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Like jewels in a crown, the Apostle Islands lie offshore of Bayfield, Wisconsin, in the chill waters of Lake Superior.

The Apostles are not 12 but 22 islands, covering an area of more than 720 square miles of Lake Superior and offer superb boating adventure and cruising. Leave the shore and in a matter of minutes you can become lost in the islands. Beyond the Apostles, you can enter the open waters of the world’s largest freshwater lake, all 31,000 square miles of it. 


To boaters, the Apostle Islands area represents a special chance to try out big water skills and perhaps to encounter some waterborne adventure. They can get a taste of boating Lake Superior, but in the relative protection of the islands. You get the wind, but not the seas, for the islands themselves form a natural barrier and provide a favorite playground for boaters. 


But there’s so much to see and enjoy, many boaters should make a cruising plan in advance so that they can make the most of their visit. The idea is pan ahead and sail smart in the Apostles.


Big Lake: Superior contains more than 31,000 square miles – the greatest great lake, as well as the deepest and coldest. If all of its shoreline were unraveled, you could drive 1,826 miles, the distance roughly from Miami to Duluth. It contains three quadrillion gallons of water, about 10 percent of the world’s fresh surface water, and half the water in the Great Lakes. If Superior were ever to overflow, it would cover all of Minnesota, all of the U.S., Canada, Mexico and South America with one foot of water.

The historic Apostles: The Apostles Islands are some of the oldest settlements in the U.S. and served under three flags: English, French and American, possibly dating to the 1620s, when the first European explorer canoed through the area, but most certainly explored by Europeans in 1660 when Pierre Radisson wintered in Chequamegon Bay. Madeline Island became a headquarters for the fur trade and a home for the Voyageurs. The Chippewa lived on the island until the mid 1600s, holding it as an island fortress against their enemies, until a winter’s starvation forced them onto the mainland. 


Getting there: From the Twin Cities, cruise north on Hwy 35 to Duluth, about 160 miles on a fast three-lane freeway. Without a lot of stops, many veteran boaters make it easily in less than three hours. Nearing Duluth, turn eastward on Wisconsin Hwy 2, over the Bong Bridge, through the town of Superior, to Hwy 13. This colorful highway is well marked to Bayfield and the Apostle Islands, with magnificent views of Superior as you wind your way northeast along the shoreline. A spectacular overview of the Apostles awaits as you come over the hill to enter the town of Bayfield.


If you drive at dusk, be careful on Hwy 13, where deer come out to browse. One year a boater at Port Superior told me she ran into a deer that had dashed into the road. The accident totally demolished her car.


Tips on what to take:  Superior can be both wet and cold, even in the height of summer. Take thermal underwear, sweaters, fleece, and good foul weather gear. Don’t chintz on the cheap stuff – it will just let you down when you need it most. A long-billed baseball cap also is useful to keep the sun’s glare off your eyes, and, in rain, the wet off your face. Take good sunglasses with UV protection and polarized lenses, sunscreen, and a knife. I like a utility knife with several tools besides a blade.


You need NOAA chart of the Apostle Islands, 14973, your GPS, and navigation equipment. A helpful cruising guide is Bonnie Dahl’s Superior Way, revised edition.  

It’s a wilderness up there after you duck past the first set of islands, so navigation skills with the right information is critical. A Boat Log & Record is useful to keep a record of your time, course, speed, distance and navigation notes as well as GPS data.


Take everything you need. There are some stores in Bayfield, your last place to provision before the islands, but it’s best if you plan ahead and have everything ready. That would include clothing, medical equipment and provisions, toiletries, food, beverages and water. In the wilds, you can’t just pull over to the nearest store and buy what you forgot. 


If you are taking your own boat up, be certain your VHF radio works well. The radio is your lifeline for information about weather and your main way to get help afloat. All crewmembers should be able to operate the VHF and be drilled on its use for an emergency, including Pan and Mayday messages. Coast Guard Bayfield monitors Channel 16, which should be on at all times while underway or at anchor.

Weather: It’s not a joke that you can always tell a veteran Superior skipper by the way his or her eyes keep scanning the horizon. Lake Superior is notorious for fast-rising, often vicious storms. Skippers are advised to keep their eyes open, especially to the southwest, and when you see dark clouds forming plan for a storm. 


Boats should have their VHF radios on when underway, tuned to channel 16, for heavy weather warnings. It’s also important to check in with NOAA weather forecasts before you start out, and, get updates when underway. Even so, big bodies of water like Superior affect the weather, and, boater beware that even modern technology can fail to give you an alert. 


Once off the north shore, I headed out into the open waters listening to my VHF predicting fair weather and moderate seas and ran straight into the teeth of a northeaster. After a stormy passage with high seas and the appearance of Superior’s vaunted Three Sisters (three waves in a row, each bigger than the one before), I limped back to the harbor of Two Harbors, MN, and turned on my VHF weather. I was startled to hear the same forecast for fair weather. 


Think ahead: There are few marinas or harbors of refuge in the Apostles, so if the wind switches and a storm comes up, you will need to know in advance where you will find alternative anchorage. 


If you are chartering a sailboat, be advised that many charter companies don’t want you to stay overnight at an island dock, but rather to anchor out or return to a marina harbor. This is for safety reasons, they say, for if a storm comes up, you may not be able to leave dockside and cause costly damage to your chartered craft. 


Safety:  When underway, wear a personal floatation device (PFD). Use caution when leaving the safety of the cockpit, and, if possible clip in with a safety harness. You and your crew should be knowledgeable about man over-board drills and be able to perform them with skill and quickly – that’s cold water out there. Wear rubber-soled deck shoes that are built for boaters and can handle wet decks.  Keep yourself in shape mentally and physically. If you drink, take along only beer or wine, no hard liquor, and, use it in moderation, even when at anchor. When you anchor, double anchor. 

