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CHAPTER 1

Kah Lituya Strikes!

The Tlingit canoes traveled swiftly toward the small opening at the mouth of Lituya Bay leading out to the wild Alaskan ocean waters. The men paddled furiously in order to move through the current that raced in and out of the bay with each tide. But suddenly, Kah Lituya, the Man of Lituya, came out of the underwater cave where he lived and grabbed one side of the waves that roared across the mouth. He ordered his slaves, the bears, and the Land Otter Men, to grab the waves from the other side, and they vigorously shook and shook the waters, as if they were tossing the canoes on a blanket.

The villagers watched in horror from their safety along the inner shores of the bay as the warriors were tossed into the raging waters and drowned. They would search the rocky beaches and hope to find the bodies of their loved ones so as to perform the rites that would send them to a pleasant afterlife. The bodies not found would revert to Kah Lituya, where he would turn them into his bear slaves and send them wandering the shores that surround Lituya Bay to watch for more incoming canoes that could be tossed on the blanket. Some of the souls would turn into Land Otter Men, spirits who had the shape of a man with long hair, a round mouth, and an otter’s tail, and possessed similar powers of a shaman.

Lituya Bay is a small seven-mile-long and two-mile-wide inlet on the west coast of Glacier Bay National Park, at the base of the Fairweather Mountain Range. At the head of the bay are two immense glaciers; Lituya Glacier stretches out toward the north arm coming into the bay, and North Crillon Glacier toward the south arm. In the center of the bay is Cenotaph Island. From above the inlet resembles a whale, with its flukes attached to the glaciers at the head of the bay and Cenotaph Island its eye looking out toward the open sea.

No one knows just when or how many warriors and canoes have met their demise because they were caught by Kah Lituya. But there are many legends and even one in which the numbers of men lost and the date can be authenticated.

Chilkat and Hoon-ah Tlingits often traveled in their canoes along the west coast to trade for copper at Yakatat. One spring, a large party, which included three chiefs, turned their vessels toward Lituya Bay. Four canoes were overturned in the deadly waves at the mouth of the bay and many people, including one of the chiefs, drowned. While the survivors mourned their lost companions, two large ships came into the bay. The Tlingits had never seen such large ships, so they thought these apparitions were their creator, Raven. When the ships lowered the sails and the crew climbed about in the rigging, the watchers on shore thought that they were seeing the big birds lower their wings and small crows fly around them. One family dressed in masks launched a war canoe, but it was overturned in the waves and they struggled back to shore to safety. Finally one old, almost blind man volunteered to go out alone and investigate. He was welcomed on board and given gifts, which he brought back to the waiting Tlingits. Upon discovering the “birds” were actually trading ships, they boarded and traded with the visitors, profitably for both sides. The oral tradition concludes that the big ships stayed in the bay until two of their smaller boats were wrecked and all the men in them were drowned.

That legend was told to ethnographer G. T. Emmons almost exactly one hundred years after the French explorer, Jean-Francois de Galaup, Comte La Perouse, documented the same story in his ships’ logs regarding his visit to Lituya Bay in 1786.

King Louis XVI of France had sent La Perouse on the “greatest of all voyages” to explore the northern Pacific, check in on trade with China, and find the Northwest Passage back across Canada. By the time they approached the west coast of Alaska and ended up in Lituya Bay, the expedition had successfully rounded the Cape of Good Hope in January and had many adventures recorded in the logs along the way.

Because of the shape of the mouth of Lituya Bay, the currents are very strong. They have since been measured at a speed of 13.8 miles per hour. La Perouse had anchored near the island in the bay and was conducting research about the area. He sent three small boats to survey the spit at the mouth of the bay. The boats were caught in the swift tidal currents, and, although one was able to escape by frantic rowing, the two other boats and twenty-one men were lost in the waves.

La Perouse erected a small monument on the island, with a plaque that read READER, WHOEVER THOU ART, MINGLE YOUR TEARS WITH OURS. It was La Perouse who named the island Cenotaph, meaning “a tomblike monument to someone buried elsewhere.”

Kah Lituya also struck with another sort of wave. The Old Man would send a huge wave coming from the far head of the bay, washing over the land before disappearing through the mouth into the wide sea. One Tlingit legend tells of a woman who went up the hillside from her village to pick berries. Two hunters from the same village were hunting in the mountains and saw a huge landslide descend into the water and force a huge wave through the bay. On their return the three found their entire village washed away and the bodies of their clansmen draped over the trees that remained.

Eventually the Tlingits moved away from the bay, visiting only in the summer, for fishing and berry picking, leaving no native villages behind in Lituya Bay.

By the end of the nineteenth century, the Gold Rush came to the bay, with miners working the sands along the mouth of the bay and a number of mines started in the area. Perhaps showing his displeasure at these turns of events, in 1899 Kah Lituya sent two-hundred-foot-high waves through the bay that washed away a mine and the miners on the shore. Because extracting gold was dangerous and unprofitable, the miners drifted away to other sites and occupations.

In 1917 a former miner, James Huscroft, came to Cenotaph Island and settled there, building a cabin and outbuildings and planting a garden. Although he lived alone on the island for many years, making just one trip into Juneau each year for supplies, he was far from a recluse. Huscroft loved company, and his cabin became quite the social center for fishermen, miners, mountain climbers, and any other travelers who braved the waves at the mouth of the bay.

Huscroft and one of his visitors were among the survivors to experience and describe the notable wave that occurred in 1936. At the time, Huscroft was entertaining Bernard Allen, who had finally persuaded Huscroft to let him visit the fabled bay. Early on the morning of October 27, the two men were awakened by a roar like “the drone of one hundred airplanes at low altitude.” Water on the floor of the cabin sent them scurrying outside for higher ground. As it grew lighter they were able to see a huge wave approaching the island from the head of the bay. As they watched they saw three consecutive waves, each larger than the other, sweep across the island.

On that same day two other men, Nick Larson and Fred Frederickson, were anchored near the north shore of Lituya Bay, on their fishing boat, the Mine. Before sunrise they heard a loud, steady roar. The weather was clear, and they could begin to see a huge wall of water coming down from the head of the bay. They started toward Cenotaph Island, then turned toward the huge wall of water and were hit by the first wave. It lifted the boat about fifty feet above the surface, and the wave appeared to be fifty more feet taller on both sides. The water on the other side of the wall was below normal, and with each successive wave the crest was higher and the water on the other side lower than normal. After the three waves had passed, the waves gradually returned to normal. Remarkably, the two men managed to keep the boat upright and rode through the waves.

When Huscroft and Allen returned to the cabin, they found it in shambles. The water had washed through the inside up to the windowsills. The rich garden soil that Huscroft had built up over the years was completely washed away, the root cellar was full and ruined, and his outbuildings and dock were gone. The wave also took away Huscroft’s spirit. Although he lived for another two years on the island, he never rebuilt the outbuildings or had another garden.

Anecdotal evidence, as well as measuring the tree lines, indicated that the highest 1936 wave was about 490 feet high. There has been a great deal of research done by Forest Service personnel, United States Geologic Survey geologists, and others, to determine the cause of the 1936 waves. Several theories were proposed, such as the sudden breaking of a glacier lake ice dam, an avalanche or rockslide, giant berg breaking from a glacier, or an earthquake. However, there is no agreement on the cause, so perhaps it was Kah Lituya and his bear slaves and Land Otter Men up to their mischief again.
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Lituya Bay in 1958, after being swept by the biggest wave ever recorded
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It was the granddaddy of all the waves that started out at the head of Lituya Bay in 1958 that has the distinction of being the largest one ever recorded. On July 9 of that year, a group of salmon fishing trawlers was working out on the “Fairweather Grounds” in the Gulf of Alaska. Three of the boats traveled into Lituya Bay and anchored there for the night. Howard Ulrich and his seven-year-old son, Howard Jr., in the trawler, Edrie, were settled in just to the south of Cenotaph Island, a small spot of land in the center of the bay. Shortly after 10:00 p.m. Ulrich was awakened by a sharp pull on the anchor. A mammoth earthquake was causing wild disorder all up and
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