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A cultural and historical study of whirlpool phenomenon around the 

world 

David George Moreton 

 

Objective – To present the cultural and historical aspects of sites around the world with a 

whirlpool phenomenon similar to that in the Naruto Straits.  

 

Research methods – In order to discover the existence of other sites I first conducted a search 

on the Internet which provided basic information such as the location and size of well-known 

whirlpools around the world. Then, I searched for literary references to those places on “Google 

Books”1, but since this is a cultural and historical study I have not included details as the size, 

speed, mechanism of the whirlpool nor the width of the strait. Descriptions and explanations 

appeared in a snippet or full-text form, however, in some cases, I could find the entire book on 

“Halti Trust Digital Library.”2 As a result, I found references in artistic and literary works as 

early as the 1600s. Books published before 1943 are not protected by copyright law, so I have 

posted paintings and drawings of various sites in this paper. I learned about the whirlpools in 

Greece and Korea from people who had lived there.  

 

Terminology – Let us examine the definition of `whirlpool`. In many cases the word 

maelstrom, which originated from the Dutch during the late 17th century and is a combination 

of two words: maalen (grind, whirl) and stroom (stream)3  is used to describe whirlpools. 

Another dictionary describes maelstrom to be “a powerful often violent whirlpool sucking in 

objects within a given radius.”4 Wikipedia describes a whirlpool as “a body of rotating water 

produced by opposing currents or a current running into an obstacle.” The same site lists 

Saltstraumen, Moskstraumen, Corryvreckan, Old Sow, Naruto, Shookumchuck Narrows, 

French Pass as notable whirlpools around the world. 5  One of the earliest references to 
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whirlpools is published in book from 1658, which contains the writings of Olaus Magnus (1490-

1557), a Swedish bishop, who wrote, “The whirlpool … is two hundred cubits long and is very 

cruel. This beast has a long and large round mouth, like a lamprey, whereby he sucks in his 

meat or water, and by his weight sinks and drowns a ship.”6  Stories about whirlpools are 

contained in legends and myths and many have been greatly feared. A geography book from 

1827 states,  

 

When two currents of a more or less contrary direction, and of equal force, meet in a 

narrow passage, they both turn as it were upon a centre, which is sometimes spiral 

until they unite, or one of the two escapes. This is what is term a whirlpool or eddy. 

The most celebrated are, the Euripius, near the Island of Euboea, Charybdis, in the 

straits of Sicily, and the Maelstrom, in the north of Norway….7  

 

About sixty years later, Legends and Superstitions of the Sea and of Sailors in all lands and at 

all times8 also mentions many whirlpools around the world. For example, “… at the straits of 

Messina, where we find to this day a formidable whirlpool” (p19) and “Pentland Firth was the 

fabled location of this great whirlpool.” The author adds that “whirlpools were long an object 

of dread…” (p20), however, “early accounts all grossly magnify the terrors of the whirlpool” 

(p22) Some years later, the Encyclopedia Britannica (9th edition) from 1888 as well as an 

American reprint from 1889 states that a whirlpool is “a hollow in running water, caused or 

accompanied by a whirling motion which attracts and engulfs floating objects” (p.540) and 

that Athanasius Kircher (1602-1680) proposed the notion that “whirlpools marked the 

entrance to subterranean channels connecting different seas, and the phenomena of tides were 

produced by the alternate flow of water in opposite directions.” (see diagram for 1665 for 

Moskstraumen) The article also mentions that whirlpools are often described in folklore and 

that “…all manners of sea-beings – krakens, trows (trolls), and mermaids, - claim sanctuary 
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beneath the turmoil”, but that “horrible sea-monster made the gulf their home.” At the end, 

the article mentions that “references to whirlpools occur incidentally in many places. See A. 

Kircher`s `Mundus Subterraneus` Vol I, Amsterdam (1664); Pontoppidan`s `Natural History 

of Norway` (1755), `Nicholson`s Journal` Vol. I (1798) and the third volume of `Athenaeum` 

(September, 1864).”9  

 

Findings – Based on the above definition or sites described as whirlpools, I found twenty 

places around the world that have or have had whirlpool phenomena (see world map). 

However, upon close examination I discovered that some are formed artificially such as the 

Rance River, some can be considered to be rapids such as Seymour Narrows, and the 

phenomena in Kauai, Hawaii is more sort of a sink hole where water drops downward than a 

swirling pool of water. Here is the list of the twenty places in North America, Europe, Korea 

and New Zealand.  

 

Sites around the world with whirlpool phenomenon. 

CANADA/AMERICA 

1. Kauai Maelstrom, Hawaii, USA:     

2. Seymour Narrows, British Columbia, Canada:  

3. Shookumchuck Narrows, British Columbia, Canada:  

4. Deception Pass, Washington, USA:   

5. Niagara Whirlpool, Ontario, Canada:   

6. Old Sow Whirlpool, New Brunswick, Canada:  

7. Doctor`s Cove, Nova Scotia, Canada: 

 

EUROPE 

8. Faroe Island, Denmark:  

9. Gulf of Corryvreckan, Scotland:  
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10. Pentland Firth, Scotland:  

11. Rance River, France:  

12. Saltstraumen, Norway:  

13. Moskstraumen, Norway:  

14. Danube, Austria: 

15. Strait of Messina, Italy:  

16. Euripus Strait, Greece:  

17. Bosporus Strait, Turkey:  

 

KOREA 

18. Myeongnyang Strait:  

19. Sondolmok: 

 

NEW ZEALAND  

20. French Pass (Te Aumiti): 
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A description of each site with map, location, and historical references. 
CANADA/AMERICA 

1. Kauai Maelstrom, Hawaii, USA 

Map Location and description 

 

Located on the island of Kauai this is “not a true 

whirlpool, but it is a maelstrom of deadly 

dragging suction pulling down to the ocean 

twenty feet below the lava-ledge.” 10  “Kauai 

Maelstrom [is] a marvelously mysterious 

phenomenon. The sea air whistles before a bellow 

of water pressure erupts through the lava tubes 

like a geyser. Before another blast of the blowhole, 

white foamy ocean sucks water in…”11  

Although the word “maelstrom”, which means a very powerful whirlpool, is used to describe 

the phenomenon here, since there is no swirling action it cannot be considered to be a 

whirlpool. I could not find any historical reference to a whirlpool on the Hawaiian Islands.   

2. Seymour Narrows, British Columbia, Canada 

Map Location and description 

 

Seymour Narrows is a five kilometer 

(3.1 miles) section of the Discovery 

Passage in British Columbia known 

for strong tidal currents. Discovery 

Passage lies between Vancouver 

Island at Menzies Bay, British 

Columbia and Quadra Island. 12  

 

Historical description: 

In 1792, George Vancouver (1757-1798), a British officer of the Royal Navy, surveyed 

the Seymour Narrows, but did not consider the passage to be dangerous. However, a book from 

1891 states that “owing to the contraction of the passage the tides rush through these narrows 

with great velocity…and in the full strength of the tide it becomes a boiling race, filled with 

whirlpools and overfalls, which at that time render the passage impassable.”13 An example of 

the danger of this site is from February 1882 when the U.S.S Wachusett passed Ripple Rock, 

“the ship settled down in an enormous whirlpool and struck heavily, carrying away a 
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considerable portion of her false keel and badly splintering her keel.”14 A book from 1893 states, 

“Seymour Narrows, named for the British admiral, but known to the natives at Yuculta, the 

home of an evil spirit, who lived in its depths and delighted to snatch canoes and devour their 

occupants, and to vex and toss whales about.”15 The same book continues with “the few who 

have advertently gone through the racing tide have seen the whole gorge white with 

foam,waves rearing and breaking madly, deep holes boring down into the water, fountains 

boiling up like geysers, and ships reeling, shivering, and staggering in the demon`s hold.”16 In 

the April 1930 issue of Motor Boating, it states that “a passenger unit of the Admiral Line and 

Alaska bound swing like a cork midst the whirlpool tide-rips…”17 It is claimed that for about 

one hundred years after 1850 more than 100 ships sunk in this dangerous area18 and that, “the 

peaks also created giant whirlpools that sucked smaller boats below and threw larger ones off-

course.”19 However, in 1958 Ripple Rock was destroyed by a large explosion making the narrows 

safe to pass through, but according to an article from 2002, “ the new, safer Seymour Narrows 

is still a dangerous place. At times of high current, whirlpools form that can draw a boat — or 

a man — to the bottom.”20  

3. Shookumchuck Narrows, British Columbia, Canada 

Map Location and description 

 

“It consists of a narrow opening 

between the open waters of the 

Georgia Strait and the large Sechelt 

Inlet” 21  “At peak flows, whitecaps 

and whirlpools form at the rapids 

even in calm weather.”22 Shookum is 

a native American word for "strong" 

and chuck means "water." Twice 

daily, nature puts on a show as the 

tide changes and the flow of 

saltwater switches, reversing the 

direction and power of these 

incredibly turbulent rapids. Four 

times a day there is a strong tidal 

rush of water23  

Historical description  

An early reference to the phenomena here is from a book published in 1919. It states that, 
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“Launches should be careful as, though the rapids are very short, there are some bad whirlpools 

which would prove fatal to a small boat.”24 Then, a book published in 1925 states that, “…at 

these narrow places are great whirlpools that suck down whole trees…” 25  An article “A 

Remarkable Panorama of Boiling ‘Skookumchuck’" from 1936 explains how to reach it, what to 

see and look out for when you get there. The authors state, “We had seen seething whirlpools 

that would drag down any ordinary- sized boat like a shark clutching at a swimmer…”26 Then, 

in the January 1946 edition of Motorboating in an article entitled, `Cruising Canadian` the 

author describes some men talking with local people about taking a boat to Shookum Chuck, 

which to some young boys was “a gargantuan monster to them.”27 That article states that as 

the men headed out, “on their port was the Scylla of dangerous rocks and raging white water; 

to starboard the Charybdis of whirling, green, translucent water that formed and reformed 

seemingly an endless chain of whirlpools.”28 In the article there also a couple of photographs 

of “Shookum Chuck rapids near the entrance of Seecheclt Narrows.”29 In British Columbia 

rides a star from 1958, the author explains that there is “a phenomenon known as Skookum-

Chuck — Strong Waters. A 20-foot tide pouring through its narrow mouth has about the same 

effect as a firehose forcing its way into a bottle. In retreat, especially when canyon walls pinch 

it or high winds excite it, it creates whirlpools that can suck down a Douglas fir or boil up in 

12-foot- high caves..”30  

4. Deception Pass, Washington, USA 

Map  Location and description 

The whirlpools here can be seen between Fidalgo 

Island and Whidbey Island. A bridge connecting 

the island was completed in 1935. The place was 

named “Deception Pass” by Captain George 

Vancouver because he felt that he had been 

“deceived” as to the nature of the waterway when 

he came here in June 1792. 31 

Historical description:  

The earliest reference to this site in recorded in Salish mythology where it states, 

“there`s the cunning whirlpool at Deception Pass, where the tide bowls though the narrow gap 

between Whidbey Island and the Washington mainland. [A] creature appeared as a lithe and 

attractive suitor to a young woman, Kokwalalwoot, who was gathering clams on the beach. 
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[She was] sucked into the water by her whirlpool lover [to live with him]32 and it is said that 

she “became an established navigation aid, guiding canoeists to safety through the rips and 

eddies.”33  A detailed description of the pass from 1886 states that at one part there “is a 

submarine ridge with plenty of water, but marked by strong eddies…”34 Another book from 

1884 mentions that “the difference of [water] level causes currents of almost inconceivable 

swiftness in Deception Pass. Only at certain states of the tide is it safe for any vessel to go 

through the pass.”35 Then an article published in 1889 in Smalleys` Magazine relates the story 

of someone who went through the pass in 1858. It states that a group of people “started in the 

rain and fog at night. We missed the pass and bunted the rocks before we got in the pass, and 

then we had a terrible time. The wind blowed like a hurricane, and the tide poured though like 

a whirlpool. It was one grand roar.”36 A report from 1892 also describes the danger at this spot. 

“…At Deception Pass even greater dangers are encountered…The tide, suddenly confined 

between walls of solid rocks [creates] great whirlpools and eddies….If a vessel strikes a 

whirlpool and takes asheer, only the promptest action can prevent a catastrophe.”37  Travel 

magazine from 1919 states, “[George] Vancouver named this narrow channel through which, 

at certain hours of the day the tide comes rushing in mad fury between the narrow banks, with 

great waves crowding over the top and piling up at the entrance. Great eddies with open 

vortices swirl…” 38  Various books published during the 1930s and 1940s also mention 

whirlpools and strong eddies at this place. 
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5. Niagara Whirlpool, Ontario, Canada: 

Map Location and description 

 

It is located about five kilometers downstream 

from Niagara Falls along the Niagara River 

located along the Canada-US border. It was 

formed by the erosion of the Niagara 

Escarpment. The whirlpool naturally spins in a 

counterclockwise motion. 39  The Whirlpool 

Aero cable car, which started operation in 1916, 

takes passengers over the whirlpool.  [Also see 

1925 newspaper article photo]40  

Newspaper article (April 27, 1925) (name of newspaper unknown)  

 

“Niagara Falls, N.Y. – The only scenic aero line in North 

America crosses the angry waters of the Niagara fall. Here 

the water rushes from the falls and makes a turn at right 

angles into the Niagara River forming a treacherous 

whirlpool, which swirls to a depth of 200ft. The cable car 

which crosses this spot at an elevation of 260 feet, carries 

60 passengers…More than 50,000 people are carried across 

and back, safely each year.” 

Historical description: 

In 1827 Lieut. Fred Fitzgerald De Roos visited the whirlpools and when he and his 

travel companions arrived they “looked down from a height of three hundred feet into a terrific 

gulf, where the river, precipitated through a deep ravine, rushes round in majestic curls… a 

tumultuous uproar… Nothing in nature can be more awful that this scene…Huge trunks of 

trees are constantly seen tossing to and fro in the giddy vortex, and writhing, as though 

tormented by its eddies.”41 Some years later, William Blackwood spent a week at Niagara and 

one day went to the whirlpool. He states, “the water has the appearance of molten lead, and 

the people in the neighbourhood declare that from the eddies of this vortex nothing living can 

escape. Even boats have been absorbed by them, and, when this happens there is no possibility 

of help from the shore. The boat upsets, and the men are drowned; or if not, the boat is kept 

whirling round with the stream for perhaps a fortnight together, and the men are starved.”42 A 

year later, others also mention how dangerous the whirlpools are, but recommend going there. 
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For example, “A visit to the Whirlpool should never be omitted. It is a curious and interesting 

phenomenon…Watch with a spy-glass, some of the great logs which are whirling round in the 

never-ending vortex; and you will be astonished at their appearance and motions…”43 Some 

visitors even believed that “Even the great Maelstrom Whirlpool, of Norway, is not more 

dangerous than that of Niagara; none have passed the vortex of either, nor fathomed their 

depths.”44 A guidebook the Niagara Falls from 1855 offers this description:  

 

…the Whirlpool is about three miles from the Falls…No living thing can struggle with 

this angry whirlpool. Destruction surely awaits all that falls with its reach……There is 

a better view of the whirlpool from the Canada cliff. Unlike the Falls, there is nothing 

to woo or win the senses about the whirlpool. It rather awes and shocks the mind with 

its savage fury.45  

 

However, approximately thirty years later someone questions whether the phenomenon here 

is really a whirlpool or not. “…the Whirlpool, one of the most interesting and attractive portions 

of the river…The name, Whirlpool, is not quite accurate, since the body of water to which it is 

applied is rather a large eddy, in which small whirlpools are constantly forming and breaking.46 

Despite this site is still very popular among visitors today to the area.  

6. Old Sow Whirlpool, New Brunswick, Canada:  

Map Location and description 

 

Considered to the be the largest whirlpool 

on the Western Hemisphere. It is located 

between the shores of Deer Island and 

Moose Island in between the provinces of 

New Brunswick Maine.47 “Sow” should be 

pronounced “suff”, so “Old Sough.” Sough 

means drain, it also describes the unique 

sucking sound – like a pig makes – by the 

water.48 “Other smaller nearby whirlpools 

are now known as “piglets.”49  

Historical description: 

There is very little information about the Old Sow whirlpool. The earliest reference 

comes from the 1930s and states that death lurked there and “when these splitting tides reach 

a certain level they rub and produce the Old Sow whirlpool”50 and they “had enough power to 

suck down a schooner.51 Then in a magazine called Boy`s Life from 1941, it states, “The great 
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Bay of Fundy tides split into three rivers. When these splitting tides reach a certain level 

theyrub and produce the Old Sow whirlpool” and the author feels that the whirlpool is bad.52 

Some years later another magazine stated that Old Sow is the world`s largest whirlpool, which 

makes a great attraction in the area.53   

7. Doctor`s Cove, Nova Scotia, Canada: 

Map Location an description 

 

It is located at the western tip of the 

province of Nova Scotia in Canada. 

It is claimed that a maelstrom forms 

here with a combination of 

blowhole and strong tidal 

currents.54  

Other than this one reference I could not find any other information regarding a whirlpool or 

maelstrom here.  

 

EUROPE  

8. Faroe Island, Denmark: 

Map Location and 

description 

 

Faroe Island, which is 

part of Denmark, is 

located between 

Iceland and Scotland.  

This site has been 

described in literary 

works and portrayed in 

maps etc. for hundreds 

of years.  
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Historical description:  

Map (1747) *  Description*  

 
Close up  

 

This map in the right 

center shows the whirlpool 

south of Sundero Island. A 

close-up image has been 

provided to see the detail 

on the map.  

The caption on the website 

states:  

“The Faroe Islands have 

been historically 

treacherous for mariners 

due to the unpredictable 

currents and tides 

surrounding them. This 

mighty whirlpool swirled 

around a sheer pinnacle of 

rock called Monek, which 

was said to resemble a 

monk from one side and a 

sailing ship from the other. 

Reports say that the 

whirlpool was over a mile 

in diameter.”55 

It is reported that scores of 

boats and hundreds of lives 

have been lost in this, the 

greatest whirlpool in the 

world.56  
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1784  “Iceland Whirlpool Bowes” shows the same map from 1747.  

 

This whirlpool has also been described in several books. One from 1755 mentions that 

there are three whirlpools in Ferro of which the most dangerous is the one south of Suder 

Island and that these “whirlpools, are not occasioned by an extraordinary abyss or 

subterraneous cavities, into which the water is violently attracted in the time of ebb….”57 Fifty 

years later another book states the same. “The account we have of the whirlpools about the 

islands of Ferro, which belong to the crown of Denmark…The most dangerous is that which 

lies south of Suderoe, near a rock called the Mon, where several vessels have been swallowed 

up….” 58 Then, in a geography textbook for children from 1846 the instructions for the teacher 

state, “Point out the Faroe Islands – Loffoden Islands – The Malstrom. The latter is a frightful 

whirlpool in the sea; it sometimes engulfs small vessels, and dashes them to pieces. Whales 

have been also drawn into its vortex.”59. Here is a page from the book:   
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The whirlpools here in the past were considered to be quite dangerous, however, in 1884 a part 

of Monek collapsed into the whirlpool causing the whirlpool to disappear.  

9. Gulf of Corryvreckan, Scotland: 

Map Location and description 

 

The Corryvreckan is a narrow strait 

between the islands of Jura and 

Scarba, in Argyll and Bute, on the 

northern side of the Gulf of 

Corryvreckan, Scotland. It is the third-

largest whirlpool in the world.60 Like 

the whirlpools at Niagara, this site is 

also offers tours for visitors (see photo 

of pamphlet)61  
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Pamphlet 

Front Back 

 
 

Pamphlet explanation - “On leaving Loch Craignish the vessel sails westward to the famous 

Gulf of Corriecreckan, between the islands of Scarba and Jura. The eddies of the whirlpool vary 

considerably according to the state of the tide.” 

Historical description:  

One of the earliest accounts of this whirlpool is from 1841 when William L. Stone 

wrote, “I have often listened with great delight to the sound of this vortex, at the distance of 

many leagues. When the weather is calm, and the adjacent sea scarcely heard on these 

picturesque shores, its sound, which is like the sound of innumerable chariots, creates a 

magnificent and fine effect.” 62  Five years later, Charlotte Elizabeth mentioned that this 

whirlpool “is caused by a conical rock rising abruptly from the bottom which produces a 

succession of eddies, and these waters rise in short heavy waves, which are very dangerous to 

boats, and even to decked vessels.63 In 1864, the author to A Visit to the Corrycreckan writes 
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that although people hear about scary and raging whirlpools, such as in Edgar Poe`s story of 

the whirlpool in Norway, here “at slack water, the sea is as quiet in the Gulf as anywhere else. 

In the greater number of instances, we believe, a stranger will be disappointed in a visit to the 

Corryreckan.”64 In 1879, another visitor wrote about this place. “In stormy weather, when the 

tides rush through the passage, a regular whirlpool is formed, which would prove the 

destruction of any vessels attempting to pass that way…the roar of troubled waters as they 

strike against the rocky shore is heard far and wide.”65  In mid-August, the author George 

Orwell nearly drowned in the Corryvreckan whirlpool.66 

10. Pentland Firth, Scotland: 

Map Location and description 

 

The Pentland strait is located between Oakley 

islands of England and Scotland. “The dangers 

of the Firth have impressed writers for 

centuries. In 1380 John of Fordun wrote that 

Scotland was bounded on the north ‘by the 

Pentland Firth, where a fearfully dangerous 

whirlpool sucks in and belches back the waters 

every hour.’ The Phoenician explorer Pytheas 

sailed along the British coast in around 250 BC 

and mentioned a place called Orca where there 

were waves of immense size.67 

Historical description:  

A book from 1716 states that “This firth is remarkable for its swift, violent and contrary 

tides…the narrowness of the Passage, which makes it very dangerous…”68 Then, more than one 

hundred years later there is a description of Pentland Firth in the London General Gazetter: 

“In it are several whirlpools called the Wells of Swinna; others near the island of Fiftala…Near 
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the north side of the former island there is an exceeding dangerous whirlpool, called the 

Swalchie of Stroma. Notwithstanding these dangers, the Pentland frith may be crossed and 

sailed through with great danger…”69 Another book states, “The maelstrom, or whirlpool, in 

this firth, where the currents from the North Sea and Atlantic Ocean meet, is at least as violent 

and dangerous as the `Rost`, so famed in ancient times, between the Orkneys and Shetland.”70 

In 1853, it is claimed that “The Pentland firth is the most dangerous of the Scottish seas…”71 

and later, in 1884, the whirlpool here is said to be “equally dreaded with the ancient Scylla and 

Charybdis.”72 Some years later, in The Encyclopaedia Britannica states the tide-streams are like 

molten glass meeting the counter-current and leaping high into the air in columns of water 

and spray…73 

11. Rance River, France: 

Map Location and description 

 

The Rance river is in 

northwestern France and flows 

into the English Channel 

between Dinard and Saint-

Malo. Before reaching the 

Channel, its waters are barred 

by a 750-metre long dam 

forming the Rance tidal power 

plant. 74  A powerful whirlpool 

is generated at the surface of 

the green waters of the river 

Rance by the action of a turbine 

of the tidal power station near 

Saint-Malo in Brittany, 

France.75  

The whirlpools here were created by the dam, completed in 1966, and thus are not a natural 
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occurring whirlpool. There is no historical reference to this site.  

12. Saltstraumen, Norway: 

Map Location and description 

 

Saltstraumen is a small strait 

with one of the strongest tidal 

currents in the world. It is 

located in the municipality of 

Bodø in Nordland county, 

Norway. 76  Saltstraumen is 

home to the biggest whirlpools 

in the world.77 

Historical description:  

A visitor to Bodoe in 1822 was curious to see Saltstraumen so he made “a journey to 

this extraordinary whirlpool, or rather congeries of whirlpools, and much more striking, I 

believe than that of Mahlstrom…for Salten Strom is, by every account which I would gather on 

the spot, a much more interesting and sublime spectacle than that of Mahlstrom…” He added 

that, “Many boats are lost in these passages in the course of the year and the people who 

happen to be in them are also invariably lost…Whales often pass this dreadful gulph, and when 

they do so, the current being at its greatest force, they receive such injury, that on coming to 

the surface to blow, instead of water they spout up blood, and thus are ultimately destroyed.”78 

In 1827, someone claimed that the “celebrated current of Salten (Saltenstrom), which is more 

dreaded than the Maelstrom…”79  In a book from 1846, “There is, however, on the coast of 

Norway in the Salten fjord, a whirlpool of considerable danger and violence. It is called the 

Salten Strom…The whirlpool is caused by the sea rushing through the narrow part. It is most 

violent in the spring….Its agitation is then so great, and the noise so loud, that the fishermen 

affirm that it shakes their very huts…Numbers of fishermen have been lost, from their boats 
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being drawn in by the current…”80 In a handbook for travelers in the region from 1858 it states 

that “There is little to see on the fjord, except the Salten Strom, a whirlpool in a narrow passage 

of the fjord, like the Maelstrom in miniature, but though smaller, more dangerous.”81 Then, in 

a book from 1890, after a description of Maelstrom or Moskenstrom, it states, “A like dangerous 

current is the Saltstrom, at the entrance of the Salten Fjord, where a vast mass of water is 

poured through a narrow opening at a terrific rate.”82  The Encyclopedia Britannica of 1894 

under the category of “Whirlpool” says that “the most violent tidal current is said to be that of 

Salten Fjord…known by the name of the Saltenstrom, and dreaded on account of its turbulence 

and its numerous vortices.”83   

13. Moskstraumen, Norway: 

Map Location and description 

 

Moskstraumen is an unusual 

system of whirlpools in the open 

seas in the Lofoten Islands off 

the Norwegian coast. It is the 

second strongest whirlpool in 

the world. The fictional 

depictions of the Maelstrom by 

Edgar Allan Poe, Jules Verne, 

and Cixin Liu describe it as a 

gigantic circular vortex that 

reaches the bottom of the 

ocean.84  
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Artistic works: 

1539 Olaus Magnus – Carta Marina (map of 

Scandinavia) “Several horrendous whirlpools in 

the sea.” 

Close-up of 1539 map  

 
 

1665 –Mundus subterraneus, quo universae 

denique naturae divitiae is a scientific textbook 

written by Athanasius Kircher, and published in 

1665.Ocean whirlpools, such as the marvelous 

Norwegian maelstrom, mark the submarine 

entrances of passages which siphon water from 

the sea back to the mountainous hydrophylacia. 

1678 - The Maelstrom off the northwest 

coast of Norway, south of the island of 

Moskenes. 
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1838- A Practical System of Modern Geography: 

Or, A View of the Present State of the World. 

Robinson, Pratt & co. New York.  

1840-The Ladies`s Garland devoted to 

literature, amusement and instruction. 

Vol III. J. Van Court, Philadelphia. 

 

1864 – Edgard Poe et ses oeuvres (Edgar Poe and 

his works) by Jules Verne 
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Historical description: 

A reference from 1752 warns of the danger of this whirlpool. “Upon the coast of 

Norway, near the Isle of Hittereh … is that remarkable and dangerous Whirlpool, commonly 

called Maelstrom [which] proves fatal to ships that approach too nigh…”85 Another book from 

1755 adds to this by stating that “its violence and roaring exceed those of a cataract, being heard 

to a great distance, and without any intermission…”86 A book from 1803 and 1823 offer a similar 

description, but also say, “that if a ship comes within its attraction, it is inevitably absorbed, 

and dashed to pieces against the rocks at the bottom…It frequently happens that even whales, 

coming too near the stream, are overpowered by its violence…”87 John Harris, writes in 1830, 

that “…the roaring of its waters is heard for five miles in stormy weather! And that if a vessel 

do not steer a great way from it, the currents draw it swiftly in, and whirl it round and round, 

till it is dashed to pieces.”88 In another book, published in 1845, the dreadfulness and violence 

of the whirlpool is mentioned again.89 Two years later, a book states that this spot is “the most 

remarkable of the natural curiosities of Norway…it gradually increases till it become 

tremendous, and roars with a noise unparalleled by the loudest cataracts.”90 Perhaps the most 

famous reference to this whirlpool is in Edgar Allan Poe`s A Descent into the Maelstrom from 

1841. He says the same as in other books, which is that “the roar of its impetuous ebb to the sea 

is scarce equaled by the loudest and most dreadful cataracts – the noise being heard several 

leagues off..”91 However, this site is also mentioned by Jules Verne in 20,000 Leagues Under the 

Sea in 1923: 

 

Horror struck me cold. Were we then being dragged into that terrible whirlpool on 

the Norwegian coast, from which no ship has ever come out? I felt the Nautilus 

beginning to turn, then whirling in an ever-narrowing spiral. I was sick with fear and 

with the violent movement, a cold sweat covered my body…92  
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Despite this, Charlotte Elizabeth writes in 1846 that the “Malstrom on the coast of Norway, is 

a whirlpool of similar kind [to that in the straits of Messina], the dangers of which seem to 

have been much exaggerated…the whirlpool is simply caused by the rushing of the oceans as 

the tide rises or falls between this rock and the chain of island which impedes its course.”93 

The number of historical references and artistic works related to this whirlpool are extensive 

and certainly the most seen among all of the twenty in this study. This whirlpool deserves a 

closer examination to compare it with the Naruto Straits.  

14. Danube, Austria: 

Map  Location and description 

 

The Danube is Europe`s second 

longest rivers. It is located in 

Central and Eastern Europe…flows 

through 10 countries…94  

The whirlpool is between Vienna 

and Budapest.  
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Artistic works:  

1673 - A Brief Account of Some Travels in Hungaria, 

Servia, Bulgaria, Macedonia, Thessaly, Austria, 

Styria, Carintha, Cariniola, and Fruili. By Edward 

Brown. 

1710 - Bohenehr Miniature After 

Merian `Der Strudel. 

 

 

1840- The Strudel.(whirlpool) Grein, Werfenstei, 

Austria 

1845- Payne's Universum, The 

Danube Whirlpool -The 

Donaustrudel. 
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1883 - DeColange, Leo The Heart of Europe from the 

Rhine to the Danube. (Boston, MA: Estes and 

Lauriat, Publishers) 

 

 

 

Historical description: 

In 1673, the word “whirlpool” was used to describe the phenomenon95  along the 

Danube river and in 1710, 1840 and 1845 illustrations of the whirlpool at De Strudel are 

portrayed. In 1803, Rev. Thomas Smith mentions that one of the branches of Danube called 

“Saw Russel, or Swines Snout, near Lintz, so called from a prominent rock which overhangs a 

dangerous whirlpool; and another called Der Strudel, where the falling of the water makes a 

dreadful noise.”96 Some years later, as part of a guidebook of Belgium, Holland Germany, the 

author states, “There are two whirlpools in this part of the Danube; the largest of these, is 

caused by some steep rocks in the middle, that form an island” and although it is not that 

dangerous boatmen say prayers before and after passing through that section.97 A book from 

1826 gives advice on how to navigate the Danube and to avoid the dangerous whirlpools where 

the river is narrow.98 Then another visitor in 1837 had “heard so much of the danger of passing 

the fall and whirlpool of the Danube….We left the whirlpool without being affected by any of 

its undulations”, but concludes with “To sum up all, neither of these places are as dangerous as 

many parts of the Moselle, the Mease, the Rhone, the Loire, and the Rhine…”99 Until the mid-

1840s, when “Danube Whirlpool forms one of the most imposing spectacles which greet the 

eye of the traveler as he glides down the majestic stream from Linz to Vienna…The Whirlpool 
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was freed from the most dangerous rocks, which were blown up by gunpowder, and a secure 

passage was thus obtained.”100 As so, as writing in 1853, the Strudel was not so dangerous as it 

used to be101, and in The Economist from September, 1892 it states, “Meanwhile a great work 

has already been finished as the Upper Danube, the troublesome whirlpool which had 

hindered navigation near Linz for centuries having at last been done away with…After the lapse 

of a number of years this whirlpool has at last been demolished….”102  Thus, this whirlpool 

disappeared entirely.  

15. Strait of Messina, Italy: 

Map Location and description 

 

The Strait of Messina (Italian: Stretto di 

Messina), is a narrow strait between the 

eastern tip of Sicily (Punta del Faro) and the 

western tip of Calabria (Punta Pezzo) in the 

south of Italy. A natural whirlpool in the 

northern portion of the strait has been linked 

to the Greek legend of Scylla and Charybdis.103 
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Artistic works: 

1617 - bird's-eye view of the Strait of 

Messina by Braun & Hogenberg, after a 

drawing by Pieter Brueghel and adapted by 

G. Hoefnagel 

1664- Strait of Messina, copper engraving, 

"Mundus Subterraneus" of Athanasius 

Kircher 

 

 

1720 –BODENEHR, Gabriel 

(Birds-eye view of the straits of Messina)  

1786 View of strait of Messina between 

Sicily and Calabria, Italy. By Desprez and 

Dambrun, published on Voyage Pittoresque 

de Naples et de Sicilie, J. C. R. de Saint Non, 

Impr. de Clousier, Paris 
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1793- Brittania between Scylla and 

Charybdis by James Gillary. Pub. Hannah 

Humphrey 

1846-Posthumous and Other Poems 

By Charlotte Elizabeth. (London, Seeley, 

Burnside, and Seeley) 37 

 

Historical description: 

Since the early 1800s there are references of ships being “sucked into the vortex of the 

whirlpool…and the seamen`s exertions were rendered in vain.” As well the noise of the 

whirlpools was “likened it to a voracious monster roaring for its prey” and “these Straits has 

been described as the most dangerous adventure that mariners could undertake….”104 Some 

years later, another book stated that this was “the most tremendous passage in the world” and 

that even “Aristotle gives a long and formidable description of it in his 125th chapter De 

Admirandis” and by “many of the old Italian and Sicilian poets, who all speak of it in terms of 

horror; and represent it as an object that inspired terror, even when looked out at a distance.”105 

In fact, “Homer told tales of Odysseus on a hazardous mystical sea voyage where he 

encountered two immortal creatures called Scylla and Charybdis. Although not a sea monster, 

Charybdis lives on in the Strait of Messina and is now called Garofalo.” However, a reference 

from 1812 says that while “it was very formidable to mariners; but it is said to have been entirely 

removed by the dreadful earthquake in 1783.”106 In 1846, Charlotte Elizabeth says that “during 

a light wind a boat can be rowed over the spot without danger, though it will be much tossed 

by the waves; but when the wind is high, the swelling of the waves is more violent and 

extensive…The dashing of the waves on the hollow rocks about Cape Peloro produces a noise 
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which is said to be like that of the barking of dogs….”107  A book from 1893 downplays the 

danger of the strait. For example, “Although they were a great terror to ancient navigators, 

there are in reality rather small affairs and it is difficult to determine their exact position.”108 

An earthquake in 1908 altered the ridge further decreasing the intensity and existence of the 

whirlpools.  Thus, due to two earthquakes – one in 1783 and one in 1908 – the dreaded 

whirlpool that existed here and was frequently depicted in various artistic works no longer 

exists. 

16. Euripus Strait, Greece: 

Map Location and description 

 

The Euripus Strait is a narrow channel of water 

separating the Greek island of Euboea in the 

Aegean Sea from Boeotia in mainland Greece. The 

strait is subject to strong tidal currents which 

reverse direction approximately four times a day. 

109 

Historical description: 

There are quite a few references from the 1800s about the whirlpools here. One states 

that, “Whirlpools seem to be nothing else but circular motions of the waters occasioned by the 

action of two or more currents…The Euripus, so famed by the death of Aristotle, alternately 

absorbs and rejects the water seven times every 24 hours. This whirlpool is near the coast of 

Greece…” 110  About twenty years later, “There is in Greece a remarkable irregularity or 

disturbance in the waters of a narrow strait, which, though not precisely a whirlpool, has its 

origin probably from a similar source. The island of Negropont (anciently Euboea) is divided 

from the main continent of Greece by a narrow strait, formerly called the Euripus.”111 A book 

from 1878 relates the story of a Roman historian Sallust (BC 86) “who on his way to Africa and 

Greece would probably sometimes have passed through these straits, write that `Charybdis is 
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a whirlpool sea` (mare vorticosum) and again, that she `sucks down by hidden whirlpools 

ships that haply are drawn into her…”112 Another states that “Among the most remarkable of 

the tidal anomalies is that noticed in the Euripus, or narrow strait between Euboea and the 

coast of Greece. It is the called the Chalcidian whirlpool, although there can hardly be a 

question of a whirlpool in the case.”113  A few years later, Elisee Reclus writes the Muslims 

believe “that the five waves of the Euripus regularly follow the five hours of prayers…The fact 

is, that the currents of the Strait of Negropont are unexplained…114 Several books in the early 

1900s also describe the whirlpools here, but after that almost no references can be found.  

17. Bosporus Strait, Turkey: 

Map Location and description 

 

“The Bosporous also known as the Strait 

of Istanbul is a narrow natural strait and 

an internationally significant waterway 

located in northwestern Turkey. It forms 

part of the continental boundary 

between Europe and Asia.” 115   The 

Turkish Straits [is where] a disturbed 

mass of water flows through the seaway, 

creating unpredictable whirlpools that 

combine treacherous and powerful 

counter-currents as hazards to 

navigation.116 “The current in the Strait 

forms treacherous whirlpools in several 

places and has been called "the Devil's 

Current.”117 
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Historical references:  

Perhaps the earliest reference to whirlpools here is from John Milton`s Paradise Lost 

published in 1667:118  

Through Bosporus betwixt the jostling rocks;  

Or when Ulysses on the larboard shunned  

Charybdis, and by th` other whirlpool steered  

So he with difficulty and labour hard.  

Here he mentions Bosporus and Charydis. One academic paper that sets out to proof that 

“According to Homer, there was a huge whirlpool Charybdis in the Bosphour in 629~571BC.119  

However, other than these two references very little information can be found about the 

whirlpools here. 

KOREA  

18. Myeongnyang Strait 

Map  Location and Description  

 

The Myeongyang Strait (also 

known as Uldolmok Strait; 

meaning Screaming Strait), just 

off the southwest corner of South 

Korea, separates Jindo Island from 

the mainland…The Myeongnyang 

Strait, during the lifetime of Yi 

Sun-Shin, was also known as 

'Uldolmok,' or 'the Roaring 

Channel,' most likely due to the 

powerful tidal forces occupying 

and traversing the channel, which 

were especially loud during 

springtime.120  

You can view the whirlpools from 

the bridge above.  
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Historical references: 

This strait is the site of a battle in 1597 during which General Lee-Sunsin and the 

Korean navy defeated the Japanese navy. A paper entitled, “A Study on the Tidal Current State 

of Myeongnyang Strait on the Date of Myeongnyang Sea Battle, by Orbital Period of Celestial 

Body” was published in 2015 describing tidal state during the battle of 1597.121 This is very little 

information regarding the size and frequency of the whirlpools here. There is almost no 

information about the site other than that the battle in 1597.  

19. Sondolmok: 

Map  Location and Directions 

 

This strait is located between 

Gimpo and Ganghwado in South 

Korea.  

 

The name originates from the 

legend of a ferryman named 

Sondol.122  

Historical description: 

There are only a couple of old references to the whirlpools at this place. In September 

1884 Captain Patrick Hodnett (b.1834) from Ireland sailed to Korea from Yokohama and on the 

17th encountered a violent storm in the Korea Strait. “In his memoirs, Hodnett wrote that `the 

tide was so rapid I thought she [the Zephyr] would turn over; a whirlpool with 15 fathoms was 

close alongside of us. The rocks were rugged.`…Hodnett speculated that the tide had allowed 

his ship to be snatched by the whirlpool and taken to the bottom.”123 One, from 1902, states “It 

is through this strait, infested with rocks and rapids and with a tide rushing like a mill-race, 

that boats travelling from Chemulpo to Seoul must first find their way…” and adds, “To those 

of us who (for our sins) had to travel much in pre-railway days between Seoul and Chemulpo, 

the water-route through these picturesque narrows became very familiar – the roaring 

whirlpool of Son-dol Mok…”124  Two years later, in a book entitled “Korea”, it states, “The 
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famous rapids and whirlpool of Son-dol-mok, whose evil reputation is the terror of the coast, 

are close by. There are numerous forts dotted round the coast of the island…”125 Other than 

those two references, almost no information can be found about the whirlpools here  

NEW ZEALAND  

20. French Pass (Te Aumiti) 

Map  Location and Description  

 

“Te Aumiti / French Pass is a narrow and 

treacherous stretch of water that 

separates D'Urville Island, at the north 

end of the South Island of New Zealand, 

from the mainland coast. In August 

2014, the name of French Pass was 

officially altered to Te Aumiti / French 

Pass.”126  The name of French Pass was 

given to by French explorer Dumont 

D’Urville, who successfully navigated 

the pass in 1827.127  

Historical description:  

One of the earliest references to the whirlpool here is from 1846 where it states, “This 

strait, to strangers unacquainted with the proper period of the tides, is highly dangerous even 

for boats…The sea, at the springs, rushes through at a fearful rate, forming numerous currents, 

eddies, and whirlpools among the rocks, fatal to the luckless craft that unwarily tempts its 

dangers without proper knowledge and care.”128 From a book published in 1855,, “the canoe 

drew straight into the whirlpool, called `The throat of Te Parata,` and dashed right into that 

whirlpool. The canoe became engulfed by the whirlpool and its prow disappeared in it…*The 

people of New Zealand have another name for this whirlpool; they call it, `the steep descent 

where the world ends.`”129 Then, in 1872, Sir Charles Wentworth wrote, “…I started for the 

South Island (who on his way) went “through the French Pass – a narrow passage filled with 

fearful whirlpools…” 130  Three years later another sailor wrote, “[we] went through the 

celebrated French Pass. One can only go through with the slack of either low or high tide, as 
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the current is so tremendous; the straits are not so narrow in themselves…I should think we 

went within fifty feet of the shore, through whirlpools and currents of all descriptions.”131 

Another description can be seen from 1908, “The current had turned, and now ran toward 

Admiralty Bay, but its action was too irregular, and the sea boiled in whirlpools in a frightful 

manner.”132 However, the origins are based on a Maori legend of Kupe, the first Polynesian to 

discover New Zealand. It is believed the maelstrom here drowned his cormorant, which 

became the reef here.  

 

Conclusion:  

This paper has examined the cultural and historical aspects of twenty sites in twelve 

countries that have whirlpool-like phenomenon. Some places, although feared in the past, do 

not exist anymore (for example, Strait of Messina, Danube), some are caused by water running 

through a dam (Rance River), and some are more like rapids than whirlpools (Seymour and 

Shookumchuck Narrows and Deception Pass). As well the phenomenon in Hawaii is a sinkhole, 

not a whirlpool. By examining the artistic and literary works related to each site over the past 

few hundred years, we discover that very few sites have been extensively described in books or 

portrayed in paintings. However, the whirlpools that occur in Norway, namely Saltstraumen 

and Moststraumen, have been described the most for the longest time and are the largest, thus 

making them the most appropriate to compare with the culture and history of the whirlpools 

in the Naruto Straits.  
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