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Although every effort was made to make sure the information in this book was accurate when going to press, research was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and things may have changed since the time of writing. Be sure to confirm specific details, like opening hours, closures, and travel guidelines and restrictions, when making your travel plans. For more detailed information, see click here
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a tufted puffin
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Eklutna Lake
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Denali National Park





What are the first things that come to mind when you think of Alaska? Steep-walled fjords, charismatic bears, soaring eagles, breaching whales, or glaciers creeping down the side of a mountain and into the sea? Then you’re already in tune with some of our state’s grandest sights. But there’s so much to Alaska that it can’t possibly be summed up in just one image—and every part of the state is a little bit different.


In Southeast Alaska the evergreen rainforest dominates the landscape and totem poles stand silent witness to the passage of time as humpback whales, each the size of a school bus, cavort in the glacier-fed waters.


Southcentral Alaska and the Interior are a road-tripper’s dream clad in boreal forest, with paved two-lane highways leading from Fairbanks—land of gold mining, the midnight sun, and the aurora borealis dancing overhead—to Homer, often considered the pinnacle of Alaskan art, food, and fishing in one small town.


Southwest Alaska holds some of the state’s best bear watching on Kodiak Island—also known as Alaska’s Emerald Isle—and nearby Katmai National Park. You’ll also find some of the continent’s best bird-watching at Unalaska/Dutch Harbor and on the remote windy Pribilof Islands, where millions of seabirds and more than half the world’s fur seals congregate to breed.
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bear tracks at Katmai Bay
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the small boat harbor in Valdez
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view of Worthington Glacier





In Arctic Alaska, people are outnumbered by the caribou that migrate en masse between their winter ranges and summer breeding grounds. Small planes are the only way to travel between remote communities that still hold deep roots in traditional Native ways, and dogsleds are still a viable mode of winter transportation, although the iron dog—the snowmobile to anyone else, but “snowmachine” to Alaskans—reigns supreme.


As amazing, exotic, and even otherworldly as Alaska’s pristine landscapes may be, our people-scapes are just as special. Alaskans are known for being warm and friendly despite—or perhaps because of—our cold winter temperatures.


Believe it or not, the number of people who visit Alaska every year is more than double our year-round residents. More than one million people visit during the summer alone, and winter vacations in Alaska are starting to catch up in popularity as brave travelers come to see the Iditarod or watch the northern lights dancing in the night sky. We never get tired of seeing people who genuinely enjoy, and are awed by, their visit to Alaska.


Welcome, and enjoy every moment of your visit to this most remarkable state.
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a display of traditional Alaska Native regalia
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bald eagle statue in Ketchikan
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wild strawberries









15 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Bear Viewing: Seeing a bear is a guaranteed adrenaline rush. Visitors have their choice of excellent viewing areas such as Katmai National Park and Preserve, Admiralty Island, and Sitka’s Fortress of the Bear.
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2 Whale-Watching: Don’t miss the orcas and humpback whales in Southeast Alaska, especially Frederick Sound.
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3 Marvel at Massive Glaciers: Visit active glaciers while you still can: Mendenhall, LeConte, Matanuska, and Columbia.
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4 Watch the Northern Lights Shine: The dancing aurora borealis lights up Alaska’s nighttime skies.








[image: image]



5 Learn about Alaska Native Culture: Learn about the Great Land’s diverse cultures and witness their vibrant living presence.
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6 Cheer on Iditarod Mushers and Dog Teams: Be a spectator of Alaska’s great race at the ceremonial start in Anchorage or the finish line in Nome.
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7 Explore Denali National Park and Preserve: Check out the highest peak in North America and the six-million-acre park around it.
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8 Take a Spectacular Hike: For a wilderness adventure, start at Caines Head State Recreation Area, Hatcher Pass or anywhere in Southeast Alaska. You can even stay the night by backpacking, camping, or glamping.
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9 Get to Know Alaskan Towns: These wonderful small towns redefine quirky.
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10 Walk Through Gold Rush History: Visit Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park in Skagway or pan for gold with Gold Daughters in Fairbanks.
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11 Enjoy a Scenic Drive: The best way to see some of Alaska’s most beautiful places is on a road trip. Check out the Seward Highway or scenic highways starting in Tok.
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12 Paddle Through Vast Waters: Kayak through the Columbia Glacier ice field, the protected waters of Prince William Sound, or Glacier Bay National Park.
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13 Search Out Wildlife: Already seen bears and whales? How about moose, eagles, or even walruses?
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14 Enjoy Spectacular Vistas from the Skies: Take to the air to fully appreciate the incredible Alaskan landscape and majestic Denali.
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15 Join a Fishing Charter: You’ll find spectacular fishing throughout the state, but especially in the seas off communities such as Homer, Valdez, and Petersburg, and on the Kenai River.






Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Juneau and Southeast Alaska


The lush, temperate rainforest and mild climate of Southeast Alaska’s island communities turn outdoor excursions into Jurassic Park-style adventures. With waters rich for fishing and whale-watching and tall trees perfect for zip-lining, it’s wildly popular with both cruise ship passengers and independent travelers, who make use of the ferry system and convenient connections via plane. Juneau is not only the central transit hub for this region, but also the state capital and the pinnacle of (kind of) urban life in Southeast Alaska. At the opposite end of the spectrum are communities like Gustavus, gateway to Glacier Bay National Park, where the wildlife outnumbers the people. Other popular stops include Ketchikan, with its rich mix of Alaska Native cultures; Skagway, which is all about the Klondike Gold Rush; Sitka, which exhibits the influence of Russian settlers; and authentic fishing towns like Wrangell and Petersburg.


Anchorage and Southcentral Alaska


With a population of about 300,000, Anchorage contains almost half the state’s population and offers a breadth of urban amenities. You can go kayaking, hiking, or even flightseeing by day, then enjoy big-city comforts by night. If you want the greatest range of Alaska experiences in the shortest time, this is the place to be—a launching pad for trips south along the Kenai Peninsula, north into the Matanuska-Susitna Valley, or east into the spectacular fjords of Prince William Sound. Choose from seaside towns like historic Valdez, which has survived both the Great Earthquake of 1964 and the Exxon Valdez oil disaster; Hope, where hiking and mountain biking await; the cruise port of Seward; and the fishing meccas of Kenai, Soldotna, and Homer, which is also renowned for its thriving art scene.
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Denali, Fairbanks, and the Interior


If you want the most varied and accessible wildlife-watching in the state, head for Denali National Park. You may see Dall sheep, mountain goats, wolves, and maybe even bears in the wide swaths of untouched wilderness, centered around the highest peak in North America. Fairbanks has a fascinating mix of natural history and culture, with everything from Athabascan fiddling and gold panning to a chance to roam with reindeer. But the busy season is winter, when droves come to see the northern lights and quintessentially Alaskan activities like dog mushing and ice art.
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dogsled ride in Denali





Kodiak and Southwest Alaska


Southwest Alaska’s communities are small and remote—so they’re perfect for watching wildlife. Alaska’s “Emerald Isle,” Kodiak, is popular for bear-viewing tours to nearby Katmai National Park; it also has a rich Alaska Native heritage. Farther west, Dillingham offers unparalleled fishing at the head of the world’s most ecologically intact (and most famous) salmon fishery, Bristol Bay. The lush islands of Unalaska/Dutch Harbor are a birder and ecotourist’s paradise. The Pribilof Islands contain some of the state’s richest coastline, dotted with colonies of walruses, fur seals, and seabirds.




Travel Lifelines: Roads, Ferries, Planes, and Regional Hubs


Alaska is more than twice the size of Texas, and our coastline is longer than that of all the other states combined. Yet only 740,000 people live in the entire state. With that few people spread over such a wide area, the lines of transportation and travel are necessarily sparse.
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view from a ferry





Even our largest cities only have one or two highway links to other communities, part of a road web that extends through Southcentral Alaska and a little bit of the Interior, but not beyond. The rural communities in West, Southwest, and Arctic Alaska, plus some Interior communities, are off the road system entirely: The only way to get there is by plane or, in a few cases, oceangoing ship.


Alaska’s mighty rivers serve as conduits between some of these communities, with boats traveling up and down the waterways in summer. By winter, snowmachines—and sometimes, yes, dog teams—cross the frozen ice that coats the rivers or range across the land, which becomes much easier to traverse once it’s covered in snow.


In Southeast, the Alaska Marine Highway System ferries ply the waters between island communities, forming the vital lifeline that keeps people, produce, and everything imaginable—from vehicles to furniture, library books, and building materials—moving through the state.


As tenuous as those connections may seem, we make them work. Each region of the state has a hub community, a larger town or city that serves as the center of commerce, travel, and transportation for that part of the state. Those hubs in turn connect to the state’s largest cities, which in their turn have the infrastructure for a more robust connection “Outside”—to the world beyond Alaska.


And, truth be told, many of us appreciate the perspective that comes with knowing we live in such a vast, wild state. As inconvenient as our limited connections to the outer world may sometimes be, they also bring a sense of perspective, togetherness, and belonging. Perhaps that relative isolation is why Alaskans are so good at taking people as they are in the moment, and still reliably come to the rescue of someone in need, even in the bigger cities.






The Arctic



In the Arctic Circle, the sun really does vanish for a while in the winter—then returns to provide 24-hour light during the summer. This creates an unbelievably lush short-lived ecosystem. This is also the only part of Alaska where you’ll encounter polar bears. Remote Arctic communities can be reached only by small plane and preserve deeply rooted indigenous traditions.


Know Before You Go


High and Low Seasons


High season for most of the state is mid-June through early September. (In Southeast Alaska, high season starts in May and ends in late September. Southeast’s shoulder seasons are usually April and October.) Traveling in high season means you’ll have the best weather, the richest landscape, more touring and wildlife-viewing opportunities, and the most services available—along with the highest prices. July-August are the best months for salmon fishing.


You can save money—and still have a great time—during the shoulder seasons (May and September). May-June are the best months for birding trips. You’ll have few to no salmon-fishing options at that time of year, but halibut fishing is good. In Southcentral and Interior Alaska, spring may not start as early as May, but the rainforests of Southeast are always green.


In Fairbanks the high season is actually winter, when visitors arrive to watch the aurora borealis. The Iditarod sled dog race, which starts in Southcentral Alaska and ends in Nome, draws visitors from all over the world.


Advance Reservations


Book at least six months ahead to find high-season lodgings in your price range. If you’re aiming for a high-demand lodging, a very small community like Haines, or an annual event like the Iditarod or salmon fishing in July, do your best to plan a year in advance. The most spectacular wildlife-viewing opportunities, such as visiting the Walrus Islands State Game Sanctuary, require you to secure a permit that may sell out nine or more months in advance or have a limited application period that runs about that far in advance.


If you’re planning to bring a car on the Alaska state ferry system or want a cabin berth, book as early as possible—ideally six months or more in advance. But if you’re traveling with no vehicle (or only a bike), walk-on spots are almost always available. The ferry system uses dynamic pricing based on customer load; all passengers will save money by buying tickets in advance.




If You’re Looking For . . .


• Fishing: Almost every coastal community below the Arctic Circle offers epic fishing, but your opportunities for sea charters are especially good in towns like Homer, Seward, Whittier, Valdez, and all of Southeast Alaska. For river charters, head to towns like Kenai, Soldotna, and Talkeetna; you can book river trips in Southeast Alaska and the Fairbanks area too.


• Glaciers: Get up close and personal with tidewater glaciers near the towns of Valdez, Petersburg, Gustavus, and Ketchikan. You’ll also find inland behemoths near Seward, Palmer, Juneau, Cordova, and McCarthy.
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an air taxi landing on a glacier





• Bears: The best bear-viewing opportunities are in coastal communities with rich salmon runs and a carefully managed human presence. Look to Kodiak, King Salmon, Juneau, Wrangell, and Prince of Wales Island as your best jumping-off points, although longer or more expensive access is often available from other communities.


• Bird-Watching: Migratory birds swarm to Alaska every spring and summer. Nome, the Pribilof Islands, and Unalaska/Dutch Harbor are especially good for seeing wandering exotics. Or visit towns like Homer and Cordova for bustling shorebird festivals that take over the entire town.


• Indigenous Culture: You can learn about Alaska Native history and traditions in cultural centers all over the state—but some of the richest opportunities are in Sitka, Juneau, Ketchikan, Haines, and Arctic communities such as Anaktuvuk Pass and Utqiaġvik.


• Northern Lights: Spend several nights during fall or winter in Fairbanks, Utqiaġvik, or the work camps along the Dalton Highway and odds are very good that you’ll see the aurora borealis shining overhead.


• Epic Day Hikes: You’ll find stunning day hikes for all ability levels all over the state—but the greatest concentration of easy-access trails are in Anchorage, Hatcher Pass, Sitka, Cordova, and Valdez.


• Small-Town Charm: Each of Alaska’s small communities has its individual charm, but a few really stand out for their special character. Those include Talkeetna (plan to stay through the evening after the tour buses leave), Valdez, McCarthy, and Haines.


• Whales: Migrating humpback whales are the biggest draw. During the high season you can’t beat whale-watching out of Petersburg, Sitka, and Gustavus on Glacier Bay, although you’ll also have excellent odds in communities like Juneau, Ketchikan, and Seward.


• Gold, Gold, Gold: Alaska’s past was undeniably shaped by gold, and it remains a major attraction—for visitors and locals alike—in communities such as Fairbanks, Skagway, and Nome.






Best of Alaska



Because Alaska is so big and the logistics of transport are challenging, it can take three weeks to hit the highlights. To plan a shorter trip, choose one or two regions from the following itinerary.


Plan additional rest time into your trip as you think you’ll need it. Those rest days also come in handy as time cushions in case of weather delays. If you travel much in Alaska, it’s not a question of if you’ll encounter weather delays, but when, and for how long—and that goes double if you’re traveling in remote rural communities.


Southeast


Most Southeast Alaska communities are on islands or separated from the mainland by roadless mountains, so travel takes place almost exclusively by sea or air. Ferries work more like a bus line than a cruise, stopping at each community for just long enough to load and unload passengers, cargo, and cars. But they don’t always come at the same time of day. Sometimes they’ll even come or go from port in the wee hours of the night, and in some communities the ferry may visit only a couple of times a week.


That means that if you choose to disembark, you’re committed to staying for at least a couple of days until the next ferry comes through. With that in mind, the following itinerary features more air travel. Unlike ferries, the planes come and go at predictable times of day.


DAY 1


Arrive by flight (or ferry) to Ketchikan, the first port of call for seagoing visitors to Alaska. Ketchikan has the highest concentration of standing totem poles of any community in the state, so spend at least half a day exploring the many parks and museums where they stand. Top the day off with a two-hour flightseeing trip to stupendous Misty Fjords National Monument, or if you don’t like small planes, go fishing or take the only snorkeling tour in Alaska. Then end your day with a stroll along picturesque Creek Street, where the historic buildings stand on stilts over a creek that flows right through downtown Ketchikan. Turn in early for a good night’s sleep.




If You Have . . .


One week: Spend your time in Southeast, where you can experience a condensed version of all the things that make Alaska great: beautiful scenery, rich wildlife, Alaska Native culture and art, friendly people, and small, authentic, hardworking communities.


Two weeks: Combine a week in Southeast with either Southcentral or Interior Alaska for the second week. If you’re most interested in fishing, hiking, day cruises, or sampling Alaska’s best food, head for Southcentral Alaska. If you want to learn more about gold rush history, see the northern lights, or tour Denali National Park, head for the Interior.


Three weeks: Follow the three-week itinerary below or consider adding excursions to Southwest Alaska or the Arctic.





DAY 2


If the timing works out for an early-morning ferry, take the six-hour ferry ride to Wrangell. If there is no early ferry, catch the morning Alaska Airlines flight to Wrangell instead, then take an afternoon bear-viewing trip to the Anan Creek Wildlife Observatory. This special place mostly showcases black bears, but sometimes you’ll get to see brown bears fishing here too—or end up sharing the trail with them.


When you get back to Wrangell, take the time to visit the Chief Shakes Tribal House (which you can enter for a fee; prior arrangements required) and take the mile-long walk to Petroglyph Beach State Historic Site, where ancient petroglyphs are still out in the open. Get an early dinner (the few restaurants in Wrangell all close early) and turn in for an early night’s rest at your hotel.


DAY 3


Take the morning flight to Juneau, the state’s capital and the air transit hub of Southeast Alaska. This should leave you time to drop luggage at your hotel and stop by the spectacular Walter Soboleff Center in downtown Juneau, then catch a shuttle bus—or rent a car—and visit the beautiful Mendenhall Glacier. Many visitors also love riding the Goldbelt Tram in downtown Juneau, which carries you 1,800 feet up Mount Roberts to walking trails, a small gift shop, and beautiful views over Juneau and the Gastineau Channel, the strait that separates Juneau and the neighboring island suburb of Douglas. The tramway runs later into the evening than the shuttle buses to the glacier, so leave it for last.
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looking out over downtown Juneau from the Goldbelt Tram





DAY 4


On your second day in Juneau, take a big adventure. For most people, this will be a one-day bear-viewing tour to nearby Admiralty Island, which has the densest population of brown bears in the world, as well as one of the longest bear-viewing seasons. If you’re intent on seeing these massive, shaggy, and beautiful apex predators, this is one of the best places to do it. If you’d rather see humpback whales—also known as the ballerinas of the seas—go whale-watching instead. Southeast is one of the only places in the world where you might get to see humpback whales bubble-net feeding, a cooperative behavior in which several whales work together to “round up” schools of fish in a net made of air bubbles, then lunge up through the middle of the net to gulp the fish down.



DAY 5



Leave Juneau for an overnight trip to Skagway. Take the five-hour ferry ride (a jet is not an option here, although you could book a small-plane shuttle) and spend an afternoon in the Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park. There are lots of historical buildings and shops to explore, some lovely day hikes in the area, an interesting brothel tour in the Red Onion Saloon, and a dinner theater event, The Days of ’98 Show. Spending the night here will give you a little bit of a rest day, plus a chance to take a scenic train ride in the morning.


DAY 6


Take a morning tour on the historic narrow-gauge White Pass & Yukon Route Railroad, then head back to Juneau on the ferry. If your ferry gets into Juneau early, you can squeeze in one more short day tour (try fishing, kayaking, or zip-lining), or spend the afternoon browsing the wonderful locally owned shops downtown. End your day by hopping an evening flight from Juneau to the gorgeous island community of Sitka.


DAY 7


Spend the day exploring Sitka National Historical Park, which has many beautiful totem poles and a cultural center where you can meet and chat with Alaska Native artisans. There are also many historical Russian buildings scattered throughout town; they’re run as mini museums and are typically open during business hours. Spend the night here.


DAY 8


Take a rest day or, if you’re still feeling energetic, book a whale-watching or fishing trip or explore some of Sitka’s wonderful hiking trails. Take the evening flight from Sitka to Anchorage.


Anchorage and Southcentral


Southcentral is the heart of Alaska’s rudimentary road system, which means it’s much easier to get around on your own schedule. That said, the distances between towns often come as a huge surprise to visitors—for example, it takes most people eight hours to drive from Anchorage to Fairbanks. If you don’t want to rent a car, there is usually limited shuttle service between communities along the Kenai Peninsula, although that will force you to extend your itinerary by at least a couple of days to accommodate the shuttle schedules.


DAY 9


Visit the Anchorage Museum at Rasmuson Center and the Alaska Native Heritage Center; you can easily spend most of the day at these two sights. Top it off by renting a bike and pedaling the 11-mile Tony Knowles Coastal Trail to Kincaid Park, where you have very good chances of seeing a moose. Make sure you give them plenty of room—they’re very unpredictable. Then enjoy dinner in one of Anchorage’s excellent restaurants before you turn in for the night.


DAY 10


Get up early to rent a car, if you haven’t already, and make the scenic five- to six-hour drive (depending on traffic and photo and rest stops) to Homer for some of the state’s best food, fishing, and art—all in one place. Once you get to Homer, check into your hotel and spend the afternoon exploring the Homer Spit, a narrow four-mile peninsula containing some of the state’s best art galleries, gift shops, and restaurants. Don’t forget to stop by the iconic Salty Dawg Saloon to pin your signed dollar bill to the wall.


DAY 11


Start your second day in Homer at the small but spectacular Pratt Museum, then take a stroll along Bishop’s Beach, one of Alaska’s rare sand beaches (most beaches here are rocky). Spend the rest of the day on a fishing or sea kayaking trip. Don’t miss the chance to take the evening Danny J ferry to Halibut Cove (this is a small private ferry, not an Alaska Marine Highway System ferry), where you can have dinner in the world-famous Saltry Restaurant before heading back to Homer for another night.



DAY 12



Get up early for the 4.5-hour drive to Seward. Once there, take a half-day sightseeing, whale-watching, and wildlife viewing cruise through beautiful Kenai Fjords National Park. If you’re here in very early spring, this is one of your best chances for seeing migrating gray whales—but, as always, nothing is guaranteed. The captain will usually point out the ruins of old World War II coastal emplacements, although you can’t get very close to them from the water. Stay in Seward for the night.
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view from a campground in downtown Seward
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tidepooling in the waters around Kachemak Bay
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humpback whale breaching in Kenai Fjords National Park
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red fox, Denali National Park and Preserve








DAY 13


You have two missions today: One, stop by the Alaska SeaLife Center and take a behind-the-scenes tour so you can get up close and personal with the animals at this education, conservation, and rehabilitation center for all manner of aquatic wildlife, from octopi to sea lions and seabirds. Two, take a half-day tour to Caines Head State Recreation Area. You’ll paddle kayaks out to the beach, then take a moderate hike to explore the old World War II-era Fort McGilvray. Finally, make the three-hour drive north to Anchorage and spend the night there.


Interior Alaska


Interior Alaska is a mix of easy road access (primarily to Fairbanks, Alaska’s second-largest city) and remote communities, like the tiny, traditional village of Anaktuvuk Pass, which can only be reached by air. Gold-mining history, the wonderful day tours out of Fairbanks, and the sheer experience of exploring a remote part of the state tend to be the biggest draws here, although in the last few years Fairbanks has really come into its own as a hip, happening place to be, with lots of food, art, and music for city-minded visitors to enjoy.


DAY 14


There’s no rush today, as long as you make the 2.5-hour drive north from Anchorage to the charming little town of Talkeetna in time to spend the afternoon exploring the shops along Main Street. Go ahead and spend the night there to enjoy the way Talkeetna turns back to its quaint, quirky self once the tourist buses leave. There’s often great live music at the Fairview Inn.


DAY 15


Drive another 2.5 hours north to Denali National Park and Preserve and spend the day exploring the park’s three visitors centers, touring the park’s working sled dog kennels, and either day hiking or taking a short day tour in the park. Your options include horseback riding, ATV tours, flightseeing, white-water rafting, and ranger-guided hikes. Turn in early at your hotel or campground near the park entrance—tomorrow will be a long day!


DAY 16


Take a shuttle bus ride into the park. Normally you can choose between shuttle buses that drive the entire length of the 92-mile road or just part of it, but access to the full length of the road may be limited for the next few years due to a slow-moving landslide and road repairs. Happily, even a partial trip along the road offers great odds of wildlife and landscape photo ops; make sure you have your binoculars and camera ready. Once the adventure is over, fill out the day with a short day hike of your choosing, then turn in for a good night’s sleep and another early start the next day.


DAY 17


Make the 2.5-hour drive north to Fairbanks and check out a few of its best attractions. Stop by Gold Daughters to try your hand at Fairbanks’s most authentic gold-panning experience, then visit the Pipeline Viewing Station, which is just across the highway, for an up-close view of one of the state’s most impressive engineering accomplishments. Then spend 2.5 hours on an astonishingly fun nature walk among a herd of reindeer at Running Reindeer Ranch before you cap off the evening at the hilarious Golden Heart Revue dinner show in the Alaska-themed Pioneer Park.



DAY 18



Choose between a relaxing day trip to Chena Hot Springs Resort (about 60 miles east of Fairbanks) or exploring a remote stretch of Interior Alaska. Your options include booking a day tour to nearby villages such as Anaktuvuk Pass or Fort Yukon (which includes a flight in a small plane); riding along on a bush mail flight with Warbelow’s Air; or booking a fly-drive adventure up the Dalton Highway, a.k.a. the Haul Road, north of the Arctic Circle. Settle into your Fairbanks hotel as early as possible; you’ll make another long drive tomorrow.
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Chena Hot Springs Resort





DAY 19


In the morning, stop by downtown Fairbanks and do a little shopping, then visit the gleefully kitschy Santa Claus House in North Pole, Alaska (about 20 minutes outside of Fairbanks) as you start your six-hour drive southeast to Valdez. This small community of 4,000 has seen many of Alaska’s most historic moments, from the gold rush to the Great Earthquake of 1964 and the Exxon Valdez oil spill in 1989. Leave plenty of time for the drive so you can stop to take in Worthington Glacier, Bridal Veil Falls, and Horsetail Falls on the way into town.


Back to Southcentral


DAY 20


Take a boat tour from Valdez to the massive Columbia Glacier, one of the largest and most active tidewater glaciers in the world. If you’d rather, you can book a kayaking tour to paddle through the glacier’s massive ice field, but you won’t get as close to the glacier’s face.


DAY 21


Stop by the Valdez Museum; it’s easy to spend the whole morning here and at the Museum Annex on Hazelet Avenue. Make sure to ask about the scale models of Old Town Valdez. You’ll pass a marked turnoff for the Old Town Valdez town site on your way back out of town. It’s a solid six-hour drive back to Anchorage (or Fairbanks) to catch your flight back home tomorrow.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Alaska’s Top Towns


Every Alaska town is surrounded by spectacular natural beauty. But it’s their determinedly individual and often quirky nature, combined with a “play hard, work hard” attitude that kicks into overdrive during our long summer days, that really makes them special.


SOUTHEAST


Petersburg was founded by Norwegian fishermen. It remains a hardworking fishing community to this day, and visitors love that authenticity and the lack of the glitzy, generic shops that often accompany cruise ports.


Ketchikan houses the state’s highest concentration of totem poles and an impressive stretch of local shops and artists overlooking picturesque Creek Street, where the historical houses stand on stilts over the water.
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waterfront in Ketchikan





Sitka is a beautiful port city with locally owned shops, great fishing and whale-watching, and a phenomenal historical park where you can walk the trails among totem poles or visit with Alaska Native artisans as they demonstrate their art. Don’t forget to visit the many historical Russian buildings in town, which are maintained as mini museums.


SOUTHCENTRAL


Valdez is one of the most pleasant small towns in Alaska, with some of the state’s prettiest scenery, biggest history, and friendliest people all in one place. This is as close as you can get to rural Alaska without leaving the road system.


Homer packs some of the state’s best artists, food, and fishing all into one place, along with the highest density of water taxis that I’ve ever seen. The small isolated seaside communities of Seldovia and Halibut Cove are just a short boat ride away.


Seward is sometimes characterized as “a drinking town with a fishing problem.” For many visitors, it’s the perfect mix of tourist amenities, beautiful seaside scenery, and just a few city comforts. There are also some interesting World War II artifacts within a short boat ride and hike of the town.


INTERIOR


Talkeetna remains the idealized standard of quirky Alaska towns. Visitors often come here just to wander Main Street, but don’t miss out on a chance to ride the fabled Hurricane Turn train or take a flightseeing trip around 20,310-foot Denali.


SOUTHWEST


Kodiak feels like a gritty big city set in an island paradise—but if you love fishing or bears, this charming town, with clusters of wonderful shops and restaurants, is the place to be. The helicopter flightseeing over Alaska’s Emerald Isle is absolutely breathtaking.


ARCTIC


Nome, the most cosmopolitan town in the Arctic, is worth a visit to see the Iditarod finish in March. By summer, this is a lovely community for birding and driving the scenic roads.






Best Hikes



The hiking is phenomenal throughout Alaska, but the deeper you go into the wilderness, the higher the level of skill and preparation you’ll need. Here are the best hikes that combine scenery, interesting terrain, and reasonable access all in one.


Southeast Alaska


Petersburg has some lovely remote hiking trails that can be accessed by water taxi. One of the toughest—but also one of the most beautiful—is the Cascade Creek Trail, which runs 4.1 miles between the seaside public-use Cascade Creek Cabin and Falls Lake, poised high above the shoreline in the temperate rainforest.
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hiking through the rainforest in Southeast Alaska





Most of the hiking in Tongass National Forest, which essentially covers Southeast Alaska, offers a similar feel: The trails are beautiful but remote, sometimes more challenging than their lengths may imply, and you need either a car or a water taxi to get to most of them. Some of the most beautiful exceptions include the mostly civilized trails near Mendenhall Glacier in Juneau (the crowds dissipate once you walk a mile or two) and the lovely 3.5-mile (one-way) Perseverance Trail, which includes a turnoff to a viewing point over Ebner Falls.
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A sea lion leaps onto a buoy near Juneau.





Some of Ketchikan’s best hikes include the Deer Mountain Trail, an out-and-back hike into the alpine that skilled and well-prepared hikers can turn into a 14-mile traverse, and the milder 4.8-mile Lunch Creek Trail.


Finally, Sitka has a ridiculous number of hiking trails for its population, although you’ll need to hire a water taxi to get to some of them. Local favorites include the Indian River Trail (4.5 miles one-way), whose trailhead you can reach on the community bus line; the pretty walk to Mosquito Cove (just 1.5 miles, but you can link it up with other trails); and the stiff climb up Mount Verstovia (2.5 miles one-way).



Southcentral Alaska



The Lost Lake Trail near Seward is a 15-mile through-hike with some of the most beautiful scenery you’ll ever see. Lost Lake itself (at about the midway point) is the highlight, and you can easily spend one or two nights simply exploring the rolling tundra and other lakes nearby.


The Mineral Creek Trail in Valdez offers a 12.2-mile round-trip stroll to an old stamp mill, but it’s the spectacular scenery—lush, Jurassic Park-worthy greenery dotted with frothy waterfalls—that really makes it stand out. You can shorten the hike by a few miles if you’re comfortable driving on the rough unmaintained road, which also doubles as a trail, or if you hitch a ride on a passing ATV.


Perhaps the best short hike in the state, the 5-mile round-trip Portage Pass Trail out of Whittier offers stunning views almost from the word “go,” with Portage Glacier on one side and shimmering Passage Canal on the other. Although there are a few challenging spots with uneven footing, most reasonably active individuals can make it up to the shore of the glacier’s lake without too much trouble.


If you want to feel like you’re on a grand adventure without going too far from civilization, take a water taxi across Kachemak Bay from Homer and hike the 3.2-mile (one-way) Grewingk Glacier Trail, where you can picnic at the edge of a glacial lake while hardly breaking a sweat on the way in. For a little more of a challenge, hike out via the moderate to challenging Saddle Trail, which is only another mile of distance. You’ll have to arrange for the water taxi to pick you up at the Saddle trailhead.


Hatcher Pass, north of Wasilla and Palmer, offers some of the best “drive-up tundra” hiking you’ll find anywhere in the state. Because you can get up above the tree line—or very close to it—before you even leave your car, you’re treated to sweeping vistas that extend for miles. April Bowl (2.5 miles round-trip) and the 11-mile round-trip hike to the beautiful blue-green Reed Lakes are two of the best hikes here.


For visitors willing to brave the rough unpaved 60-mile road in to McCarthy, the 4-mile round-trip hike out to the Root Glacier is absolutely splendid. Although you can go by yourself, it’s great fun to hire one of the local guide services, which can take you hiking on the glacier itself or even ice climbing.


Southwest Alaska


For most visitors, unguided hiking around Kodiak—the largest city in Southwest Alaska—isn’t a great idea because of the profusion of bears. You’re better off taking a guided van tour or walking the trails in Fort Abercrombie State Historical Park, which is full of World War II relics.


Unalaska, on the other hand, is a real haven for hikers who might be concerned about bears—because there aren’t any! Purchase a land-use permit from the Ounalashka Corporation, which owns this land, before you set out.


Interior Alaska


At first glance, Fairbanks seems to be lost in rolling hills covered with trees. But you’ll find a few very picturesque hikes here, including the 15-mile loop around the Granite Tors, a series of unusual granite towers that are slowly being revealed as the earth is etched away around them, and the 3.7-mile loop to Angel Rocks.



Best Scenic Drives



Alaska doesn’t have many roads, but what it lacks in quantity is made up for in quality. Each of the following drives showcases Alaska’s natural beauty. And often, the destination at the end of the road is every bit as interesting as the journey it took to get there.


These are all one-way drives. That means you’ll have to retrace your route on the return trip, but that’s hardly a problem. The only thing better than taking these beautiful drives once is taking them twice.


Southcentral Alaska


SEWARD HIGHWAY


127 MILES


The drive from Anchorage to Seward snakes along the coastline before ascending Turnagain Pass and eventually winding back to sea level around a series of beautiful—and enormous—alpine lakes.


Hatcher Pass


60 MILES


The inland drive from Anchorage to Hatcher Pass does take you through some pretty scenery, but it’s the last 15 miles, which follow the winding tree-lined Little Susitna River before bursting into the tundra, that are really the most beautiful.


Valdez


257 MILES


The drive to Valdez is arguably the most beautiful. It takes about six hours to get there from either Fairbanks or Anchorage, and while the first couple hundred miles are pretty, it’s the last 26-mile drive through Thompson Pass and Keystone Canyon—which helps earn Valdez its nickname as “land of the waterfalls”—that will really take your breath away.


Interior Alaska


TOP OF THE WORLD HIGHWAY


185 MILES


Open seasonally, the Top of the World Highway runs 185 miles (about a six-hour drive) north from Tok and east into Canada’s Dawson City. For real road-trip cred, make this an enormous loop by driving south to Whitehorse and then coming back on the Alcan Highway, for a total loop distance of about 900 miles or 20 hours of driving. Along the way, you’ll see plenty of beautiful scenery, of course, but this sort of drive is more for the pleasure—and pride—of saying you’ve done it.
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highway southeasst of Tok






The Inside Passage



The Inside Passage is the most popular destination in Alaska for cruise ships. The island communities, beautiful landscape, and great whale-watching are all custom-made for travel by sea.


But not everybody is cut out for cruise ship life. Independent travelers can take the Alaska Marine Highway System ferries through Southeast instead.


Here’s a sample of what a mostly ferry-based Southeast itinerary might look like, starting with your arrival in Ketchikan after either a short plane ride from Seattle or a two-day ferry ride from Bellingham, Washington.


Day 1


Check into your hotel in Ketchikan and spend the day touring the town’s more than 80 totem poles, including the lovely Totem Bight State Historical Park (almost 10 miles northwest of downtown—you can get there on the bus). You can also take a short drive or bus ride to nearby Saxman and, if the carving shed is open, watch master carvers at work. Take your lunch break at New York Café, which features local produce whenever possible in what feels like an easygoing old-timey bar. Next, stop in at the Southeast Alaska Discovery Center on Main Street before it closes in the late afternoon, then snag dinner in the Heen Kahidi Dining Room and Lounge at the Cape Fox Lodge. Ask for a table with a view.


Day 2


Start your second day in Ketchikan with a couple of adventures. Your options include a saltwater or freshwater fishing trip, sea kayaking, day hiking, zip-lining, flightseeing over spectacular Misty Fjords National Monument, or, believe it or not, snorkeling. You’ll have time for two shorter adventures or one long day trip for kayaking or fishing. If you’re a reality TV buff, book a half-day Bering Sea Crab Fishermen’s Tour aboard the Aleutian Ballad, which you may recognize from the early seasons of the Discovery Channel reality TV show The Deadliest Catch. Once the excitement is over, kick back and relax: You can get a great seafood dinner with a return visit to the cozy little New York Café, which has an old-timey speakeasy feel, then head for the Sourdough Bar & Liquor Store to scope out the shipwreck photos or play a game of pool.




The Alaska Railroad


The Alaska Railroad is a viable means of moving between the communities of Anchorage, Seward, Whittier, Talkeetna, and Fairbanks, along with Denali National Park. Taking the train might be a little slower than a car, but you’re free to sit back and take in the scenery with no worries about construction or traffic delays. And unless they’re running behind, the conductors are usually happy to stop the train for wildlife and scenic photo ops.
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Alaska Railroad





Also, whether by accident or design, the rails occasionally diverge from the roadway and give you a glimpse of something special, such as the incomparable Spencer Glacier Whistle Stop on the train from Seward to Anchorage.


Although it’s not a point-to-point train, the Hurricane Turn train out of Talkeetna is another perennial favorite with both visitors and locals. The Hurricane Turn train combines lighthearted tourist-friendly narration with very practical flag stop service to a few small isolated communities. It also serves as a “bus” for locals who are heading out to remote cabins or other areas to hunt, paddle, or camp.


But that’s not all the Alaska Railroad (alaskarailroad.com) has going for it. It also runs specialty trains that cater to locals but can be a lot of fun for visitors too. They include a ski train—a chartered train to go cross-country skiing in the backcountry—as well as a girls night out train, a blues train with live music and an overnight stay in Seward, a beer train, and a Halloween train that includes an overnight stay at the delightful Alyeska Resort. Check the website for more information on these and the other Alaska Railroad trains, and if you’re coming for a special event train, book well ahead of time; they always sell out.





Day 3


Before leaving Ketchikan, take a stroll along historic Creek Street, set on pilings above the creek, and prepare for your six-hour ferry trip to Wrangell. The ferry schedule varies so much, it’s hard to say when you’ll be arriving in Wrangell, so it’s best to call your travel day a rest day too. Day hiking or walking near the harbor, visiting any of the town museums, or a trip to the hatchery if it’s open are all great ways to fill your day until it’s time to leave Ketchikan. Don’t forget to shop for a few souvenirs; Ketchikan, Juneau, and Sitka offer the best shopping in Southeast.


Day 4


On your first full day in Wrangell, snag an early breakfast at your lodgings and then head for the city docks—right in the middle of town—where you can hop on a boat bound for the remarkable Anan Creek Wildlife Observatory. The observatory allows you to watch and photograph black bears, and sometimes brown bears too, as they feed on one of the world’s largest runs of pink salmon. That’s not the brown stream bottom you’re seeing; that’s the backs of thousands of salmon massing to make their run upstream. Restaurants close early in Wrangell, so grab dinner early. Zak’s Cafe, which offers at least one seafood option in its rotating menu every day, is a favorite.
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black bear at Anan Creek Wildlife Observatory





Day 5


Make the easy one-mile stroll (or drive) from downtown Wrangell to Petroglyph Beach State Historic Site, where you can see ancient rock petroglyphs still lying in the open on the beach. On the far end of town, you’ll find the historic Chief Shakes Tribal House, which you can enter for a fee and with advance notice. Then hop on the ferry for a three-hour ride through the winding Wrangell Narrows to Petersburg. If the ferry comes early in the day, you’ll have time to snag a tasty Chinese dinner at the Joan Mei restaurant, a local favorite just across from the Petersburg ferry terminal. From there, it’s a pleasant one-mile walk, drive, or cab ride into Petersburg proper where, if it’s still early, you can wander the surprisingly picturesque streets and take pictures in front of the totem poles outside city hall. If you’re feeling tired, turn in early to rest up before your whale-watching tour the next day.


Day 6


In Petersburg, make an early start on an all-day whale-watching tour to Frederick Sound, which boasts an unbelievable profusion of humpback whales feeding and playing. The small boat harbor, which is where you’ll board your tour, sits right up against downtown Petersburg. Some day trips also include kayaking and a short hike. Once the tour’s over, you should still have time to snag dinner at Inga’s Galley (it’s a modest setting, but the seafood is great), then stroll Petersburg’s main street, fittingly called Nordic Drive, and do a little shopping.


Day 7


While you’re still in Petersburg, be sure to visit the magnificent tidewater LeConte Glacier; it’s a half-day tour by small boat from the Petersburg harbor. Once you’re back in town, you’ll have plenty of time to visit the Sons of Norway Hall and the Fishermen’s Memorial and dragon boat Valhalla, both of which are very close to the harbor, then walk up the hill to the Clausen Memorial Museum, which documents the early days of this Norwegian-founded settlement. Tomorrow’s ferry ride to Juneau often comes at odd hours, so don’t be shy about turning in early to rest up.


Day 8


Make the eight-hour ferry trip north to Juneau. Keep your eye out for more humpback whales as you pass through Frederick Sound again! If your ferry gets in early, you’ll have time to get a head start on browsing some of downtown Juneau’s many excellent gift shops. (Watch out for Franklin Street near the cruise ship docks—there is a slowly increasing number of local shops here, but many are not locally owned.) You also have several great dinner options along Seward Street, including Mexican fusion cuisine at V’s Cellar Door or fusion cuisine built on locally harvested seasonal ingredients at The Rookery.


From this point on, you have several options. You can continue exploring Southeast by catching an Alaska Airlines jet to Sitka or taking the ferry to Haines, Skagway, or Gustavus (which is the gateway to the spectacular, wild waters of Glacier Bay National Park). You can also reach Haines, Skagway, and Gustavus by small plane (there is no jet service in either community).


Day 9


While in Juneau, book a bear-viewing day tour to nearby Admiralty Island, which has the highest concentration of brown bears on the planet. You’ll get there by floatplane, and the trip lasts 6-8 hours. If you still have energy once you get back, you can finish exploring the many wonderful shops that are just past “cruise ship alley” in downtown Juneau. Again, your nicest dinner options are on Seward Street, but if you’re feeling casual, go to Hangar on the Wharf, near the cruise ship docks, where you can watch floatplanes taking off and landing. Want some nightlife? Head to the turn-of-the-20th-century bar in the Alaskan Hotel for live music late on a weekend night, or hit the iconic Red Dog Saloon.


Day 10


On your last day in Juneau, spend the morning at the lovely Mendenhall Glacier. If you drive yourself, there’s a $5 admission fee; if you take one of the shuttle buses from the cruise docks, admission is included in the fare. If you enjoy the adrenaline rush of heights, Juneau also has a very popular zip line. From this point on, you can choose one or more of the following multiday excursions to round out your two-week trip through Southeast.


Excursion: Haines or Skagway


Take a four-hour ferry ride to Haines, where you can spend a day or two to soaking up some of Alaska’s most beautiful scenery in a laid-back small-town setting. You can also take a cultural tour in the nearby Tlingit village of Klukwan, and if you’re here October-February, you can see thousands of eagles congregating in the open waters of the Alaska Chilkat Bald Eagle Preserve. Make sure you stop by The Rusty Compass to warm up with a hot chocolate and some fantastic baked goods.


If you want a little more excitement, head to Skagway instead, a one-hour ferry ride from Haines or a five-hour ferry ride from Juneau. (The ferry often stops in Haines on the way, but it isn’t there long enough for you to get out and explore.) The biggest attractions in Skagway are the bustling boardwalks of the Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park and a scenic ride on the historic White Pass & Yukon Route Railroad. If the ferry times line up just right, you can do both activities with a one-night stay in Skagway. If you’re in a real rush, you can also catch a small plane back to Juneau.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Bear Viewing


You’ll find bears all over Alaska, but the ideal place for a bear-viewing trip is a coastal location where food is plentiful and the human presence is carefully managed.


The plentiful food means bears tolerate each other—and us—much more easily, while managing the human presence means we become predictable to the bears, so they’re less likely to see us as a threat or anything interesting at all. That’s safer for both us and the bears and also means we get to see them acting naturally.


The most iconic destination for bear viewing is Katmai National Park and Preserve in Southwest Alaska. You’ll also find the famous McNeil River State Game Sanctuary and Lake Clark National Park in this region.
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Bears line up to catch salmon in Katmai National Park.





But these are far from the only places you can go to see brown bears playing, tending their young, and feeding on fish. A day van tour out of Kodiak (the city) gives you good opportunities of seeing at least one or two bears, while a multiday trip to the remote Kodiak Brown Bear Center and Lodge, on the other end of Kodiak (the island), lets you observe the largest brown bears in the world in a small-group setting.


Bear viewing is also a popular activity in Southeast Alaska. Admiralty Island, near Juneau, has one of the world’s highest concentrations of brown bears; in fact, the bears outnumber the humans. If you’d rather see bears in a somewhat more controlled setting, Sitka’s Fortress of the Bear is an educational center that rescues orphaned bears (at the time of this writing, it has eight resident bears).


Black bears are plentiful in Southeast Alaska too, and although they’re smaller and not quite as brazen as brown bears, viewing them is a thrill. Sometimes you’ll even get to see that rarest of sights: black and brown bears fishing together, both lured to the same place by plentiful salmon runs. Some of the best locations for black bear viewing are Anan Creek Wildlife Observatory near Wrangell and a few lesser-known places on Prince of Wales Island.


If you want to see polar bears, there is a chance you might see them at Point Barrow, near the Arctic city of Utqiaġvik. But your very best chance of spotting a polar bear is on a trip to the tiny village of Kaktovik in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge.





Once you’re done in either town, the ferry can take you back to Juneau where you can continue onward (or home). Or, if you’ve brought your vehicle with you on the ferry, you can make the long drive north across the border into Canada, then west to cross the border back into Alaska. Haines and Skagway are the only two Southeast communities connected to the continental road system, and the distance is nothing to sneeze at: It’s 440 miles of beautiful scenery from Haines to Tok, and 495 miles from Skagway to Tok.



Excursion: Gustavus and Glacier Bay National Park



Hop a small plane to the small community of Gustavus, or take a five-hour ferry ride, and spend a few days lounging in a wilderness lodge and taking boat or kayak tours into the wild and remote waters of Glacier Bay National Park. You’ll have just a few tour companies to choose from, but the offerings, including half-day whale-watching cruises and half- or full-day trips for kayaking and fishing, are all phenomenal. Heads up: There is just one ATM in Gustavus, and you’ll get most of your food from your hotel or lodge.
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Glacier Bay National Park





When you’re ready, head back to Juneau aboard a ferry or small plane and plan your travels (or trip home) from there.


Excursion: Sitka


There are three ways to get to Sitka. Many cruise ships stop here, and you can also get here by ferry from Juneau, although it’s about a 10-hour ride aboard a regular ferry. Fast ferry service is only sometimes available from Juneau to Sitka, so the easiest way to get here is often by plane.


Once you reach Sitka, you can easily spend half a day exploring Sitka National Historical Park, which has three parts: outdoor trails through the forest with totem poles at intervals; a visitors center that houses a museum and educational exhibits about totem poles; and the Southeast Alaska Indian Cultural Center, where you can watch master artisans demonstrate their traditional arts. The setting is small and intimate, so you can also ask them questions or get a close-up look at what they’re doing. Your other activity for the day should be a 2.5-hour cultural tour led by Sitka Tribal Tours, which might come with an opportunity to watch traditional Tlingit dancing at the Sheet’ka Kwaan Naa Kahídi Community House (“The community house for the people of Sitka”). Snag pizza, wings, and salad at the local favorite Mean Queen.


If you have a second day to spend in Sitka, consider making a morning trip to the Fortress of the Bear, a nonprofit educational center that houses orphaned bear cubs until they can be transferred to another sanctuary. There are also historical Russian buildings in town that are maintained as mini museums, including the Russian Bishop’s House and the 1848 St. Michael the Archangel Cathedral. As you’re waiting on your flight out of the Sitka airport, grab a slice of cream or berry pie at The Nugget restaurant (it’s in the airport, before security).




TOP EXPERIENCE


Chasing the Northern Lights


The enchanting phenomenon known as the northern lights, or aurora borealis, is caused by charged particles from the sun striking Earth’s atmosphere. The lights occupy an important place in the legends and mythology of every culture that evolved under their gaze. They’ve been viewed as healing spirits, the dancing spirits of our ancestors, animal spirits dancing in the sky, or human spirits playing ball.
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Northern Lights in Fairbanks





Whatever their spiritual implications, the northern lights are beautiful. Even longtime residents will rush outside in their pajamas if a friend calls or texts to say the lights are shining. Unfortunately the lights are unpredictable and only visible when skies are dark and clear (October-April are the best months), so there’s no guarantee you’ll see them while you’re here—but if you take three or four days and use the following tips, you’ll have great odds.


• Plan your visit in Nome, Fairbanks, or a community farther north, like Utqiaġvik; all are at a high enough latitude to see the lights overhead. You might still see the lights in more southerly parts of Alaska, but they’re more likely to shine low on the horizon and may even be blocked by mountains or buildings.


• Get as far away as you can from the city lights and any other light pollution. The darker the sky, the clearer your view of the lights will be. That’s one reason why Chena Hot Springs is such a good place for viewing the northern lights. It’s 60 miles out of town and offers heated viewing areas where you can watch for the lights all night long.


• Ask for a wake-up call. Most hotels under the “aurora oval” (the latitude at which the aurora shines overhead) will happily let you know if the aurora comes out. You can also check the University of Alaska Fairbanks Geophysical Institute’s aurora forecast (www.gi.alaska.edu/auroraforecast).


• Be patient. The northern lights don’t shine every night, but if you spend three nights under the aurora oval—when it’s dark enough to see them, and you’re actively looking for them—you have at least an 80 percent chance of seeing them.


Want to take a great photo of the northern lights? Set your camera to the longest exposure possible, choose an object to be silhouetted in the foreground (it adds interest), and use a tripod. Bonus points if you have a remote shutter release or can set the shutter to a two- or three-second delay, so the motion of your pushing the button doesn’t blur the image.





You can then choose to fly back to Juneau or Ketchikan to continue your adventures in Southeast Alaska, fly to Anchorage or Fairbanks to explore Southcentral Alaska or the Interior, or catch one of the two nonstop flights from Sitka to Seattle as you work your way back home.




Alaskan Cruise Ports of Call


So you’ve booked a cruise to Alaska? Congratulations on what will be an unforgettable adventure! The cruise line will handle all the transportation logistics for you, but here are some tips on how to spend your time on land.
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a cruise ship docked in Skagway





First and most important tip: Don’t be late getting back to the ship. Unless you’ve booked a small intimate cruise where all the staff and passengers know each other’s names within the first hour, your cruise ship will leave without you if you’re late, in which case you’ll have to hop a flight or a boat to the next port to catch up. A range of shore excursions may have been included in the price of your cruise or offered as optional add-ons. These tour companies work closely with the cruise lines to make sure you’re back in plenty of time to catch your ship’s departure.


If you’re looking for a more up-close personalized experience of that day’s destination, book with one of the independent local tour companies that probably aren’t included in your cruise line’s roster. They almost always offer smaller groups and a more in-depth experience, and many will be able to get you back in plenty of time to catch your cruise on the way out—but always ask to be sure.


Many (though not all) of the shops featured in your shipboard handout aren’t local Alaskan shops at all, and most of them aren’t selling Alaska-made goods either. Quite a few of them sell imitation Alaska Native artwork that is carefully marketed to make you think you’re getting an authentic souvenir. If you want to see the local shops, where you can buy authentic Alaska Native artwork or make your purchases from someone who actually lives in town year-round and can tell you about its life and culture, walk a couple of extra blocks past “cruise ship alley”—the lineup of international stores that are ubiquitous in any cruise ship terminal from Alaska to the Caribbean.


Spot the local shops by looking for fairly uniform signs or stickers on the storefronts that say things like “We live here year-round” and “Owned by an Alaskan family.” Unfortunately, some imposters in the busiest ports have started advertising themselves as locally owned, using signs that mimic those used by the actual residents. But said imposters are still pretty easy to identify because the moment you come in the door, you’ll be met by a hard sell. Locals will always be happy to answer any questions you have about the authenticity of their goods or biographical information about the people who made them. You can also look for the Silver Hand and Made in Alaska labels; see “Essentials” for more information on what these mean and what they look like.


Finally, when it comes to choosing your Alaska cruise, pay special attention to how much time you have in port. It’s tempting to try and see as much as you can in a short period of time, but some cruises allow only a few hours in each port—not enough to get a feel for the authentic culture. If that’s one of your priorities, pick a couple of ports where you want to spend more time and tailor your cruise journey around them. That might mean starting or ending your cruise in those towns, or choosing a smaller cruise that tends to offer more time in port than the big ships. Either way, you’re in for the trip of a lifetime.






Explore the Interior



People come to Interior Alaska for the gold-mining history, dog mushing, the northern lights—and Denali National Park. But it’s Fairbanks that’s the real transit hub for this part of the state, giving you access to almost all the “big” city luxuries you could want along with vast wildlands, the wide sweep of the Arctic, or your favorite gold-panning venue.


Day 1


Welcome to Fairbanks! As you get settled, take the time to visit Gold Daughters and learn how to pan for gold from a pair of talented women who grew up giving demonstrations to visitors. Don’t miss the Pipeline Viewing Station, just across the highway, where you can get up close to the 800-mile pipeline that transfers crude oil from Prudhoe Bay to Valdez; it’s considered a major landmark. Next, if you love Christmas, make the 20-minute drive southeast to the year-round Santa Claus House in North Pole, Alaska. End the day at Pioneer Park, filled with historical buildings, mining equipment, a delicious salmon bake, and a hilarious dinner theater show about the history of Fairbanks. Let the front desk at your hotel know you’d like to be woken up if the northern lights come out.


Day 2


Choose your big adventure for the day: If you want a day of relaxation, head out to Chena Hot Springs for hot springs and an ice museum. If you want a more extreme adventure, you can book a day trip to a more remote area: Fly out to the traditional, isolated villages of Anaktuvuk Pass or Fort Yukon for a day tour to learn more about Alaska Native culture, or get up very early to fly halfway up the Haul Road (a.k.a. the Dalton Highway) and then drive back with Northern Alaska Tour Company. You can also hitch a ride on the mail plane to a rural village with Warbelow’s Air. You won’t get to spend any real time in the villages—the plane just drops off the mail then takes off again. But getting to flit out to a remote village in a small plane is still a fun, exciting experience for many people.


Day 3


Book a morning tour at the Running Reindeer Ranch, where you get to take a short nature walk with a herd of reindeer running wild around you; it’s perfectly safe but surprisingly exhilarating, and you’ll learn a lot about the domesticated cousin to Alaska’s wild caribou. Next, stop by the stunning Museum of the North at the University of Alaska Fairbanks, with a number of interesting exhibits, including the original bus that was used for filming Into the Wild. The museum gift shop also has a small but excellent selection of authentic Alaska Native art for sale. Then head downtown to visit The Crepery for one of Fairbanks’s best lunches.


That evening, make the 2.5-hour drive south to Denali National Park and Preserve and get settled in your hotel, cabin, or campground.


Day 4


Take either a narrated tour bus or a shuttle bus ride into Denali National Park and Preserve. The difference is more than just narration; shuttle buses will stop for photo ops and to let people hop on and off, while the narrated tour buses only stop for photo ops. There are many shuttle and tour bus trips into the park every day, each of them of varying length, although for the next several years traffic may be limited or blocked entirely at Mile 43, the location of a slow-moving landslide that’s damaged the road. Still, even riding halfway in on the 92-mile park road offers chances for spectacular wildlife sightings and stunning landscape vistas. If you do end up with a shorter bus ride, you’ll have time for a short day hike before you check out the restaurants near the park entrance. You have a few dining options near the crowded park entrance, or hop in your rental car (or catch a shuttle for a nominal fee) for an excellent pub-style dinner at the 49th State Brewing Company in nearby Healy.


Day 5


Check out the park’s three visitors centers if you haven’t already. Even when visiting hours are limited or the buildings themselves are closed, some ranger-led programs remain available outdoors. It’s also good fun to visit the park’s working kennel of sled dogs (check the park website or ask at the visitors centers for open hours), or book a day tour of your choice. Options include everything from white-water rafting to horseback rides, dog-cart rides, ATV rides, and zip-lining. Then make the 2.5-hour drive south to Talkeetna.


Day 6


Once you’ve arrived in Talkeetna, it’s time to book that flightseeing trip around Denali, using one of the small airlines that also ferry climbers back and forth to Denali base camp. If you don’t like small planes, you have lots of other day tour options, including a jet boat ride on the mighty rivers nearby, fishing, or zip-lining. End your day with live music at the Fairview Inn or a great dinner at Mountain High Pizza Pie or Twister Creek Restaurant; they’re all excellent.
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K’esugi Ken Campground in Denali State Park





Day 7


Hop on the Hurricane Turn train, a delightful narrated trip on one of the nation’s last flag stop trains. When you get back, make it a point to wander the shops along Main Street (they’re all locally owned) before you make the drive back to Fairbanks or south to explore Southcentral Alaska.
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a family of bears







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Totem Poles: Just outside Ketchikan you can see more than a dozen totem poles and a splendid traditional community clan house at Totem Bight State Historical Park (click here).


S Misty Fjords National Monument: The 2.2-million-acre national monument encapsulates the best of Southeast Alaska’s dramatic terrain in one place, with steep fjords, dramatic mountain peaks, majestic glaciers, and stunning waterfalls (click here).
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S Anan Creek Wildlife Observatory: Anan Creek hosts one of the world’s largest returns of pink salmon, creating the perfect opportunity for you to see black bears and grizzly bears together (click here).


S Whale-Watching: You have great odds of seeing whales, along with other plentiful marine wildlife, in uncrowded Frederick Sound near Petersburg (click here).


S Sitka National Historical Park: Walk into history among looming totem poles, ancient Tlingit fortifications, and memories of the early Russian settlers (click here).


S Mendenhall Glacier: Visit Southeast Alaska’s most popular (and accessible) glacier for unparalleled hiking, photo ops, and maybe even a chance to see a bear (click here).


S Bear Viewing at Admiralty Island National Monument: Feeling brave? Take a guided trip to get up close and personal with brown bears (click here).


S Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve: Experience untouched wilderness amid 3.3 million acres of rugged mountains, glaciers, fjords, and temperate rainforest (click here).


S Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park: Stop at Alaska’s most-visited national park to learn about the last great rush for gold (click here).


S White Pass & Yukon Route Railroad: Don’t miss a chance to ride a scenic, historic narrow-gauge railroad that dates to the gold rush days (click here).
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Alaska Native totems
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a kayaker paddling toward Mendenhall Glacier








Southeast Alaska draws the vast bulk of visitors to the state—in part because it’s so close to the Lower 48 states and Canada, and also because it’s accessible to cruise ships, which account for more than 50 percent of tourist traffic into Alaska.


In a single visit to Southeast Alaska you can see craggy dramatic fjords, glaciers tumbling into the sea, and remote communities accessible only by sea and air, where life rolls on at a relaxed pace . . . until the fish are running. You’ll also see lots of wildlife, including bears fishing for salmon and humpback whales bubble-net feeding—a learned behavior that you won’t see anywhere else in the world.


Southeast Alaska is also rich in Alaska Native history, culture, and art. It’s home to the Tlingit, Haida, and Tsimshian peoples, and you’ll have many opportunities to see traditional singing, drumming, and dancing, or to watch Native artisans demonstrate their fine art and tell cultural stories.


If you’re interested in gold rush history, Ketchikan and Skagway—the most southerly and most northerly communities in Southeast Alaska, respectively—should be on your list. And no matter what sort of outdoor recreation you love, from hiking to paddling and fishing for all of Alaska’s iconic species, including salmon, halibut, and grayling, you’ll find it in Southeast Alaska.


Technically speaking, all of Southeast Alaska is the “Inside Passage,” a series of zigzagging channels that protect the islands from the open waters of the sea. It’s often easiest, however, to think of this region’s “mainline” ferry route—from Ketchikan north through Wrangell, Petersburg, and Juneau to Haines or Skagway, then back again—as the core of the Inside Passage.


These communities are the best-equipped to provide comfort and services to visitors, and they’re also easier to reach: Northbound and southbound Alaska state ferries service them every few days, cruise ships ply the water almost continuously from May to September, and all of the towns mentioned except Haines and Skagway receive daily flights from Alaska Airlines.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Because you can only travel between Southeast Alaska communities by plane or boat, travel delays are inevitable. They may happen because of weather that keeps a boat or plane from setting out, or because of mechanical problems.


It’s easier to take those delays in stride if you’ve left a couple of days of flex time in your schedule, along with enough room in your budget to cover an emergency hotel stay until things get sorted out. Travel insurance can really save your bacon, although usually you have to pay up-front for any expenses, then file a claim with your travel insurance to be reimbursed. Even if nothing goes wrong, having that flex time makes it easier to enjoy the relaxed, easygoing pace of life in the small Alaska towns you’ll visit.


May-September is typically high season in Southeast Alaska; you can get some great deals if you’re willing to travel in the shoulder season (mid-April and late September-early October), although if you want to see lots of humpback whales, puffins, or catch a lot of salmon, it’s best to be here late June-early August.


While cruise ship docks are positioned to mainline visitors into each city’s downtown shopping area, in some communities the ferry terminal and airport may be miles away from downtown—and miles away from each other too. Mass transit to and from the ferry and airport ranges from limited to nonexistent, depending on the community. If you’re not driving a car, booking into a hotel with a free ferry or airport shuttle on the first and last days of your trip makes things a whole lot easier. Barring that, you’ll need to line up for a taxi. Some will let you share a fare with other travelers heading to nearby destinations, while others will refuse.
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Ketchikan



Much of everyday life in Ketchikan revolves around tourism and the fishing industry; once upon a time, lumber was a big economic driver too. The town itself is eye-catching, stretching several miles along the shore, with steep staircases and roads creeping up the sides of the mountain.
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But what really gets visitors’ attention is the profusion of totem poles: you’ll find more standing poles here than anywhere else in the world, backed by vibrant Alaska Native culture and unparalleled opportunities to watch some of the world’s best Native artisans at work in nearby Saxman and the small Tsimshian community of Metlakatla, on neighboring Annette Island.


But that’s not all you’ll find in Ketchikan: This sprawling, sometimes gritty city of more than 8,000 is all about making a living from the ocean. If you’re not hanging out by the docks watching fishing boats and cruise ships come in, you can stroll the notorious former red-light district and its “Married Man’s Path,” or watch salmon flinging themselves up the salmon ladder right in the heart of town. There’s a strong arts scene too.


Temperatures in Ketchikan are mild by Alaska standards, with highs typically hitting at least the 60s Fahrenheit June-August. Even the shoulder months of April-May and October-November usually yield temperatures into the 50s; in winter, low temperatures barely dip below freezing. Bring your rain jacket, waterproof boots, and some warm layers, though—Ketchikan gets more than 140 inches of precipitation per year, well over four times the national average.


Many attractions are year-round, but there’s more availability from April to the end of October.


SIGHTS


Dolly’s House Museum


Like most Alaskan towns, Ketchikan was once a wild and lawless place—a fact that’s well-reflected in the town’s former red-light district, a strip of shops on pilings over Ketchikan Creek, which runs through the middle of town. Look for plaques explaining each building’s history, or visit the last Creek Street bordello left standing: tiny Dolly’s House Museum (24 Creek St., no phone, 8am-5pm daily May-Sept., 7:30am-4pm Mon.-Fri., 10:30am-6pm Sat., 7:30am-3pm Sun. winter, $10). It might be a little bit of a tourist trap, but if you have the money to burn, it’s a fun, fascinating way to spend a few minutes.


Deer Mountain Hatchery


You don’t have to pay to watch one of Creek Street’s biggest attractions: salmon flinging themselves onto, and eventually over, the salmon ladder (look for signs along Creek Street), a series of rock “steps” that make it easier for them to reach their upstream spawning grounds. Even after almost 30 years in Alaska I never tire of seeing this portion of the life cycle repeated, and it always draws a steady stream of visitors to take photos or just enjoy watching the fish.


If you follow signs upstream from the fish ladder, you can walk to the Deer Mountain Hatchery (1158 Salmon Rd., ssraa.org/deer-mountain, 907/225-9605, hours vary May-Sept., call for tour info), where interpretive signs explain the hatchery process and salmon life cycle, and you can view baby salmon waiting to be released back into the wild. The hatchery releases about 100,000 chinook smolt (baby king salmon) into Ketchikan Creek every year.


Southeast Alaska Discovery Center


For a one-stop look at Southeast Alaska’s stupendous natural and cultural history, including a recreated rainforest and a short tour through Alaska Native customs and artifacts of the region, visit the wonderful Southeast Alaska Discovery Center (50 Main St., 907/228-6220, 8am-4pm daily summer, limited hours in winter, $5 adults, free under age 16). If you don’t have time to actually get out into the Tongass National Forest, this is the next best thing. The center also offers films, interactive displays, and kids programs.




Ride the Alaska Marine Highway System Ferries


For the isolated communities of Southeast and Southwest Alaska, the Alaska Marine Highway System (AMHS, 800/642-0066, ferryalaska.com) ferries are a literal lifeline, offering affordable transport of cargo (including fresh produce), people, and their luggage. In Southwest communities and those Southeast communities not served by frequent Alaska Airlines flights, the only transport alternative to the ferry is buying a seat on a small to midsize plane, which can easily cost $1,000 for a round-trip ticket.
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a ferry docking at the small town of Gustavus





The AMHS has 11 vessels of various sizes plying a route that totals 3,500 miles, and it’s designated as an official Scenic Byway; it even receives federal highway funds! Each ferry has indoor seating, a “solarium” (covered outdoor seating, often with heat lamps to take off the chill), and uncovered outdoor viewing decks. All seats are first-come, first-served when you board, although cabins can be reserved in advance. Tickets are sold using a dynamic pricing system, meaning that the fewer tickets are available, the more expensive they become. Buying tickets in advance can save a lot of money.


The solariums on the larger ferries have reclining plastic loungers. They’re a very popular space to camp out in your sleeping bag, especially on ferries that run overnight; the fresh air and the hum of the ferry engine make for a great night’s sleep. Line up early—usually about an hour before the ferry is scheduled to depart—if you want to be sure of snagging one of those seats. All ferries also have a varying number of snack bars and indoor observation areas and, although plug-ins and charging stations are few and far between, you can find a few in the observation and eating areas if you look hard.


You can almost always buy—or change—a walk-on ferry ticket at the last minute, and it doesn’t cost much to take a bike along for easy transportation in port towns. But if you’re traveling with a car or have your heart set on a certain type of cabin, plan to buy your tickets a minimum of six months ahead of time. Otherwise, you might find that one or more legs of the ferry run you want are already booked up.


You can bring pets on the Alaska Marine Highway System ferries, but it’s not necessarily much fun for them or you. Your pets must be in a suitable crate or in your car, and they’re restricted to the car deck, which you can only visit while the ship is in port or during 15-minute breaks granted by the captain every eight hours or so on long trips. See ferryalaska.com for more details on pet policies.


To build a complicated ferry itinerary, pick one attraction—say, a trip to Gustavus, which only has ferry traffic a couple days out of the week—and plan your trip around that. Or start with the basic ferry run up and down the core of the Inside Passage (Ketchikan-Wrangell-Petersburg-Juneau-Haines-Skagway), which gives you time to spend a couple of days in each community; then build out any side trips from there.





Tongass Historical Museum


For a deeper look into Ketchikan’s city history, the Tongass Historical Museum (629 Dock St., 907/225-5600, ketchikanmuseums.org, 8am-5pm daily May-early Sept., limited hours off-season, $6 adults, free under age 18) uses historical photos and artifacts to tell the story of Ketchikan’s evolution from Native fish camp through the gold rush, copper rush, and timber days into its current life as a fishing port, cannery, and transportation hub. Admission here also gets you into the Totem Heritage Center (601 Deermount St., 907/225-3111, ktn-ak.us/totem-heritage-center, 8am-5pm daily May-Sept., limited hours off-season), where you can view a collection of precious totem poles that were preserved with the permission of Alaska Native elders.


Great Alaskan Lumberjack Show


Speaking of the timber days, you can watch ESPN athlete lumberjacks battling it out with old-timey skills like tree-climbing and ax-throwing at the Great Alaskan Lumberjack Show (420 Spruce Mill Way, 907/225-9050, alaskanlumberjackshow.com [URL inactive], $37 adults, $18.50 children). The hour-long show is corny, but it’s also a true competition that’s a ton of fun to watch and a worthy nod to the timber industry that once drove a great portion of Ketchikan’s economy. There are limited-availability tickets ($129 adults, $99 children) that include all-you-can-eat crab after the show.


TOP EXPERIENCE



S Totem Poles



The most striking sight in Ketchikan is its totem poles—some of them still painted in rich vibrant colors while others have surrendered much of that color to the weather. Contrary to one popular belief, they are not religious symbols and were never worshipped. Instead, totem poles were carved to honor important people, record noteworthy events, and proclaim the lineage and history of the people who owned them.


There are more than a dozen of these signposts of traditional Tlingit, Haida, and Tsimshian culture standing sentinel all over the city of Ketchikan, but you’ll find them particularly concentrated in three places. The first is Totem Bight State Historical Park (9883 N. Tongass Hwy., 10 miles north of Ketchikan), which is easily accessed on the city bus. This open-air park also contains a beautiful traditional clan house. Tucked behind Totem Bight park is tiny Potlatch Totem Park, where you can see another clan house, several recreated traditional homes, more totem poles, and, surprisingly, a museum of antique cars and firearms.


The next collection of totem poles is in the downtown Totem Heritage Center (601 Deermount St., 907/225-5900, ketchikanmuseums.org, 8am-5pm daily May-Sept., 1pm-5pm Tues.-Sat. off-season, $6 shared admission with the Tongass Historical Museum, free under age 18). The center is a museum where you can view a collection of precious 19th-century totem poles that were amassed and preserved with the permission of Alaska Native elders.


You can see about two dozen totem poles in Saxman, an Alaska Native village of about 400 people just 2.5 miles south of Ketchikan on the Tongass Highway. The town also includes a carving shop where you can see some of Alaska’s greatest traditional carvers at work. Saxman is best experienced with a 2.5-hour guided tour ($62 adults, $52 ages 2-12, free under age 2), which includes entrance to the clan house and a demonstration of traditional dancing in full regalia. Tours are offered April-September, depending on the cruise ship schedule, through Cape Fox Tours (907/225-4846, capefoxlodge.com). You can also buy tickets in the gift shop to walk “Totem Row” unaccompanied; it’s worth the extra few dollars to get a pamphlet that explains the history and significance of the totem poles around you.
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traditional carvings outside the Saxman Village tribal house





For an easy, guided, small-group introduction to the rainforest and totems near Ketchikan, book with the wildly popular Wild Wolf Tours (131 Front St., wildwolftours.com, from $69 adults, from $49 under age 12). This Native-owned family business conducts small-group two- and three-hour walking tours on easy nearby trails, where you can learn about native plants and their traditional uses, then visit a totem park and clan house. Sampling of a few traditional foods (salmon and seaweed) is included.


Tours


Ketchikan’s well-developed tourism industry offers some unique—and highly enjoyable—ways of experiencing its combination of land and water. If you don’t mind riding in a large bus, a lot of visitors love the Ketchikan Duck Tour (511 Borch St., 907/225-9899, akduck.com, from $69 adults, from $42 children), a 90-minute ride through town—and then through the water—on an amphibious bus.


You can board the crabbing vessel Aleutian Ballad straight from downtown Ketchikan for a Bering Sea Crab Fishermen’s Tour (907/821-2722 or 888/239-3816, alaskacrabtour.com, from $209 adults, from $129 under age 13). This ship was made famous when, during season 2 of the Discovery Channel’s Deadliest Catch series, it was walloped by a 60-foot rogue wave that slammed it onto its side and nearly sank it. Don’t worry: You’re going to stay in the calm waters of the Inside Passage and enjoy a protected seating area while the fishing workers—sometimes including familiar faces from the TV show—haul up a catch and place specimens into a live viewing and touch tank for you to explore.


For the opposite end of the water-based expedition spectrum, you can also drive your own 14-foot inflatable Zodiac on a guided sightseeing excursion with Ketchikan Outdoors (2868 S. Tongass Hwy., 907/617-1820, ketchikanoutdoors.com, $220). Each boat holds four, so if you have a small party, you’ll get to share.


RECREATION


Wilderness Tours


HELICOPTER TOURS


Most people automatically think “small plane” when the topic of Alaska flightseeing comes up, and it’s certainly the prevailing mode of transportation—especially if you want to cover any distance at a reasonable rate of speed. But for low, slow tours that get you in close to the attractions and offer many options for landing, there’s nothing like a helicopter trip. Ketchikan Helicopters (907/225-4354 or 907/414-9866, helicopteralaska.com [URL inactive]) offers helicopter flightseeing through Ketchikan fjords from $249 pp, and heli-supported fishing, hiking, and wildlife viewing. Solo travelers are welcome, but there is a two-person minimum per trip.



S MISTY FJORDS NATIONAL MONUMENT



Just 22 miles east of Ketchikan, the 2.2-million-acre Misty Fjords National Monument epitomizes everything people imagine when they think of Alaska: snowcapped peaks, steep fjords, glaciers, and plunging waterfalls, all shaped by the massive ice sheets that covered this area as recently as 17,000 years ago. You can visit Misty Fjords by floatplane or on a cruise through Behm Canal; aside from the stunning scenery and sheer rock walls rising thousands of feet, keep your eyes open for wildlife like orcas, porpoises, mountain goats, and bears.
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Misty Fjords National Monument





You have an enormous array of flightseeing providers to choose from, many of which also offer flights to other regional attractions, like the Anan Creek Wildlife Observatory. The following are some of the best, known for their attention to safety and careful handling of nervous flyers. That said, it’s never a bad idea to research the provider’s safety record at www.faa.gov/data_research/accident_incident. Also consider asking how long the pilot has been flying that plane type.


Each of these providers also offers fly-in fishing trips and transport to and from public-use cabins in the area. Prices listed are for two-hour excursions; discounts are often given for children under age 12 and for end-of-season travel in September.


• Family Air Tours (907/247-1305, familyairtours.com, from $229 pp, 2-4 people)


• Island Wings (907/225-2444 or 888/854-2444, islandwings.com, from $275); also offers trips to Anan Creek and Traitors Cove bear observatories, hiking tours, and voice-activated headsets.


• Misty Fjords Air (907/225-5155 or 877/228-4656, mistyfjordsair.com, from $279)


A safety note: Misty Fjords often lives up to its name with wind, rain, and limited visibility, and there have been fatalities attributed to flightseeing trips that went out in poor flying conditions. Never push a pilot to fly in borderline weather. This is where having a flex day or two planned into your trip comes in really handy; it’s worth it!
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BLACK BEAR VIEWING


Most of Alaska’s high-profile bear viewing is of brown bears—after all, who wouldn’t want to see the largest living land predator? But black bear viewing is also immensely popular. If you’re interested in ticking off another member of the black-brown-polar bear trifecta, you can watch these shyer, more secretive bears fishing in August-September at Margaret Bay and Traitors Cove.


Although you can get here by boat, the ride is long and often rough—it’s much more fun to take a 20-minute floatplane ride from Ketchikan, followed by a guided outing with one of the following providers. You’ll need to walk more than a mile from the dock to the bear-viewing observatory.


Island Wings (907/225-2444 or 888/854-2444, islandwings.com) and several other seaplane companies also offer fly-in bear viewing at the Anan Creek Wildlife Observatory near Wrangell, potential for both black and brown bears, and Prince of Wales Island, which has yet to be deluged by crowds.


Water Sports


Believe it or not, there’s exactly one commercial snorkeling operation in Alaska, and it’s in Ketchikan. Snorkel Alaska (907/247-7782, snorkelalaska.com) takes groups of up to 25 people snorkeling in nearshore waters off Mountain Point where you can see starfish, sea urchins, jellyfish, sea cucumbers, kelp, and, of course, fish. The water is surprisingly warm by Alaska standards—up to 65°F by midsummer—and thick 7-millimeter wetsuits, including boots, gloves, and a hood, ensure you won’t get cold. Participants must weigh between 80 and 260 pounds for the wetsuits to fit.


Another unusual way to experience Ketchikan is Alaska Sea Cycle Tours (907/821-2728, alaskaseacycletours.com, from $145 adults), a combination history and sightseeing ride down the coast on pedal-powered pontoon boats. That’s right—you’re the engine. They also offer stand-up paddleboard tours.


Of course, paddling is enormously popular here and gives you unparalleled opportunities for sightseeing and, with any luck at all, wildlife viewing. Two of the best family-owned small-group sea-kayaking outfitters that really take their time and give you the full experience are Ketchikan Kayak Company (708 North Point Higgins Rd., 907/225-1272, ketchikankayakco.com, from $139 for 4 hours in the waterways of Clover Pass, discounts for groups of 5 or more) and Southeast Sea Kayaks Alaska (907/225-1258, kayakketchikan.com, from $159 for 3-hour Orca Cove trip, discounts for ages 6-15). Both companies limit group sizes, so they tend to sell out early.


Ketchikan Kayak Company also offers combination electric bike and hike tours, multiday kayak fishing expeditions into Misty Fjords National Monument, and outfitting services if you’re experienced enough to DIY a paddling trip in Alaska’s cold, fast-moving coastal waters.


Zip-Lining


Kawanti Adventures (4085 Tongass Ave., 907/225-8400 or 877/947-7557, kawanti.com, from $182) offers two Ketchikan zip-line routes, each with eight zip lines situated in the massive trees of the Southeast Alaska rainforest.


The Southeast Exposure Outdoor Adventure Center (37 Potter Rd., 907/225-8829, rainforestcanopyzipline.com [URL inactive], from $125) also offers zip-line tours, with eight separate “zips” and another eight aerial traverses. It caters to the cruise lines, so you can expect larger groups.


Hiking


You can access several easy hiking trails from Ketchikan’s road system. One of the best is Rainbird Trail, a 1.3-mile walk with views over the water and three trailheads in town. From the cruise ship docks, it’s a steep walk up Schoenbar Road; turn left onto 3rd Avenue. The trailhead will be on the north side of the road. The second trailhead is close to 3rd Avenue and Washington Street; take a steep staircase up to the trail. The third trailhead is at the rear of the University of Alaska Southeast parking lot. If you start in town, you can take the bus back from the university.


The Married Man’s Trail, made famous as the “back way” access to brothels over Ketchikan Creek, isn’t a wilderness experience, but many visitors still find it a charming trip due to its history. It starts at the Cape Fox Lodge (800 Venetia Ave.) before heading downhill to the creek and ending at Park Avenue, a distance of less than 0.25 miles.


For a wilder walk through the rainforest, the 4.8-mile Lunch Creek Trail begins at the terminus of the North Tongass Highway, 18 miles north of town. You have two options here: Turn right to stay on the 4.8-mile Lunch Creek Trail, which mostly parallels the creek through looming rainforest, or hang a left to intersect the Lunch Falls Loop, which offers views of the falls, the creek, and a couple of side trails for beach access.


Perhaps the most-hiked trail in all of Ketchikan, the Deer Mountain Trail starts at the end of Ketchikan Lakes Road and winds three miles uphill through old-growth forest, gaining 3,000 feet of elevation and offering a couple of great lookout points near the one-mile and two-mile points along the way. The trail branches about 0.5 miles before the summit: Go right for the summit, or go left for the Deer Mountain A-frame shelter (first-come, first-served).


This trail continues up and over the mountain for a serious backcountry trek to Silvis Lakes—about 14 miles and, for most people, a two-day trip. I strongly recommend contacting the U.S. Forest Service visitors center in Ketchikan, the Southeast Alaska Discovery Center (50 Main St., 907/228-6220, 8am-4pm daily May-Sept., limited hours in winter), before trying anything like this; Alaska trail conditions and signage are highly variable and maintenance frequency varies with funding.


Fishing


Ketchikan is the salmon capital of the world, with huge runs coming back to its protected waters; you’ll also find great freshwater fishing for steelhead (best in the spring shoulder season), Dolly Varden, and grayling. Stellar saltwater fishing for halibut, red snapper, and lingcod is just a short boat ride away. You’ll get excellent freshwater fishing for salmon just returned from the ocean July-September, but you’re not allowed to catch kings in freshwater here; those have to come from the ocean.


One of the most popular charter companies is family-owned Baranof Fishing (3 Salmon Landing, 907/617-9579 or 877/732-9453, exclusivealaska.com, 5-6-hour tour from $299 pp), which offers salmon and halibut fishing, with good multispecies fishing mid-June-mid-August. They limit their group sizes, so you don’t have to worry about jockeying for a pole or for fishing space. The Alaska Catch (2417 Tongass Ave., 907/617-9585, thealaskacatch.com, 6-8 hour excursion from $850 for 2 people, small price increases for up to 6 people) is also very popular, but they only offer private charters (your group gets the entire boat).


For an exciting multiday fishing odyssey, book with Captain Rob of Classic Alaska Charters (907/225-0608, alaskafishingcruises.com). He’s originally from the Midwest but has been guiding fishing in Alaska for more than 30 years. On overnight charters, you can catch your limit one day, then start all over again with a fresh limit the next day. He also offers freshwater, saltwater, or combo fishing charters.


For a DIY fishing trip, some of the most popular spots with road access are the saltwater Herring Cove (a 9-mile drive to Wood Rd., at the end of the S. Tongass Hwy.), for kings, and Ward Lake (6 miles north of town), which has a late-July run of silvers. Always consult a copy of the local fishing regulations (adfg.alaska.gov) before you go. For more diverse fishing opportunities, book a heli-supported fishing trip with Ketchikan Helicopters (907/225-4354 or 907/414-9866, helicopteralaska.com [URL inactive]) or charter a boat or plane taxi to remote waters.


Remote Cabins


Floatplane companies that offer tours to Misty Fjords National Monument also offer transport to cabins in Tongass National Forest. Round-trip transport for the entire plane can easily cost $1,000 or more but makes for a one-of-a-kind experience and can be split between members of your party. All the boat-based Ketchikan fishing services also offer water taxi service. These remote cabins have to be reserved in advance, for a fee; book them on recreation.gov [URL inactive].


The area around Josephine Lake Cabin on neighboring Prince of Wales Island is known for quartz and epidote crystals; make sure you respect private mining claims in the vicinity. It’s also a stupendous place for seeing black-tailed deer and black bears, but there are no fish in the lake. An aluminum skiff with oars is available, and kayaking is also popular.


Manzanita Lake Cabin is 28 miles northeast of Ketchikan on Revillagigedo Island, located beside a spectacular series of cascading waterfalls and surrounded by old-growth spruce, hemlock, and cedar. An aluminum skiff with oars is available for exploring the lakeshore. Opportunities abound for wildlife viewing, including bears, deer, moose, mountain goats, and beavers. Fishing is great for cutthroat trout, Dolly Varden, and kokanee (landlocked sockeye) salmon.


Wistanley Island Cabin (on an island off Behm Canal in Misty Fjords National Monument) has lots of destinations for adventurous sea kayakers and good wildlife viewing for bears, moose, goats, etc., as well as aquatic wildlife, including porpoises, orcas, humpbacks, sea otters, and seabirds. Saltwater fishing is an option.


On Ella Lake is a cabin with lots of rooms for kids to run, set back from the lake in old-growth forest. Near the cabin are a cobble beach and a white-sand beach. Wildlife viewing includes black bears, black-tailed deer, and beavers, and birding is popular. An aluminum skiff with oars is available. Ella Lake has excellent fishing for kokanee salmon, cutthroat trout, and Dolly Varden.


There are more than 100 Forest Service cabins in the area, all of them stupendous—these are just some of the highlights. They are all primitive accommodations with no services; usually there is no cell service and no connection to the outside world while you’re here. You need to bring the oil for the heater and all other gear to keep yourself safe and warm. Alaska Wilderness Outfitting (3857 Fairview Ave., 907/225-7335) rents just about everything you need for a backcountry cabin excursion, from life jackets to fishing gear, camping gear, and outboard motors.


ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS


Nightlife


Ketchikan looks and feels safe for visitors, but if you wander into the wrong places, it’s a rough scene. Steer clear of the Totem Bar (314 Front St.), where that rough reputation is very well-earned.


The Sourdough Bar & Liquor Store (301 Front St., 907/225-2217, 8am-2am daily) is much more fun and sometimes has live music. While you’re here, check out the shipwreck photos on the walls or try your hand at pool, darts, and shuffleboard. Also fun—and friendly—is The Asylum (522 Water St., 907/220-0809, theasylumbar.com, 8am-2am daily), with 16 draft beers, Wi-Fi, pool, darts, pinball, themed parties, a DJ, and a double-decker beer garden. As a bonus, you can order food from the Burger Queen next door straight from your server and have it brought out to you.


Another occasional live music venue is the New York Café (211 Stedman St., 907/247-2326, newyorkcafe.net, 7am-8pm Sun.-Thurs., 7am-9pm Fri.-Sat.); sometimes there’s a $5 cover on music nights.


If you happen to visit during the September-May off-season, on the third Saturday of each month you can catch a fun, free-spirited open mic-style event called The Monthly Grind. Tickets are $5 per adult or free if you bring a homemade dessert. The event location sometimes varies, so find them on Facebook for details—but it’s usually held in the Saxman Tribal House (2706 S. Tongass Hwy.).


Festivals and Events


For information about most of Ketchikan’s events, check out the Ketchikan Area Arts and Humanities Council (907/225-2211, ketchikanarts.org). You can count on the Blueberry Arts Festival taking place the first full weekend in August. This fun community celebration on Main Street includes music, dancing, and country-style events like a fun run, a big slug contest and race, a community art project, and a blueberry pie-eating contest, along with lots of arts and crafts booths—if you’re looking to shop for keepsakes, this is a good time to come.


A similar event, the Winter Arts Faire, takes place the Friday-Saturday after Thanksgiving (last weekend in Nov.), and it’s indoors, recently moved to the Saxman Community Center (2841 S. Tongass Hwy.). Contact the Ketchikan Area Arts and Humanities Council (907/225-2211, ketchikanarts.org) for more information.


First Friday is a big deal in Ketchikan too—but it only happens twice a year. On the first Friday in May, the Ketchikan Area Arts and Humanities Council offers a Celebration of the Sea Art Walk (5pm-8pm); on the first Friday in December, it organizes a Winter Art Walk (5pm-8pm); see the full calendar of events at ketchikanarts.org.


About once a month, you can see the Haida Descendant Dancers showcase traditional dancing in the Totem Bight clan house (9883 N. Tongass Hwy., 10 miles north of Ketchikan); one of the best sources for scheduling information is the Ketchikan Area Arts and Humanities Council (ketchikanarts.org).


SHOPPING


The array of aggressive, borderline-fraudulent sellers close to Ketchikan’s cruise ship docks is dismaying, but they’re always outnumbered by great local shops that sell all manner of arts and crafts, including fine art from true Alaska Native master craftspeople. The trick is just getting past the frauds to the real deal, and I’ve vetted the following shops to make sure they are who they say they are.


If you’re interested in authentic Alaska Native art, perhaps the most important shop is the recently opened Cape Fox Cultural Foundation shop, inside the entrance of the Southeast Alaska Discovery Center (50 Main St., 8am-4pm daily summer, limited hours in winter). The shop does not have its own phone, but if you need help finding them, you can call the front desk of the Cape Fox Lodge (907/225-8001). This beautiful shop stocks the best selection of authentic Alaska Native artwork that I’ve seen in town, and it’s within a very short easy walk from the cruise docks. You might even get to see a master artist at work when you visit.


Be sure to stop by Arctic Spirit Gallery (318 Mission St., 907/228-2277, arcticspiritgallery.com, 8am-5pm or later Mon.-Sat., 8am-3pm Sun.). It offers a selection of beautiful Northwest Coast and Alaska Native art, and the curators can tell you all about the artists who created each piece. Even if you’re not looking to buy, it’s worth a stop just to see the beautiful art, and it’ll help give you an idea of the difference between real Alaska Native artwork and the crudely made frauds. The shop next door, Scanlon Gallery (318 Mission St., 907/247-4730, scanlongallery.com, 8am-5pm or later Mon.-Sat., 8am-3pm Sun.), is owned by the same family. It doesn’t sell Alaska Native art but instead represents a number of fine local and Alaskan artists.


For another source of authentic Native art that’s so beautiful you should go just to marvel at it, visit Alaska Eagle Arts (5 Creek St., Suite 3, 907/225-8365, alaskaeaglearts.com, hours vary), the gallery of Marvin Oliver, a Quinault-Isleta Pueblo artist, professor of American Indian studies and art at the University of Washington, and adjunct curator of contemporary Native American art at the Burke Museum. His larger pieces are museum quality and priced accordingly, but you’ll also find smaller gifts like jewelry, stationery, and blankets. Again, you’ll get a great example of the difference between fine Native art (with a strong contemporary twist) and the imitations sold elsewhere.


For a gallery full of traditional Northwest Coast Native art (including work from Alaska Native artists), go to Crazy Wolf Studio (633 Mission St., 907/225-9653, crazywolfstudio.com, generally 8am-4pm daily, extended hours on cruise ship days).


Creek Street Shops


You’ll find many excellent shops on one side or the other of Creek Street, built into boardwalks that crisscross back and forth across the water. They’re almost all locally owned, and many of them offer great handmade Alaskan goods.
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Right next to Alaska Eagle Arts over Creek Street is the funky art gallery Soho Coho (5 Creek St., 907/225-5954 or 800/888-4070, trollart.com, 9am-5:30pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-4pm Sun.), which houses a delightful collection of original art, prints, shirts, books, fossils, pottery, and other great gifts.


For Alaskan books and a charming selection of gifts, visit Parnassus Books & Gifts (105 Stedman St., 907/225-7690, 8am-5pm Mon.-Thurs., 8am-6pm Fri., 9am-5:30pm Sat., 9am-4pm Sun.).


Sam McGee’s (18 Creek St., 907/225-7267, sammcgeesalaska.com, hours vary) also offers an extensive array of Alaska-made gifts, especially herbal soaps, salves, and other inexpensive treats that make great gifts. If you like what it sells, you’ll find a similar selection on the main drag at its sister store (or should that be “brother store”?) Blasphemous Bill’s (100 Main St., at Mill St., 907/220-9898, hours vary).




Buy Local: Made in Alaska


Like many active cruise ship ports around the world, Ketchikan has attracted a collection of international shops near the docks that carry inexpensive, generic goods that have little or nothing to do with Alaska. Unfortunately, many of those shops in Ketchikan also sell imitation Alaska Native art, using a combination of aggressive and misleading sales tactics to trick travelers into thinking they’re getting an authentic product.


Please do shop carefully in Ketchikan, but please don’t let knowing there are some frauds out there discourage you from shopping with the many fine local merchants that are just past—and sometimes even mixed in with—the misleading shops. There are many fine creative items in all price ranges that you can only get here.


You can identify authentic goods by looking for the Silver Hand and Made in Alaska stickers and by paying attention to the seller’s sales tactics. If sellers are aggressive, intimidating, or distracting with you, or seem unwilling to give direct answers, they’re not selling authentic goods. True local shops will be thrilled to have a discerning traveler in their store, and will happily tell you all about the artists whose work you are admiring.





For those who prefer to make their own crafts, Fabulous Fiber Arts and More (716 Totem Way, Suite 1, 907/225-9161, fabulousfiberarts.com [URL inactive], 8:30am-6pm Mon.-Wed. and Fri.-Sat., 8:30am-7pm Thurs., 8:30am-4:30pm Sun.) focuses mostly on knitting and crochet supplies, including locally dyed yarn. It also carries some locally designed quilt patterns, cookbooks, and finished local art.


FOOD


One of my favorite spots for any meal, the S New York Café (211 Stedman St., 907/247-2326, newyorkcafe.net, 7am-8pm Sun.-Thurs., 7am-9pm Fri.-Sat., $18-35) feels like an old-timey hotel bar. The menu is heavy on seafood, and the salads are as good as it gets in Ketchikan, with local produce whenever possible. It can get crowded—which means slow service and sometimes a $5 cover—on evenings when live music is on. They also have a few breakfast options, a selection of Pacific Northwest wines and Alaska microbrews, and good coffee too. Overall, this is one of the best—and most reasonably priced—local eateries.


For sweet or savory crepes, Alaska Crepe Co (625 Mission St., no phone, alaskacrepes.com, 9am-8pm daily summer, from $13) offers more than a dozen options in a location that’s convenient to the cruise docks and downtown hotels.


If your taste runs to baked goods, you can’t do better than Sweet Mermaids (340 Front St., 907/225-3287, 7am-3pm daily). Perhaps because of their proximity to the cruise docks, some of their prices run pretty high (bagel with salmon lox for $19, anyone?), but the service in this little café is excellent, as is the range of baked goods, and you can typically get grab-and-go hot food for less than $10.


If you don’t mind rubbing shoulders with lots of tourists just off a cruise ship, the ultimate in iconic Alaska seafood experience is the Wilderness Exploration and Crab Feast (907/617-8844, catchcrabs.com, often 7:30am-9pm daily May-Sept., $85 adults, $70 under age 13). The location is as important as the feast of Dungeness crab; the lodge is an old cannery bunkhouse that was moved 90 miles to the current site at an old gold mine. You’ll have to take a boat to get here, so expect the experience to last almost three hours. They’ll pick you up from the downtown Ketchikan Visitors Bureau (131 Front St.).


Some of the best fish chowder and fresh fish-and-chips you’ll ever have are at the little hole-in-the-wall Alava’s Fish-n-Chowder (4321 Don King Rd., 907/617-5328, 11am-6pm or later Mon.-Sat. summer, reduced hours in winter, $15-20), where they “don’t serve breakfast because they’re out catching lunch.”


The spectacular views don’t stop there: Also right on the water is the Bar Harbor Ale House (55 Schoenbar Court, 907/225-2813, bhalehouse.com, 10am-3pm and 5pm-8pm or later daily, $15-40). They serve an eclectic menu, with basics like fish-and-chips and some nicer seafood and crab entrées to go with the views; beer and wine are available.


The Burger Queen (518 Water St., 907/225-6060, theasylumbar.com, 11am-3pm Sun.-Mon., 11am-7pm Tues.-Sat., $10-20) is a good-natured “relatively quick food” place that’s been around for decades. The burgers are some of the best you’ll ever have, the fish-and-chips is great, and the milk shakes are really good too. It’s right next door to the Asylum Bar, so you can order the food from the bar and have it delivered if you like.


For the novelty factor or good cheap burgers and seafood sandwiches or fish-and-chips, head for AJ’s Gourmet Burgers (4761 N. Tongass Hwy., 907/225-8377, 11am-6:45pm Mon.-Sat. summer, 11am-6:45pm Tues.-Sat. winter, under $10), formerly known as Rose’s Caboose. It’s now owned by the children of the former owner; they renamed the restaurant after their son when they took over. They still serve great hand-scooped milk shakes too, with indoor and outdoor seating where you might get to see floatplanes taking off.


In the Cape Fox Lodge, Heen Kahidi Dining Room and Lounge (800 Venetia Ave., 866/225-8001, capefoxlodge.com, breakfast 7am-11am Mon.-Fri., 7am-1pm Sat.-Sun., lunch 11am-5pm daily, dinner 5pm-9pm Sun.-Thurs., 5pm-10pm Fri.-Sat., breakfast $16, lunch $20, dinner from $30) serves seafood, bison burgers, and reindeer sausage. Some tables have amazing views out over the treetops, and the service is usually good.


The Green Coffee Bean Co. (7206 N. Tongass Hwy., 907/247-5621, tgcbc.com, 6am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-4pm Sun., closed holidays) is on the cozy side of things, with a few booths and tables. It serves a wide variety of original blends and single origin blends, plus a great tea selection and a smattering of baked goods.


Groceries


The grocery store convenient to downtown Ketchikan is Safeway (2417 Tongass Ave., 907/228-1900, 5am-midnight daily). Prices range widely depending on how hard items are to ship, from about on par with Anchorage to double the price. If you’re wondering what happened to beloved longtime independent grocer Tatsuda’s IGA, the building was irreparably damaged in a 2020 rockslide and the family chose to continue their legacy of philanthropy and community leadership through other pursuits.


ACCOMMODATIONS


Lodging taxes in Ketchikan can get a little complicated. If you’re within the city limits, you’ll pay a 13.5 percent tax on lodging prices. If you’re staying in the nearby community of Saxman, you pay 10.5 percent. And if you’re outside of city limits on borough land, you’ll pay 6.5 percent.


S Cape Fox Lodge (800 Venetia Ave., 866/225-8001, capefoxlodge.com, from $250) is the nicest hotel in town, set on a steep wooded hill overlooking downtown Ketchikan; the service is very good and the bar often has live music. The decor is a blend of rustic and modern, with beautiful examples of Alaska Native artwork lining the walls, good Wi-Fi access, free parking, and a free airport and ferry shuttle. Water views over the Tongass Narrows are available from separate lodges (for a fee, of course). A funicular car (a small tram car set on rails instead of cables) takes hotel guests down to street level for free, although it isn’t always working. Nonguests can ride the car up for the restaurant—or to check out the artwork on display in the hotel—for $3 if there’s an attendant on duty, and generally for free if there isn’t.


The S Inn at Creek Street (133 Stedman St., 907/225-0246, creekstreet.com, from $154) is a collection of small boutique hotels in the Creek Street area. The accommodations range from boisterous historic lodgings over the New York Hotel to the newly renovated Bayside Hotel. Regardless of which building you stay in, you’ll enjoy accommodating owners, free Wi-Fi, and an away-from-the-docks downtown location that all make this the best bargain for the dollar in town. Shuttle service for the ferry and airport is usually available, but call to verify. The setting for most of the rooms (right over Creek Street) is noisy during the day but, with a few exceptions depending on which building you choose, becomes peaceful at night once the crowds clear out.


The Landing Hotel (3434 Tongass Ave., 907/225-5166 or 800/428-8304, landinghotel.com, from $200) is right next to the ferry terminal but a couple miles out of downtown—so you’ll need to have a car or plan to take the bus, which runs about once an hour in each direction. Amenities include a fitness center, free Wi-Fi, and limited courtesy shuttle service, so call first to make sure the shuttle will be able to meet your plane or ferry. There are also two restaurants on-site, although they don’t match up to the food you can get downtown.


The Ketchikan Hostel (400 Main St., 907/225-3319, ketchikanmethodist.org/hostel, June-Aug., from $20, managers available 7am-9am and 6pm-10pm daily) is housed in the First United Methodist church, smack in the middle of downtown, and has a calm, open atmosphere in clean but spartan accommodations. On the downside, if you don’t have a sleeping bag, you’ll need to rent linens; there’s a daytime lockout; and you’ll share the kitchen space with the church’s breakfast ministry to the homeless. Sometimes you’ll end up sharing a dorm with people who are obviously using the hostel as long-term accommodations too—a fact that makes some visitors uncomfortable. If you’re arriving late on the ferry and notify them in advance, the managers will usually stay open for you.


Fishing Lodges


A few fishing lodges in Ketchikan offer the Alaska version of an all-inclusive experience: For most packages, your food, gear, transportation, and processing are all included, in addition to the lodging. One of the best is S Salmon Falls Resort (16707 N. Tongass Hwy., 907/225-2752 or 800/247-9059, salmonfallsresort.com), which has newly renovated rooms and a newly improved restaurant; the food and service are now both excellent, and the lodge is about a 30-minute drive from downtown Ketchikan. Their prices for an all-inclusive meals and lodging package start at $825 per day during peak season, or $400 per day during the shoulder seasons (early June and after Labor Day). This is based on single occupancy with a five-day minimum; additional people in the same room are just $125 per day. Fishing expeditions can be added on for a fee.


If you have an experienced group, you can’t beat the private chalets, rental boats, and both guided and unguided trips from Chinook Shores (119 Potter Rd., 907/225-6700, chinookshores.com)—but because you’re renting a chalet or beach house that sleeps up to six, this isn’t for solo travelers. The accommodations are clean, comfortable, and reasonably modern, with private baths, fully equipped kitchens, free Wi-Fi, and cable TV. Experienced anglers can purchase a self-guided fishing package that includes a rental boat, starting at $1,700 pp for four nights, based on a four-person group (you pay for fuel, make your own meals, and process your own fish). Fully guided packages begin at $2,075 pp for three nights of lodging and two days of fishing, again based on a four-person group.


Also excellent is the S Waterfall Resort (800/544-5125, waterfallresort.com) on nearby Prince of Wales Island, an old salmon cannery that’s been refitted with lovely comfortable rooms sporting incredible water or forest views. Rates start at $2,775-5,750 pp per night double occupancy for a three day, two night stay. Sportsman’s Cove Lodge (800/962-7889, alaskasbestlodge.com), also on Prince of Wales Island, offers rustic but comfortable accommodations (think bear skins and carved fish on the walls) just a short floatplane ride away. Rates start at $3,195-4,295 pp for three all-inclusive fishing days, including round-trip float plane transport from Ketchikan. Both lodges offer some of the best sportfishing, service, and—just as important—food you’ll get on the island.


Camping


If you have a vehicle or don’t mind riding the hourly bus, you can sleep in the Signal Creek or Last Chance campgrounds, six miles north of Ketchikan in Ward Lake Recreation Area (reservations 877/444-6777, recreation.gov [URL inactive], $10). Signal Creek has 24 units surrounded by the spruce, hemlock, and cedar giants of the rainforest, with water and pit toilets available. Last Chance Campground straddles Last Chance Creek and sits right next to Ward Creek, making it a great place for anglers. It has 19 drive-in units, 17 of which are fully accessible.


Past the reach of the bus system, lovely forested Settlers Cove Campground (Milepost 18, N. Tongass Hwy., no reservations, RVs maximum 35 feet, $20) is 18 miles north of town and links in to Ketchikan’s system of hiking trails, most notably Lunch Falls and Lunch Creek. It has an unusual (for Alaska) sandy beach. Pit toilets and water are the only amenities.


INFORMATION AND SERVICES


The Berth 2 visitors center (Mission St. and Front St., 907/225-6166 or 800/770-3300, visit-ketchikan.com) is open year-round, during summer 8am-6pm or 6:30pm seven days a week. During winter, hours are typically 8am-5pm Monday-Friday.


Like most Southeast communities, Ketchikan has excellent cellular coverage through AT&T and Verizon, although the service probably won’t be as fast as you’re used to. If you use other carriers, it’s best to inquire about their service before your trip. Visitors are always surprised by the limited Wi-Fi availability in Southeast communities (and Alaska in general). However, most Ketchikan cafés and bars offer Wi-Fi access with a purchase, and most hotels offer complimentary Wi-Fi that is, by Alaska standards, reasonably fast.


The PeaceHealth Ketchikan Medical Center (3100 Tongass Ave., 907/225-5171, peacehealth.org/ketchikan-medical-center) is a Level IV trauma center with a 24-hour emergency room; enter the emergency room from Carlanna Lake Road.


You won’t find any gas stations in downtown Ketchikan, but they’re just a couple of miles away: Try the Safeway gas station (2465 Tongass Ave., 907/228-1900) or Chevron Westside Services (2425 Tongass Ave., 907/225-5700) to the north of Ketchikan or South Tongass Services (2852 S. Tongass Hwy., 907/225-6696) to the south. Lighthouse Tesoro Services (10730 N. Tongass Hwy., 907/247-2244) and Chevron Westside Services both offer repair service too.


The Ketchikan post office (3609 Tongass Ave., 907/225-9602, 8:30am-5pm Mon.-Fri.) is right next to the ferry terminal; there’s another one in Ward Cove (7172 N. Tongass Hwy., 907/247-2687, 7:45am-1:30pm and 2:30pm-4pm Mon.-Fri.).


Ketchikan has a number of ATMs. You’ll find a Wells Fargo ATM inside the branch at 2415 Tongass Avenue (907/225-4141). To the north, KeyBank (2501 Tongass Ave., 844/433-2068) also offers a branch with an ATM.


TRANSPORTATION


Many people see Ketchikan as a remote location, but it’s actually one of the best-connected communities in Southeast Alaska. It’s only a 90-minute flight from Seattle and receives five Alaska Airlines (800/252-7522, alaskaair.com) flights daily during summer, some of them going on to Juneau and some returning to Seattle.


That’s not the only transport surprise here: The Ketchikan airport is actually on Gravina Island, while Ketchikan is on Revillagigedo Island. The two are linked by a short ferry ride (one-way $6 walk-on, $3 ages 6-11, free under age 6, $7 most cars and vans) across the Tongass Narrows. Taxicabs meet the airport ferry on the Ketchikan side of the water. The ferry leaves the Ketchikan side of the narrows at 15 and 45 minutes after the hour, starting at 6:15am; it departs the airport side of the strait on the hour and half past, with the final departure at 9:30pm.
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