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Voyage into the Enchanted Islands

Part 2: Cruising the Beautiful Apostles

By Marlin Bree


If you talk with most local  sailors, the watery mecca they feel most attracted to is a small group of islands off Wisconsin’s northern coast.


They talk lovingly of warm summer breezes wafting them about, verdant islands that seem to rise directly out of the blue waters, and, about the lifestyle of the cruising sailor where you can leave the anchor of shore far behind and set sail into the relative unknown.


One guy summed up its promise this way:  Just sail up to the center of Superior, take a hard right, and the next thing you know you’ll be in England.


Curiously, I’ve known several who have done just that. This is big-water boating.


It all starts in the colorful little town of Bayfield, the city dock, and the many boats congregated in the blue waters. This is big-time sailboat territory, with probably more pleasure craft per square kilometer than anyplace else in the Midwest. It is home to the largest charter fleet in the U.S., and, probably is the Midwest’s largest boating community. It is also a National Lakeshore, under the general protection of the National Park Service.

Bayfield is no slacker either. A couple of years ago, the Chicago Tribune declared it the best little town in the Midwest. Translated another way: reserve your lodging early.  It’s very popular with Chicago tourists as well as Midwest boaters.

The reason for the boating popularity is that in the islands you can get the wind but not the seas. The islands themselves form a natural barrier from Superior and provide a natural watery playground for boaters.


You can trailer your boat up to Bayfield, or, you can charter a sailboat there from a number of chartering organizations.  From then on, it’s off into the islands for you.

Favorite islands


Madeline Island. A quick, easy cruise is to Madeline Island, the large island you see off in the distance from Bayfield. It lies a little under four miles away from the mainland, and, is one of the oldest places in the U.S., possibly dating back to the 1620s, when the first European visited it, but most certainly when Pierre Radisson came ashore in the 1660s.  In its long life starting as a fur trading post and fort, it has been under three flags: British, French, and U.S. 


Just tying up at the Madeline Island Marina is a special experience, since you enter a small channel and sail past an ancient Chippewa cemetery. You can usually call ahead on VHF Ch. 16 for transient space, and, you can appreciate the fine facility of the Madeline Island Yacht Club. It’s a beautiful harbor, privately maintained, and I’ve spent some time there aboard Persistence. The old town of La Pointe (year-around population 200; tourist season about 3,000) is walking distance away, and, you can saunter along the road admiring the island housing, some old boats, and, in town, see an interesting museum. The town of LaPointe has some good eating and drinking spots, too. Incidentally, Madeline is the only island in the Apostles that is inhabited year around.

Stockton Island. Probably the most popular destination is Stockton Island. There are several reasons for this: it’s a nice cruise from the mainland; it has two docking areas, and, several bays with good protection where you can anchor. You can tie up overnight at the island’s Presque Isle Bay docks, which is under the supervision of the Park Service. It is a beautiful island harbor, with good protection from heavy weather because of its large concrete breakwaters. But be aware of wildlife: more than one boater has heard heavy footpads on the deck at midnight, only to discover that the Apostles has a goodly number  of inquisitive black bears looking for a snack. If you have a cooler in the cockpit, they’ll find it, too. Remain calm, and, inside.

Raspberry Island:  Up the West Channel lies a picturesque island with a colorful lighthouse atop it. Many veteran cruisers like to anchor off the island’s southeast corner, which has good holding ground. An interesting visit is the restored 1863 lighthouse, which has a park service volunteer in period costume giving a colorful and entertaining look at island and lighthouse life in the mid-1800s. At the southeast corner, there are two docks, but watch for rocks and the shallowing depths.  

Sand Island:  Furthest out of the islands, at the western edges of the Apostles, lies beautiful Sand Island. You can still see some artifacts of a small fishing village (now gone) and, a delightful woodsy trail that will take you to the Sand Island lighthouse. Look out over the Sand Island Shoal, for in its depths is the wreck Sevona, and, if you’re lucky, the lighthouse keeper will tell you the tale of that awesome shipwreck. 

Little Sand Bay:  On the eastern end of the mainland, opposite Sand Island, is Little Sand Bay.  It has a small, protected harbor, and, walking up the shore you’ll see a Visitor Information Center and the restored Hokenson Fishery, which was one of the early fishing operations. A guided tour will tell you a lot about how the early fishermen worked, and give you a look at a l937 fishing boat.

Boating tips

Heavy weather:  Most storms come out of the Southwest, so keep your eyes open and choose your anchorages accordingly. Look out when blue clouds start to come up onshore. There are no all-weather anchorages in the islands, and most anchorages have protection from one or two sides. Some chartering organizations do not permit overnight tie-ups at the various piers at island docks.

Chartering services have a reference guide to areas of protection in the Apostles. Basically, what it means is that you need to have an alternative anchoring position planned if you anchor out behind one of the islands. If the wind switches, you will need to raise your anchor and find a more wind-and-sea friendly anchorage. I’ve heard stories of boaters who found themselves at the wrong anchorage at midnight and had to get up their anchors in rising seas and wind to motor elsewhere. The cruising guidebook, Superior Way, has a good rundown on areas of protection when the wind switches. 

Way to go

For a quick weekend, arrive in Bayfield late Thursday night. If you re chartering, you can usually arrange to stay onboard your boat for free. Most charter boats can hold a number of people, so that the bill of several hundred dollars a day (and it goes up from there) can be split among a number of sailors. Remember, too, that you won’t be paying motel rooms when you charter. 

You can start sailing Friday morning, to get out to your first anchorage or berth and settle in. You can sail Saturday and come back in Sunday afternoon, and head home Sunday evening, arriving late. That’s a dynamite three-day weekend.

Most Apostle charterers, I’m told, come from the Twin Cities and Chicago.

Reading Matter

Superior Way, by Bonnie Dahl. This is the preferred cruising guide to Lake Superior. Its third edition has waypoints in GPS

In the Teeth of the Northeaster, by Marlin Bree, describes the author’s first visit to Bayfield and his cruises into the Apostles, including spending time on Madeline Island and at Red Cliff. Call of the North Wind describes the author’s visits to Sand and Raspberry Islands.

Web Links

www.bayfield, org. – Information on the Bayfield area. Search attractions: Apostle Islands National Lakeshore.

www.superiorcharters.com -- Information on cruising the Apostles, chartering background information, and other useful data.

This concludes Marlin Bree’s two-part series on cruising the Apostle Islands, which he originally gave as a speech for BoatsU.S. 

