Fifteen Days in Alaska

Introduction
The spring and summer of 2013 was spent in preparation of a much anticipated return to Alaska for me and my wife Joan’s first. During my initial visit in August 1996, I had the opportunity to attend the state fair in Fairbanks in addition to spending a day in Denali National Park. From observing dancers from Siberia, Russia in their native dress at the state fair and the plentiful moose grazing along the sides of the roads encompassing Fairbanks to the abundant wildlife and breathtaking scenery in Denali, it was something that I would never forget. The days were endless as though a single day consisted of a full day and a half due to the extended daylight as compared to a normal twenty-four hour day in the lower fort-eight. I can still remember having dinner outdoors at 12:00 midnight in what seemed to be the middle of the day.
Anchorage
Anchorage was nearing and on the horizon snow-capped mountains were peeking through the thick layer of clouds. Almost there. After checking into the hotel, we gained our bearings and took an exploratory walk past the Alaska Railroad Historic Depot onto the Tony Knowles Coastal Trail. Fireweed (Chamerion angustifolium), Alaska’s state flower adorned both sides of the trail and Cook Inlet on the starboard side. It was very relaxing after a cross country flight. In the afternoon we visited Earthquake Park, Point Woronzof, the only remaining evidence of the devastation from the 1964 Good Friday earthquake that measured 8.4-8.6 on the Richter scale. Afterwards, we dined at the Bridge Restaurant that overlooked Ship’s Creek where fly fishermen could be seen casting their lures for silver salmon. It was just as I envisioned.
Lake Clark National Park
Dawn came early the next morning when a shuttle took us to Lake Hood where a float plane from Rust’s Airlines flew us by two grand volcanoes, Mt. Iliamna and Mt. Redoubt, to Lake Clark National Park and Preserve where the bear viewing was magnificent. It was raining but it really didn’t seem to matter. Lake Clark was beautiful, with a deep green hue from glacial runoff surrounded by forests of spruce and balsam poplars. An important spawning ground for red sockeye salmon (Oncorhynchus nerka), many could be seen from our boat breaking water through the steady drizzle. At the end of the day, bear viewing at Lake Clark National Park was a tremendous success, having witnessed both black (Ursus americanus) and brown bears (Ursus arctos) in their natural habitat and bald eagles (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) as plentiful as pigeons in a northeastern U.S. city. Upon returning, we again dined at the Bridge Restaurant overlooking Ship Creek. It was one of our favorite places to eat. 
Harbor towns – Seward & Homer
The next morning we began traveling Seward Highway between the histrionic shorelines of Turnagain Arm and the jagged peaks of the Chugach Mountains making our way to the Kenai Peninsula into Seward for a full day of marine life and glacier viewing. It was a very windy day and required two hands for driving along the coastal highway. One of the high-lights along the way was a brief stop at Cooper’s Landing for lunch where the caramel walnut apple pie would melt in your mouth - the best that I have ever tasted.
Just north of Seward, Exit Glacier was a place that was recommended to visit. Educed from the Harding Icefield in the Kenai Mountains it received its namesake because it served as an exit for the first recorded crossing of the Harding Icefield. It did not disappoint. Embraced by its bluish hue, the glacier was quite daunting. However, due to the inclement weather a hike onto the Ice-field was not practical and would have to wait for another day. Later that evening we relaxed and dined on the waterfront in Seward, eagerly anticipating the voyage the following day.
Waking to a cloudy and rainy day, I knew that once we cleared Resurrection Bay through Harding Gateway we would be in for a rocky trip on our voyage to the glaciers. A good pair of sea-legs would be the order for the day. It was extremely challenging walking from one end of the boat to the other as well as from side to side. I haven’t experienced that type of turbulence since sailing through the Bermuda Triangle many years ago complements of the U.S. Navy. Once our sea-legs were under us, the marine life was both diverse and abundant, that included sea otters (Enhydra lutus), harbor seals (Phoca vitulina) resting on the ice flows, and sea lions (Eumetopias jubatus) sunning themselves on the rocks, porpoises (Phocoena phocoena), puffins (Fratercula corniculata), moon jellyfish (Aurelia aurila) and humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) that seem to be dancing on top of the breakers. Quite magnificent! Both Aialik and Holgate glaciers appeared out of the cloud cover and fog, a scene reminiscent from an Edgar Allen Poe novel. A nap was in order once we returned to shore and later, dinner on the waterfront was again enjoyed.
As we left Seward the next day, a sense of spontaneity overcame us and we headed to Homer, a diversion that was well received by the both of us. It was only a few miles past Cooper’s Landing that Joan got a close-up look at a female moose (Alces alces), no more than ten yards off the highway grazing in the high grass. Without a care in the world, she provided quite the photo-ops for us.
Homer was a quaint village where fishing vessels and many shops lined both sides of the Spit, and at the southern end, glaciers and snow-capped mountains provided the backdrop. Fifty and sixty pound salmon and halibut were commonplace as the catch of the day as proud fishermen posed in front of their prizes. Night was falling quickly so we had to cut short our detour and head to Anchorage, our destination that evening. It was half pass midnight when we rolled into Anchorage and called it a day. Quite the day, but one that we would never forget.
Anchorage to Denali
As we headed to Palmer on Glenn Highway, on the advice of a native Alaskan, we decided to take a short cut across the mountains to Parks Highway on our way to Denali, so we thought, through Hatcher’s Pass. Road trip! After a rather lengthy drive, one that seemed to never end, we approached a mining complex where the paved roads evolved into gravel ones. The point of no return was reached so we decided to traverse it and cautiously we did. When someone from Alaska says that something is only a short distance and time away, prepare yourself for the opposite. Although not the short cut that we believed, Hatcher’s Pass was both breathtaking and gorgeous to behold.
Once on George Parks Highway, we drove pass Wasilla the home of Sarah Palin to Denali where we would spend the night at Denali Cabins before boarding the bus into the backcountry of Denali. However, before reaching the cabins, we visited Talkeetna, home of the initial ascent by climbers to the top of Mt. McKinley. It was a small village with numerous shops that was tucked under the shadows of Denali.
Denali National Park
Rumors abound that when boarding the bus into Denali look for seats on the right side of the bus as you enter because they are more advantageous for viewing wildlife. As our bus approached Eielson Visitor Center, milepost 66 into the park, we were accompanied by approximately 8-10 Dall sheep (Ovis dalli) strolling leisurely alongside the gravel road. Quite amazingly, since Dall sheep usually are observed as microscopic dots against the multicolored mountainside. But today, these rams identified by their large curly horns, joined us on our journey toward Kantishna, proudly walking ahead as if posing for a cover page in National Geographic. 
After a 6-7 hour bus ride into Denali National Park, though it seemed much shorter due to the gorgeous scenery and wildlife, we arrived at Kantishna Roadhouse, milepost 95, inside Denali. We checked into our creek-side cabin alongside Moose Creek, familiarize ourselves with our surroundings, and took a short walk before orientation and dinner at the Main lodge. There, introductions were made, daily itinerary reviewed including meal times, and do’s and don’ts while visiting, and registration times for guided hikes with naturalists. That evening’s dinner was fabulous prepared by the host’s own chef and the guests with whom we dined were both interesting and entertaining. Every meal provided stories from different guests both foreign and domestic of their stay in Alaska and lifelong experiences which added to the enjoyment of the trip. While relaxing with after dinner drinks, we decided on a 3-5 mile hike after breakfast to Wickersham Dome followed by an afternoon trip and hike to Wonder Lake from which Denali could be seen, weather permitting.
Wickersham Dome
Described as an easy to moderate hike, we were still concerned about the rigors of it. However, with the help of the naturalists who guided us, and their knowledge and experience, it made for a most wonderful adventure. During our ascent to the Dome, we encountered an Alaskan red ground squirrel (Tamiasciurus hudsonicus), and numerous variegated marmots (Marmota caligata) that appeared and disappeared in the blink of an eye.  Larger but similar to guinea pigs, they would come out from their burrows for the warmth of the sun and quickly disappear. A weather station set atop the Dome while Denali lay in the distance rising through the clouds with Wonder Lake at its feet. A small plane could be seen flying between the mountain crests and the tour bus as a speck from where we began our ascent. How small and seemingly insignificant in the world we appear as compared to the vastness of the Alaskan wilderness. After our descent and return to the Lodge, we had lunch and enjoyed the peace and quiet on benches overlooking the creek bed just outside our cabin. It couldn’t get any better. 
Wonder Lake
Wonder Lake in the afternoon didn’t disappoint. It was a beautiful setting with blueberry bushes on a hill top overlooking the lake with the majestic Denali as a backdrop. As the cloud cover moved across the skyline, Denali could be observed peeking in and out of the cottony pillows making it a most magnificent scene. Every five minutes, Denali induced a different setting with the ever changing skyline. One couldn’t get enough. Though tired and weary after a full day of hiking and sightseeing we settled down to an evening of fellowship and reminiscing with fellow travelers over an excellently prepared dinner.
Denali National Park
The next morning we decided to stay close to the lodge and hike locally conserving energy for a more moderate hike in the afternoon. One hike ended at milepost 95 pass Fannie Quigley’s residence, and the Alaskan wilderness was the only thing between us and Siberia. Ms. Quigley known for her hard living, was legendary in the Kantishna mining towns and was an excellent hunter and trapper, not to speak of her culinary expertise in wilderness cooking. She was not amenable to city life, but preferred the outdoors with her dog team as only companions, and occasionally entertaining travelers. Quite the lady. The other hike recommended by the staff at the lodge was described to be a short hike to beautiful waterfalls, although it was anything but.  This was a prime example in the differences in interpretation of distances and time between Alaskans and non residents. We never did reach the falls.
Due to a slightly twisted knee incurred on the hike to Wickersham Dome, Joan decided to revisit Wonder Lake while I decided to do a more moderate hike to Quigley Mountain. Quigley turned out to be a little more strenuous than the Wickersham Dome hike. After blazing through thickets of willow our group finally reached the summit where we sat and relaxed on the soft and cushy tundra admiring the beautiful scenery from every vantage point. Opposite Quigley, I could see the top of the weather station on Wickersham Dome. Back at the lodge, we had dinner, exchanged afternoon experiences, and listened to a presentation given by an individual from National Geographic on genetic similarity among brown bears and polar bears. It was being investigated that they were of the same species.
We enjoyed a campfire later that evening and discovered from another couple and their family the location of a dog kennel that trained dogs for the Iditarod. It happened that it was less than a mile from where we stayed at the Denali cabins. It was our last night in the backcountry and wake-up call the next morning was 4:30 am when we had to board the bus for a return trip to Denali cabins to pick up the rental car. The return trip was as exciting or even more so than when we arrived because we encountered numerous grizzlies, moose, and caribou (Rangifer tarandus) along the way in addition to the breath-taking scenery. Many photo-ops were provided and taken advantage of.
Upon arrival at the cabins, we did take the advice from the family with whom we shared the campfire and visited the Husky Homestead Kennels. The kennels were owned and operated by Jeff King, four-time Iditarod champion and winner of many dog mushing races around Alaska. It was an education as to how well-kept the facility was as well as the care given to each one of the 75 dogs that were housed there. Not only were we witnessed to a practice run but to a detailed description by Jeff King, himself, on how the dogs are trained from pups to the preparation for the Iditarod. It was a definite learning experience and appreciation for one with little to no knowledge of what is involved.
Nenani
Driving north on the George Parks Highway with Fairbanks in our sights, a respite was needed, so a detour to Nenani was taken. Nenani was a quiet town, one that appeared to be lost in time. Two notable claims to fame include: home to the world’s second largest-single-span bridge and where President William Harding drove the golden spike into Alaska’s railroad commemorating its completion. The Rough Woods Inn and Café appeared to be the only place open, so we decided to enter and order some coffee to go. The tables were set for the evening rush and a fresh pot of coffee was brewing. The décor was sixties at best and the owner, a lovely lady in her 50’s, was so proud of her establishment. My regret is that we didn’t take the time to photograph her with her prize possession. As we left Nenani, we drove across that 700 foot single-span bridge on our way to Fairbanks.
Fairbanks & Chena Hot Springs
Once in Fairbanks, we hooked up with our nephew and had dinner at Pike’s Landing overlooking the Chena River. As a riverboat paddle its way pass us, I recalled how good it was not to be behind the wheel and to just sit back and enjoy the evening’s company. There we made plans for the next day. It included breakfast at the Alaska Coffee Roasting Company, a visit to the campus of the University of Alaska at Fairbanks, and to the University of Alaska Museum of the North. We ended up spending six hours in the museum and could have stayed longer. From the 8’9” brown bear at the entrance of the Galley and the impressive collection of Native items from differing cultures around the state, to the Rose Berry Art Gallery and the ever-changing light and sound system reflecting seismic changes within the state, contributed to one of the very best museums that we have ever visited. The gift shop was an added treat. Next, we drove north of Fairbanks to see the infamous Trans-Alaska Pipeline. The day culminated in a well earned dinner at Silver Gulch Brewing and Bottling Company, North America’s northern most brewry. Across the street was the Howling Dog Saloon, a name fitting for its outward appearance.
After breakfast at Sam’s Sourdough Café the next morning, we revisited the museum from which we purchased several native items and later said our good-bys to our nephew. Then we hiked on one of the nature trails at Creamer’s Field Migratory Waterfowl Refuge where we saw several different species of migratory birds and beautiful stands of birch trees.
Refreshed, we headed northeast from Fairbanks to Chena Hot Springs, a natural hot springs located in a diverse wilderness of 400 square miles, for the evening. That afternoon, we hiked the Monument Creek Trail, a 3-3.5 mile trail that wound around Chena Hot Springs property along Monument Creek through the valley. We then cooled off, so to speak, in the hot springs for a short time before going to dinner. The grounds at Chena Hot Springs were decorated with a diverse array of abstract art and beautiful floral arrangements.
Chena Hot Springs to Valdez
Just a few miles outside of Chena Hot Springs on our way to Valdez the following day, Joan with a penchant for locating wildlife spotted a moose approximately 100 yards away grazing alone in the marshy wetlands. The scene was one of peace and solitude with reflections scattered about the marshy waters. Picture perfect.
Along Richardson Highway we encountered heavy smoke from Delta Junction to Paxson and it wasn’t until we reached Glennallen that it subsided. It was heavy enough that we actually thought about an alternative route. We later discovered that the smoke was from one of the many forest fires that engulfed Alaska during the summer. Paxson was very unique in that it housed one building that served as the town’s city hall, post office, restaurant, and hotel. Astonishingly, it is located on the map. 
As we continued south on Richardson Highway, the Wrangell Mountains provided some of the most awesome and gorgeous landscapes that we saw in our travels. The Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve would be on our bucket list in the future. Worthington Glacier suddenly appeared as though it was rising out of Richardson Highway on our journey through Thompson Pass. It was an awesome sight against the crystal blue sky. 
Valdez
Rushing waterfalls lined the cliffs into the spiraling entrance to Valdez which was nestled within a canopy of the snow-covered Chugach Mountains. The harbor was dotted with fishing vessels and yachts ready to set sail/raise anchor for the open channel. Time was dear so we tried to do as much as we could possible do. That evening we dined on the waterfront thoroughly relishing the anviance of the setting. Morning arrived early as we hurriedly dressed to get the most out of the time that we had in Valdez before returning to Anchorage. It was spent photographing the many different landscapes that the quaint harbor town could offer. Later we hiked 2-3 miles to a point hoping to see the harbor that was tucked in against the snow-covered mountains.
Valdez to Anchorage
Nightfall was eminent as we headed north from Valdez to Glennallen. Photo opportunities again were abundant at Worthington Glacier and along the Wrangell Mountain Range. We soon turned west onto Glenn Highway at Glennallen with Anchorage in our sights. Dusk was approaching and the mountain range in our rear view mirror appeared to grow as we departed Glennallen. An optical illusion perhaps. It was one of the strangest phenomena that I have witnessed. Evening was nigh and the landscape magnificent against the setting sun. Palmer was in darkness when we arrived and turned south onto George Parks Highway to Anchorage. Exhausted and weary from the excitement of the day we immediately checked into the hotel and went directly to bed.

Anchorage
Our flight was scheduled to depart in the afternoon so we took advantage of the time and went to a craft fair in town and then visited the hospital. The hospital was the Alaska Native Medical Center dedicated solely to the services of native Alaskans in addition to a source for native art work. The glass displays were extremely well done and highly educational as they provided an insight into the different cultures. Proceeds from the gift shop were given to education of native Alaskans. 
Home
Once airborne we both agreed that Alaska was a place of tremendous beauty from seaport harbors, to bear viewing in the wilderness, to the highest mountains in North America, and was a place that we would not hesitate to return. Fifteen days and twenty-two hundred miles later, it was a splendid vacation!
