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This trail guide is part of a series of interpretive products created 
in 2010 for trails on CBJ lands by Discovery Southeast. Other 

creations include natural history signs, a summary guide to CBJ 
trails and free web products.

Discovery Southeast 
Founded in 1989, DSE is a nonprofit organization promoting direct, 
hands-on learning from nature through natural science and outdoor 

education for youth, adults, and teachers. Discovery naturalists 
deepen the bonds between people & nature.
www.discoverysoutheast.org  •  463-1500

CBJ Parks & Recreation  
The City and Borough of Juneau/Parks & Recreation welcomes 
you.  Parks & Recreation manages 50 miles of trails and fosters 

innovative stewardship of its diverse resources.  Collectively, along 
with our partners Alaska State Parks, the U.S. Forest Service, Trail 
Mix and SAGA, 135 miles of trails are managed--connecting our 

community with Juneau’s magnificent landscape.  
We hope you have a great experience on your trails. Take only 

memories, leave only footprints. Call Parks & Recreation at 
586-5226.  •  www.juneau.org/parksrec

Vegetation 
changes based 
on historical air 
photography.

Estuarine succession
1948  Tides reached 3 feet higher than today. The NW half of the estu-
ary was unvegetated mud, sand and gravel (pale blue). Sedge-domi-
nated low marsh (orange) extended to a slope inflection, then graded 
into grass-dominated high marsh (red). 
1962  Tides reached 28 inches higher. Northeast Pond was being 
dredged, about half of its eventual size. Pink shows plowed-up 
margins. Sedge low marsh spread outward along the inside of the spit 
as the land rose from glacial rebound.
1979  Tides reached 18 inches higher. When Southwest Pond was 
dredged in 1972, an additional dike (pink) was extended west to the 
natural, wave-built spit, cutting off tidal flow to the southern wetlands. 
This would soon promote invasion of high marsh grasses, and loss of 
the low-marsh sedge habitat so valuable to geese and rearing fish.
2003  Sedges are advancing onto former mud flat, but will ultimately 
be pinched off as land rises. Inland from the dredge ponds, brush thick-
ets and uplift meadow are colonizing former tidelands.   

Access information: 
Distance  Fish Creek 
bridge to Entrance Pt, 
0.7 miles. Total distance 
to visit all 12 interpre-
tive stations, 2.0 miles.
Park acreage 150 
acres, CBJ and State 
combined.
Elevational relief  40 
ft, road to creek bed.
Difficulty  easy, but no 
ADA trails.    
Ownership  CBJ, State 
of Alaska.
Other trails  The 
2.5-mile Upper Fish 
Creek Trail begins north 
of the bridge and ends 
at 2.3 mile, Eaglecrest 
Road, 450 feet eleva-
tion. This trail begins 
on an excellent salmon 
spawning reach, and 
climbs through one of 
Juneau’s finest large-
tree hemlock forests.  

Glacial rebound
Land throughout the CBJ is rising relative to sea level as weight 
of regional ice cover decreases with waning of the Little Ice Age. 
At Fish Creek, the rate is about 0.6 inches per year. Total uplift 
since Little Ice Age high water is roughly 11 feet. 

Understanding rebound helps make sense of the rapidly shift-
ing array of natural communities at Fish Creek Park; barring 
human disturbance, higher communities are older. A typical 
sequence as land rises through intertidal to supratidal eleva-
tions is: mud flat>sedge low marsh>grass high marsh>uplift 
meadow>spruce parkland>closed spruce young growth>hemlock 
old growth. At Fish Creek estuary, brush thickets are also 
common on old construction disturbance. 

Aangooxa Yé 
From Haa Aaní, Our Land. Gold-
schmidt & Haas, 1998.

“[Fish Creek estuary] was the 
property of the L’eeneidí clan. . . 
[Statement of] Jake Cropley: ‘On 
Fish Creek at Fritz Cove there 
was a place called Aangooxa Yé 
where we dried fish. This was a 
summer camp with smokehouses. 
Dog salmon and humpies were the 
main fish we caught. I can remem-
ber four smokehouses occupied 
by a branch of the Auk people up 
there. Now [1946] Dave Wallace, 
an Auk Native, has a boathouse, 
smokehouse and farm there. He 
raises strawberries. He also goes 
up the creek to fish. There are also 
many whites farming there too. 

Just outside Hut Point there is a sand bar where a number of natives 
have built houses where they camp during the fishing season and 
smoke their fish. The natives who own houses on this bar are Jack 
Gamble, Sam Hopkins, William Kunz, and Jimmy Hanson. There are 
no whites occupying this bar.

Statement of Dave Wallace: ‘I own a place on Fish Creek. . . I can 
get dog salmon and deer, but there is no trapping. There are 5 home-
steads around me that are owned by white people.’”
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Numbers refer to 
interpretive stations, 
described on flip side.



Interpretive stations are marked by numbered posts in Fish Creek 
Park, and show on the 2006 aerial photo (flip side).

The theme of this tour is succession in a coastal estuary—
community response to human and natural disturbances such as 
dredging, logging, road-building, wave erosion, glacial rebound, 
and even the foraging activities of beavers. A range of well- and 
poorly-defined trails lace throughout the park. They needn’t 
be visited in any particular order; they’re numbered merely for 
convenience in locating on the photo-map.

Discovery Sign  This brochure focuses narrowly on the coastal 
extremity of Fish Creek watershed—Sayéik’s largest. For an 
Eaglecrest-to-estuary overview including bedrock geology, glacial 
history, animal tracks & sign, and historical photo series, check 
out Discovery Southeast’s 3-panel interpretive sign.    

1 A photo puzzler  This Ed Andrews photo was taken sometime 
between 1900 and 1935 near the head of  Fish Creek estuary, 
long before there was a road. Uplift meadow vegetation (since 
overgrown by trees) was in the left foreground.  The stream was 

in flood stage; it rarely 
flows so high today. 

Can you locate the 
approximate photo-
point? We’ve tried 
unsuccessfully to find 
the large boulder on the 
right. It was probably 
removed along with 
other streambed mate-
rial during road and 
bridge construction.

While you’re here 
on the upstream side of the road berm, imagine yourself a black 
bear trying to safely access the estuary. Is there a way to reach the 
lower stream without crossing Douglas Highway? Do you see a 
travel corridor? Give it a try! On the way, keep an eye out for sign, 
such as scats and claw marks on red alder trees (Alnus rubra).

2 Northeast Pond  Douglas Highway bridge was finished in 
1957. In the 1960s, Joe Smith dug 50 feet of road-fill from North-
east Pond; air photos of that era show an active construction camp 
just south of the creek. Walking the north-side trail, examine vege-
tation on surfaces disturbed during dredging (pink on 1962 map, 
flip side). Alders are abundant near the pond, but many are being 
logged by beavers. Look for their lodge, about 100 feet northeast 
along the trail. Also look for Japanese knotweed (Polygonum 

cuspidatum), one of Juneau’s most vexing inva-
sive species.  

Because the sides of Northeast Pond 
drop steeply, there’s little of the luxuriant 
aquatic vegetation that attracts water-
fowl to shallower dredge ponds near 
the airport. Although there’s no surface 
connection, water is slightly saline and 
very basic, with pH as high as 8.9.  

Interpretive stations

Alaska State Library, Ed Andrews collection, P162-158

3 Disturbance forest  On 
1962 air photos this area was 
completely bare, exposed by 
active dredging work. Now 
elevated well above pond level, 
this may be side-cast material, 
unsuitable for fill.  Today it’s 
covered with an even-aged, 
almost-pure spruce forest. 
Trees are tall and growing very rapidly, as can be 
told by distance between whorls (clusters of branch 
stubs emerging from the same level on the trunk). 
Notice smooth texture on flip-side air photo, a 
sign of tightly-spaced, interlocking canopies and 
shady understory. There’s virtually no forage—only 
mosses with occasional false lily-of-the-valley 
(Maianthemum dilatata) and enchanter’s nightshade 
(Circaea alpina).

4 Footbridge  The 2010 foot bridge arches over a set of old pilings. 
Although most of lower Fish Creek is shallow riffle, these old posts 
have trapped logs, root pads and debris that create deep pools, impor-
tant holding areas for spawning salmon and overwintering fry. From 
the bridge, note the thick border of alder along the creek. In fall, alder 
dumps nitrogen-rich leaf litter into the stream, providing important 
nutrients for invertebrates that feed rearing fish.

5 Shrub invasion  This thicket of Sitka willow (Salix sitchen-
sis) and young spruce is the fastest-changing habitat at Fish Creek 
Park. It wasn’t here on 1984 air photos. Willows need exposed soil to 
germinate, and are therefore uncommon in the natural successional 
sequence on uplifting coastal land (flip-side map series). Like much 
taller forest at station 3, this willow marks the 1960s construction 
activities. Unlike station 3, this is excellent wildlife habitat. 

Thickets of willow and Sitka alder (Alnus crispa) attract many 
small birds and mammals. Snowshoe hares—introduced to Sayéik in 
the early 1900s–browse the leafless twigs in winter. Look for hopping 

tracks in snow—large hind 
feet overstepping front—much 
larger than tracks of hopping 
red squirrels. Another difference 
is that climbers such as squir-
rels place front feet side-by-
side, while front feet of ground-
dwelling hares tend to register 

7 Former tidal slough  Where the trail breaks out of the line of 
small conifers, walk south 50 feet to a sluggish creek. Before the 
ponds were dredged, this was an active tidal slough, framed by 
Lyngbye sedge (Carex lyngbyei, orange on flip-side veg series). With 
construction of the 1972 barrier dike, tidal flow was cut off. After the 
1984 storm, some saltwater reached the sloughs via Southwest Pond. 
Blue arrows on the 2005 oblique aerial show freshwater flow through 
the braiding channels; this briefly reverses during very high tides.

But salinity is low in the southern sloughs, as indicated by 
tadpoles of western toad, whose larvae can’t tolerate salinity much 
greater than 0.3 ppt. This could be seen as one positive result of tidal 
flow obstruction; the toad Bufo boreas is elsewhere declining. Over-
all, however, the barrier 
dike created serious impacts 
to the southern estuary. 
Without regular tides sweeping the 
flats in winter, vegetation lies under caked snow and ice, so water-
birds make little use of the area. In the reduced salinity, invasive reed 
canary grass (Phalaris arundinacea) has overwhelmed portions of the 
marsh, building a mattress-thick duff that excludes native plants.

8  Dike-crest marsh view  Return to the trail rimming the south side 
of the dredge pond, climb onto the barrier dike, and turn right to the 
northeast corner of the pond. Doghair spruce and alder is so dense 
that the dike-top trail feels almost like a tunnel. At corner station 8 
you’ll have one of the best vantages over the active portion of Fish 
Creek estuary—good for watching birds through a scope or binocu-
lars without disturbing them.

The vegetation maps (flip side) show that valuable tidal sedges 
have been lost to development and glacial 
rebound, but this is where the remainder 
concentrates. Microtopography resulting 
from shifting sloughs and lagoons creates 
a diverse mosaic of waterbird feeding 
and resting habitats that show well on the 
flip-side 2006 aerial. Dowitchers, dunlin 
and yellowlegs hunt mud-invertebrates. 
Wigeon, gadwall and pintail feed north of 
Entrance Point on low tide, and rest here 
during high tide. In winter and spring, as 
many as 500 mallards have been counted.*

on a diagonal. Thickets also support long-tailed voles, deer mice and 
shrews, who in turn attract short-tailed weasels and mink. In snow, 
weasels’ front and hind feet fall into the same tracks.    

6  West Pond  this is a more recent pond, dredged to 28 feet within 
a perimeter of raised dikes. These berms held for 12 years, allow-
ing small spruce trees to colonize the banks down to water level. On 
Thanksgiving Day, 1984, a major windstorm combined with excep-
tionally high tides breached the dike. Saltwater entered, killing the 
saplings that had encroached below extreme high water mark. Some 
of these dead spruces can still be seen. Marine influx promotes greater 
fish and invertebrate diversity in Southwest Pond than in isolated 
Northeast Pond. Ducks such as mallards and goldeneyes spend more 
time here. The dike has not been repaired, in part because West Pond 
now serves as a smolt release site, and hosts a popular terminal fishery 
for returning king salmon. 

*Armstrong, Carstensen, Willson &. Hermans. 2009. 
The Mendenhall Wetlands: a globally recognized 
Important Bird Area.  Nature Alaska Images.

dunlin & 
surfbird

9 Wave-built spit  Return westward to the 
natural, wave-built spit, created by storms 
several centuries ago when tides reached 
much higher. On 1948 aerial photos only a 
handful of spruce grew on the spit; today 
the southern half is forested. Scan the lead-
ers on tree tops. On a well-drained, sunny 
site, spruce leaders can extend more than a 
foot per year, while lateral whorled branches 
reach outward. But in spring, soft new growth 
is easily deformed by perching crows. When this happens to an 
outlying spruce year after year, whorls grow faster than leaders, 
and the sapling takes on a pudgy, rounded profile.     

10 Uplift meadow  Surrounding 
the derelict boat is a rich meadow 
colonizing former tideland. As soon 
as land is raised above high water 
mark, diversity jumps from the hand-
ful of salt-tolerant species to impres-
sive diversity. The irruptive long-
tailed vole lives in this habitat. When 
populations peak, sign is ubiquitous, 

especially in spring as snow melts, revealing runways. 

11 Bedrock island  Entrance Point is a bedrock-
cored knob topped with ancient hemlocks. Walking 
into the forest, look for changes in forest character 

with elevation. A halo of Sitka spruce surrounds 
that cap of hemlock old growth. Don’t be confused by the fact 
that the spruces are larger. As we saw back at station 3, knobby, 
whorled growth on spruces shows they are open-grown and rela-
tively young. Climb up to the sudden species shift from spruce to 
hemlock—upper limit of tides at peak Little Ice Age. About how 
far is it above today’s extreme high water line?  And what about 
the understory? Notice how the sparse vegetation under the spruces 
shifts suddenly to a thick shrub layer of blueberry (Vaccinium spp.) 
and rusty menziesia (Menziesia ferruginea) under the old growth.

12 Waterbird hotspot  For a memorable birding experience, 
visit Fish Creek estuary during a low tide at peak of shorebird or 
duck migration, from mid-April to mid-May. Hike northwest from 
Entrance Point out toward the spoil islands created by the dredg-
ing of Gastineau Channel. Be wary not to get stranded as the tide 
comes back in. 

In a study of bird 'hotspots,' * Fish Creek flats were ranked 
among the most important bird habitats on the State 
Game Refuge. Look for large feeding groups of 
sandpipers, plovers, dabbling ducks, 
gulls, eagles and northwestern 
crow. 

oblique view SE 
over the estuary 

including stations 
5 through 8


