Uchuck 
III, a coastal freighter converted from a 
minesweeper in the mid-1950s, regularly 
drops off passengers and delivers supplies.

To visit the lighthouse I walked across 
the gravely beach, climbed up the stone 
steps and then hiked the long aluminum 
walkway crossing the bay. Cheerful flow-
ers were planted all around and the struc-
tures look well maintained. The view is 
stupendous.

Joanne Tiglmann, who with husband 
Mark, have been Nootka’s lighthouse 
keepers for eight years, greeted me hos-
pitably. Despite the isolation, they love 
the life. 

“We were long-distance truckers and 
lived out of a tote,” Joanne explained. “We 
wanted to get off the road. We learned 
about lighthouse work, eventually serving 
at 16 relief stations, then came here. It’s a 
lifestyle, not a job. And it’s not for every-
one. You shouldn’t become lighthouse 
keepers if you don’t get along!” 

“No two days are alike,” Joanne contin-
ued. “This past winter was tough. We had 
hurricanes. Snow. An earthquake cracked 
the cistern.” Repairs are underway and 
treatment of the keepers has improved 
over the years. A letter posted here in 
1902 demonstrates how far it’s improved; 
it declares that the Department of Marine 
and Fisheries (as it was called then) won’t 

that evening a Full moon rose 
above the mountain tops,  

bathing us in a ghostly light.

The Yuquot church at 
Friendly Cove houses 
a mix of Aboriginal 
and European art.

Westview  
Marina in Tahsis 

offers fishing 
supplies, fuel 
and culinary 

treats at a local 
restaurant. 



supply hot water connections to the bath-
room. “Hot water is a luxury and if keep-
ers desire luxuries, they must pay for them 
themselves,” the chief engineer wrote. 

The Tiglmanns are responsible for main-
taining the lighthouse. They paint and 
lubricate, they service the diesel genera-
tors feeding the batteries that run the lights 
24/7. During the summer, they host a 
Coast Guard trainer and two university 
students in the second on-site house, and 
they talk with kayakers and hikers who’ve 
completed the 35-kilometre Nootka Trail. 

“The best part about the job is the free-
dom,” said Joanne. “Except for the weather 
reports. Every three hours we call weather 
updates into the Tofino radio/telephone 
system. Day and night.”

During the winter, when few visitors 
arrive, Joanne makes jewelry from sea 
glass she collects from the beaches. “We’re 
never bored,” she concluded. “There’s 
always something to do.”

BliGH cove  We left the aptly named Friendly 
Cove and sailed through Cook Channel 
toward Bligh Island, named after Com-
manding Officer Lieutenant Bligh who sur-
vived a mutiny led by Fletcher Christian 
on the HMS Bounty. Some tooth-like rocks 

line the channel, ready to gobble sailboats. 
Toward Spouter Island, we heard a loud 
snort and a breaching humpback spouted 
right behind Beyond the Stars. Vancouver 
Island’s snowcapped mountains peaked 
in the distance as I saw my first ever sea 
otter, floating on its back, curiously look-
ing at us. It was interesting to think that 
these cute critter’s pelts motivated seafar-
ers to travel thousands of miles and wage 
vicious international rivalries, while being 
nearly hunted to extinction. 

We passed Resolution Cove and entered 
Ewin Inlet, part of Bligh Island Marine 
Provincial Park. We anchored at the inlet’s 
highly protected head behind small islands 
in about 10-metres of water. It’s a great 
place to explore by dinghy and kayak or 
just laze around. That evening a full moon 
rose above the mountain tops bathing us in 
ghostly, glorious light. 

tAHSiS  After passing the Spanish Pilot 
Group, we traversed Eliza Passage and 
entered the slender Princesa Channel, 
named after a Spanish frigate that guard-
ed the fort at Nootka. Midway, the name 
changes to Tahsis Inlet. Fog and clouds 
hung low over the mountains, cutting 
the peaks, making them look like flattop  

aircraft carriers. Despite the overcast skies, 
this fjord with its steep sides and 200-metre 
depths was majestic. 

We moored at Westview Marina, oper-
ated by John and Cathy Falavolito, where 
two young men ran down the dock to 
tie us up. It was an abrupt change from 
the tranquil anchorages we’d experi-
enced for the last weeks. Sportfish boats 
roared in and out, huge coolers were filled 
with their catches, and beer was plenti-
ful. People come from all over to fish 
for halibut, salmon and prawns, keep-
ing the six fish-cleaning stations busy. 
The store carries ample fishing supplies 
and fuel. The restaurant serves upscale 
lattes, ice cream and all sorts of treats we 
seldom have aboard. Boaters can even 
rent a van so they can replenish groceries  
at the town’s general store. It’s a very 
pleasant place. 

ike mosT cruising areas  
on the west coast of Vancouver 
Island, Nootka Sound holds a 
weath of nooks and crannies to 
explore, so it was a little hard to 

leave. But luckily, a whole new world of 
adventure awaited us through Esperanza 
Inlet in Kyuquot Sound. 

A Canadian Coast 
Guard ship patrols 
Tahsis Inlet.

l


