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There is something about Alaska that has always stirred the imagination. From the first migrants who crossed the Bering land bridge during the ice ages, to today’s travelers escaping the madness of city life, Alaska draws people from the world over to see its wonders: dramatic mountains and immense glaciers, rivers thick with brown bears, northern lights dancing across a velvety winter sky.

Alaska is a place apart–both physically and culturally–from the rest of the United States. In Alaska, the term wilderness does not refer to a small enclave of the natural world surrounded by shopping malls, traffic jams, and suburban sprawl. The Great Land is so huge, so wild, so underpopulated that it’s almost incomprehensible: it falls right off the edge of your imagination. Here, like nowhere else on earth, human developments will always be dwarfed by the vastness of the land.

One characteristic of Alaska that comes as a surprise to first-time visitors is its diversity. It isn’t just the high mountains and forested valleys of Interior Alaska, but also vast rain forests carpeting the islands of the Inside Passage, the wildlife-rich tundra stretching to the horizon on the Yukon Delta, the active volcanoes of the Aleutian Islands where earthquakes are an almost daily occurrence, and even a surfing beach that extends 70 miles along the Gulf of Alaska. You could spend an evening in Anchorage dining on king crab and sampling French wines, and the next day take a one-hour floatplane ride to a cabin where the only sounds are singing loons and droning mosquitoes.
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Alaska has not just the continent’s tallest mountain (20,320-foot Mt. McKinley) but entire ranges where unnamed peaks rim the valleys. One of the most spectacular areas–Wrangell–St. Elias National Park–covers an astounding 13 million acres, with three mountain ranges, many volcanoes, a glacier larger than Rhode Island, massive rivers, and nine of the 16 highest mountains in North America. Admiralty Island in Southeast Alaska has the highest brown bear density of any place on earth, with thick spruce forests, gorgeous alpine country, graceful bays, and one tiny Native Alaskan village on the southwestern shore. Located above the Arctic Circle, Kobuk Valley National Park has sand dunes topping 250 feet in height and covering 25 square miles. If you haven’t been to Alaska before, you’re in for a treat. If you have, you will almost certainly want to return.
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Planning Your Trip

For many visitors, planning an Alaskan adventure entails going to a travel agent or website and booking an all-inclusive voyage on the HMS Geezer, where everything is packaged neatly for mass-market vacationers. Cruises do provide an introduction to the state, but people who really want to see Alaska need to get off the megaships and get away from the canned bus tours, shops selling made-in-China totems, and “eco-adventures” where you paddle a kayak around the harbor. Independent travelers have a slightly more difficult time arranging a trip to Alaska, but they will be rewarded a hundredfold with a more authentic experience. With the right planning, an Alaskan adventure can be the trip of a lifetime.

The type of travel you arrange, of course, depends on your interests, budget, and how much time you have. Retirees driving the Alaska Highway have very different needs from families riding the ferry to Juneau or mountaineers heading out on a grand wilderness adventure. Sit down with this book and see what works for you.

Getting around such a vast state forces visitors to put transportation at the core of planning, especially when ferry and train travel are involved. Don’t schedule your trip too tightly since weather delays or mechanical problems may appear at the most inopportune moment. Leave some time in your schedule to relax, even if you have just a week. Those with specific must-see destinations such as bear-viewing flights, bus tours into Denali National Park, or three-day sea kayaking trips should be sure to make reservations well ahead of time. Lodging places in such prime spots as Brooks Camp within Katmai National Park may fill up a year ahead of the peak summer season.
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A good starting point when planning a trip to Alaska is the Alaska State Vacation Planner, distributed by the Alaska Travel Industry Association (907/929-2200 or 800/862-5275, www.travelalaska.com).
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Southeast Alaska

Southeast is Alaska’s “Panhandle,” a coastal region dissected by the Inside Passage, much of it within massive Tongass National Forest. The southernmost town, rainy Ketchikan is famous for totem poles and cliff-walled Misty Fiords National Monument. Juneau is both the state capital and a major destination for travelers. Nearby are the fjords and glaciers within Tracy Arm and Glacier Bay National Park. Other towns have their own flavor, including Petersburg’s Norwegian heritage, the picture-perfect setting for Sitka, and Skagway’s gold-rush history.




Anchorage and Vicinity

Anchorage is home to nearly half the state’s population, an international airport, and a multitude of cultural amenities. Hanging baskets of flowers and colorful gardens decorate Town Square in front of the Performing Arts Center. Especially notable are the Anchorage Museum, the largest in the state, and the Alaska Native Heritage Center. A paved trail skirts the shoreline, and great day-hiking is a short drive away within Chugach State Park. Head south along Turnagain Arm, with its enormous tides and beluga whales, to Portage Glacier and the ski resort town of Girdwood.




Kenai Peninsula

The Kenai Peninsula is perfect for quick escapes from Anchorage. Two primary roads—Seward Highway and Sterling Highway—cross the peninsula, which is dominated by Chugach National Forest, Kenai National Wildlife Refuge, and Kenai Fjords National Park. The last of these is based in Seward, where you can join boat or kayak trips or visit the Alaska SeaLife Center. Kenai and Soldotna are bases for Kenai River fishing. The hip town of Homer is a premier destination for fishing, sea kayaking, and hiking, with notable lodges, restaurants, and art galleries.
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iceberg in Tracy Arm, Tongass National Forest, near Juneau







The Wrangells and Prince William Sound

This section of Alaska encompasses the Copper River Valley, Wrangell Mountains, and Prince William Sound. Glenn Highway crosses the northern edge, passing Matanuska Glacier before dropping to the town of Glennallen. The Richardson Highway heads north to Tok and south over Thompson Pass to Valdez, terminus of the Trans-Alaska Pipeline. Wrangell–St. Elias National Park—the country’s largest—lies at the heart of this region, with picturesque red mining buildings at Kennicott as the main attraction. State ferries connect the Prince William Sound communities of Cordova and Whittier.


IF YOU HAVE . . .


	
ONE WEEK: Fly to Anchorage and visit Denali National Park and the Kenai Peninsula.

	
TWO WEEKS: Take the ferry from Bellingham up the Inside Passage to Ketchikan, Petersburg, Wrangell, Juneau, Sitka, Haines, and Skagway.

	
THREE WEEKS: Fly to Anchorage, drive to Denali National Park, Fairbanks, and Wrangell–St. Elias National Park, take the ferry from Valdez to Whittier, visit Seward and Homer, take the ferry to Kodiak Island.








The Interior

Interior Alaska is best known for Denali National Park, with caribou, brown bears, wolves, and other wildlife, plus amazing Alaska Range vistas. The town of Talkeetna provides a base for flightseeing trips to Mt. McKinley, North America’s tallest peak. In Fairbanks, the second largest city in Alaska, don’t miss the University of Alaska Museum of the North, Pioneer Park, and nearby Chena Hot Springs. The Dalton Highway pushes north across the Arctic Circle, paralleling the Trans-Alaska Pipeline over the Brooks Range all the way to Prudhoe Bay.
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grizzly bear in Denali National Park
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boats in Kodiak harbor







Southwest Alaska

Southwest Alaska encompasses a ruggedly beautiful mix of lush islands, active volcanoes, and wild, wild country from Kodiak out the Alaska Peninsula to the Aleutians. The weather—dominated by rain, fog, and wind—is notoriously challenging for travelers. Kodiak Island has forests on the northeast end near the town of Kodiak that give way to tundra. The island is famous for its massive brown bears. Bear viewing flights depart for remote parts of the island or to Katmai National Park on the Alaska Peninsula. The Pribilof Islands are known for seabirds, seals, and other wildlife.




Western and Arctic Alaska

This is true bush Alaska, where the marshy tundra, powerful rivers, and high mountains are virtually untouched by human developments. Commercial salmon fishing dominates around Bristol Bay, but visitors come to see walrus at Round Island or to explore Wood-Tikchik State Park. Farther north is the old gold-mining town of Nome and the little-traveled Arctic, with a handful of settlements, including Barrow and Kaktovik (polar bears). Intrepid adventurers hike spectacular Gates of the Arctic National Park or float rivers in Arctic National Wildlife Refuge.
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watching bears at Brooks Falls, Katmai National Park
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Alaska is primarily a summer destination, and the vast majority of the 1.5 million annual visitors travel mid-May–mid-September, with the peak in July–August. The advantages of summer travel are obvious: long days, warmer weather, all the attractions are operating, and children are out of school, not to mention the return of salmon and the emergence of bears and other wildlife. Because of Alaska’s northern location, spring arrives late, and much of the state does not green up until mid-May. The road into Denali National Park is closed by snow until late May, and the landscape can be bleak before leaves emerge. Summer has its drawbacks too, including mosquitoes, high lodging prices, and crowded venues.

Fall comes early. Autumn colors (primarily yellows on the aspen, birch, and willows, with reds and oranges in alpine areas) typically peak in early September across Interior Alaska, and a couple of weeks later for Southcentral Alaska. Days shorten dramatically by October—en route to the December 21 winter solstice—but longer nights also make Alaska’s famous northern lights visible. Winter visitors come to view them, and to watch such events as the Iditarod and Yukon Quest. Interior Alaska can be bitterly cold in winter, but Anchorage and points south are typically milder, especially by mid-February.
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forget-me-not, Alaska’s state flower




Spring (especially April) is the ugly season, at least until the trees leaf out. Most winter activities are closed, and the summer fun hasn’t cranked up, so do what Alaskans do and head to Hawaii instead.
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Brilliant auroras light up the winter sky over the Arctic village of Bettles.
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A bright summer day lights up a church in the village of Karluk on Kodiak Island.
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It pays to do some planning before your trip to Alaska, especially if you’re heading into remote bush parts of the state. This is a massive state, and unless you have months of time and a big bank account, you’re wise to pick one region to explore. Ferry travelers to Southeast Alaska will need to develop their travels around the ferry schedule since several days may pass before the next ferry arrives. Many travelers fly into Anchorage and launch out from there by rental car, RV, train, or bus. Lodging, meals, and travel will eat a big hole in your budget, but you can avoid some expenses by camping and finding places where you can cook your own meals. Book well ahead for bus trips into Denali National Park and for lodging around the park. Do your research by reading this book, checking out the websites of places you might want to visit, and requesting a copy of the Alaska State Vacation Planner.


What to Take

Summer visitors will want to bring a light waterproof jacket and rain pants plus a sweater or polyproplyene pullover for warmth. Hiking boots are recommended if you plan to spend any time in the backcountry, but good running shoes are fine for many purposes. Hikers in Southeast Alaska will need rubber boots and heavy-duty rain gear.

Winter visitors should be prepared for the cold and bring appropriate winter wear for extreme conditions, especially anyone planning a trip to Fairbanks, where temperatures are often well below zero, sometimes plummeting to -40°F. Southcentral winters are milder, with Anchorage temperatures often in the teens or single digits in January. Juneau and other Southeast Alaska towns have relatively mild winters with a mix of rain and snow.








Explore Alaska
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This trip is perfect if you only have a week and want a taste of Alaska. It uses Anchorage as a base, while mixing travel by train, bus, car, boat, and air.


Day 1

Fly into Anchorage, settle into your hotel, and then cruise downtown to check out the flowers, gift shops, and visitors center. Enjoy a fine seafood dinner at Simon & Seaforts, where you can sip an 11 P.M. cocktail as the sun arcs across the summer sky over Cook Inlet.




Day 2

Hop on the 8 A.M. Alaska Railroad northbound train, arriving in Denali National Park eight hours later. (The luxurious GoldStar railcars cost more, but they have open-air viewing platforms to take in the grand scenery along the way.) Stay at one of the hotels just outside the park entrance; Denali Bluffs Hotel or Denali Crow’s Nest are good choices.




Day 3

Join an all-day bus tour into Denali National Park. It’s eight hours round-trip to the visitors center at Eielson (with fine views of Mt. McKinley when it’s visible), or 11 hours if you want to go all the way out to Wonder Lake and back. This tour is the highlight of many Alaska visitors’ trips, and you’re likely to see grizzlies, moose, caribou, Dall sheep, and the occasional wolf along the way.




Day 4

After a morning visit to the Denali Visitors Center and a short hike, take the noon train back south, getting to Anchorage that evening. It won’t get dark, so you might as well take a stroll out on the scenic Tony Knowles Coastal Trail.
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Day 5

Rent a car and drive 225 miles down the Kenai Peninsula to the town of Homer. There’s plenty to see and do, from sea kayaking and beachcombing to shopping and fine dining at Homestead Restaurant or Wasabi’s. If you’re looking for a spectacular bay vista, stay at the appropriately named Halcyon Heights B&B.




Day 6

This is a day that could go in three completely different directions. If you have the cash, hop on one of the all-day bear-viewing flights to Katmai National Park. Sea kayaking is a less expensive option, and True North Adventures has an all-day trip that includes a water taxi to Yukon Island, where you join a guided kayak adventure. The third option is to hop on an early morning halibut fishing charter boat. You’re almost certain of getting your limit, and fish over 100 pounds are occasionally pulled in. Coal Point Seafood will process, freeze, and ship your catch.


BEAR-VIEWING

Bear-viewing is a booming business in Alaska, and visitors never forget their first sighting. Most folks choose a package trip to areas where the bears have become somewhat habituated to the presence of humans–but there are more adventurous opportunities as well.

 


BROWN BEARS

The most famous places to see and photograph brown (grizzly) bears are Denali National Park in Interior Alaska, Brooks Camp within Katmai National Park and Preserve, and at nearby McNeil River State Game Sanctuary. Some boats and planes also offer bear-viewing day trips to coastal Lake Clark National Park.

On Kodiak Island, bear-viewing centers around Frazer Lake within the Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge, but most of the bear-viewing flights out of Kodiak actually head to the Katmai coast.

In Southeast Alaska, the most popular area is Pack Creek on Admiralty Island, though you will also see brown bears at Fish Creek near Hyder, and a few at Anan Creek near Wrangell.

In addition to the official bear-viewing areas, quite a few air-taxi operators fly out of Anchorage, Homer, Kodiak, Soldotna, and King Salmon on daylong trips in search of brown bears. Most of these head to the outer coast of Katmai National Park and Preserve for $550–625 per person.

 


BLACK BEARS

The best Alaskan places to see black bears (and some brownies) are Anan Creek near Wrangell and Margaret Creek Fish Ladder near Ketchikan, both within Tongass National Forest.

 


POLAR BEARS

In Alaska, polar bears are most common within the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge and are occasional visitors to Barrow and the village of Kaktovik, particularly during the fall whaling seasons when fresh carcasses provide a food source. Local operators–including a boat-based tour in Kaktovik–take visitors to see and photograph the bears. These are powerful and dangerous creatures, and passenger vehicles do not really provide protection from a bear attack.

If you’re really looking for polar bears, head to Churchill in Manitoba, Canada, where special tundra-buggy vehicles provide safe platforms for viewing and photography.
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young brown bears on Kodiak Island









Days 7–8

Head out early and drive back north to Whittier. (It is 191 miles from Homer to Whittier; allow at least four hours’ travel time plus any tunnel delays.) In Whittier, take a leisurely five-hour glacier tour to Blackstone Bay. Seals lounge on the icebergs, and several active glaciers are visible at once. Spend the night at Alyeska Hotel in Girdwood and then continue on to Anchorage the next morning, or return to Anchorage late and fly out the next day. You’ll want more time for your next Alaskan adventure!
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Blackstone Glacier
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This trip provides the chance to see the highlights of Southcentral and Interior Alaska, and could easily be extended to three weeks or shortened to one week. It is especially popular with families, since flights into Anchorage are relatively cheap with lots of car or RV rental options available.


Day 1

Fly into Anchorage, get a rental car, then find your hotel and settle in. (If you haven’t already, make reservations for your trip to Denali on Day 4.) If you have time, you may want to get oriented by heading to the downtown visitors center. Or if the weather cooperates, take a walk along the Coastal Trail; it offers great vistas across Cook Inlet and is readily accessible from downtown.




Day 2

Drop by New Sagaya’s for an espresso, croissant, and sack lunch. Spend the day exploring the Anchorage Museum and the Alaska Native Heritage Center, or heading out for a short hike in Chugach State Park. Overnight in Anchorage again.




Day 3

Get an early start since this is a long day. Drive north on the Parks Highway, stopping in Talkeetna (115 miles) for lunch. If you want to add a one-hour flightseeing trip over the park (recommended), you should probably spend the night in Talkeetna, adding another day to your trip. Otherwise, continue north to the Denali Park area (150 miles from Anchorage) where a range of lodging and camping options are available.




Day 4

This is your day to explore Denali National Park by tour bus, but advance reservations are absolutely necessary for this all-day adventure (many people book several months ahead of time to be sure of a space). Many buses turn around at Eielson Visitors Center, where you’ll get a fine view of Mt. McKinley (if it isn’t obscured by clouds), but you could also ride to Wonder Lake and back (11 long hours) or take a shorter wildlife-focused tour. Return to your hotel or campsite for a second night.




Day 5

Drive north on the Parks Highway, stopping in Nenana for a quick visit before rolling into Fairbanks (125 miles) for the night. Head to the new Morris Thompson Cultural and Visitors Center for an introduction, and then over to Pioneer Park to see the historical buildings, ride the kiddie train, do a bit of shopping, or take in a musical comedy show. Stick around for dinner at the Alaska Salmon Bake.
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Day 6

Set aside a couple of hours to see the University of Alaska Museum of the North and other nearby sights, including the Large Animal Research Station (musk ox and caribou) and Creamer’s Field (great birding). Two fun—though touristy—options are an afternoon Riverboat Discovery tour and a visit to Gold Dredge No. 8.
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caribou in Denali National Park





TOP TEN ALASKA TOWNS

Wild places are the heart and soul of Alaska, but a number of small towns merit a visit, especially if you’re looking to see how real folks live. Here are a few of the author’s favorite places.

 


TALKEETNA

Number one on the Northern Exposure meter, funky Talkeetna is a haven for climbers en route to Mt. McKinley and flightseeing trips over the park. The town has several excellent restaurants and good lodging choices.

 


SKAGWAY

It gets thousands of cruise ship tourists daily in the summer, but this picturesque and walkable town remains an authentic dose of the past. Famed Chilkoot Trail is nearby, and a narrow-gauge railroad climbs over the pass into Yukon.

 


CORDOVA

Accessible only by air or ferry, this compact Prince William Sound fishing town has a spectacular drive-up glacier, not to mention the acclaimed Copper River red salmon.

 


SITKA

Steeped in Russian and Native Alaskan history, Sitka has a gem-like setting and all sorts of outdoor options, from whale-watching to mountain hiking.

 


HOMER

This road’s-end Kenai Peninsula town has it all: glaciers, fishing, sea kayaking, fine restaurants and lodging, art galleries, a hip populace, and a to-die-for setting.

 


HAINES

One of the few Southeast towns connected by highway to the mainland, Haines has historic buildings at Fort Seward and a salmon-filled river that attracts hundreds of eagles in winter.

 


NOME

Just 190 miles from the Siberian coast, this is the end of the Iditarod Trail and home to active gold mines, unusual wildlife, and wonderful backcountry roads across the tundra.
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Yakutat sunset




YAKUTAT

Primarily a destination for fly-fishers in search of steelhead, this remote settlement surprises with amazing beaches, towering glaciers, and big-wave surfing.

 


McCARTHY

At the end of a rough 60-mile dirt road within Wrangell–St. Elias National Park, this tiny settlement has quaint lodging places and restaurants. Just up the road are the picture-perfect buildings of long-abandoned Kennecott Mine.

 


GUSTAVUS

There isn’t much to Gustavus itself, but it’s right on the edge of Glacier Bay National Park, with several high-end lodges, great kayaking, whale-watching, and trips up the bay.

 


WASILLA

OK, this one makes 11 towns. Shop at the same Wal-Mart as Sarah Palin. Enjoy the traffic jams, strip malls, and fast-growing suburbs. But you can’t see Russia from here.






Day 7

Check out of your hotel and get an early start. Drive to Chena Hot Springs for a soak in the wonderful outdoor pool and a tour of the Ice Museum (don’t miss this), before turning south on the Richardson Highway. Make a short stop at Santa Claus House in the town of North Pole, and bed down in Delta Junction, home to historic Rika’s Roadhouse.




Day 8

Head south on the Richardson Highway through beautiful country around Summit Lake, where there are several nice day hikes, and on to Glennallen for a gas-and-groceries stop before ending the day in quiet Copper Center (165 miles). Stay at the historic Copper Center Lodge and head over to the Wrangell–St. Elias National Park Visitors Center for an introduction to this part of Alaska.




Day 9

Drive to the little town of Chitina (50 miles) with its century-old buildings, dirt streets, and fish wheels before continuing out a scenic 60-mile dirt road to McCarthy in the heart of Wrangell–St. Elias. (Many rental car companies prohibit driving on this road, but a shuttle service is available.) Surprisingly fine food and lodging can be found in McCarthy and nearby Kennicott, where you can tour the old copper mine buildings or take a glacier hike. You could easily add several days to your trip in this fascinating area.




Day 10

Drive back out to the main (Richardson) highway and head south to Valdez, with short stops at Worthington Glacier and Keystone Canyon en route. Valdez is only 180 miles, but plan to take at least six hours. Catch the fast ferry to Cordova, an out-of-the-way fishing town, and bed down for the night; a good place is Cordova Rose Lodge.




Day 11

Drive the 50-mile Copper River Highway (gravel) to the Million Dollar Bridge and Childs Glacier, where you could spend several hours just watching enormous chunks of ice calving into the Copper River. Excellent hiking is available, along with lovely campsites if you don’t want to spend the night back in Cordova.
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Ice Museum in Chena Hot Springs
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bald eagle over Kenai Mountains







Day 12

Take the morning ferry to Whittier and drive through the tunnel to Portage and then south to Seward (90 miles) where you can visit the Alaska SeaLife Center and enjoy dinner at Ray’s Waterfront or Exit Glacier Salmon Bake. Hotels, B&Bs, and in-town campsites are all available.




Day 13

Take a half-day boat tour around Resurrection Bay or a hike to Exit Glacier, and then head north in the afternoon to Soldotna (150 miles). Bring your fishing pole if you want to join the throngs of anglers catching red salmon on the Kenai and Russian Rivers. The Aspen Hotel and the Kenai River Lodge both offer riverside accommodations in Soldotna.




Day 14

Turning south, the Sterling Highway ends in Homer, where the Homer Spit, Islands and Ocean Center, Pratt Museum, and art galleries are all big draws. You’ll find lots of fine restaurants and lodging places, or you can pitch a tent on the Spit (but make sure it’s anchored well against the wind).




Day 15

Take a Kachemak Bay tour to Gull Island and Halibut Cove or a day trip to Seldovia, returning to Homer for the evening. Other options include halibut charter fishing or the budget choice: trying your luck at the Fishing Hole.




Day 16

It’s a five-hour drive to Anchorage, but if you get going early enough you could still have fun along the way or in the big city on those long summer days. If you have kids along, take them to H2Oasis Indoor Waterpark as a treat. Couples should head to Marx Bros. Café for the ultimate Alaskan dining experience.
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This trip begins and ends in Fairbanks, with long day trips launching out to adventures in all directions, including the Dalton Highway all the way to Prudhoe Bay. Several airlines have flights into Fairbanks, or you can start from Anchorage and take the train or a rental car north.


Days 1–2

Fairbanks is a good base for day trips into surrounding areas and has an abundance of lodging and dining options. Stay at the budget-priced Golden North Motel, or find more upscale accommodations at Sophie Station Hotel. Fans of Thai food will enjoy a visit to Lemongrass Thai Cuisine, and Lavelle’s Bistro serves gourmet meals in a classy setting. While in Fairbanks, be sure to see the University of Alaska Museum of the North, Pioneer Park, Large Animal Research Station, and Creamer’s Field (great birding).




Day 3

It’s an easy 1.5-hour drive to Chena Hot Springs, where indoor and outdoor pools are available, along with a year-round Ice Museum that houses amazingly intricate carved pieces by a world-renowned ice sculptor. Several streams offer good fishing in the area, and the resort has lodging, food, and campsites.




Day 4

Today’s long day trip goes out the paved-andgravel Steese Highway to Circle, 161 miles each way from Fairbanks. Heading north, you may want to stop in the settlement of Fox to take a tour of historic Gold Dredge No. 8 and to see the Trans-Alaska Pipeline. The road climbs over scenic Cleary Summit, down to the old gold settlement of Chatanika (interesting mining artifacts), to Davidson Ditch Historical Site (good for gold panning), over Twelvemile Summit (nice alpine hike), and finally to the Yukon River town of Circle. There are no accommodations in Circle, so consider camping at Upper Chatanika or Cripple Creek for the night. Hikers can just take the road to Twelvemile Summit for a fun day hike and then return to Fairbanks (170 miles round-trip) for an easier day.
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Day 5

Take a break from travel to spend time in Fairbanks, shopping downtown, enjoying a canoe float down the Chena River, or visiting the Tanana Valley Farmers Market (held Wednesdays and Saturdays) for local arts and crafts, baked goods, and other treats.




Day 6

Another long trip into the country, this time on the 150-mile Elliott Highway northwest of Fairbanks. The main attractions here are access to hiking trails in the White Mountains and Manley Hot Springs at the end of the road, the last 80 miles of which are gravel. The historic Manley Roadhouse—here since 1906—has rustic accommodations and homemade food.


A KODIAK ADVENTURE

Alaska’s “Emerald Isle,” Kodiak Island is a world unto itself. Located 250 air miles southwest of Anchorage, the island is best known for its enormous brown bears, but also features everything from gourmet restaurants to missile launches. Visitors typically fly into Kodiak from Anchorage, but a more scenic route is via the state ferry from Homer, which passes around the remote Barren Islands.

 


KODIAK SIGHTS

Start with the Baranov Museum, in town, with its remarkable gift shop selling fine Russian china and nesting dolls, followed by the old Russian Orthodox Church, the Alutiiq Museum, and the recently opened Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge Visitors Center. When the weather cooperates (or if you’ve got good rain gear), a hike up Pyramid Peak provides fine views.

For adventure outside of town, rent a car to explore the many miles of backcountry roads spanning out from Kodiak. Chiniak Highway heads south of town to Pasagshak Bay (good salmon fishing), past a rocket launch complex and grazing bison to Fossil Beach with its fossilized shells and sandy shoreline.

Be sure to see the Kodiak brown bears for which the island is so famous. Local air taxis offer half-day floatplane trips (around $550) to salmon streams on Kodiak or to the coast of Katmai National Park.
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ACCOMMODATIONS AND FOOD

If you have the time (and cash), book one of the Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge cabins for a few nights. Access is by floatplane, and you’ll be entirely on your own, so come prepared for a true wilderness experience.

Budget travelers may opt to camp at Fort Abercrombie State Park, a great place to hike in the moss-draped rainforest or to explore rocky shoreline for nesting puffins.

For a relaxing dining experience in a beautiful setting, hop onboard a Galley Gourmet dinner and wildlife cruise. If you’re staying on land, don’t miss the fresh sushi at The Old Power House Restaurant.






Days 7–8

Time to head north, way north up the Dalton Highway, where flat tires and broken windshields are common occurrences. Don’t try this in a standard rental car; Arctic Outfitters has vehicles set up specifically for travel on the “Haul Road,” which parallels the Trans-Alaska Pipeline to the oilfields at Prudhoe Bay. A less stressful trip is to join one of the bus tours—some combine bus travel up with a flight back—from Fairbanks to the Arctic Circle (200 miles) or Prudhoe Bay/Deadhorse (500 miles). Lodging is available in Fairbanks and Coldfoot (where most buses stop for the night).






[image: e9781598803501_img_9654.gif] FERRYING THROUGH THE INSIDE PASSAGE

Alaska’s Inside Passage consists of thousands of islands spread in a long “Panhandle” hanging from the rest of the state. Most towns here are off the road system, with access by air or sea. Cruise ships are the most popular way to visit Southeast Alaska, but the Alaska Marine Highway ferry system is a wonderful alternative for independent travelers. There are all sorts of possible routes, and your options depend on how much time you have, the ferry schedule, and, of course, money. The routing below begins and ends in Seattle.

Alaska-bound ferries depart from Bellingham, Washington, and passengers flying into Seattle will need to take a shuttle bus from Sea-Tac Airport. The ferries run daily during summer and have comfortable cabins, reasonably priced dining, and a Forest Service naturalist onboard, but budget travelers can spread out their sleeping bags in the solarium.


Days 1–2

It’s a 36-hour ferry ride from Bellingham to the first Alaska stop, Ketchikan, famous for its rain forests, totem poles, and picturesque waterside setting. The town has good bus service, but a rental car makes it easy to get around in the rain, especially if you’re heading out on the road or camping at Ward Lake. Local attractions include historic Creek Street, famous for its buildings on pilings that once housed the local red-light district, a fine Forest Service visitors center, and gorgeous collections of totem poles at Saxman, Totem Heritage Center, and Totem Bight State Historical Park.




Day 3

Take a day trip to spectacular Misty Fiords National Monument, accessible by boat tours, floatplane trips, or a combination of the two.





[image: e9781598803501_i0031.jpg]






Days 4–5

Hop back on the ferry for the five-hour ride to Wrangell with its cozy harbor centered around Chief Shakes Island. The big attraction here is the Stikine River, and several companies have half-day jet-boat trips up the river to an active glacier and a relaxing riverside hot spring. Also popular are trips to see black bears at Anan Creek.




Days 6–7

Next up is the ferry ride though scenic Wrangell Narrows to Petersburg, where snow-capped mountains create a backdrop for this pretty town known for its Norwegian heritage. Day trips to LeConte Glacier are popular.




Days 8–9

Take the ferry north and west to remote Sitka, located on the Pacific Ocean side of Baranof Island. The town hosts the Alaska Raptor Center, Sitka National Historical Park (totem poles, Native Alaskan arts, and the old Russian Bishop’s house), and other interesting sights, but it also has fun hiking trails, good fishing, and one of the finest restaurants in Southeast Alaska, Ludvig’s Bistro.
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Viking boat replica Valhalla in Petersburg







Days 10–11

The fast ferry Fairweather provides frequent service connecting Sitka with the next stop, Juneau, considered by many the nation’s loveliest state capital. The city is home to the Alaska State Museum, a scenic tramway up Mt. Roberts, a busy salmon hatchery, and easily accessible Mendenhall Glacier. One could easily spend several days checking out the sights, hiking a couple of trails, taking a day trip by floatplane to Taku Glacier Lodge or a helicopter flight onto Juneau Icefield, or just enjoying the fine dining, funky bars, rainforest zip lines, and other adventures. There are enough roads and out-of-the-way places in Juneau to justify renting a car.




Day 12

Take an all-day boat tour to Tracy Arm on board the Adventure Bound boat to see an active glacier up close and personal, or tack on a couple of days for a side trip to Glacier Bay National Park. The latter requires a flight from Juneau to Gustavus, followed by an all-day boat tour into this spectacular bay. Lodging and food are available (Gustavus Inn is especially nice), or you could pitch a tent at the Park Service campground.




Day 13

Haines is the next ferry stop, with the old white clapboard buildings of Fort Seward as a focal point. The Chilkat River is popular for summertime floats and wintertime eagle viewing. Stay at Hotel Halsingland—in one of the old fort buildings—and walk down the hill to Fireweed Restaurant for meals.




Day 14

A private ferry service provides fast connections between Haines and Skagway, an amazingly busy town packed with thousands of cruise ship passengers all summer. The town’s downtown contains more than a dozen buildings within Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park, and the narrow-gauge trains from the White Pass & Yukon Route Railroad take visitors on an incredible ride to the summit of the pass at the Canadian border. The town is the starting point for the difficult Chilkoot Trail, a four-day trudge up the route traversed by the miners more than a century ago. Skagway has several fine restaurants (try Stowaway Café) and comfortable B&Bs.




Day 15

It’s the end of the line, so turn back south to Juneau on the ferry (or hop on one of the frequent flights from Skagway). You could return by ferry all the way to Bellingham, but an Alaska Air flight from Juneau gets you home quicker.
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For many people, the name Alaska conjures up images of bitterly cold winters and sunshine-packed summers, of great rivers, enormous snowcapped mountains, and open tundra reaching to the horizon. If that’s your vision of the state, you’ve missed its Garden of Eden, the Southeast. Almost entirely boxed in by British Columbia, Southeast Alaska’s “Panhandle” or Inside Passage stretches 500 miles along the North American coast. Everything about this beautiful lush country is water-based: the rain that falls on the land, the glaciers that drop from giant ice fields, and the ocean that surrounds it all. Gray-blue clouds play a constant game of hide-and-seek with the verdant islands; deep fjords drive in between snow-covered summits; waterfalls plummet hundreds of feet through the evergreen forests to feed rivers rich in salmon; brown bears prowl the creeks in search of fish; bald eagles perch on treetops beside the rugged rocky coastline; and great blue glaciers press down toward the sea.

Nearly 95 percent of the Southeast is federal property, most of it within Tongass National Forest and Glacier Bay National Park. The Panhandle is composed of a mountainous mainland and hundreds of islands, varying from rocky reefs that barely jut out of the sea at low tide to some of the largest islands in North America. Collectively, these islands are called the Alexander Archipelago. This ragged shoreline stretches for more than 11,000 miles and includes over 1,000 named islands, the largest being Prince of Wales, Chichagof, Baranof, Admiralty, Revillagigedo, and Kupreanof—names that reflect the British, Russians, and Spaniards who explored the area.
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HIGHLIGHTS


[image: e9781598803501_i0038.jpg] Totem Bight State Historical Park: Ketchikan is home to several notable totem pole collections, but Totem Bight takes the prize with a gorgeous waterside setting, historic clan house, and lush forests ([image: e9781598803501_i0039.jpg] Totem Bight State Historical Park).

[image: e9781598803501_i0040.jpg] Misty Fiords National Monument: Almost always encased in clouds, this wilderness has spectacular cliffs that plummet into deep fiords. Tours by air and boat are offered from Ketchikan ([image: e9781598803501_i0041.jpg] MISTY FIORDS NATIONAL MONUMENT).

[image: e9781598803501_i0042.jpg] The Stikine River: Jet-boat trips from Wrangell are the main attraction for visitors to this mighty river with its hidden glaciers and relaxing hot springs ([image: e9781598803501_i0043.jpg] THE STIKINE RIVER ).

[image: e9781598803501_i0044.jpg] Sitka National Historical Park: This gem of a park encompasses Sitka’s rich Tlingit and Russian heritage with historic buildings, totems bordering a wooded trail, and the chance to watch Native Alaskan artisans at work ([image: e9781598803501_i0045.jpg] Sitka National Historical Park).

[image: e9781598803501_i0046.jpg] Mendenhall Glacier: Southeast Alaska’s best-known drive-up glacier, Mendenhall has fine hiking trails and a fascinating visitors center. It’s just a few miles north of Juneau ([image: e9781598803501_i0047.jpg] Mendenhall Glacier).

[image: e9781598803501_i0048.jpg] Tracy Arm–Fords Terror Wilderness: Almost unknown outside Alaska, this wilderness area is a popular destination for day tours by boat from Juneau. It’s a great place to watch ice calving from the glacier or to see seals resting atop icebergs ([image: e9781598803501_i0049.jpg] TRACY ARM-FORDS TERROR WILDERNESS).

[image: e9781598803501_i0050.jpg] Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve: Made famous by John Muir, this national park has towering mountains, thundering glaciers, abundant wildlife, fun day trips, and memorable sea kayaking adventures (Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve).

[image: e9781598803501_i0051.jpg] Fort Seward: Looking more like a New England village than a fort, this picture-perfect collection of historic Haines buildings now houses a variety of artistic, commercial, and cultural endeavors ([image: e9781598803501_i0052.jpg] Fort Seward).

[image: e9781598803501_i0053.jpg] Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park: The town of Skagway’s gold rush heritage is preserved in a dozen classic –and immaculately restored–downtown buildings that now hum with visitors all summer ([image: e9781598803501_i0054.jpg] Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park).

[image: e9781598803501_i0055.jpg] White Pass & Yukon Route Railroad: Originally built to haul miners into the Klondike and gold back out, this narrow-gage railroad now fills with travelers and hikers. It may be the most scenic train ride in the country ([image: e9781598803501_i0056.jpg] White Pass & Yukon Route Railroad).
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The Rain Forest

Much of Southeast Alaska is covered with dense rain forests of Sitka spruce (the state tree), western hemlock, Alaska yellow cedar, and western red cedar. Interspersed through these rain forests are open boggy areas known as muskegs, with a scattering of stunted lodgepole pines and cedars. Above the tree line (approximately 2,500 feet) are rocky peaks covered with fragile flowers and other alpine vegetation. Shorelines often sport a fringe of grass dotted with flowers during the summer.

The rain forests here are choked with a dense understory of huckleberry, devil’s club, and other shrubs. Berry lovers will enjoy a feast in late summer as the salmonberries, red and blue huckleberries, and thimbleberries all ripen. If you’re planning a hike, learn to recognize devil’s club, a lovely abundant plant with large maple-shaped leaves and red berries. Barbed spines cover the plants, and when touched they feel like a bee sting. The spines become embedded in your fingers and are difficult to remove, often leaving a nasty sting for several days. If you’re planning a cross-country hike, wear leather gloves to protect your hands. Surprisingly, mosquitoes and other biting insects are not nearly as abundant in Southeast Alaska as they are in, for example, Alaska’s Interior. They can make your life miserable some of the time, however, especially during no-see-um season.




Climate

Tourist brochures invariably show happy folks cavorting around gleaming glaciers under a brilliant blue sky. Photographers might wait weeks to capture all three elements: Southeast Alaska is rain country. Expect rain or mist at least half of the time. In much of the region, blue-sky days come once a week, if that. The cool maritime climate brings rain in summer, and rain and snow in winter. Most towns in Southeast Alaska get 80 inches or more of precipitation, and of the major towns, Ketchikan takes top honors with 162 inches per year. The tiny fishing settlement of Port Alexander on the south end of Baranof Island drowns in 220 inches per year.

Weather patterns vary greatly in Southeast Alaska; Skagway gets just 22 inches per year, but only a few miles away, precipitation tops 160 inches annually on the peaks bordering Canada. Fortunately, the driest months are generally June–August.

Residents learn to tolerate the rain, which they call “liquid sunshine.” You won’t see many umbrellas, but heavy rain gear and red rubber XtraTuf boots are appropriate dress for almost any occasion. If you ask, locals will admit to a grudging appreciation for the rain; it not only creates the lush green countryside and provides ample stream-flow for the vital salmon runs, it also keeps the region safe from overcrowding by the drier-minded set.




The People

Southeast Alaska has only 70,000 people. Nearly half live in Juneau, with the rest spread among nearly two-dozen isolated towns and settlements strung along the Inside Passage. Much of the economy is based on fishing, logging, government, and tourism. The towns are dependent on the sea for their survival, not only for the fish it provides but also as a way to transport huge log rafts to the mills. Fully 95 percent of the goods brought to Southeast Alaska arrive by barge or ship, and most of the visitors arrive aboard cruise ships or state ferries.

The Southeast corresponds almost exactly to the ancestral homeland of the Tlingit (KLINK-it) Indians, and signs of their culture—both authentic and visitor-oriented—are common. Almost every town has at least one totem pole, and some have a dozen or more. Tlingit artwork generally includes carvings, beadwork, sealskin moccasins, and silver jewelry. It doesn’t include the ulus, Eskimo dolls, and other paraphernalia frequently sold in local tourist shops.






PLANNING YOUR TIME

All the major Inside Passage towns are separated by water or mountainous coastlines, with planes, state ferries, and cruise ships providing the connections. This limitation is a blessing in disguise: A long ferry ride north allows time to soak up the scenery and plan adventures in the next port. Anyone traveling with a vehicle is limited to ferry travel, while others can mix and match ferries or plane flights with local car rentals when needed. Cruise ships, of course, offer the “leave the drive to us” version. Plan on at least a week in Southeast Alaska—and preferably more—unless you are simply taking the Alaska Air jet to Sitka (or another town) and stopping for a few days of exploration.
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Devil’s club is a ubiquitous plant in the rainforests of Southeast Alaska.




Rain-soaked Ketchikan is the southernmost port and a very popular destination for travelers of all ages and incomes. Downtown’s Creek Street forms a picturesque stop, while totem poles and Tlingit (KLINK-it) culture are the big draws at Saxman and Totem Bight State Historical Park. Day trips by air or sea to Misty Fiords National Monument provide a great introduction to a dramatic wilderness of high cliffs and deep inlets.

Nearby Metlakatla and Prince of Wales Island are off-the-beaten-path destinations, and to the north lie the fishing towns of Wrangell and Petersburg, with the mighty Stikine River (popular for jet-boat trips) heading into the mountains of British Columbia. Stop in the old Native Alaskan and Russian town of Sitka with its gemlike setting, Sitka National Historical Park, and the Alaska Raptor Center. Juneau is not just the state capital and third largest city but also home to a fun tramway up Mt. Roberts, the Alaska State Museum, and famous Mendenhall Glacier. Boat tours to the deep fjords and calving glaciers of Tracy Arm are popular day trips from Juneau, as are boat tours (and kayaking trips) into magnificent Glacier Bay. The quiet town of Haines is home to Fort Seward, where century-old homes surround the old parade grounds. The touristy town of Skagway has a gold-rush aura courtesy of the many buildings preserved within Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park. Especially popular here are narrow-gauge train rides aboard the White Pass & Yukon Route Railroad.




GETTING THERE

Visitors come to Southeast Alaska by three primary means: cruise ship, jet, and ferry (the Alaska Marine Highway). Cruise ships are easily the most popular method—more than 800,000 people travel this way each year—but also the most expensive and the least personal. Cruise options include the more expensive small-ship voyages that take you to less-traveled spots.

The second option, air, is more popular with independent travelers. Alaska Airlines (800/426-0333, www.alaskaair.com) has daily flights from Seattle, with service to Juneau, Ketchikan, Wrangell, Petersburg, Sitka, Gustavus, and other Alaskan cities. Floatplanes connect these towns to smaller places and provide access to even the most remote corners of the Inside Passage, such as Elfin Cove, Tokeen, and Port Alexander.


The Ferry System

Only three Southeast towns (Haines, Skagway, and Hyder) are connected by road to the rest of the continent. All the others, including Juneau, the state capital, are accessible only by boat or plane. This lack of roads—hopefully they will never be built—has led to an efficient public ferry system, the best in the western hemisphere and the longest in the world. Most ferries sail between Prince Rupert, British Columbia, and Skagway, stopping along the way in the major towns. There is also weekly service from Bellingham, Washington, all the way to Skagway, a three-day voyage. In the larger towns, summer service runs almost daily, but in the smallest settlements, ferries may be up to two weeks apart. Get schedules and make reservations from the Alaska Marine Highway (907/465-3941 or 800/642-0066, www.dot.state.ak.us/amhs). Since most travel in Southeast Alaska centers on the ferry schedules, it’s wise to check the ferry schedule before making any solid travel plans. Reservations for the summer can be made as early as December, and travelers taking a vehicle should book as early as possible to be sure of getting a space.

The Inter-Island Ferry Authority (907/826-4848 or 866/308-4848, www.interislandferry.com) has a vehicle and passenger ferry that connects Prince of Wales Island with Ketchikan.








Ketchikan

After the 36-hour ferry ride up from Bellingham, Ketchikan is many first-timers’ introduction to Alaska. Along the way they’ve heard tales from sourdoughs (and those who claim to be), talked to Forest Service naturalists, and watched the logging towns and lush green islands of British Columbia float past. As the ferry pulls into busy Tongass Narrows, an air of expectancy grows among the newcomers, who are about to take their first steps in Alaska.

The state’s fourth-largest city (pop. 8,000, plus another 5,000 in nearby areas), Ketchikan bills itself as “Alaska’s First City,” and even its zip code, 99901, seems to bear this out. Quite a few ferry passengers don’t bother to stop here, instead hurrying on toward Juneau and points north. Because downtown is two miles away, they only have time for a superficial bus tour or a walk to the grocery store for provisions. But with its great scenery, fine local trails, the world’s largest collection of totem poles, a bustling downtown, and the famous Misty Fiords nearby, Ketchikan certainly deserves a longer stay.



The Setting

Located 90 miles north of Prince Rupert, British Columbia, Ketchikan clings to a steep slope along Tongass Narrows, on Revillagigedo (ruh-VEE-ya-he-HAY-do) Island; locals shorten the name to “Revilla.” Fortunately, it doesn’t bear the one-time viceroy of Mexico’s full name: Don Juan Vicente de Güemes Pacheco de Pedilla y Horcasitas, Count of Revilla Gigedo. Locals call the town “three miles long and three blocks wide.” It forms a continuous strip of development along the waterfront from the ferry terminal to beyond Thomas Basin. Because of this, Tongass Avenue—the only through street—has long been one of the busiest in the entire state. A hilltop bypass opened a few years back, but traffic is still very heavy on Tongass Avenue.


KETCHIKAN 
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Ketchikan




Much of Ketchikan is built on fill, on pilings over the water, or on hillsides with steep winding ramps for streets. Fishing boats jam the three boat harbors (there are almost as many boats as cars in Ketchikan), and the canneries and cold-storage plants run at full throttle during the summer. Floatplanes are constantly taking off from the narrows, cruise ships crowd the docks, and tourists explore the downtown shops and attractions.

Ketchikan is one of the rainiest places in Alaska, getting upward of 13 feet per year, or an average of half an inch per day. Luckily, May–August are the driest months, but expect to get wet nevertheless. Locals adapt with “Ketchikan sneakers” (red rubber boots) and Helly Hansen rain gear; umbrellas are the mark of a tourist. Residents pride themselves on almost never canceling baseball games, and they enjoy weekend picnics at Ward Lake in a downpour. Weather prediction is easy in Ketchikan: If you can’t see the top of Deer Mountain, it’s raining; if you can, it’s going to rain. For an only-in-Ketchikan sight, check out the Valley Park Grade School on Schoenbar Road. This unique school was built atop its own playground, creating an escape from the rain.




History

The name Ketchikan comes from kitcxan, a Tlingit word meaning “where the eagle’s wings are,” a reference to the shape of a sand spit at the creek mouth. The sand spit was dredged in the 1930s to create Thomas Basin Boat Harbor. Rumor has it that several bodies were found then, and suspicious fingers were pointed toward the denizens of nearby Creek Street, the local red-light district.

One of Southeast Alaska’s youngest major towns, Ketchikan began when the first of many salmon canneries at the mouth of Ketchikan Creek opened in 1885. By the 1930s it had become the “Salmon Capital of the World” (13 canneries), and Alaska’s largest town. Overfishing caused salmon populations to crash in the 1940s, and the fishing industry was supplanted in the 1950s by a new pulp mill that turned the town into a major logging center.

For several decades Ketchikan’s pulp mill was the biggest employer in Southeast Alaska, processing spruce and hemlock for the production of rayon and cellophane. The pulp mill closed in 1997, just as Ketchikan’s economy shifted full-bore into tourism.

The big story today for Ketchikan—as in Juneau and Skagway—is cruise ships. More than 800,000 cruise ship travelers step onto Ketchikan’s docks annually, with four or five ships tied up along Tongass Narrows most summer days. The rough old downtown with its sawmill, flophouses, and bars has been transformed into rows of jewelry stores (63 at last count!) staffed by employees from the Caribbean, and trinket shops selling plastic totem poles and stuffed animals made in China. Crossing guards at the intersections, horse-drawn wagon rides, amphibious “duck” tours, a pseudo-logging show, and thousands of cruise shippies add to what Edward Abbey labeled “industrial tourism.” It makes the cash registers ring, at least for those businesses willing to accept kickback deals with the cruise lines in exchange for promotion on board the ships. Fortunately, the cruise ships generally depart by early evening, allowing locals and overnight visitors to rediscover this fascinating town.






SIGHTS


Visitors Center

The Ketchikan Visitors Bureau (131 Front St., 907/225-6166 or 800/770-3300, www.visit-ketchikan.com) is right on the downtown dock. It’s open whenever cruise ships are docked, which means daily 6:30 A.M.–6 P.M. most days May–September, and Monday–Friday 8 A.M.–5 P.M. the rest of the year. Pick up their free map, which includes a walking tour of local sites. The building also houses booths for local tour companies. A smaller visitors center is located along the promenade just north of the tunnel.




Southeast Alaska Discovery Center

A great place to start your exploration of Ketchikan is the Southeast Alaska Discovery Center (50 Main St., 907/228-6220, www.fs.fed.us/r10, Mon.–Sat. 8 A.M.–5 P.M., Sun. 8 A.M.–4 P.M. May–Sept., Tues.–Sat. 10 A.M.–4:30 P.M. Oct.–Apr., $5 adults, children under 15 free). Operated by the U.S. Forest Service, it’s filled with impressive exhibits—including a full-scale rain forest—that offer an educational portrait of the land and people of Southeast Alaska. A variety of wildlife videos are available, along with nature programs. The staff will help you with information on the outdoors, and the big bookshop features books, trail guides, and maps.




Logging Show

Located on Mill Street next to the cruise ship dock, the Spruce Mill Complex is the tourist shopping center for downtown Ketchikan, with retail stores, souvenir shops, galleries, and restaurants. Ketchikan’s old spruce mill stood on this site for many years, so it is perhaps fitting to find The Great Alaskan Lumberjack Show (907/225-9050 or 888/320-9049, www.lumberjacksports.com, 3 shows daily—rain or shine—May–Sept., $34 adults, $17 children) here. This cornball one-hour exhibition of old-time logging skills features ax throwing, bucksawing, springboard chopping, logrolling, and a speedy 50-foot tree climb. Covered grandstands protect the audience from the inevitable rain. If you’re looking for a cheesy Disneyfied imitation of old-time logging, this may be your ticket.




Tongass Historical Museum

The cramped Tongass Historical Museum (629 Dock St., 907/225-5600, www.city.ketchikan.ak.us, daily 8 A.M.–5 P.M. May–Sept., Wed.–Fri. 1–5 P.M., Sat. 10 A.M.–4 P.M., Sun. 1–4 P.M. Oct.–Apr., $2) shares the library building. The museum contains local historical items with changing exhibits that include examples of Native Alaskan culture and commercial fishing. Look around for the model of a clan house, the 200-year-old Chilkat blanket, the dance paddle inlaid with abalone shell, the bentwood boxes, and the amusing totem pole with President Truman’s features.




Creek Street

Ketchikan’s best-known and most-photographed section features wooden houses on pilings along Ketchikan Creek. A boardwalk connects the buildings and affords views of salmon and steelhead in the creek. Now a collection of tourist shops, Creek Street once housed the red-light district; during Prohibition it was the only place to buy booze. Jokesters call it “the only place where both salmon and men came up from the sea to spawn.” By 1946 more than 30 “female boardinghouses” operated here. Prostitution on Creek Street was stopped in 1954, and the house of Dolly Arthur was eventually turned into the Dolly’s House Museum (907/225-2279, daily May–Sept., $5). Inside are antiques, liquor caches, and risqué photos. Born in 1888, Dolly moved to Ketchikan in 1919 and worked at the world’s oldest profession for many decades. When she died in 1975 her obituary was featured in newspapers across the West. Dolly’s is fun to tour with grandmothers who would never otherwise step foot in such a place, and the fascinating collection of memorabilia makes it well worth a visit. It’s open whenever large cruise ships are in port.

A funicular car ($2; free if you hike up and ride down) connects Creek Street with Cape Fox Lodge, where you’ll discover impressive vistas over Ketchikan and Tongass Narrows.
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Dolly’s House Museum on Creek Street







Other Downtown Sights

Outside the library and museum is Raven Stealing the Sun Totem, and not far away stands the Chief Johnson Pole (an older version is inside the Totem Heritage Center). Tiny Whale Park occupies the intersection across from the Forest Service office and is home to the Chief Kyan Totem, reputed to reward those who touch it by bringing money within a day. It’s worth a try, but don’t immediately head to Las Vegas on the basis of this claim.

Check out some of Ketchikan’s many long aerobic stairways up to hillside homes and outstanding vistas. The best ones start from the tunnel at Front and Grant Streets, and from the intersection of Main and Pine Streets. If you have a bike (or better yet, a skateboard), you may want to test your mettle on Schoenbar Road, the route blasted out of a steep hillside behind town. By the way, the Front Street tunnel is said to be the only one in the world that you can drive through, around, and over—or so claims the Guinness Book of World Records. A pretty promenade follows the shore north from here, with cedar benches, stained glass pieces, and colorful flowers.

Picturesque Thomas Basin Boat Harbor is just across the bridge over Creek Street. Walk out on Thomas Street, past the Potlatch Bar (good for a game of pool or a beer with local fishers), and out along the jetty for a fine view back toward town.




Totem Heritage Center

One of the highlights of the Ketchikan area, the Totem Heritage Center (907/225-5900, www.city.ketchikan.ak.us, daily 8 A.M.–5 P.M. May–Sept., Mon.–Fri. 1–5 P.M. Oct.–Apr., $5 adults, children under 12 free) is a quarter-mile walk up Deermount Street. The center was established in 1976 to preserve a collection of 33 original totem poles and house posts retrieved from abandoned village sites. Unlike other totems in the area, these works are not brightly painted copies or restorations, but were carved more than a century ago to record Tlingit and Haida events and legends. Guides answer your questions and put on a short video about the totem recovery program. Surrounding the building is a short trail with signs identifying local plants. Out front is the Fog-Woman pole by noted carver Nathan Jackson.




Deer Mountain Hatchery and Eagle Center

This small hatchery along Ketchikan Creek is just across a footbridge from the Totem Heritage Center. Signboards illustrate the process of breeding and rearing king salmon, coho salmon, and steelhead; visitors can feed the young fish. The hatchery is run by the Ketchikan Indian Council (907/228-5530, www.kictribe.org, daily 8 A.M.–4:30 P.M. May–Sept.), with educational tours and a video on the salmon life cycle. A large enclosure houses two eagles with permanent injuries—you might even see them catching salmon. Tours are $10, or $15 for a combination hatchery tour and eagle center presentation.

King salmon arrive from the Pacific Ocean to spawn at the hatchery late in the summer; look for them in the creek. A fish ladder to help them get past the falls is visible from the Park Avenue bridge. If too many fish return to spawn, the state opens Ketchikan Creek to dip-net fishing by locals, creating an astounding scene. Thousands of pink salmon (humpback salmon, or “humpies”) also spawn in the creek each summer. Another good place to see spawning humpies is Hoadly Creek, a half-mile south of the ferry terminal.
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Located eight miles northwest of the ferry terminal, Totem Bight (907/247-8574, www.alaskastateparks.org, free) has 15 Haida and Tlingit totems and a realistic replica of a clan house, complete with a brightly painted facade and cedar-scented interior. Be sure to pick up the brochure describing the poles and their meanings. The totems, carved 1938–1941, are modeled after older poles. They are surrounded by a stand of young hemlock trees and a gorgeous view across Tongass Narrows. Drop by the gift shop for details on the poles or the informative weekly tours. Access to Totem Bight is easy and cheap: city buses ($1 each way) stop at Totem Bight hourly on weekdays.

 


Return to HIGHLIGHTS




Saxman

This Native Alaskan village, ironically named for a white schoolteacher, is a 2.5-mile walk via a paved path, a $1 city bus ride, or a $12 taxi ride south of Ketchikan. Saxman (pop. 400) is crowded with the largest collection of standing totem poles in the world—more than two dozen. Most were brought from their original sites in the 1930s and restored by Native Alaskan Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) workers; others came from a second restoration project in 1982. The oddest pole is topped with a figure of Abraham Lincoln and commemorates the settlement of a war begun by the U.S. revenue cutter Lincoln. Probably the most photographed is the Rock Oyster Pole, which tells the story of a man who drowned after his hand became caught in a large oyster. Behind the poles is a cedar Beaver Clan House, open most days.

Adjacent to the totem park is a carving shed (free admission) where you’ll find local artisans completing totems, masks, and other pieces. You’re welcome to drop in whenever a carver is at work, which is most weekdays in the summer. Renowned carver Nathan Jackson can often be found working here. Interested in having a pole carved? Expect to pay at least $2,000 per linear foot.

 


See TOTEM POLES

 



Cape Fox Tours (907/225-4846, www.capefoxtours.com, $45) leads 1.5-hour tours that include a visit to the carving shed, a video on Tlingit culture, and a performance by the Cape Fox Dancers. Get tickets at the Ketchikan Visitors Center or the Saxman Village Store (907/225-4421), which sells a mix of wares. Half the shop is dedicated to inexpensive imports, but the other side is more noteworthy, with high-quality locally made totems, masks, paddles, jewelry, and carved pieces, including an $8,000 bentwood box. Two blocks downhill is the Saxman Arts Co-op (907/225-4166), with historic photos and local pieces.






ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS

A local theater group, First City Players (907/225-4792, www.firstcityplayers.org), puts on the lighthearted melodrama Fish Pirate’s Daughter Friday and Saturday evenings in July. The show has been running since 1966, and tickets cost $40 with an all-you-can eat Dungeness crab dinner. Performances take place at the Ted Ferry Civic Center behind Cape Fox Lodge.

Catch a movie downtown at the Coliseum Twin Theater (405 Mission St., 907/225-2294, www.ketchikanmovies.com).

Ketchikan’s live music scene changes frequently, but something is always happening downtown; just follow your ears. First City Saloon (830 Water St., 907/225-1494) tends to bring in the better bands and is the main dance spot in town. The Arctic Bar (907/225-4709, www.arcticbar.com), near the Front Street tunnel, is more rock-oriented and has a pleasant patio that hangs over Tongass Narrows. Shock your friends back home with one of their risqué baseball caps or shirts; they call it “home of the happy bears.” If Dave Rubin and his rockin’ Potlatch Band are playing at the Potlatch Bar (907/225-4855), next to Thomas Basin, make tracks in that direction; you won’t regret it. The finest bar views are from Cape Fox Lodge, overlooking town above Creek Street. It’s a nice place to get romantic.

On Friday evenings, head to Ketchikan Coffee Company (207 Stedman St., 907/225-8646, www.ketchikancoffee.com) in the New York Hotel for music jam sessions and great food.

Ketchikan’s fun 4th of July celebration includes the usual parade and fireworks (if the rain lets up). In the first week of August, check out the Blueberry Arts Festival, complete with slug races, pie-eating contests, a fun run, arts and crafts exhibitions, and folk music. Ketchikan also has king and silver salmon fishing derbies and a halibut derby each summer. The Winter Arts Faire on the weekend after Thanksgiving is a good time to buy local arts and crafts. Festival of the North arrives in February, complete with music, art shows, and workshops for the entire month.




SHOPPING

The Spruce Mill Mall is the primary focal point for downtown shopping. Cruise ships dock directly in front, disgorging their passengers to feed the hungry cash registers of such places as Caribbean Gems or Tanzanite International. Needless to say, locals would never step foot in these jewelry stores owned and staffed by “outsiders” cashing in on the tourists. Fortunately, many of the other downtown shops—including a number of places in Salmon Landing Marketplace—are locally owned and worth a visit.

Locals do much of their shopping at Plaza Mall (www.ketchikanplaza.com), centering around a Safeway and a McDonald’s, and the Wal-Mart (907/247-2156) five miles north of town. There are free summertime shuttles from downtown to Wal-Mart; they’re mainly for cruise ship workers, but are also popular with cheapskate travelers.


Arts and Crafts

A surprisingly creative town, Ketchikan is home to a number of fine artists. The first Friday of each month brings gallery openings, events, and music. The center of Ketchikan’s art action is the historic 5-Star Building on Creek Street, where artist Ray Troll holds down the fort at Soho Coho (5 Creek St., 907/225-5954 or 800/888-4070, www.trollart.com), with his weird and fishy T-shirts and prints. Other artists—including the wonderfully prolific printmaker Evon Zerbetz—also display works here. The same building houses Alaska Eagle Arts (907/225-8365 or 800/308-2787, www.marvinoliver.com), which has colorful T-shirts, jewelry, and prints along with samples of the stunning Native Alaskan designs by world-famous sculptor and printmaker Marvin Oliver.

Other downtown galleries worth a visit include Exploration Gallery (633 Mission St., 907/225-4278, www.explorationgallery.com), Blue Heron Gallery (123 Stedman St., 907/225-1982, www.blueheronalaska.com), Eagle Spirit Gallery (310 Mission St., 907/225-6626 or 866/867-0976, www.eaglespiritalaska.com), Scanlon Gallery (318 Mission St., 907/247-4730 or 888/228-4730, www.scanlongallery.com), and Crazy Wolf Studio (607 Mission St., 907/225-9653 or 888/331-9653, www.crazywolfstudio.com).

The Ketchikan Area Arts and Humanities Council (716 Totem Way, 907/225-2211, www.ketchikanarts.org) produces the Ketchikan Arts Guide with brief bios of local artists plus descriptions of galleries, museums, and other places to find creative works. In the winter, their Monthly Grind brings fun events the third Saturday of each month at the Saxman Tribal House.






RECREATION

The Ketchikan area is blessed with an abundance of hiking trails and remote wilderness cabins maintained by the U.S. Forest Service. If you arrive in Ketchikan unprepared for a cabin stay, Alaska Wilderness Outfitting (907/225-7335, www.latitude56.com) rents outboard motors, coolers, stoves, and dishes (but not sleeping bags). It even has a “cabin outfit” set up with the supplies you’ll need at a Forest Service cabin.

Take in a panoramic view of Ketchikan from the short trail that climbs from the highpoint along Bypass Road (Forest Ave.). The road takes off from the south end of Schoenbar Road.

The city’s Gateway Recreation Center (601 Schoenbar Rd., 907/225-9579, $5) is open daily and has an indoor track, a fitness room, basketball, racquetball, and various classes. At the Ketchikan High School swimming pool (2610 4th Ave., 907/225-2010), a swim, sauna, and shower cost $5.


Zip-Lines

Eight miles south of town at Herring Cove is the Alaska Rainforest Sanctuary (907/225-5503, www.alaskarainforest.com), where a former lumber mill serves as headquarters for two different sets of exciting zip-lines. The Rain Forest Canopy Trek includes eight zip-lines (the longest is 850 feet) and three sky-bridges through the treetops, while the Bear Creek Zip-line has seven zip-lines, a long sky-bridge, rappelling, and a steep 250-foot hillside slide. Guided tours cost $179 and take 3.5 hours. Children must be taller than 50 inches. A gift shop and totem carving area are at the old mill site, and a boardwalk leads along the creek—a good place to watch black bears fishing for salmon most summer evenings. The sanctuary also has guided rain forest walks ($80), mainly for cruise ship passengers.

A smaller zip-line operated by Southeast Exposure (907/225-8829, www.southeastexposure.com) is 14 miles north of town. The course covers eight cable spans and a rope bridge plus a climbing wall for $99. This is a low-key family-run operation. Free transportation is often available from Ketchikan.




Deer Mountain

The best hike from Ketchikan is up to the 3,000-foot summit of Deer Mountain (6 miles round-trip). Begin by heading 0.5 miles uphill from Deermount and Fair Streets. Take the first left—the road to Ketchikan Lakes, source of the city’s drinking water—and then an immediate right to the trailhead. The trail climbs along an excellent but strenuous path through dense Sitka spruce and western hemlock forests. There’s an incredible view in all directions from the top of Deer Mountain, but right into July you’ll have to cross snowbanks to reach the summit. (Rain gear works fine for sledding down again.)
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Rain Forest Canopy Trek




Just before the final climb to the peak, a trail to the left leads around the north slope and on to tiny Blue Lake and John Mountain (3,238 feet). Entirely above the tree line, this section can be hazardous for inexperienced hikers. Carry a map and compass since it’s easy to become disoriented if the clouds drop down. Ambitious hikers can do a 12-mile trek over the top, ending at Beaver Falls powerhouse, at the end of South Tongass Highway. Free shelter cabins (no reservations) are atop Deer Mountain and at Blue Lake; get current trail info at the Discovery Center.




Ward Lake Area

Several good trails are near the Forest Service campground at Ward Lake, eight miles north of downtown via Revilla Road. The 1.3-mile Ward Lake Nature Trail is an easy loop with interpretive signs and good summertime fishing for steelhead and salmon. Ward Creek Trail starts across from the day-use area and follows the creek 2.5 miles to Last Chance Campground. It’s built to be wheelchair accessible, with a couple of short spur paths leading to platforms over this beautiful creek.

Perseverance Trail climbs two miles to Perseverance Lake following a “stairway-toheaven” boardwalk, passing through several muskegs along the way. Beyond this, you can take the Minerva Mountain Trail all the way to Carlanna Lake. Contact the Forest Service for details on the latter since this is a newly built trail.

Settler’s Cove State Recreation Site, 16 miles north of Ketchikan, has a one-mile trail through the rain forest, with a pretty waterfall and spawning pink salmon in midsummer. Offshore is Back Island, home to the U.S. Navy’s Southeast Alaska Acoustic Measurement Facility, where submarines are tested to help them operate silently. The subs themselves are rarely seen.




Nearby Cabins

The Naha River watershed, 20 miles north of Ketchikan, contains one of the finest trail and cabin systems in Southeast Alaska. The river once supported astounding runs of sockeye salmon and is still a popular salmon, steelhead, and trout fishing area for locals. At one time the town of Loring (established 1888) at its mouth had the world’s largest fish cannery and was the main point of entry into Alaska. Today, it is a tiny settlement of retirees and vacation homes. Heckman Lake, six miles upriver, supported the world’s largest and most costly salmon hatchery in the early 1900s. All that remains are overgrown ruins.

The pleasant six-mile Naha River Trail begins at Naha Bay, follows the shore of Roosevelt Lagoon, then climbs gently up to Jordon and Heckman Lakes. At the mouth of Roosevelt Lagoon is an interesting salt chuck where the direction of water flow changes with the tides. Covered picnic tables are nearby. More picnic tables are two miles up the trail at a small waterfall—a good place to watch black bears catching salmon late in the summer. There’s a Forest Service cabin on Jordan Lake and two cabins on Heckman Lake (one is wheelchair accessible); all three have rowboats and cost $35. Reservations ($10 fee) can be made at 518/885-3639, 877/444-6777, or www.recreation.gov. Access to the Naha area is by sea kayak, floatplane, or skiff. Contact Knudsen Cove Marina (907/225-8500 or 800/528-2486, www.knudsoncovemarina.com) for skiff rentals or drop-offs.

Lake Shelokum, 40 miles north of Ketchikan, has a free three-sided shelter near a hot spring. A two-mile trail stretches from the shelter to Bailey Bay, passing the scenic lake and an impressive waterfall. Other cabins well worth visiting include Lake McDonald, Reflection Lake, Helm Creek, and Blind Pass. Get details at the Discovery Center in Ketchikan.




Sea Kayaking

The Discovery Center has detailed information on sea kayaking in the waters near Ketchikan, including Misty Fiords and a circumnavigation of Revilla Island. Southeast Sea Kayaks (907/225-1258 or 800/287-1607, www.kayakketchikan.com) leads a variety of kayak trips, including a 2.5-hour paddle along Tongass Narrows ($94) and a 4-hour trip ($159) that includes a boat ride to a quiet cove and the chance to explore by kayak. An all-day trip to Misty Fiords ($559) includes the boat ride over and back, lunch, and four hours of paddling.

Located 13 miles north of town at Knudson Cove, Southeast Exposure (907/225-8829, www.southeastexposure.com) has a range of trips that are especially popular with cruise ship passengers, starting with a $65 paddle to Eagle Island. Bike tours and zip-line adventures are also available. Both Southeast Sea Kayaks and Southeast Exposure also offer multiday trips to Misty Fiords, kayak rentals, and water taxis.




Fishing and Boating

Many Ketchikan companies offer charter fishing trips in search of salmon or halibut; see the visitors bureau for a complete listing. Rent skiffs and fishing gear to head out on your own from Knudsen Cove Marina (13 miles north of town, 907/247-8500 or 800/528-2486, www.knudsoncovemarina.com). If you’re just looking to try your luck with all the locals who fish from the Creek Street bridge, rent a pole from the little stand that’s a block away, across from the Federal Building. Mountain Point, 5.5 miles south of Ketchikan, is a good spot to try your luck at salmon fishing from the shore.

Alaska Tours Undersea (907/247-8889 or 877/461-8687, www.alaskaunderseatours.com) is a rather bizarre semisubmersible vessel with big windows that extend six feet below the waterline. Ninety-minute tours are $52 adults, $32 children when cruise ships are in port, or $35 adults, $20 children when they aren’t. (Jeez, I wonder if cruise ship passengers pay more because some giant corporation gets a substantial booking fee?)






ACCOMMODATIONS

For an up-to-date listing of local lodging places, visit the Ketchikan Visitors Bureau website (www.visit-ketchikan.com).


Hostel

Downtown in the basement of the Methodist church at Grant and Main Streets is the Ketchikan Youth Hostel (907/225-3319, www.ktnumc.com, June–Aug., $17 pp). It’s open 6 P.M.–9 A.M., and the doors are locked at 11 P.M. If your ferry will be getting in after that, call the hostel in advance and they’ll open for you. The hostel isn’t fancy—we’re talking simple cots—but it is friendly and clean, with kitchen facilities and showers. It is a good place to meet other budget travelers. There’s a four-night maximum stay, and reservations are recommended.




Hotels and Motels

Built in the 1930s and now on the National Register of Historic Places, the centrally located Gilmore Hotel (326 Front St., 907/225-9423 or 800/275-9423, www.gilmorehotel.com) exudes an old-fashioned ambience but has been updated with modern furnishings. Rates are reasonable: $95 d for cramped guest rooms, $125 d for larger ones with two beds and a water view. Amenities include courtesy van service, a continental breakfast, Wi-Fi, parking, and a full-service restaurant (Annabelle’s). Rooms over the bar may get noisy at night, and smoking is still allowed in some rooms.

Cozy [image: e9781598803501_i0070.jpg] New York Hotel (207 Stedman St., 907/225-0246 or 866/225-0246, www.thenewyorkhotel.com) has been painstakingly restored to its Roaring ’20s heyday. It has a great location—facing the harbor, and just a few steps off Creek Street—and the downstairs café is one of the best in town. It also has complimentary airport and ferry shuttles. The eight guest rooms in the historic main building are small but nicely furnished, and cost $139 s or d with private baths and queen beds. Also available are six luxury suites with covered waterside decks along Creek Street for $159–219 d, plus $15 for each additional guest. Several of the suites feature lofts with spiral stairs, kitchenettes, and jetted tubs. Book early for these popular suites.

The Narrows Inn (907/247-2600 or 888/686-2600, www.narrowsinn.com) sits four miles north of Ketchikan along Tongass Narrows. Guest rooms ($145–170 d) are small but modern, bright, and nicely appointed. In-room fridges and microwaves, plus Wi-Fi and a continental breakfast, are included. Waterside rooms (ask for room 1209) have small balconies where you can watch the parade of boats and planes, and three larger suites ($230–245 d) are available. A steak and seafood restaurant is also on the premises, and the staff is very accommodating.

Ketchikan’s largest lodging place, Best Western Landing (3434 Tongass Ave., 907/225-5166 or 800/428-8304, www.landinghotel.com, $200–240 d) sits right across from the ferry terminal. The 107 guest rooms are newly refurbished and include microwaves and fridges. Also on the premises are two restaurants, a fitness center, a courtesy van, and free Wi-Fi.

At the top end of Ketchikan’s lodging spectrum is the elaborate Cape Fox Lodge (800 Venetia Way, 907/225-8001 or 866/225-8001, www.capefoxlodge.com, $199–209 d, 2-room suite $249 d). This attractive hilltop hotel overlooks Tongass Narrows and has spacious rooms with fridges, microwaves, and Wi-Fi. A funicular car takes guests to the Cape Fox from Creek Street.




Fishing Lodges

Many fishing lodges can be found in the Ketchikan area, particularly on nearby Prince of Wales Island; see www.visit-ketchikan.comfor a complete listing.

Located 17 miles north of Ketchikan, Salmon Falls Resort (907/225-2752 or 800/247-9059, www.salmonfallsresort.com, mid-May–mid-Sept.) has modern rooms and a dramatic shore-side setting. Three-night guided fishing packages are $4,300 for two people.

Yes Bay Lodge (907/225-7906 or 800/999-0784, www.yesbay.com) is a remote fishing lodge near Lake McDonald on the Cleveland Peninsula north of Ketchikan. The setting is wonderful, and the fishing is great, most notably in a famous steelhead stream adjacent to the property. Rates start at $6,400 d for a four-night all-inclusive package.

Also check out Naha Bay Outdoor Adventures (907/247-4453, www.nahabayoutdooradventures.com), a 20-minute boat ride from Knudson Cove Marina. Naha has good fishing, hiking, sea kayaking, and more, starting at $600 d for three nights.




Bed-and-Breakfasts

You’ll find links to Ketchikan B&Bs at www.visit-ketchikan.com, or contact Ketchikan Reservation Service (907/247-5337 or 800/987-5337, www.ketchikan-lodging.com) or Alaska Travelers Accommodations (907/247-7117 or 800/928-3308, www.alaskatravelers.com) for assistance in booking a B&B, a room, a cabin, or a guest house.

Captain’s Quarters B&B (325 Lund St., 907/225-4912, www.captainsquartersbb.com, $105–115 d) has three rooms with private baths, harbor views, and continental breakfasts; children are not allowed.

Two miles north of the ferry terminal, Black Bear Inn B&B (907/225-4343, www.stayinalaska.com, $160 d) is an elegant, recently built four-bedroom house with an outdoor hot tub, plenty of privacy, and tall windows facing Tongass Narrows. A separate apartment ($220 d) on the top floor has its own entrance and porch, and a private cabin ($195 d) is also available. Make-it-yourself breakfast is provided.

On a steep hill a few blocks from downtown, Eagle Heights B&B (1626 Water St., 907/225-1760, www.eagleheightsbb.com) is an impressive 1940s home overlooking Tongass Narrows. A guest room ($105 d) and two suites ($125–135 d) have private baths, Wi-Fi, and continental breakfasts.

Lundberg’s South Shore Inn (907/225-0909, www.innsalaska.com, $145 d, includes continental breakfast) has a private two-bedroom apartment with a kitchenette, a woodstove, a large deck, and a private beach. This very comfortable home is seven miles southeast of town near Mountain Point.

Located four miles south of town and right on the water, Anchor Inn by the Sea (907/247-7117 or 800/928-3308, www.alaskatravelers.com/anchor.htm, $135–160 d) is a fine option for families, with three large suites with kitchenettes. All of these feature private baths and entrances. A five-night minimum stay is required.

Along picturesque George Inlet eight miles south of Ketchikan, Waypoint Inn at Herring Bay (907/225-8605, www.waypointinn.com, $175 d) is a studio apartment with a full kitchen and a big deck for relaxing. There is a minimum four-night stay. The owners also have a comfortable in-town home with two separate units ($135–175 d).

Alaska’s Hidden Cove Vacation Rentals (907/225-7934, www.akhiddencove.com) has two lovely places north of town: a three-bedroom home ($285 d) and a one-bedroom suite ($125 d); a four-night minimum stay is required.

Red Fish Cottage (907/247-7117 or 800/928-3308, www.alaskatravelers.com, $165 d) is a gorgeous little place perched on a steep hillside a short walk from downtown. Bedroom and living room windows look over Tongass Narrows, and the unit includes a fireplace, a flat screen TV, a kitchen, a sofa bed, and a deck. The cottage was built in the 1920s and lovingly refurbished in 2008. A five-night minimum stay is required. This is a wonderful getaway spot for couples.






CAMPING

There are no campsites in town, but the Forest Service operates two summer-only campgrounds ($10) in the scenic Ward Lake area—a world away from the craziness of downtown Ketchikan when cruise ships are in port. Get there by heading five miles north from the ferry terminal and turning right up Revilla Road. Ward Cove is a good place to see eagles, so stop for a look before heading to the lake. The most popular camping area is scenic Signal Creek Campground, along Ward Lake. Another 1.5 miles north is Last Chance Campground. Both campgrounds have running water and can be reserved (518/885-3639 or 877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov).

Settler’s Cove State Recreation Site (16 miles north of the ferry, $10) has campsites beneath the trees. The beach is a popular spot for summer picnics, and a rain forest trail leads to a small waterfall.

Clover Pass Resort (907/247-2234 or 800/410-2234, www.cloverpassresort.com, mid-May–Sept.), 15 miles north of Ketchikan, has RV hookups ($31–36) plus a restaurant on the premises. RVers often park for free in the Wal-Mart lot.




FOOD


Breakfast and Lunch

Housed within the historic New York Hotel, Ketchikan Coffee Company (207 Stedman St., 907/225-8646, www.ketchikancoffee.com, Sun.–Wed. 7 A.M.–4 P.M., Thurs.–Sat. 7 A.M.–4 P.M. and 7–11 P.M. summer, Sat.–Thurs. 7 A.M.–3 P.M., Fri. 7 A.M.–3 P.M. and 7–10 P.M. winter, $7–14) has big windows facing Thomas Basin Harbor and a menu of espresso, pastries, and bagels for breakfast, along with lunchtime paninis, smoked salmon chowder, spanakopita, tuna sandwiches, and black-bean burritos. If you’re around on a Thursday evening in winter, don’t miss classic films projected on the wall. Wi-Fi and computer rentals are available for a fee.

Located right across from the ferry terminal, The Landing Restaurant (3434 Tongass Ave., 907/225-5166, www.landinghotel.com), fills with locals and travelers in search of a filling breakfast.

Find the best local chicken sandwiches, salmon burgers, halibut and chips, and hamburgers at the tiny Burger Queen (907/225-6060, Mon. 11 A.M.–3 P.M., Tues.–Sat. 11 A.M.–7 P.M., $9–17) just north of the Front Street tunnel. McDonald’s is in the Plaza Mall 0.75 miles south of the ferry, and the local Subway (415 Dock St.) is downtown.

If you’re out on the road heading north, drop by the little red caboose called Rose’s (4761 N. Tongass Hwy., 907/225-8377, $4–8) for halibut cheeks, burgers, shakes, and the best fries in town.




Dinner

Upstairs in the Spruce Mill Mall, Steamers (907/225-1600, daily May–late Sept., $15–40) is a large and noisy tourist restaurant where you’ll find fresh seafood, pasta, and steaks along with 31 brews—half of them Alaskan beers—on draft. The featured attraction is crab, but all the seafood is good, and servings are ample. Try the teriyaki lemon salmon, prime rib, or blackened halibut tacos. Make reservations for a window seat facing Tongass Narrows, although the view is usually blocked by one of the cruise ships.

Ocean View Restaurant (1831 Tongass Ave., 907/225-7566, www.oceanviewmex.com, daily 11 A.M.–11 P.M., dinner entrées $11–21) is a favorite of locals, and with good reason. The food is varied and nicely prepared, the atmosphere is classy (but noisy), prices are reasonable, and delivery is free. The menu encompasses pasta (including halibut fettuccine), steaks, seafood, burgers, and the best pizzas in town, but fajitas, burritos, chile rellenos, house-made guacamole, and other Mexican dishes are the real attraction. All meals come with chips, salsa, and Mexican tunes from the speakers. Most luncheon specials are $9–10, but you can also get a taco or enchilada for $4. There’s a full bar with margaritas and other drinks and a covered outside deck facing the Tongass Narrows for summer dining.

Next to the footbridge at the north end of Creek Street, Good Fortune Chinese Restaurant (907/225-1818) has upstairs seating overlooking the water. It’s decent and reasonable, including an $8 lunch of sweet-and-sour pork or spicy kung pao chicken. À la carte dinners are $11–15, and service is quick and friendly.




Fine Dining

With its 1920s-style decor, Annabelle’s Keg and Chowder House (326 Front St., 907/225-6009, www.gilmorehotel.com, daily 10 A.M.–10 P.M. summer, daily 11 A.M.–9 P.M. winter, dinner entrées $19–32) wins the “best atmosphere” prize among Ketchikan restaurants. The menu features seafood (including four kinds of chowders), steaks, salads, and sandwiches, along with prime rib on weekends. There are daily specials, cocktails, and free Wi-Fi. Located in the historic Gilmore Hotel, this is a good place to impress a friend.

[image: e9781598803501_i0071.jpg] Bar Harbor Restaurant (2813 Tongass Ave., 907/225-2813, www.barharborrestaurantktn.com, lunch daily 11 A.M.–1:30 P.M., dinner Sun.–Thurs. 5–8 P.M., Fri.–Sat. 5–9 P.M., dinner $18–26) fills a tiny building south of the ferry terminal, and the back deck provides outdoor dining with a view of this busy harbor if it isn’t raining too hard. The food is dependably good and includes such specialties as scallops a la Paula, bleu steak salad, crab cakes, and weekend prime rib. Reservations are recommended for both lunch and dinner.

Héen Kahídi Restaurant and Lounge (800 Venetia Way, 907/225-8001, www.capefoxlodge.com, daily 7 A.M.–9 P.M., $24–39), inside Cape Fox Lodge, serves seafood and steak dinners—try the pepper steak or halibut Olympia—in a quiet and romantic setting. Reserve ahead to get a window seat for an evening sunset over town.

Located 17 miles north of Ketchikan, Salmon Falls Resort (907/225-2752 or 800/247-9059, www.salmonfallsresort.com, daily 5–9 P.M. May–Sept.) is a large octagonal restaurant specializing in steaks and seafood, with blackened halibut, king crab, steaks, lobster, and other filling fare for $22–33. The building vaults 40 feet overhead, with views across Clover Passage and an impressive waterfall nearby.

Fish House (907/225-4055 or 877/732-9453, www.alaskafreshketch.com, daily 10 A.M.–3 P.M. May–Sept., $9–14) has a little storefront next to the Lumberjack Show downtown. Drop by for outstanding fish and chips, salmon chowder, fish cakes, halibut and bacon sandwiches, and blueberry-rhubarb bread pudding. The owners also do five-course “Chef’s Table” gourmet dinners daily if you want to learn from the pros.




Groceries and Sweets

The closest grocery store to the ferry is Alaskan & Proud Market (907/225-1279 or 800/770-8258, www.alaskaandproud.com) right across the road, while Safeway, 0.75 miles south of the ferry, has a salad bar and the biggest selection of groceries. Tatsuda’s IGA (633 Stedman St., 907/225-4125) is on the south edge of town.

Salmon Etc. (907/225-6008 or 800/354-7256 outside Alaska, www.salmonetc.com) has two locations: on Creek Street and downtown at 322 Mission Street. It sells high-quality canned, smoked, or frozen salmon, halibut, crab, clams, and other sea critters.

KetchiCandies (315 Mission St., 907/225-0900 or 800/225-0970, www.ketchicandies.com) makes hand-dipped chocolates, and they will ship your purchases.






INFORMATION AND SERVICES

The two primary information centers are the Ketchikan Visitors Bureau (131 Front St., 907/225-6166 or 800/770-3300, www.visit-ketchikan.com) and the Southeast Alaska Discovery Center (50 Main St., 907/228-6220, www.fs.fed.us/r10, Mon.–Sat. 8 A.M.–5 P.M., Sun. 8 A.M.–4 P.M. May–Sept., Tues.–Sat. 10 A.M.–4:30 P.M. Oct.–Apr.). Forest Service offices for Ketchikan and Misty Fiords ranger districts (3031 Tongass Ave., 907/225-2148, www.fs.fed.us/r10/tongass) are 0.5 miles south of the ferry terminal.

Showers are available at Highliner Laundromat (2703 Tongass Ave.) and Thomas Wash Basin (989 Stedman St., 907/247-9274), which also has Wi-Fi and a snack bar with espresso. A better option is to head up Madison Street to the high school swimming pool (2610 4th Ave., 907/225-2010), where a swim, sauna, and shower cost $5.

Get fast cash from ATMs at First Bank and Wells Fargo downtown, and at the Safeway and A&P grocery stores.

The main post office is next to the ferry terminal on the north end of town, and a branch post office is downtown in the Great Alaskan Clothing Company (422 Mission St.).

Ketchikan General Hospital (3100 Tongass Ave., 907/225-5171, www.peacehealth.org) is the largest in southern Southeast Alaska.


Books and Internet

Ketchikan’s woefully small public library (629 Dock St., 907/225-3331, www.firstcitylibraries.org, Sun. 1–5 P.M., Mon.–Wed. 10 A.M.–8 P.M., Thurs.–Sat. 10 A.M.–6 P.M.) is a great place to relax, with big windows overlooking Ketchikan Creek. Unfortunately, this may be the only Alaskan library where the computer terminals are off-limits to nonresidents (they’d be overwhelmed by cruise ship folks).

A book-lover’s bookstore, Parnassus Bookstore (5 Creek St., 907/225-7690, www.ketchikanbooks.com) is upstairs above Soho Coho on Creek Street. Parnassus stocks an especially impressive collection of Alaskan, Native American, and women’s books. The other bookshop is Waldenbooks (907/225-8120) in Plaza Mall.

Surf the Web for a fee at Seaport CyberStation (Salmon Landing Mall, 907/247-4615 or 888/295-0965, www.seaportel.com). Several places have free Wi-Fi; try Ketchikan Coffee Company, Annabelle’s Restaurant, and Thomas Wash Basin.






GETTING THERE


Ferry

Ketchikan’s ferry terminal is two miles northwest of downtown and is open Monday–Friday 9 A.M.–4:30 P.M. and when ships are in port. Call 907/225-6182 or 907/225-6181 for recorded arrival and departure times. During the summer, ferries provide almost-daily runs to Prince Rupert, Metlakatla, Wrangell, and points north. Ferry service to Bellingham is once per week. Contact the Alaska Marine Highway (907/465-3941 or 800/642-0066, www.dot.state.ak.us/amhs) for the current schedule and prices.

The Inter-Island Ferry Authority (907/826-4848 or 866/308-4848, www.interislandferry.com) operates from the same building, with daily service to Hollis on Prince of Wales Island.




Air

Ketchikan Airport is on Gravina Island, directly across Tongass Narrows from the ferry terminal. The airport has a café, cocktails, and Wi-Fi ($6 per hour). In 2005, Ketchikan became a national laughingstock when Alaska’s congressional delegation rammed through a bill that included funding for a pair of bridges to the otherwise-uninhabited island. The notorious “bridge to nowhere” became a national symbol of pork barrel politics before the funding was hurriedly cut off. The incident received additional scrutiny when Sarah Palin ran on the 2008 Republican ticket claiming to have opposed the bridge, a half-truth at best. There really isn’t a need for bridges since an airport ferry (907/225-6800, $5 one-way plus $6 for vehicles) operates every 30 minutes daily 6:15 A.M.–9:30 P.M. The ferry leaves the airport side on the hour and half-hour, and leaves the Ketchikan side of the channel at 15 and 45 minutes past the hour.

If you’re heading downtown and don’t have a rental car, Rich Schuerger of Tongass Water Taxi (907/225-8294) takes you directly from the airport to Thomas Basin in the heart of Ketchikan for $19 s or $27 d. He meets most flights and can be found next to the baggage claim.

Alaska Airlines (800/426-0333, www.alaskaair.com) has flights from Ketchikan to Juneau, Petersburg, Sitka, Wrangell, and other cities in Alaska and the Lower 48. Three air-taxi operators, ProMech Air (907/225-3845 or 800/860-3845, www.promechair.com), Pacific Airways (907/225-3500 or 877/360-3500, www.flypacificairways.com), and Taquan Air (907/225-8800 or 800/770-8800, www.taquanair.com), have daily service to Prince of Wales Island and Metlakatla.

ProMech, Pacific Airways, and Taquan also do flightseeing trips around Ketchikan. Other air-taxi operators include Carlin Air (907/225-3036 or 888/594-3036, www.carlinair.com), Family Air Tours (907/247-1305 or 800/380-1305, www.familyairtours.com), Island Wings Air Service (907/225-2444 or 888/854-2444, www.islandwings.com), Misty Fjords Air and Outfitting (1285 Tongass Ave., 907/225-5155 or 877/228-4656, www.mistyfjordsair.com), Alaska Seaplane Tours (907/225-1974 or 866/858-2327, www.alaskaseaplanetours.com), Seawind Aviation (907/225-1206 or 877/225-1203, www.seawindaviation.com), and Southeast Aviation (907/225-2900 or 888/359-6478, www.southeastaviation.com). Especially popular is a two-hour flightseeing trip to Misty Fiords National Monument that includes a landing on a lake for around $230. Some of these companies include a half-hour on land as part of the tour, providing a good chance to stretch your legs and take in the wild country.






GETTING AROUND

The Bus (907/225-8726, www.borough.ketchikan.ak.us, $1) runs throughout Ketchikan, south to Saxman, and north to Totem Bight approximately every 20 minutes daily 7 A.M.–7 P.M. Schedules are available at the visitors bureau and ferry terminal, or just find a bus stop and wait.

The local taxi companies are Alaska Cab Co. (907/225-2133), Sourdough Cab (907/254-7286, www.ketchikantaxicabtours.com; recommended), and Yellow Taxi (907/225-5555). They charge about $12 from the ferry to downtown, $13 from downtown to Saxman, or $75 per hour for tours (up to 6 people).


Tours

The downtown visitors bureau houses booths from companies promoting two-hour city tours ($40–50). Most of these—including an embarrassing “Duck Tour”—are for cruise ship travelers. Also popular are two-hour waterfront paddle-wheel boat cruises offered by Alaska Travel Adventures (907/247-5295 or 800/791-2673, www.bestofalaskatravel.com, $59 adults, $39 children) and visits to Saxman village from Cape Fox Tours (907/225-4846, www.capefoxtours.com, $45).




Car Rentals

Because Ketchikan’s sights are so spread out, renting a car is a good idea. Rental rates with unlimited miles start around $65 (including tax) from Alaska Car Rental (a.k.a. E-Z Rent-A-Car 2828 N. Tongass Ave., 907/225-5000 or 800/662-0007, www.akcarrental.com) and Budget (4950 N. Tongass Ave., 907/225-6004 or 800/478-2438, www.budget.com). Both companies have cars at the airport and on the Ketchikan side of Tongass Narrows; it’s an $11 ferry ride each way to transport a vehicle.








Vicinity of Ketchikan
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The 2.2-million-acre Misty Fiords National Monument is the largest national forest wilderness in the United States, covering the east side of Revillagigedo Island, the adjacent mainland all the way to the Canadian border, and the long narrow Behm Canal that separates the island and the mainland. Misty contains a diversity of gorgeous scenery—glaciers, rain forests, narrow fjords, and rugged mountains—but is best known for the spectacular cliffs that rise as high as 3,000 feet from the ocean. Almost unknown until its establishment in 1978, Misty Fiords is today one of the highlights of an Alaskan trip for many visitors. Be forewarned, however, it’s an expensive highlight.

The name “Misty” comes from the wet and cloudy conditions that predominate throughout the summer. Rainfall averages almost 160 inches per year, so be sure to bring rubber boots and rain gear. Because of all this rain the land exhibits a verdant beauty, even when clouds drape the mountain slopes.


Flightseeing and Boat Tours

On any given summer day, flightseeing planes constantly take off from Tongass Narrows for trips over the monument. Two-hour flightseeing trips cost around $230 (including a water landing) and are offered by all the local air taxis.

Another excellent way to see Misty is by boat from either Alaska Travel Adventures (907/247-5295 or 800/791-2673, www.bestofalaskatravel.com, 5.5 hours, $158 adults, $105 children) or Allen Marine Tours (907/225-8100 or 877/686-8100, www.allenmarinetours.com, 4.5 hours, $159 adults, $109 children). Both companies operate catamaran cruises into Misty Fiords in the summer. Along the way, the boats pass towering cliffs, peaceful coves, and dramatic New Eddystone Rock, which juts straight out of the water from a tiny island in the midst of Behm Canal. The tours turn around in Rudyerd Bay before returning to Ketchikan. There’s an onboard naturalist, and a filling lunch is included. When the weather cooperates, this is one of the best side trips you can take anywhere in Alaska. Alaska Travel Adventures also offers a faster 3.5-hour trip—most folks choose this version—that includes a flightseeing return trip to Ketchikan or vice versa for $329 adults or $289 children.


GREATER KETCHIKAN 
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Sea Kayaking Tours

The best way to see Misty Fiords is from a kayak. You can paddle there from Ketchikan, but only if you’re experienced and adequately prepared. Two Ketchikan companies offer guided multiday sea kayaking trips in Misty Fiords: Southeast Sea Kayaks (907/225-1258 or 800/287-1067, www.kayakketchikan.com) and Southeast Exposure (907/225-8829, www.southeastexposure.com). Both companies also rent kayaks and set up transportation into Misty for those who prefer to paddle independently. Kayakers should be warned that flightseeing planes and cruise ships may impact your wilderness experience in Rudyerd Bay, but other areas get far less use.
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Hiking and Cabins

Misty Fiords National Monument has 14 recreation cabins (518/885-3639 or 877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov, $35). Those near magnificent Rudyerd Bay are very popular, and reservations must be made months in advance. There are also 10 trails that take you from saltwater to scenic lakes, most with cabins or free three-sided shelters. Two of the best trails lead up to shelters at Punchbowl and Nooya Lakes. The 0.75-mile Punchbowl Lake Trail switchbacks up from Rudyerd Bay, passing spectacular Punchbowl Creek Waterfall on the way. Punchbowl is one of the finest short hikes in Southeast Alaska, and there’s a canoe and skiff at the lake. Both brown and black bears may be encountered on any of these trails, so be certain to make plenty of noise and to hang all food.

Before heading out on any overnight trips into Misty, talk with staff at the District Office (1817 Tongass Ave., 907/225-2148, www.fs.fed.us/r10/tongass). They can provide information on trail conditions, campsites, and what to expect. Be sure to request a copy of their Misty Fiords map.

 


Return to HIGHLIGHTS






METLAKATLA

Twelve miles southwest of Ketchikan on the western shore of Annette Island is the community of Metlakatla (pop. 1,500). Metlakatla (meaning “saltwater channel” in Tsimshian) is Alaska’s only Indian reservation, a status that was reaffirmed in 1971 when its residents refused to join other Native American groups under the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act. This quiet, conservative town—the only predominantly Tsimshian settlement in Alaska—has a strong religious heritage and the air of a pioneer village. Large frame houses occupy big corner lots, while vacant lots yield abundant berry crops. There seems to be a church on every corner—eight in all, none of them Catholic. Metlakatla boasts a flourishing cannery, a cold-storage facility, a fish hatchery, a rock quarry, and a sawmill. Most of Annette Island is wooded mountainous terrain reaching up to 3,500 feet, but the town of Metlakatla spreads out across a large, relatively flat portion of the island that contains many muskegs and lakes. Although Metlakatla is only a dozen miles from Ketchikan, it gets 118 inches of precipitation per year, 44 inches less than Ketchikan.


History

In 1887, a Tsimshian Indian group left Canada in search of religious freedom in Alaska. They discovered an abandoned Tlingit settlement on Annette Island offering a sheltered bay, gently sloping beaches, and a beautiful nearby waterfall. Under the direction of Anglican missionary William Duncan (who established a similar community in Metlakatla, Canada), 823 Tsimshian followers began clearing a town site. The converts took new Christian names, dressed in suits, and abandoned much of their cultural heritage. At Metlakatla, Alaska, the settlers established a sawmill to produce lumber for the construction of houses and the first cannery.

The most ambitious building erected was a 1,000-seat church, “The Westminster Abbey of Alaska.” It burned down in 1948 but was replaced by a replica six years later. In 1891 the U.S. Congress granted the Tsimshians the entire 86,000-acre island as a reservation, a right they jealously guard to this day. Duncan maintained his hold over most aspects of life here until 1913 when a government school opened. (Duncan’s paternalism extended in other directions too: Rumors persist that the bachelor fathered many Metlakatla children.) He opposed the school, preferring that education remain in the hands of his church. The ensuing conflict led to intervention by the U.S. Department of the Interior in 1915, which seized the sawmill, cannery, and other facilities that had been under his personal control. Duncan died three years later, but his memory is still revered by many, and his influence can still be seen in the healthy little Indian settlement of today. For a fascinating account of Father Duncan and the two Metlakatlas, read Peter Murray’s The Devil and Mr. Duncan.

During World War II, the U.S. Army constructed a major military base seven miles from Metlakatla on Annette Island. The base included observation towers (to search for Japanese subs), a large airfield, hangars, communications towers, shore batteries, and housing for 10,000 personnel. At the time the airport was built, it was the most expensive ever constructed by the government—everything kept sinking out of sight into the muskeg. Until the construction of an airport on Gravina Island in 1973, this airfield was used for jet service to Ketchikan, forcing passengers to land on Annette and fly by floatplane to Ketchikan. With the area’s notorious weather, delays were common; many times it took longer to get the last dozen miles to Ketchikan than the 600 miles from Seattle to Annette Island.




Sights

Father Duncan’s Cottage (907/886-8687) —where the missionary lived from 1894 until his death in 1918—is open as a museum when cruise ships are in port or by appointment. The old photographs of Metlakatla and the fascinating assortment of personal items owned by Duncan make a stop here a must. Unique items housed within these walls include old glass fire extinguishers, an 1890 flag with 38 stars, and the second Edison phonograph ever made. Operated by a sewing machine treadle, it was given to Duncan by Edison. Duncan’s tiny bed (he stood just over five feet tall), old medical books, and medicines line the walls. The rather run-down William Duncan Memorial Church (built in 1954) stands at the corner of 4th Avenue and Church Street. Duncan’s grave is on the left side.

A traditional longhouse (Mon.–Fri. afternoon summer) has been erected on the waterfront to stimulate local arts and crafts and to help recover the cultural traditions lost because of Duncan’s missionary zeal. The back of the building has three totem poles, and the front is decorated with Tsimshian designs. Native dance performances take place when cruise ships are in port. Inside is a small library and a model of one of the floating fish traps that were used on the island for many years. An adjacent Artists Village, open when cruise ships are in port, has booths selling locally made crafts.

Metlakatla Tours (907/886-8687, www.metlakatlatours.net) leads tours that include the Duncan house, artists village, and a dance performance at the longhouse. These often fill with cruise ship folks, but space may be available if you call ahead.

Locals celebrate the establishment of Metlakatla each year on Founder’s Day, August 7. As with most other American towns, Metlakatla also has a parade and other events on the 4th of July.




Recreation

Unlike almost everywhere else in Alaska, there are no bears on Annette Island, a relief to those who fear encounters with bruins. A short hiking trail runs from the corner of Milton Street and Airport Road on the southeast edge of town along Skaters Lake, a large pond where native plants and ducks can be observed. Yellow Hill, a 540-foot-tall fragment of 150-million-year-old sandstone, is unique in Southeast Alaska. The rock is rich in iron and magnesium, giving it a lovely desert-like yellow color set off by gnarled old lodgepole pines. An easy boardwalk trail (20 minutes each way) leads up to its summit, where you can catch panoramic vistas of the western side of Annette along with the snowcapped peaks of nearby Prince of Wales Island. Get there by walking or hitching 1.5 miles south from town on Airport Road to the signed trailhead on the right side. Some people claim to see George Washington’s profile in a nearby mountain visible from Yellow Hill.

Two trails access alpine lakes in the mountains east of Metlakatla. The Chester Lake Trail starts at the end of the road, 0.25 mile beyond the ferry terminal. From the trail there are views over the impressive Chester Lake Falls, which first attracted Duncan’s flock to Annette Island. The trail climbs steeply up steps and a slippery path along a waterline used for power generation. Plan on 45 minutes to reach beautiful Chester Lake, where there’s a small dam. From this point, the country is above the tree line and it’s possible to climb along several nearby ridges for even better views. Good camping sites are available, but be careful coming up the steep slippery path with a pack.

Farther afield and not quite as scenic is the Purple Lake Trail. Take Airport Road four miles south of town and turn left near the Quonset huts at the unmarked Purple Mountain Road. Follow it two miles to the power plant. The unmarked trail heads directly up a steep jeep road. After a 30-minute climb you reach a saddle, and from there you can head up adjacent ridges into the alpine area or drop down to Purple Lake (10 minutes). Another place worth a look is the aptly named Sand Dollar Beach on the southwest end of the island. Ask locally for directions.

The flat country around Metlakatla contains a labyrinth of dirt roads built during World War II, and if you have a mountain bike or car, they’re well worth exploring. You’ll find abandoned structures of all types: huge communications towers, strangely quiet empty hangars, old gun emplacements, and a major airport with no planes. From the south end of the road network are excellent views of Prince of Wales and Duke Islands, as well as the open sea beyond Dixon Entrance. This is the southernmost road in Alaska.




Accommodations and Food

Metlakatla Inn (3rd Ave. and Lower Milton St., 907/886-3456, www.metlakatlainn.com, $89 s or d) has a half-dozen standard motel rooms with microwaves, fridges, Wi-Fi, flat-screen TVs, and a guest computer. Meals and car rentals are available.

Tuck’em Inn (907/886-1074, www.alaskanow.com/tuckem-inn, $85 s, $95 d) has six comfortable and well-kept bedrooms in two houses on the same street. Some units have private baths, and all include small fridges and microwaves plus light breakfast fixings. The owners also operate a full-service restaurant (Mon.–Fri. 11 A.M.–7 P.M., Sat. 9:30 A.M.–7 P.M.) with dinners that range from $6 burgers to $24 steaks.

Get huge portions of burgers, fish-and-chips, and other greasy fare at the Mini Mart (907/886-3000). No wonder half the local population seems obese! There’s a little espresso stand near the floatplane dock, or head to Leask’s Market for groceries. Check the bulletin board here for such items as hand-carved fossil ivory or fresh Ooligan grease (if you don’t know what it is, you probably won’t like it). Metlakatla is a dry town, so alcoholic beverages are not allowed.




Services

For local information, drop by the municipal building (907/886-4868) or visit www.metlakatla.com on the Web. Camping is discouraged, and visitors who want to stay on Annette Island more than five days must obtain a special permit from the city. A local sponsor is required, and fishing is not allowed. The Lepquinum Wellness Center, next to the high school, houses an Olympic-size swimming pool, plus a weight room, a racquetball court, a sauna, and showers. Out front is Raven and the Tide Woman Totem, with a descriptive plaque.




Getting There

The state ferry Lituya provides daily runs between Metlakatla and Ketchikan, stopping at the ferry terminal (907/465-3941 or 800/642-0066, www.alaska.gov/ferry) 1 mile east of town. The military finished a 14-mile dirt road across the northern end of the island in 2007. A new ferry dock will eventually be built at the end of the road, providing much faster service to Ketchikan.

ProMech Air (907/225-3845 or 800/860-3845, www.promechair.com) and Taquan Air (907/225-8800 or 800/770-8800, www.taquanair.com) have daily floatplane service between Ketchikan and Metlakatla for $95 round-trip.






HYDER AND STEWART

The twin towns of Hyder, Alaska, and Stewart, British Columbia, lie at the head of the long narrow Portland Canal that separates Canada and the United States. The area’s remoteness has kept it one of the relatively undiscovered gems of the entire Pacific Northwest coast. Most people arrive via the extraordinary 41-mile drive down Highway 37A from Meziadin Junction into Stewart, passing beautiful lakes, majestic glaciers, high waterfalls, spectacular mountain peaks, the narrow Bear River Canyon, and finally the mountain-rimmed, water-trimmed towns.

The town of Stewart (pop. 800) lies at the mouth of the Bear River, while tiny Hyder (pop. 90) is two miles down the road next to the mouth of the Salmon River. They are as different as two towns could possibly be. Stewart is the “real” town, with a hospital, churches, schools, a museum, a pharmacy, a bank, and the other necessities of life; it bills itself as Canada’s northernmost ice-free port. In contrast, Hyder, “the friendliest ghost town in Alaska,” makes the most of its flaky reputation. Between the two settlements lies an international boundary that seems of little importance; border checks are only made when reentering Canada, and locals get waved through. Residents send their kids to school in British Columbia. Everyone uses Canadian currency and the Canadian phone system (area code 250). You can, however, mail letters from a post office in either country, saving postage and the hassles of shipping parcels internationally. Hyder is officially on Alaska time, but everyone except the postmaster sets their watches one hour later, to Pacific standard time.


History

In 1793, Captain George Vancouver, searching for the fabled Northwest Passage, turned into Portland Canal. For days his men worked their boats up the narrow fjord, but when they reached its end after so many miles he was “mortified with having devoted so much time to so little purpose.” Over a century later the area finally began to develop. In 1896, Captain David Gilliard of the Army Corps of Engineers (for whom Gilliard Cut in the Panama Canal was later named) explored the region and left behind four stone storehouses, Alaska’s first masonry buildings. Prospectors soon arrived and found an incredible wealth of gold, silver, and other minerals in the nearby mountains. Stewart received its name from two of its earliest settlers, Robert and John Stewart. The adjacent Alaskan town was initially named Portland City, but postal authorities, wary of yet another Portland, vetoed it. Instead, the town was named after Frederick B. Hyder, a Canadian mining engineer.

Gold fever and the prospect of a transcontinental Canadian railway terminus attracted more than 10,000 newcomers to the area. The steep mountainous terrain was difficult to build on; much of Hyder was constructed on pilings driven into the mudflats. The planned railroad made it only a few miles out of town, but in 1919 prospectors struck it rich. Until its 1948 closure, the Premier Gold and Silver Mine was the largest gold mine in North America. After it shut down, the local population dwindled to less than 1,000 until development of the Granduc copper mine in the 1960s. To reach the rich Leduc ore vein, workers dug the longest tunnel ever built from one end—10 miles. A devastating avalanche in 1965 buried 40 men in a tunnel entrance, killing 27 of them. The mine operated until 1984 when it was closed down and dismantled, and the site was restored to a relatively natural condition.

The spectacular Stewart-Hyder area has served as the location for several Hollywood movies: Insomnia, Bear Island, The Thing, Iceman, and Leaving Normal. Recent years have also seen sporadic promises of new gold, silver, coal, or asbestos mines, but times have been hard of late. As one local told me, “The Moose Park Graveyard is full of people still waiting for Hyder to boom.”




Sights

Stewart/Hyder International Chamber of Commerce operates the Stewart Visitors Information Centre (250/636-9224 or 888/366-5999, www.stewart-hyder.com, daily 9 A.M.–6 P.M. mid-May–Sept.) in Stewart, at the west end of 5th Avenue.

Housed in a Fire Hall from 1910, the Stewart Historical Society Museum (Columbia St. and 6th Ave., 250/636-2568, daily 10 A.M.–7 P.M. July–Aug., C$5) has wildlife specimens on the first floor as well as numerous historical items both upstairs and out front.

On the U.S. side of the international border stands a tiny stone storehouse built in 1896 by Captain Gilliard. The building looks like an old jail and once served that purpose, but for much of its life it was a shoe repair shop. On the mudflats in front of Hyder are hundreds of old pilings, remnants of what was once a town of 1,000 people. The straight row of pilings in front of Stewart is all that remains of the aborted transcontinental railroad.

About five miles out of Hyder (turn right at the end of the main drag) is Fish Creek Wildlife-Viewing Area. Late July–mid-September the creek is filled with pink salmon, along with some of the world’s largest chum salmon—some weighing as much as 35 pounds. A viewing platform provides an excellent vantage point for watching brown (and a few black) bears that feast on the salmon. Forest Service (250/636-2367) staff are on hand to ensure the safety of bear-watchers and to answer questions; see bear photos at www.fishcreek.org.

The road beyond Fish Creek is well worth driving, but before heading out, be sure to ask about road conditions and snow levels; travel by RV is not recommended. Just 0.25 miles beyond Fish Creek are remains of an old brothel operated by Dolly, Ketchikan’s best-known madam. Continuing north, the road follows the Salmon River, passes the remains of a covered bridge that once provided access to a remote mine, then begins a tortuous climb, reentering Canada along the way. The first glimpses of stunning Salmon Glacier come into view 17 miles from Hyder, but the views improve as the ever-narrowing road climbs above the tree line to a lookout point 23 miles from town. Beyond the glacier is Tide Lake, site of the world’s greatest recorded annual snowfall: 88 feet in 1971.

Gorgeous Bear Glacier, 20 miles east of Stewart on Highway 37A, should not be missed. Like its more famous cousin, Juneau’s Mendenhall, it is a “drive-up glacier” with the highway passing close to its base. The small lake in front is often filled with icebergs.




Accommodations

Ripley Creek Inn (5th Ave., Stewart, 250/636-2344, www.ripleycreekinn.homestead.com) in Stewart is the finest local lodging choice, with several dozen guest rooms scattered over five buildings. The three main units (Ripley Creek Inn, Kate Ryan Building, and Crow’s Landing) are C$85–125 d, with large and nicely furnished guest rooms that include Wi-Fi and access to the sauna and exercise room. The lobby houses Toastworks Museum, an offbeat collection of some 600 antique kitchen appliances. The owners also run Bayview Hotel, with simple but clean rooms (C$50–75 d, no phones).

A comfortable home in the center of Hyder, Kathy’s Korner B&B (250/636-2393, www.theinnkeeper.com/bnb/8841, May–Sept., $90 d) has three guest rooms with shared baths, continental breakfasts, and a large deck. Children are not permitted. King Edward Hotel/Motel (250/636-9160 or 800/663-3126, www.kingedwardhotel.com, C$69–109 d) also has hotel rooms in Stewart. In Hyder, Sealaska Inn (250/636-9006 or 888/393-1199, www.sealaskainn.com) has seasonal motel rooms for C$64 s or C$69 d, and hostel-style rooms with a bath down the hall for C$36 s or C$42 d.




Camping

Stewart’s city-run Rainey Creek Campground (250/636-2537 or 888/366-5999, mid-May–mid-Sept., tents C$12, RVs C$15–21) is quietly situated on the edge of town and has a cookhouse, firewood, and pay showers. Park RVs at Camp Run-A-Muck (250/636-9006 or 888/393-1199, www.sealaskainn.com, mid-May–mid-Sept., RVs C$20, tents C$12) in Hyder, or Bear River RV Park (250/636-9205, www.stewartbc.com/rvpark, RVs C$25, tents C$14) in Stewart.

 


See FISH TRAPS




Food and Drink

Several places serve meals in Stewart, but your best bet is Bitter Creek Café (5th Ave., 250/636-2166, www.bittercreek.homestead.com, daily 4:30–8:30 P.M. late May–Sept., closed Sun. in June, dinner entrées C$13–30) with everything from prawn fajitas to prime rib, along with homemade breads, desserts, espresso, and nightly specials. An outside deck is a good place for a beer on a summer day. Inside, a 1930 Pontiac is the centerpiece for an eccentric collection of antiques.

Get morning espresso and pastries—along with a few microwaved options—inside the Toastworks Museum at Ripley Creek Inn (5th Ave., Stewart, 250/636-2344, www.ripleycreekinn.homestead.com, daily 7:30–11 A.M. summer).

Hyder has three bars for fewer than 100 inhabitants, and getting “Hyderized” at the Glacier Inn (250/636-9248) is an experience that attracts folks from all over the world. It’s cheap and lasts a lifetime (you even get an official card), but could also prove expensive if you fail the test. Warning: It involves a strong distilled spirit called Everclear. The walls of the Glacier Inn are papered with thousands of dollars in signed bills left by drinkers, creating the “world’s most expensive wallpaper.” The tradition began when prospectors would tack a dollar bill on the wall, in case they were broke on their next trip into town.

Operating out of a converted school bus in Hyder, Alaska Premier Seafood (250/636-9011, www.hyderalaska.com) serves fresh seafood: halibut burgers, steak and shrimp, and grilled salmon. Sealaska Inn, also in Hyder, serves pizzas and pasta and has free Wi-Fi.




Services

There is no cell phone coverage in the Hyder-Stewart area.

The U.S. Forest Service has a summertime office and information center in Hyder; stop in for details on bear-viewing up the road. For swimming, showers, and a weight room, head to Stewart High School pool on 9th Avenue. The public library is also at the high school. There are no U.S. banks in the area, but Stewart has a branch of the Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce with an ATM. Showers and washing machines can be found at the Camp Run-A-Muck RV park.

Canada Day (July 1) and Independence Day (July 4) provide the opportunity for a four-day party in Stewart and Hyder. International Days, as it’s called, features parades, pancake breakfasts, crafts, and culminates in a fireworks display in Hyder as darkness falls on the 4th.




Getting There and Around

There is no ferry service to Hyder, but Taquan Air Service (250/636-9150 or 907/225-8800, www.taquanair.com) flies every Monday and Thursday from Ketchikan. This is also the only time mail goes in or out of the Hyder post office. Seaport Limousine (250/636-2622, www.seaportnorthwest.com) has vans between Terrace, British Columbia, and Stewart, as well as guided tours of the area, including to Fish Creek and Salmon Glacier.








Prince of Wales Island

With more miles of roads than the rest of Southeast Alaska combined, a beautifully wild coastline, deep U-shaped valleys, rugged snow-topped mountains, hidden caves, and a wealth of wildlife, you might expect the country’s third-largest island (after Kodiak and Hawaii) to be a major tourist attraction. But Prince of Wales Island (POW) has thus far remained off the tourist path for a number of reasons, the primary one being logging. Much of the land has been heavily logged, with huge clear-cuts gouged out of the hillsides, particularly along the extensive road network. Logging has slowed markedly in recent years as the Forest Service shifts to a more diverse land-management policy, and as the Native Alaskan corporations run out of trees to cut.

Actually, POW’s notoriety is its saving grace as well: The towns are authentically Alaskan, with no pretext of civility for the tourists. The 4,500 or so people who live here are friendly, and the roads offer good opportunities for a variety of recreation—including mountain biking—not available elsewhere in the Southeast. The island is very popular with hunters, and the roads provide easy access to many bays for fishing. Black bears and deer are common sights, and wolves are occasionally seen. As logging has declined on POW, tourism—especially from those looking to catch halibut and salmon—has increased. Most of the main roads are now paved, and a ferry provides daily service between Ketchikan and Hollis.


SOUTHERN SOUTHEAST ALASKA 
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Prince of Wales Island’s largest settlement is Craig, on the west coast, but Klawock, Thorne Bay, and Hydaburg each have several hundred people. Rainfall on POW ranges 60–200 inches per year, depending on local topographic conditions. As an aside, this is one of four Prince of Wales Islands on the planet. The others are in Canada’s Northwest Territories, in Australia, and in Malaysia.

Located in Klawock, the Prince of Wales Chamber of Commerce (907/755-2626, www.princeofwalescoc.org, Mon.–Fri. 8 A.M.–4 P.M. year-round) is a good source for local info, and their website features links to many island lodging places and fishing resorts.


CRAIG

Just across a short bridge from the western shore of POW Island, the town of Craig (pop. 1,100) overflows Craig Island. Named after Craig Miller—founder of an early fish cannery here—it was originally even more prosaically called “Fish Egg,” for the herring eggs that are considered a Tlingit delicacy. Fishing and logging are the mainstays of Craig’s economy, giving it a likable feeling. The town has two fish-processing plants and a number of sportfishing lodges. There are no real “sights” in town, but as you enter Craig you pass the Healing Heart Totem Pole. Black bears and bald eagles are often seen at the dump, a mile north of town.


CRAIG 
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Hidden in the J. T. Brown Industrial Park a mile north of town is Stone Arts of Alaska (907/826-3571, www.stoneartsofalaska.com), an unpretentious stone yard and gallery space where you can watch Gary McWilliams as he works on one-of-a-kind pieces—all created from stones he collected in Southeast Alaska. The gallery and stone yard are open daily in the summer and include both functional pieces (tables, benches, bowls, and garden art) and fine art—the finest of which sell for upward of $40,000.


Accommodations

Find quaint cozy guest rooms (some with microwaves and fridges) at Ruth Ann’s Hotel (907/826-3378, $100–127 d), and a honeymoon suite ($147 d) that includes a private hot tub. Most rooms have Wi-Fi access. The guest rooms are across the street from Ruth Ann’s Restaurant.

At Inn of the Little Blue Heron (907/826-3608, www.littleblueheroninn.com), three guest rooms ($79–115 d) include private baths and fridges along with Wi-Fi. The back deck overlooks the boat harbor, and a continental breakfast is served. Also available is a new two-bedroom waterfront home ($295) that sleeps four guests.

Located above Wheelhouse Coffee Roasters, Water Street Apartments (907/826-2333, $135 s, $145 d) consists of three efficiency units with small kitchens and Wi-Fi.

Dreamcatcher B&B (1405 E. Hamilton Dr., 907/826-2238, www.dreamcatcherbedandbreakfast.com, $105 d) is a modern home with wraparound decks facing the bay. The three attractive guest rooms have Wi-Fi and private baths, and a continental breakfast is served.

If you have the money and like to fish, Waterfall Resort (907/225-9461 or 800/544-5125, www.waterfallresort.com) will put you in seventh (or eighth) heaven. Located on the south end of POW in a beautifully refurbished fish cannery, Waterfall is popular with the elite crowd. Pampered guests stay in tiny Cape Cod–style cottages along a remote stretch of coast and are treated to great fishing with a personal fishing guide, plus three sumptuous meals daily. It’s not cheap: Two people should be ready to drop $8,000 for three nights, but this does include floatplane fare from Ketchikan and all expenses.

Right in Craig, Shelter Cove Lodge (907/826-2939 or 888/826-3474, www.sheltercovelodge.com) has package lodging-and-fishing trips from a modern and comfortable lodge, starting around $2,650 per person for three days of fishing.

RainCountry RV Park (907/826-3632, $34) is on JS Drive.




Food

Meal prices are high on POW; your best bet may be to stock up in Ketchikan or at the grocery store in Craig, Thompson House (907/826-3394), which has a deli. The historic J. T. Brown’s General Store (907/826-3290) is a classic heart-of-town place with groceries, fishing gear, and other supplies.

For fresh-roasted coffees, espresso, and pastries—plus books, gifts, computer rentals, and free Wi-Fi—head to Wheelhouse Coffee Roasters (907/826-2333), across from the grocery store on Cold Storage Road. This is a fine spot to hang out.

Right next door in another historic structure is Ruth Ann’s Restaurant (907/826-3377, daily 8 A.M.–9 P.M.), a classy place with an old-time atmosphere. You’ll find good food three meals a day with a front-row view of the harbor. The diverse menu includes seafood, chicken, and steaks for dinner, plus burgers, salads, halibut, fish-and-chips, and sandwiches for lunch. Dinner reservations are advised if you want a window seat. The building also houses a popular but minuscule bar. Dinner entrées start around $14 and range up to $47 for king crab.

Also downtown is Dockside Café (907/826-5544, daily 5:30 A.M.–3 P.M.), with reasonable breakfasts plus tasty lunches and fresh-baked pies. Dockside opens at 5:30 A.M. and is packed with smokers for the first hour or so, although smoking isn’t allowed later in the day. Steak and eggs ($15) are the most expensive item.

Near the grocery store, Annie Betty’s Bakery-Café (907/826-2299, Mon.–Fri. 7 A.M.–5:30 P.M., Sat. 8 A.M.–5:30 P.M., Sun. 10 A.M.–4 P.M., under $7) serves paninis, smoothies, ice cream, and espresso, along with homemade breads, cinnamon rolls, muffins, cookies, and doughnuts.

Craig’s fine-dining experience, Shelter Cove Lodge (703 Hamilton Dr., 907/826-2939 or 888/826-3474, www.sheltercovelodge.com, daily 4–9 P.M. mid-June–Aug., $23–28) has tall windows facing the boat harbor, and a dinner-only menu of fine seafood, steaks, ribs, pasta, and nightly specials.

Very good pizzas—including a pesto and artichoke version—can be had at Papa’s Pizza (907/826-2244, Mon.–Fri. 11 A.M.–9 P.M., Sat.–Sun. 11 A.M.–10 P.M.), which also serves chicken and lasagna. Small pizzas start at $8 and range up to $21 for the family size.




Services

Located along the south boat harbor, the Forest Service’s Craig District Office (907/826-3271, www.fs.fed.us/r10/tongass) has maps and recreational information, including a listing of more charter fishing operators. ATMs can be found at the Wells Fargo and First Bank offices in Craig, and at the Thompson House grocery store. Craig Clinic (907/755-3257) has a doctor on staff.

Craig has an indoor swimming pool (907/826-2794) complete with a water slide, a hot tub, a sauna, and a weight room. Log Cabin Sporting Goods (1 Easy St., 907/826-2205 or 888/265-0375) sells outdoor gear.






KLAWOCK

Six miles from Craig is the Tlingit village of Klawock (pop. 800), home to the oldest cannery in Alaska (1878), along with a bustling sawmill, a state fish hatchery, and POW’s only airport; all other POW settlements have floatplane service. Klawock is best known for its 21-pole Totem Park, which dominates the center of town. In the 1930s these brightly painted poles—all originals—were moved from the old abandoned village of Tuxekan (20 miles north) and restored. The Prince of Wales Hatchery (907/755-2231, www.powhasalmon.org, tours Mon.–Sat. 1–5 P.M. summer, free) in Klawock raises coho and sockeye salmon and has a 250-gallon aquarium filled with coho fry. Stan Snider Park is a pleasant picnic spot beneath the trees.


Practicalities

Log Cabin Resort and RV Park (907/755-2205 or 800/544-2205, www.logcabinresortandrvpark.com, May–Sept.) has a variety of lodging options, starting with basic cabins ($95 d) that share a bathhouse. Three suites with kitchenettes in the modern main lodge are $160 d, and a separate log house with a full kitchen is $160 d or $190 for five guests. RV sites ($27) are also available, along with canoe and skiff rentals, and charter fishing.

Although primarily geared to weekly fishing packages, Southeast Retreat Lodge (907/755-2994, www.southeastretreat.com) has a furnished apartment with a full kitchen for $275 for up to four people, including use of a 4WD vehicle and a continental breakfast. The lodge sits along Salt Lake.

Fireweed Lodge (907/755-2930, www.fireweedlodge.com) is a full-service fishing lodge in Klawock, and Changing Tides Inn (907/755-2305, www.changingtidesinn.com) provides weekly stays in a waterside location.

B&T’s Cafe (907/755-2986, Tues.–Sat. 11 A.M.–7 P.M.) serves all-American fare, including burgers, steaks, and chicken. There’s always a $10 dinner special available. Get groceries and baked goods from Alaska Commercial Company (907/755-2722, www.alaskacommercial.com).






OTHER TOWNS


Thorne Bay

In the 1980s Thorne Bay (pop. 500; www.thornebayalaska.net) was a booming logging town, home to the world’s largest logging camp. The mill is long closed, and most of the logging is gone, forcing locals to shift to fishing and tourism to survive. Thorne Bay isn’t the most beautiful place, but it does have all the basics, including a grocery store, gas, lodging, a large and underpopulated school, and a Forest Service district office (907/828-3304, www.fs.fed.us/r10/tongass).

McFarland’s Floatel B&B (907/828-3335 or 888/828-3335, www.mcfarlandsfloatel.com, Apr.–Oct.) has modern two-bedroom log cabins ($295) that sleep four. There are no TVs or phones, but the units do include full kitchens, baths, and Wi-Fi. Car and skiff rentals are also available.

Right in town, Welcome Inn B&B (907/828-3950, www.lodginginnalaska.com, $85 s, $115 d) has three guest rooms and full breakfasts. Two businesses offer fishing packages that include lodging, a vehicle, and your own skiff: Adventure Alaska Southeast (907/828-3907 or 877/499-3474, www.fishorhunt.com) and The Landing at Otter Cove (907/247-3528 or 888/424-5445, www.thelandingatottercove.com). Boardwalk Lodge (907/828-3918 or 800/764-3918, www.boardwalklodge.com) is a luxurious fishing lodge near Thorne Bay, with access by boat or air.

Ten miles north of town on Forest Highway 30 is Sandy Beach Picnic Area, an attractive sandy beach (rare in Southeast Alaska) where you can pitch a tent. The road is narrow and slippery after a rain.

There are no restaurants in Thorne Bay, but Port’s Tackle Shop (907/828-3994) serves hot dogs and espresso, or head to Thorne Bay Market (907/828-3306) for groceries. Amazingly, Thorne Bay lacks a bar, although you can purchase alcohol from Riptide Liquor Store (907/828-3353).


[image: e9781598803501_i0077.jpg]

Thorne River, near Thorne Bay







Hydaburg

Hydaburg (pop. 400), 42 miles south of Craig, is the largest Haida settlement in Alaska. The Haida Indians are relative newcomers to the state, arriving in this Tlingit land around 1700. Originally from Canada’s Queen Charlotte Islands, the Haida were given parts of POW in compensation for the accidental killing of a Haida chief by the Tlingits. Hydaburg was established in 1911 when three nearby Haida villages combined into one. Hydaburg has the prettiest setting on POW, situated along scenic Sukkwan Strait. Most of the houses, however, are very plain Bureau of Indian Affairs–style boxes. The newly paved road to Hydaburg was only completed in 1983, opening the town to the outside world. In town is a nice row of totems restored by the Civilian Conservation Corps in the 1930s, along with a newer one erected in 1991. For food, head to AC Haida Market (907/285-3311, daily 10 A.M.–7 P.M.). Ask locally for rooms to rent.




Kasaan

The Tlingit village of Kasaan (pop. 50) is a rough 16-mile drive off the main road between Klawock and Thorne Bay. This is a wonderful out-of-the-way settlement, and just a 15-minute walk from the community hall are a beautiful clan house and a number of totem poles set in the woods. The poles were mostly carved in the 1930s and 1940s, and the clan house belonged to Chief Son-i-hat, who is buried nearby. (Try to ignore the logging that has been allowed almost right up to the graves.) Older totems are in the abandoned village of Old Kasaan, accessible only by boat.




Logging and Fishing Villages

Several tiny communities (mostly former logging camps) are along the road network on the north end of POW Island.

The little settlement of Coffman Cove (pop. 200) is 53 miles north of Klawock. Visitors will find a general store (The Riggin Shack, 907/329-2213) with groceries, gas, and other essentials. Coffman Cove boasts several lodging options, all on the Web at www.coffmancovealaska.com. They include Coffman Cove Cabins (907/329-2251) with cute cabins ($40 pp), and Oceanview RV Park & Campground (907/329-2032, tents $20, RVs $30), which has beach-front campsites, a coin laundry, and showers.
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totem pole in Kasaan




Sixty-five miles north of Klawock is Whale Pass (pop. 60), with a general store and gas. Find lodging at Northend Cabin (907/846-5315) and Bear Valley Lodge (907/247-8512 or 800/936-9600, www.bearvalleylodgealaska.com).

On the far northern end of POW are a couple of minuscule fishing/retirement villages. A long boardwalk connects the homes of Port Protection (pop. 50), where Wooden Wheel Cove Lodge (907/489-2288 or 888/489-9288, www.woodenwheellodge.com) has fishinglodge accommodations with a three-night minimum. Point Baker (pop. 50) is home to a small general store and the nation’s only floating post office.






RECREATION


Hiking, Camping, and Cabins

There are only a few trails on POW. One of the best and most accessible is the 1.5-mile One Duck Trail southwest of Hollis. The trailhead is on the east side of the Hydaburg Road, two miles south of the junction with the Craig–Hollis Road. The path climbs sharply to an Adirondack shelter (free) on the edge of the alpine zone where the scenery is grand and the hiking is easy. Be sure to wear rubber boots since the trail can be mucky.

The Soda Lake Trail (marked) begins approximately 14 miles south of the junction along the Hydaburg Road. This 2.5-mile trail leads to a pungent collection of bubbling soda springs covering several acres. There are colorful tufa deposits (primarily calcium carbonate) similar to those in Yellowstone, but on a vastly smaller scale. Control Lake, at the junction of the Thorne Bay and Big Salt Lake Roads, has a nice cabin ($45) with a rowboat. There are 20 other Forest Service cabins (reservations 518/885-3639 or 877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov, $10 fee) scattered around POW, most accessible only by floatplane or boat.

For world-class steelhead and salmon fishing, reserve one of the four cabins in the Karta River area north of Hollis. The five-mile-long Karta River Trail connects Karta Bay to the Salmon Lake Cabin ($35) and provides panoramic views of surrounding mountains. This is part of the 40,000-acre Karta Wilderness.

You can camp almost anywhere on POW’s National Forest land, but avoid trespassing on Native Alaskan lands (these are generally quite easy to identify since the trees have been razed for miles in all directions). Eagle’s Nest Campground ($8) is just east of the intersection of the Klawock–Thorne Bay Road and Coffman Cove Road. Also here is a pleasant pair of lakes (Balls Lakes—named for…well, you figure it out) with a short path down to tent platforms overlooking the water. This is a good place for canoeing. Harris River Campground ($8) is 19 miles west of Hollis on the road to Klawock.




Spelunking

Prince of Wales Island has the best-known and probably the most extensive system of caves in Alaska, and spelunkers keep discovering more.

In El Capitan Cave explorers found a treasure trove of bones from black bears, brown bears, river otters, and other mammals, the oldest dating back more than 12,000 years. The cave is located on the north end of the island at Mile 51 near Whale Pass. Free two-hour Forest Service tours (907/828-3304, www.fs.fed.us/r10/tongass) are offered three times a day in the summer. Bring flashlights, warm clothing, and hiking boots; hard hats are provided. Reservations are required at least two days in advance; Children under age 7 are not allowed.

Three miles south of El Capitan is another underground wonder. A stream flows out of Cavern Lake, and then underground for a few hundred feet before emerging from Cavern Lake Cave. You can wade up the water into the cave for 150 feet or so.




Canoeing

The Sarkar Canoe Trail is an easy 15-mile loop route with boardwalk portages connecting seven lakes. The trailhead is at the south end of Sarkar Lake, on the northwest side of POW off Forest Road 20.

A more strenuous route is the 34-mile-long Honker Divide Canoe Route. This paddle-and-portage route begins near Coffman Cove at the bridge over Hatchery Creek on Forest Road 30, and works up Hatchery Creek to Honker Lake, which has a Forest Service cabin ($35). You may need to pull the canoe up shallow sections of the creek. The route then continues over Honker Divide on a 1-mile-long portage to the upper Thorne River before heading downstream all the way to Thorne Bay. There is a 2-mile portage to avoid dangerous rapids and falls. The route is strenuous and should only be attempted by experienced canoeists. For more information on either of these routes, contact the Thorne Bay Ranger District (907/828-3304, www.fs.fed.us/r10/tongass).




Sea Kayaking

With its hundreds of miles of rugged coastline and numerous small islands, inlets, and bays, POW offers tremendous opportunities for sea kayakers. One of the wildest areas is the 98,000-acre South Prince of Wales Wilderness, but access is difficult, and much of the area is exposed to fierce ocean storms. Nearby Dall Island has exploring possibilities, but parts of it have been logged. On beaches exposed to the open sea, you’ll occasionally find beautiful Japanese glass fishing floats that have washed ashore.

Three other wilderness areas along POW’s outer coast—Maurelle Islands, Warren Island, and Coronation Island—offer remote and rarely visited places to see whales, sea otters, and nesting colonies of seabirds. You’re likely to see a few fishers but nobody else.
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GETTING THERE


Ferry

The Inter-Island Ferry Authority (907/826-4848 or 866/308-4848, www.interislandferry.com) operates the MV Prince of Wales, a vehicle and passenger ferry with daily round-trips between Ketchikan and the tiny spot called Hollis (no services other than phones and toilets). It’s 25 miles from Hollis to Klawock, the nearest town. Reservations are strongly recommended for vehicles on this ferry.

Shoo Teen Taxi Service (907/965-4949) provides shuttle vans from the ferry in Hollis to and from Craig ($35 pp). Call a day ahead for reservations.




Air

On a rainy midsummer day when the clouds were almost to the water, I sat in Craig waiting to fly back to Ketchikan. The weather looked marginal to me, but when I asked at the air-taxi counter if they were flying, the woman glanced outside and nonchalantly responded, “Oh sure, it looks pretty good today.” We flew. Three air-taxi operators, ProMech Air (907/225-3845 or 800/860-3845, www.promechair.com), Pacific Airways (907/225-3500 or 877/360-3500, www.flypacificairways.com), and Taquan Air (907/225-8800 or 800/770-8800, www.taquanair.com) have daily floatplane service from Ketchikan to Craig, Hollis, and Thorne Bay. Taquan also flies to smaller settlements scattered across the island, including Coffman Cove, Naukati, Point Baker, Point Protection, and Whale Pass. Harris Aircraft Services (907/966-3050 or 877/966-3050, www.harrisaircraft.com) flies most days between Sitka and Klawock.






GETTING AROUND

For a good road map, pick up the Prince of Wales Road Guide at Forest Service offices in Ketchikan, Craig, or Thorne Bay. In the last few years the roads have improved dramatically, and the most-used sections are now paved and in good condition, including roads connecting Hollis, Craig, Klawock, Thorne Bay, and Coffman Cove. Some 1,500 miles of rough gravel roads, most built for logging operations, remain on POW, providing lots of interesting mountain bike rides—if you don’t mind the old clear-cuts and soggy weather.

Rent cars in Craig from Wilderness Car Rental (907/755-2691 or 800/949-2205, www.wildernesscarrental.com) or Shaub-Ellison Tire & Fuel (907/826-3450). Hollis Adventure Rentals (907/530-7040, www.harentals.com) has vehicle rentals at the ferry dock in Hollis, and also rents skiffs, kayaks, canoes, fishing poles, and camping gear.






Wrangell

Quiet, friendly, and conservative, the settlement of Wrangell (pop. 1,700) sits on an island near the mouth of the Stikine River. The streets are full of folks in pickup trucks, their dogs hanging out the back and country tunes on the radio. Wrangell is quite unlike its neighbor, prim and proper Petersburg. Wrangell’s inner harbor resonates with salmon- and shrimp-processing plants, fishing boats, and seaplanes, while totem poles guard historic Chief Shakes Island. Surrounding the harbor are old buildings on piles, wooded hillsides, and snowcapped mountains. Wrangell is compact enough that visitors can hoof it around to the most interesting sites in an hour or two and still have time to buy beer for the ferry. To see the area right, however, you should spend a couple of days, or longer if you’re interested in exploring the mighty Stikine River.


HISTORY


Redoubt St. Dionysius

The third-oldest community in Alaska, Wrangell is the only one to have been governed by four nations: Tlingit, Russia, Britain, and the United States. Tlingit legends tell of an ancient time when advancing glaciers forced them to abandon their coastal life and move to what is now British Columbia. As the ice retreated after the last ice age, the Stikine River was their entryway back to the newly reborn land. When the Tlingits discovered that the river suddenly disappeared under a glacier, they sent old women to explore, expecting never to see them again. One can only imagine their astonishment when the women returned to lead canoes full of people out to the coast.

For many centuries the Tlingits lived in the Stikine River area, paddling canoes upstream to catch salmon and trade with interior tribes. Similarly, the river figured strongly in Wrangell’s founding. Russians began trading with Stikine Indians in 1811; by 1834 the British were trying to move in on their lucrative fur-trading monopoly. To prevent this, Lieutenant Dionysius Zarembo and a band of men left New Archangel (the present-day Sitka) to establish a Russian fort near the mouth of the Stikine River. The settlement, later to become Wrangell, was originally named Redoubt St. Dionysius. When the British ship Dryad anchored near the river, the Russians boarded the vessel and refused to allow access to the Stikine. The Dryad was forced to return south, but a wedge had been driven in Russia’s Alaskan empire. Five years later, the Hudson’s Bay Company acquired a long-term lease to the coastline from the Russian government. Redoubt St. Dionysius became Fort Stikine, and the Union Jack flew from town flagpoles.




Gold Fever

The discovery of gold on Stikine River gravel bars in 1861 brought a boom to Fort Stikine. Hundreds of gold-seekers arrived, but the deposit proved relatively small, and most prospectors soon drifted on to other areas. With the transfer of Alaska to American hands in 1867, Fort Stikine was renamed Wrangell, after Baron Ferdinand Petrovich von Wrangel, governor of the Russian-American Company. Its population dwindled until 1872 when gold was again discovered in the Cassiar region of British Columbia. Thousands of miners quickly flooded the area, traveling on steamboats up the Stikine. Wrangell achieved notoriety as a town filled with hard-drinking rabble-rousers, gamblers, and shady ladies. When the naturalist John Muir visited in 1879 he called it


the most inhospitable place at first sight I had ever seen…a lawless draggle of wooden huts and houses, built in crooked lines, wrangling around the boggy shore of the island for a mile or so in the general form of the letter S, without the slightest subordination to the points of the compass or to building laws of any kind.



WRANGELL 
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By the late 1880s the second gold rush had subsided, and lumbering and fishing were getting started as local industries. The Klondike gold rush of the late 1890s brought another short-lived boom to Wrangell as the Stikine was again tapped for access to interior Canada, but Skagway’s Chilkoot Trail became the preferred route. With its rowdy days behind, Wrangell settled into the 20th century as a home to logging and fishing operations, still mainstays of the local economy. Rebuilt after destructive fires in 1906 and 1952, much of downtown is now on rock-fill and pilings. Today, Wrangell is searching for a more prosperous future—and tourism is right at the forefront of that quest—while getting by on the remaining industries: fishing, construction, and small timber operations. It’s an easy-going, slow-paced, and friendly town and a good place to unwind.






SIGHTS

Wrangell is home to the oldest Protestant church building in Alaska, the First Presbyterian Church, as well as the oldest Roman Catholic parish, St. Rose of Lima Catholic Church. Appropriately located on Church Street, both were founded in 1879. The large red neon cross atop the Presbyterian church is one of only two in the world used as a navigational aid (the other is in Rio de Janeiro).

Keep your eyes open for local kids selling garnets for $0.25 to $10, depending on the size. They put up tables at the museum and on the cruise ship dock when ships are in port. These imperfect but attractive stones come from a garnet ledge along the Stikine River, deeded to the Boy Scouts in 1962 by a former mayor. At one time the mine was owned by the Alaska Garnet Mining and Manufacturing Company, the world’s first women-only corporation.


Chief Shakes Island

This is the centerpiece of picturesque Wrangell harbor. A footbridge at the bottom of Front Street near Wrangell’s cannery and cold-storage plant gives access to the island. Here you’ll find the Tribal House of the Bear (907/874-2023, www.shakesisland.com), a Native Alaskan log house built in 1939–1940 by the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC). Inside are various artifacts, including beautifully carved house posts that date from 1835. The house is only open for tours when cruise ships are in port, or by appointment. Surrounding the house are seven totems, reproductions of older poles from the area. Shakes Island is especially beautiful at night, surrounded by the town and harbor.

The Shakes lineage was established more than three centuries ago, after the Stikine Tlingits defeated Niska invaders and then forced the vanquished chief, We-Shakes, to give away his name in exchange for peace. Head off the island to Chief Shakes V’s gravesite, opposite the Hansen Boat Shop on Case Avenue. A white fence surrounds it, and two carved killer whales watch silently. (Surprisingly, Chief Shakes isn’t really buried in this grave.)

Several impressive totem poles, carved by the CCC, stand in front of the library on 2nd Street. Wrangell’s small Kiksetti Totem Park, next to the City Market along Front Street, has four poles that were carved without the aid of power tools.




Wrangell Museum and Visitor Center

Given the size of Wrangell, its museum (296 Outer Dr., 907/874-3770, Mon.–Sat. 10 A.M.–5 P.M. May–Sept. and when cruise ships are in port, Tues.–Sat. 1–5 P.M. the rest of the year, $5 adults, $3 seniors and children ages 6–12, younger children free, $12 families) is a delightful surprise. Housed in the spacious and modern Nolan Center, professional exhibits take you through Wrangell’s rich past with an in-depth look at the Tlingit, Russian, British, and American peoples who all called this place home. Petroglyphs, Native Alaskan baskets, old photographs, and local relics are crowded into this provocative museum. Of particular interest are the original house posts from the Chief Shakes house. Carved in the 1740s—before contact with Europeans—they are the oldest Tlingit house posts in existence. The gift shop has a fine selection of books.
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Tribal House of the Bear on Chief Shakes Island




Also within the Nolan Center is the Wrangell Visitors Center (907/874-3901 or 800/367-9745, www.wrangellalaska.org, Mon.–Fri. 8 A.M.–5 P.M. and when cruise ships are in port). You can pick up brochures here if the museum is open, and a computer and Wi-Fi are available for a fee.




Petroglyphs

Hundreds of ancient petroglyphs (rock carvings) are found on Wrangell Island, but precisely who carved them or when is uncertain. They may date back more than 8,000 years. The best nearby carvings are only a 20-minute walk from town. To get there, turn left (north) from the ferry terminal and walk 0.7 miles to a small parking area on the left. A newly built boardwalk provides access to the beach, where you will find a dozen petroglyph rocks along upper parts of the beach, especially those on the right side, facing the water. One of the best, a killer whale, lies on the edge of a grassy lawn to the right of the path. Most petroglyphs face seaward and are near the high-tide line. They may be covered by water if the tide is over 10 feet. To protect the originals, the state has set up several stone reproductions of the petroglyphs along the boardwalk for those who want to make rubbings. Rubbings are made by placing rice paper—available in local stores—over the copies and rubbing the surface with crayons, ferns, or charcoal. Other petroglyphs are in the Wrangell Museum and in front of the library. Do not make rubbings of the originals.

 


See THE PETROGLYPH MYSTERY




Mt. Dewey

An excellent half-mile boardwalk and trail wind up Mt. Dewey (actually more of a hill) from 3rd Street behind the high school. It’s a steep 15-minute climb up to the top, where a platform provides a vantage point over Wrangell. You could probably find a place to camp up here in a pinch. On a wild stormy night in 1879, John Muir did just that. He also decided to build a huge bonfire atop the hill, however, its flames dancing off the clouds. Muir later wrote, “Of all the thousands of campfires I have elsewhere built none was just like this one, rejoicing in triumphant strength and beauty in the heart of the rain-laden gale.” To the Native Alaskan people below, however, the fire ignited fears of evil spirits, and as Muir’s partner noted, “the Tlingits ever afterward eyed Muir askance, as a mysterious being whose ways and motives were beyond all conjecture.”






ANAN CREEK WILDLIFE-VIEWING SITE

Anan Creek, 30 miles south of Wrangell on the mainland’s Cleveland Peninsula, is a fine place to watch black and brown bears catching salmon and steelhead. A 0.5-mile boardwalk leads from saltwater to an observation platform above the creek, and a three-sided blind sits closer to the falls, where most of the action takes place. The best time to visit is the peak of the pink salmon run, mid-July–mid-August. Forest Service personnel are at the trailhead and observation area to provide information. No food is allowed along these trails, and flash photography is discouraged. The creek is shaded by tall trees, and it’s often raining, making photography a challenge.

Because of Anan Creek’s popularity, permits ($10) are required, and a maximum of 60 visitors are allowed per day in July–August. If you’re traveling on your own, get the permit from the Forest Service office in Wrangell (907/874-2323, www.fs.fed.us/r10/tongass). If you’re in a guided group, the guide already has your permit.

The Forest Service’s Anan Bay Cabin (518/885-3639 or 877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov, $45) is just 1 mile away on a good trail, but reserve early since it’s often booked months in advance.

Many visitors to Anan Creek arrive on flights by Sunrise Aviation (907/874-2319 or 800/874-2311, www.sunriseflights.com) from Wrangell or Taquan Air (907/225-8800 or 800/770-8800, www.taquanair.com) from Ketchikan.

A number of companies offer guided boat trips to Anan Creek, including Alaska Vistas (907/874-3006 or 866/874-3006, www.alaskavistas.com), Alaska Waters (907/874-2378 or 800/347-4462, www.alaskawaters.com), Alaska Charters and Adventures (907/874-4157 or 888/993-2750, www.alaskaupclose.com), and Breakaway Adventures (907/874-2488 or 888/385-2488, www.breakawayadventures.com). Expect to pay $210–265 per person for a trip that includes 4–5 hours on the ground at Anan (plus 1 hour or so each way in transit). If you’re more experienced in the wilderness, Breakaway also offers unguided tours to Anan for $107 per person for all day.

Those with a sea kayak may want to paddle along the east side of Wrangell Island to Anan Bay. En route, be sure to visit scenic Berg Bay, an area rich in moose, mountain goats, grizzlies, deer, geese, and other wildlife. A Forest Service cabin ($45) is available here, and a trail leads from the cabin along Berg Creek several miles into a cirque basin with old mine ruins.




EVENTS

Wrangell’s Stikine River Birding Festival in early May celebrates the arrival of spring with natural history presentations, bird-watching tours, and more. Mid-May–mid-June, pull out your fishing pole for the King Salmon Derby—top prize is $6,000. The main summer event is the town’s July 4th celebration, with a parade, a logging show, log rolling contests, a tug of war, live music, and fireworks. All this is funded by a handful of teenagers and their families who run downtown food booths in June.




RECREATION

Rain Walker Expeditions (907/874-2549, www.rainwalkerexpeditions.com) rents bikes, canoes, and kayaks from the Breakaway office across from Stikine Inn. Owner Marie Oboczky leads informative nature hikes and bus tours lasting from two hours to all day. They’re fun and geared to your area of interest, whether it’s petroglyphs or rain forests.

A paved walking and biking path runs from Wrangell for six miles to the trailhead for Rainbow Falls at Shoemaker Bay.

Alaska Vistas (907/874-3006 or 866/874-3006, www.alaskavistas.com) guides sea kayaking day trips and multiday adventures in the Wrangell area. They also rent canoes and kayaks and offer water taxi shuttles for do-it-yourselfers heading to Forest Service cabins or into the wilderness.

Klondike Bike (502 Wrangell Ave., 907/874-2453, www.klondikebike.com) has quality mountain bikes for rent if you want to explore the many miles of old logging roads.

Muskeg Meadows Golf Course (907/874-4653, www.wrangellalaskagolf.com) is an attractive nine-hole course with putting greens, a pro shop, and driving range.

Wrangell’s swimming pool (907/874-2444) is at the high school. Fishing and sightseeing charters are available through a number of local outfits; get brochures from the visitor center.


Boat Tours

Wrangell is the primary starting point for fun and fast jet-boat tours to watch bears at Anan Creek or to motor up the mighty Stikine River. Three companies also offer excellent jet-boat trips to LeConte Glacier and Petersburg: Breakaway Adventures (907/874-3455 or 888/385-2488, www.breakawayadventures.com), Alaska Waters (907/874-2378 or 800/347-4462, www.alaskawaters.com), and Alaska Vistas (907/874-3006 or 866/874-3006, www.alaskavistas.com). Expect to pay $205–240 per person for the all-day tour that includes a two-hour stop in Petersburg.




Hiking

Scenic Rainbow Falls Trail, a moderately steep 0.75-mile hike (710 stair steps!), begins across the road from Shoemaker Bay Campground, five miles south of town. More ambitious bodies can continue three miles up the trail to Shoemaker Overlook (1,500 feet). The trail accesses large ridgetop muskeg areas and ends at a three-sided Adirondack-style shelter offering a panoramic vista of Zimovia Strait. The trail and shelter provide an excellent opportunity for an overnight camping trip. The trail is steep and often muddy but has a boardwalk in places.

Logging roads crisscross most of Wrangell Island, providing cycling opportunities for mountain bike enthusiasts—if you enjoy seeing cut-over land. Those with wheels may want to visit several areas on the island. Long Lake Trail, 28 miles southeast of Wrangell along Forest Road 6271, is a 0.5-mile boardwalk that ends at an Adirondack shelter complete with a rowboat, a fire grill, and an outhouse. In the same vicinity is a 300-foot path to Highbrush Lake, where you’ll find a small boat in which to practice your rowing skills. Individuals with disabilities may want to try fishing at Salamander Creek, 23 miles south of town on Forest Road 6265, where ramps lead right up to a pad along the creek. There is good fishing for king salmon here, along with three campsites. For information on cabins and other trails around Wrangell, visit the Forest Service’s Wrangell Ranger District Office (525 Bennett St., 907/874-2323, www.fs.fed.us/r10/tongass).




Cabins

There are 21 different Forest Service cabins (518/885-3639 or 877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov, $45) near Wrangell, including several in the Stikine River region. The closest is at Virginia Lake, accessible by floatplane. Another nearby cabin is at Kunk Lake, across Zimovia Strait from the south end of the Wrangell Island road system. Access is by kayak, or skiff if you can get someone to run you across. A 1.5-mile trail climbs to a three-sided shelter at the lake. From here it’s a relatively easy climb into high-elevation muskeg and alpine areas that cross Etolin Island.






ACCOMMODATIONS

Housed within the Presbyterian church, Wrangell’s Youth Hostel (220 Church St., 907/874-3534, late May–early Sept., $16 pp) is clean and well-managed but nothing fancy, with air mattresses for sleeping as well as kitchen and shower facilities. A family room is available if you call ahead. The hostel is open all day.

Centrally located and with many rooms facing picturesque Zimovia Strait, Stikine Inn (107 Stikine Ave., 907/874-3388 or 888/874-3388, www.stikineinn.com) has a variety of newly updated lodging options. Standard guest rooms cost $115–143 s or $134–151 d, and suites are $152–165 for up to six people.

With its quiet edge-of-the-woods location, Zimovia B&B (319 Webber St., 907/874-2626 or 866/946-6842, www.zimoviabnb.com, $100 d) is a cedar-shingled home just a few blocks from downtown. The two guest rooms each have private baths and entrances, and one includes a sauna. Breakfast features home-baked pastries, and the owners provide a complimentary tour plus transport around town.

Rooney’s Roost B&B (206 McKinnon St., 907/874-2026, www.rooneysroost.com) has five comfortable guest rooms for just $75 d with a shared bath or $95 d with private baths. The attractive home is centrally located, and a gourmet breakfast is included. The owners are friendly too.

Located two miles south of town, Grand View B&B (907/874-3225, www.grandviewbnb.com, $105 s or $115 d, no credit cards) is a newly built beachfront home along the Zimovia Strait. Three guest rooms have private baths and queen beds. Amenities include a kitchen and living room, Wi-Fi, and private entrances. Owner Judy Baker serves a filling hot breakfast each morning. Transportation from town is provided.




CAMPING

There is free tent camping (no RVs) at City Park just beyond the ball field, two miles south of the ferry on the water side of Zimovia Highway. The official limit is 24 hours, but this isn’t strictly enforced. Showers are available at a coin laundry near Chief Shakes Island, and at the high school swimming pool.

You’ll find additional camping at the city-run Shoemaker Bay Recreational Area (907/874-2444, year-round, RVs $25 with electricity, tents free), five miles south of town and right alongside the highway. RVers get a pass to the city pool for showers and a free swim, and the area is near trails to Rainbow Falls and Shoemaker Overlook. The Forest Service’s free Nemo Campground is 14 miles south of town and up Forest Roads 16 and 6267; from here there are impressive views across Zimovia Strait.

Alaska Waters RV Park (241 Berger St., 907/874-2378 or 800/347-4462, www.alaskawaters.com, RVs $25) is on the south side of the harbor.




FOOD

For breakfast, head to Diamond C Restaurant (223 Front St., 907/874-3677, daily 6 A.M.–3 P.M., $9–11).

With panoramic views across Zimovia Strait and the best meals in town, Stikine Inn Restaurant (107 Stikine Ave., 907/874-3388 or 888/874-3388, www.stikineinn.com, daily 11 A.M.–9:30 P.M. summer, daily 11 A.M.–8 P.M. winter, dinner entrées $15–30) is your best bet in Wrangell. It’s open for lunch and dinner and serves big portions of fresh shrimp, halibut, salmon, steaks, burgers, pasta, salads, sandwiches, and other fare. A cozy room doubles as a morning espresso bar (great lattes) and smoke-free lounge, with a flat-screen TV and a fireplace. In addition to the Stikine Inn, you can find espresso—and use the free Wi-Fi—at the summer-only Java Junkie next to the downtown dock.

Zak’s Café (316 Front St., 907/874-3355, Mon.–Sat. 11 A.M.–8 P.M.) offers a good variety of food: pasta, stir-fries, and steaks for dinner ($14–22) and lunchtime salads, sandwiches, and wraps ($7–10). The setting is simple and clean, with fast service.

Bob’s IGA (Outer Dr., 907/874-2341) has a deli with inexpensive sandwiches. City Market (Front St., 907/874-3336) is Wrangell’s other grocery store. Both are closed on Sunday and at 6 P.M. other nights.

Locals hang out in the smoke-filled Marine Lounge (274 Shakes St., 907/874-3005)—a.k.a. the Hungry Beaver—which has the best pizzas in town, along with various pub grub. Tell them to go light on the cheese. It’s one of the few late-night place for food.




SERVICES

The Forest Service’s Wrangell Ranger District Office (525 Bennett St., 907/874-2323, www.fs.fed.us/r10/tongass) is 0.75 miles from town on the left side of the road. It has information on local hiking trails, the Stikine River, and nearby recreation cabins.

Adjacent to the Stikine Inn is River’s Edge Fine Arts and Gifts (907/874-3508, www.marineartist.com), selling locally made clothing, carved wooden bowls, pottery, and jewelry, plus the distinctive marine art of owner Brenda Schwartz-Yeager.

The Irene Ingle Public Library (124 2nd Ave., 907/674-3535, Mon. and Fri. 10 A.M.–5 P.M., Tues.–Thurs. 1–5 P.M. and 7–9 P.M., Sat. 9 A.M.–5 P.M.) houses a good collection of books about Alaska and a couple of petroglyphs out front, along with computers for Web access. Head to the Nolan Center theater for weekend movies.

Located out on Airport Road, the Wrangell Medical Center (310 Bennett St., 907/874-7000, www.wrangellmedicalcenter.com) has physicians on staff.




GETTING THERE AND AROUND

Wrangell’s ferry terminal (907/874-3711) is right in town. Alaska Marine Highway (907/465-3941 or 800/642-0066, www.dot.state.ak.us/amhs) ferries head both north and south almost daily during the summer, but the terminal is open only for vessel arrivals and departures.

The airport is 1.5 miles from town on Bennett Street. Alaska Airlines (800/426-0333, www.alaskaair.com) has daily flights from Wrangell to Juneau, Ketchikan, Petersburg, and Sitka. Sunrise Aviation (907/874-2319 or 800/874-2311, www.sunriseflights.com) provides flightseeing trips and charter flights to nearby Forest Service cabins and Anan Creek. They often have seat-fare rates if someone else has already set up a charter; this can be a fast and reasonable way to fly to Petersburg or Prince of Wales.

Rent cars at the airport from Practical Rent-A-Car (907/874-3975). Both Northern Lights Taxi (907/874-4646) and Star Cab (907/874-3622) charge $7 from the airport to town.
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Seven miles north of Wrangell is the Stikine River, one of the top 10 wild rivers of Canada and the fastest navigable river in North America. The river begins its 330-mile journey to the sea high inside British Columbia’s Spatsizi Wilderness Park. The 55-mile-long Grand Canyon of the Stikine, just above Telegraph Creek, British Columbia, has thousand-foot walls enclosing fierce white water. River travel is easier below Telegraph Creek all the way to Wrangell between the high peaks of the coast range and past glaciers and forested hills. At one spot on the river, 21 different glaciers are visible! These glaciers dump tons of silt into the river, coloring it a milky gray; at the mouth of the Stikine the sea takes on this color for miles in all directions. So much for the advertisements about “glacially pure” water.
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Mist rises from the rain forest along the Stikine River.




Each spring, upward of 1,500 bald eagles flock to the river mouth to eat “hooligan” (eulachon), an oily fish that spawns here late March–early May. The fish also attract hundreds of thousands of gulls and kittiwakes, plus harbor seals, Steller sea lions, and even killer whales.


River Tours

Several Wrangell charter boat operators provide fun jet-boat trips up the Stikine River with a lunch break at Shakes Glacier and fast runs up the back sloughs. Three of the larger operators are Breakaway Adventures (907/874-3455 or 888/385-2488, www.breakawayadventures.com), Alaska Waters (907/874-2378 or 800/347-4462, www.alaskawaters.com), and Alaska Vistas (907/874-3006 or 866/874-3006, www.alaskavistas.com). All of these do a great job of showing the sights, but the Breakaway and Alaska Vistas trips are cheaper ($175 versus $200 for a 5–6-hour trip) and sometimes include a soak at Chief Shakes Hot Springs. Alaska Waters uses a larger 22-person boat with an onboard restroom. For the quick version, Breakaway offers a four-hour trip to the glacier for $125 per person. Late-season trips are more likely to get closer to Chief Shakes Glacier, but increased calving in recent years (global warming?) has made it more difficult for boats to approach the face of the glacier. Despite this, you will certainly get up-close views of the icebergs.




Running the River

The Stikine River is a popular destination for kayakers, canoeists, and river rafters. (It’s even more popular with local jet-boaters, so don’t expect peace and quiet in the lower reaches.) Most folks choose to float down the river after being transported up from Wrangell by boat or plane. You will need to go through Customs (907/874-3415) at the Wrangell airport if you cross the border. In addition, a Canadian agent is frequently stationed along the river just across the border. The Forest Service publishes a helpful guide to canoeing or kayaking the Stikine River; it’s available from the Wrangell Ranger District (907/874-2323, www.fs.fed.us/r10/tongass).

Stikine Riversong Lodge (250/235-3196, www.stikineriversong.com) in Telegraph Creek, 160 miles upriver from Wrangell, has lodging, supplies, and a pleasant café. The owners also offer river tours, canoe and kayak rentals, and will help you set up trips down the Stikine.

In Wrangell, rent kayaks and canoes from Rain Walker Expeditions (907/874-2549, www.rainwalkerexpeditions.com), Breakaway Adventures (907/874-3455 or 888/385-2488, www.breakawayadventures.com), or Alaska Waters (907/874-2378 or 800/347-4462, www.alaskawaters.com); they can also provide jet-boat transportation to Telegraph Creek. The latter company offers fun four-day safaris to the wild upper reaches of the river, with meals and lodging included for $1,700 per person; fall is the prettiest time to visit. Alaska Vistas (907/874-3006 or 866/874-3006, www.alaskavistas.com) leads 11-day raft trips down the Stikine River.




Camping and Cabins

The lower Stikine is a multichanneled silt-laden river nearly a mile wide in places. The route is spectacular, wildlife crowds the banks, campsites are numerous, and 13 Forest Service cabins (518/885-3639 or 877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov, $45) are available. One of the finest is the Mount Rynda Cabin along crystal-clear Andrew Creek, a spawning area for king salmon. You may also want to stay in one of the two extremely popular cabins near Chief Shakes Hot Springs. At the springs you’ll discover beautifully maintained wooden hot tubs (one enclosed to protect you from the mosquitoes); these are great places to soak those aching muscles. The area gets mighty busy on summer weekends, so you probably won’t have it to yourself, and things can get rowdy after the locals pop a few beers. Escape the crowds at the main hot springs by finding your own undeveloped springs nearby.

The upper portion of the Stikine is a vastly different river, with less noise and development than on the U.S. side of the border and a drier, colder climate. The vegetation reflects this. The historic settlement of Telegraph Creek is accessible by road from the rest of British Columbia, or you can charter a small plane or jet-boat from Wrangell. The upper river above Telegraph Creek is some of the wildest white water anywhere; canoeists and kayakers intent on running the river would do best to begin at Telegraph Creek.

 


Return to HIGHLIGHTS








Petersburg

Southeast Alaska’s picture-postcard town, Petersburg (pop. 3,200) sits at the northern tip of Mitkof Island along Wrangell Narrows. Great white walls of snow and ice serve as a dramatic backdrop for the town. “Peter’s Burg” was named after Peter Buschmann, who built a sawmill here in 1897, followed by a cannery three years later. With ample supplies of fish, timber, and glacial ice, the cannery proved an immediate success—32,750 cases of salmon were shipped that first season. Unlike boomand-bust Wrangell, the planned community of Petersburg has kept pace with its expanding fishing base. A number of the present inhabitants are descended from Norwegian fishers, who found that the place reminded them of their native land. The language is still occasionally heard on Petersburg’s streets, and Norwegian rosemaling (floral painting) can be found on shutters of the older homes.

Petersburg is a prosperous and squeaky-clean town with green lawns, tidy homes, and a hardworking heritage that may appear a bit cliquish to outsiders. The country around Petersburg is filled with opportunities for exploration by those who love the outdoors, but this off-the-beaten-path community still views tourism with a degree of skepticism. Although Petersburg has a lumber mill, fishing remains the main activity, with salmon, halibut, herring, crab, and shrimp all landed. The odor of fish hangs in the air, and bumper stickers proclaim “Friends don’t let friends eat farmed salmon.” With four canneries, Petersburg has the largest concentration in Southeast Alaska, and it is also home to a large halibut fleet.


Wrangell Narrows

Between Wrangell and Petersburg, the ferry passes through tortuous Wrangell Narrows, a 46-turn nautical obstacle course that resembles a pinball game played by ships. This is one of the highlights of the Inside Passage trip and is even more exciting at night when the zigzag course is lit up like a Christmas tree. Be up front to see it. The larger cruise ships are too big to negotiate these shallow waters between Kupreanof and Mitkof Islands, thus sparing Petersburg from the tourist blitz and glitz that most other Southeast towns endure.
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three generation in Norwegian costume








SIGHTS


In Town

Petersburg’s main attraction is its gorgeous harbor and spectacular setting. The sharply pointed peak visible behind Petersburg is Devil’s Thumb, a 9,077-foot mountain 30 miles away on the U.S.-Canada border. Built in 1912, the large Sons of Norway Hall (907/772-4575) stands on pilings over scenic Hammer Slough and is adorned with traditional Norwegian rosemaling designs. Next to Sons of Norway is the surprisingly small Valhalla, a replica of the original Viking boat. It was built in 1976 and sailed in the parade of ships at the bicentennial celebration in New York Harbor. A memorial to fishers lost at sea stands next to the Sons of Norway Hall. Walk up the wooden street along Hammer Slough to see old homes hanging over this tidal creek. The boat harbors usually have several Steller sea lions cruising around.


PETERSBURG 
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Patti-Wagon Tours (907/772-4837) leads tours of the Trident Seafoods plant with a ride along Wrangell Narrows.

The Petersburg Visitors Information Center (corner of 1st St. and Fram St., 907/772-4636 or 866/484-4700 message only, www.petersburg.org, Sun. noon–4 P.M., Mon.–Sat. 9 A.M.–5 P.M. May–Sept., Mon.–Fri. 10 A.M.–2 P.M. Oct.–Apr.) has a helpful staff, lots of brochures, plus details on local attractions and Tongass National Forest recreation.

Clausen Memorial Museum (2nd St. and Fram St., 907/772-3598, www.clausenmuseum.net, Mon.–Sat. 10 A.M.–5 P.M. May–early Sept., call for winter hours, $3, children under 13 free) has exhibits on commercial fishing—including the world’s largest king salmon (a 126-pound monster) and chum salmon (36 pounds)—plus the Cape Decision lighthouse lens, a 200-year-old Tlingit dugout canoe, a bentwood box, and other historical exhibits.
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Sons of Norway Hall and replica Viking boat Valhalla along Hammer Slough




Outside is The Fisk, a fishy sculpture and fountain by Carson Boysen.




Nearby

A good place to watch for the American national bird is Eagle’s Roost Park, north of the Petersburg Fisheries cannery. Upward of 30 eagles can be seen along here when the tide is low. Whales, seals, and sea lions are frequent sights in Frederick Sound near Sandy Beach Park north of town. Covered picnic tables and a playground add to the allure, and by late summer, pink salmon spawn in the tiny creek that flows through the park. Hike to the west side of Sandy Beach Park to discover ancient petroglyphs on the rocks. Icebergs from LeConte Glacier are common along the north side of Frederick Sound and sometimes drift across to Petersburg, especially in winter.




Heading out on the Road

South of town the main road is paved for 18 miles, with a gravel road continuing another 16 miles to the southeast end of Mitkof Island. From this point you have excellent views of the nearby mouth of the Stikine River and the white-capped peaks of the Coast Range. Canoeists and kayakers (with transportation) may want to start their trip up the Stikine from here rather than at Wrangell.

Approximately eight miles out is a small turnoff to Falls Creek, a pleasant picnic spot. Stop here to look at the fish ladder, built in 1959 and used by coho and pink salmon as well as steelhead.

Located 15 miles south of town, the Blind River Rapids Trail is an easy half-mile boardwalk that leads through the muskeg to a three-sided shelter overlooking the saltwater rapids. Bring your fishing pole. The trail loops back through the muskeg for a total distance of nearly one mile.

A trumpeter swan observatory is set up on Blind Slough 16 miles south of Petersburg. A dozen or so of these majestic birds overwinter here, and other waterfowl abound during spring and fall migrations. The state-run Crystal Lake Fish Hatchery (907/772-4772), 18 miles south of Petersburg, produces king and coho salmon. The kings return in June–July, while the coho come back to spawn mid-August–September. Blind Slough flows away from the hatchery and is a great place to explore by canoe or kayak. The water gets swimmably warm by midsummer, and picnic tables sit among the trees. The Forest Service’s Ohmer Creek Campground is three miles farther down the road. Also popular for swimming is Man Made Hole, an old quarry at Mile 20, with a picnic shelter and fishing.






LECONTE GLACIER

LeConte Glacier, the southernmost tidewater glacier in North America, dips into LeConte Bay on the mainland, 25 miles east of Petersburg. Part of the vast Stikine Ice Field, its glacial ice was once used by local fishers to keep their catches cold on the way to market in Seattle. Today, locals use it to cool their drinks. LeConte Bay is home to 2,000 harbor seals. The entire area is included within the 448,841-acre Stikine-LeConte Wilderness.

There are no Forest Service cabins in LeConte Bay, but an excellent one is on Mallard Slough (518/885-3639 or 877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov, $45), near its entrance. A 1.5-mile trail connects the cabin and Le Conte Bay, where you’re likely to find icebergs high and dry at low tide. A fine trip for experienced sea kayakers is to head up the Stikine River from Wrangell and then into LeConte Bay, 10 miles north, before crossing Frederick Sound and continuing on to Petersburg. The total distance is approximately 50 miles (longer if you explore the Stikine River or LeConte Bay).


Getting There

The visitors center has a complete listing of boat charters for glacier sightseeing, whale-watching, and fishing. Reliable companies include Kaleidoscope Cruises (907/772-3736 or 800/868-4373, www.petersburglodgingandtours.com) and Whale Song Cruises (907/772-9393, www.whalesongcruises.com). Other companies also head to LeConte Glacier from Wrangell.

Kupreanof Flying Service (907/772-3396, www.kupreanof.com), Nordic Air (907/772-3535), Pacific Wing (907/772-4258, www.pacificwing.com), and Temsco Helicopters (907/772-4780 or 877/789-9501, www.temscoair.com) all offer flightseeing tours over the glacier.






EVENTS AND ENTERTAINMENT

Petersburg’s Little Norway Festival, held each year on the weekend nearest Norwegian Independence Day (May 17), is the town’s biggest event. The three-day festivities include a parade, traditional Scandinavian costumes, crafts, music, a pageant, and a big seafood feast on the beach. American Independence Day (July 4) is another time for fun, with a parade, blindfolded rowboat races, and fireworks. The annual king salmon derby in late May is always popular with locals.

The Petersburg Canned Salmon Classic is a contest to guess the number of cans of salmon packed by local canneries each year; $2,000 goes to the person who comes closest. It’s awarded in early August.

Live music, booze, cigarette smoke, and a clientele of local toughs make for good fights in Kito’s Kave (Sing Lee Alley, 907/772-3207). The nautically themed Harbor Bar (Nordic Dr., 907/772-4526) is a good place to meet local fishers over a beer.




RECREATION

Contact Tongass Kayak Adventures (907/772-4600, www.tongasskayak.com) for sea kayaking around the harbor and up Petersburg Creek. Guided four-hour trips are $85. All-day trips to LeConte Glacier include a water taxi and 10 hours of paddling near the glacier for $225. The company also runs multiday kayaking tours to LeConte Glacier, the Stikine River, and Tebenkof Bay, and rents kayaks for do-it-yourselfers. Scandia House (110 Nordic Dr., 907/772-4281 or 800/722-5006, www.scandiahousehotel.com) and Doyle’s Boat Rentals (907/772-4439 or 877/442-4010, www.doylesboatrentals.com) have skiff rentals if you want to explore nearby waters or do a bit of fishing.

Petersburg and Mitkof Island are relatively bike-friendly (if the weather cooperates), with many miles of old logging roads traversing the landscape. Zoom Bikes (400 N. Nordic St., 907/772-2546, www.zoombikeshop.com) rents quality mountain bikes for $25 per day in the summer.

Stop by the Forest Service district office (Nordic Dr. and Haugen Dr.) for detailed maps of local hiking trails and 25 nearby cabins (877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov, $45). A pleasant walk takes off from Nordic Drive, three miles from town and just beyond Sandy Beach, and continues down a mile-long boardwalk to Frederick Point. Along the way, you get a taste of muskeg, rain forest, and a creek that’s packed with salmon in August. You can return to town along the beach.

Located on the high school campus, the modern Petersburg Aquatic Center (209 Charles W St., 907/772-3304) has lap swimming and an adjacent community gym that contains a weight room and racquetball courts.

A short in-town boardwalk leads through the muskeg from the top of Excel Street to the senior center on 12th Street. The center is crowded with flowers outside, along with a menagerie of ducks, rabbits, geese, turkeys, and chickens. Right across the street is the Forest Service’s area office. In addition, the half-mile Hungry Point Trail traverses the muskeg from Hungry Point to the ball field. A paved bike path parallels the highway for two miles south from the ferry terminal.


Ravens Roost Cabin

Petersburg has one of the few Forest Service cabins in Southeast Alaska that can be reached by hiking from town. The Ravens Roost cabin lies 1,600 feet above sea level at the end of a four-mile trail that starts near the airport. The trail crosses muskeg for the first mile and becomes very steep (and often mucky) for the next mile through the forest before breaking into open muskeg again along a ridge. Here the trail is in better condition, and you are treated to grand views of Devil’s Thumb and the surrounding country. The path ends at a two-level Forest Service cabin with space for up to eight people. Allow three hours for the hike up, and be sure to make advance reservations for the cabin through the Forest Service (877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov).




Three Lakes Recreation Area

Very popular with locals for picnicking, fishing, and berry picking is the beautiful Three Lakes Recreation Area, 22 miles southeast of town along Forest Service Road 6235. You can hitch there, but it’s a long hike back to town if your thumb is numb. Each lake has a rowboat and picnic table, and you may want to camp nearby at the old three-sided shelter built by the Civilian Conservation Corps along tiny Shelter Lake. An easy three-mile boardwalk loop trail connects the lakes, and a boardwalk trail continues from Sand Lake to nearby Ideal Cove, 1.5 miles away. The three main lakes (Sand, Hill, and Crane) are named after the sandhill cranes that announce each spring.




Kupreanof Trails and Cabins

On nearby Kupreanof Island, the Petersburg Mountain and Petersburg Lake trails provide good hiking and great views. Both paths begin at Bayou Point directly across Wrangell Narrows. Contact Petersburg Creek Charters (907/772-2425, www.alaska.net/~psgcreek) for a water taxi from town. A number of Forest Service cabins are available on Kupreanof.

For Petersburg Mountain Trail, walk north (right) up the road 1.5 miles to the trail marker. Be prepared for a very steep, muddy, and brushy path rising 3,000 feet in a distance of only 2.5 miles. From the top, however, you’ll be rewarded with outstanding views of the entire Petersburg area.

Petersburg Lake Trail provides an easy 6.5-mile hike to a Forest Service cabin on Petersburg Lake within the 46,777-acre Petersburg Creek–Duncan Salt Chuck Wilderness. Check with the Forest Service for current conditions for both of these trails. From Petersburg Lake it’s possible to continue another 10.5 miles along a primitive trail to the Forest Service’s Salt Chuck East Cabin. The trail is nearly level the entire distance and offers spectacular views of Portage Mountain.

On the south end of Kupreanof Island is Kah Sheets Lake, where the Forest Service has a very popular A-frame cabin. It’s a 30-minute flight from Petersburg. A three-mile trail leads from the lake to Kah Sheets Bay, where you can fish for coho and sockeye salmon. A second Forest Service cabin sits along the bay.

West Point Cabin, in Portage Bay on the north end of Kupreanof Island, is a great spot to watch for whales, and the beach makes for good hiking.




Thomas Bay Area

Several of the most popular local Forest Service cabins are in the country around Thomas Bay, on the mainland approximately 20 miles from Petersburg. Spectacular Baird and Patterson Glaciers feed into this bay. Reserve months ahead to ensure a spot. Cascade Creek Cabin is on the saltwater and is accessible by either air or charter boat. Backpackers will love Cascade Creek Trail, one of the best (and steepest) paths in the Southeast. This three-mile path climbs 3,000 feet from the cabin to Falls Lake, passing cascading water much of the way. A three-sided shelter (free) sits along the shore of Falls Lake, and there’s good fishing for rainbow trout. Hikers can continue two more miles up the trail beyond Falls Lake to Swan Lake. Swan Lake Cabin is on the opposite end of the lake from the trailhead and offers great views of the rocky mountain country. Contact the Petersburg Forest Service office for details on trail conditions and access.






ACCOMMODATIONS

For a complete list of local lodging choices, see the Petersburg Chamber of Commerce website (www.petersburg.org) or try www.petersburgalaska.com.

The best deal in town is Alaska Island Hostel (805 Gjoa St., 907/772-3632 or 877/772-3632, www.alaskaislandhostel.com, adults $23, children $12, May–early Sept.), where Ryn Schneider makes everyone welcome. There are separate men’s and women’s dorms (4 bunks per room), along with a kitchen, laundry, and free Internet access. Children under age 6 are not allowed, and check-in is 5–8 P.M.

Petersburg’s largest lodging place, Tides Inn (307 N. 1st. St., 907/772-4288 or 800/665-8433, www.tidesinnalaska.com, $90–110 s, $100–120 d) has clean and well-maintained guest rooms, Wi-Fi, a guest computer, continental breakfast, and friendly owners. Most rooms include fridges and microwaves.

Scandia House (110 Nordic Dr., 907/772-4281 or 800/722-5006, www.scandiahousehotel.com) is a modern building with 33 brightly furnished guest rooms. Standard guest rooms (some with kitchenettes) go for $120–150 d; full suites with in-room hot tubs and king beds cost $185 d. A courtesy van and Wi-Fi are available.

The Lucky Loon (907/772-2345, www.theluckyloon.com) is a private beach house three miles south of town. Amenities include a covered deck, baths, a full kitchen, laundry, and Wi-Fi. It sleeps up to five for $200 per day with a three-day minimum.

Located along Frederick Sound just north of town, A Guest House at Water’s Edge (705 Sandy Beach Rd., 907/772-3736 or 800/868-4373, www.petersburglodgingandtours.com) is a quiet and peaceful home with two guest rooms, a full kitchen, baths, bikes, Wi-Fi, and courtesy shuttles. The house sleeps four guests ($175 pp or $150 d) with a three-night minimum. The owners—35-year residents—also lead ecotours through Kaleidoscope Cruises.

A number of fishing lodges line the Wrangell Narrows, but the nicest is Rocky Point Resort (907/772-4420, www.rockypointresortak.com), midway along the channel.


Bed-and-Breakfasts

One of Petersburg’s older homes, built in the 1920s, Broom Hus B&B (411 S. Nordic Dr., 907/772-3459, www.broomhus.com, May–Oct., $95 d) has a downstairs apartment with a full kitchen and a pleasant back deck. A continental breakfast is served.

Das Hagedorn Haus—The Hawthorne House (400 2nd St., 907/772-3775, www.dashagedornhaus.com, $80 s, $90 d)—is similar, with an attractive basement apartment. The owners prepare a full breakfast and provide a computer and Wi-Fi.

A short walk from the ferry terminal, Nordic House B&B (1106 Nordic Dr., 907/772-3620, www.nordichouse.net, $82–105 s, $92–105 d) is a comfortable and attractive home with a glassed-in deck overlooking the harbor along with Wi-Fi. Six guest rooms have private or shared baths, and a light breakfast is served. A separate apartment with a full kitchen costs $140 for up to four guests.

Waterfront B&B (1004 S. Nordic Dr., 907/772-9300, www.waterfrontbedandbreakfast.com, $110–121 d) stands on pilings along the shore just north of the ferry terminal. Five guest rooms include private baths and share a sitting room and large waterside deck; a full home-cooked breakfast and Wi-Fi are included.

Other places to check out include Feathered Nest B&B (907/772-3090, www.featherednestbandb.com, $100 s, $110 d), Morning Mist B&B (907/772-3557, www.alaska.net/~mornmist, $70 s, $80 d), and Sea Level B&B (907/772-3240, www.sealevelbnb.com, $110–140 d).






CAMPING

Those with a vehicle or willing to try hitching should head south 22 miles to the Forest Service’s Ohmer Creek Campground ($6). This is a quiet place in a flower-filled meadow along Blind Slough, with water available. Not far away is the 0.25-mile-long wheelchair-accessible Ohmer Creek Trail, complete with interpretive signs. This is a beautiful old-growth rain forest walk, with steelhead fishing in the spring.

Twin Creek RV Park (907/772-3244, www.twincreekrv.com, RVs $28, tents $15) is seven miles south of town, and The Trees RV Park (907/772-2502, RVs $30) is 10 miles out, with an adjacent store and Laundromat.




FOOD

Open seasonally, [image: e9781598803501_i0088.jpg] Tina’s Kitchen (907/772-2090, Sun. 11 A.M.–7 P.M., Mon.–Sat. 11 A.M.–8 P.M. summer, $8–11) occupies a little downtown stand next to Scandia House with amazingly tasty Baja-style halibut-cheek tacos, plus chicken teriyaki, shrimp burgers, burritos, and even Philly steak sandwiches. Eat at the picnic tables out front or inside the party tent with heaters.

A latte joint, Java Hus (907/772-2626, Sun. 7 A.M.–4 P.M., Mon.–Sat. 6 A.M.–5 P.M.) is inside Scandia House. A better bet is Common Ground (904 S. Nordic Dr., 907/772-2299, Sun. 7 A.M.–4 P.M., Mon.–Sat. 6 A.M.–5:30 P.M.), a little drive-through with an adjacent roaster. It’s 0.5 miles north of the ferry terminal.

For fresh bread, croissants, cinnamon rolls, scones, giant cookies, quiche, and the cheapest coffee in town, check out Emily’s Bakery (1000 S. Mitkof Hwy., 907/772-4555, Mon.–Fri. 8 A.M.–4 P.M.), a few steps toward town from the ferry. Get there early or the shelves may be bare.

Given the importance of fishing in the local economy, it comes as no surprise that Petersburg has a number of places offering fresh seafood. Coastal Cold Storage Fish Market (306 N. Nordic Dr., 907/772-4177, Sun. 6 A.M.–2 P.M., Mon.–Sat. 6 A.M.–6 P.M., $5–12) serves tasty halibut beer bits, shrimp burgers, Reubens, king crab sandwiches, chowders, and other lunch fare, plus Ole and Lena omelets for a Norwegian breakfast. You can also buy fresh fish, scallops, crab (cooked if you like), and other seafood—including, of course, lutefisk.

Tonka Seafoods (907/772-3662 or 888/560-3662, www.tonkaseafoods.com) specializes in premium smoked, canned, or fresh salmon, rockfish, and halibut. The retail store, across from the Sons of Norway Hall on Sing Lee Alley, is open weekdays, and tours may be available.

Open for three meals a day, Rooney’s Northern Lights Restaurant (203 Sing Lee Alley, 907/772-2900, daily 6 A.M.–8 P.M., dinner $15–26) has windows facing the harbor and dependably good meals, including fish baskets, Petersburg peel-and-eat shrimp, and a three-berry cobbler for dessert.

Prices for food and other items are higher in Petersburg than in other Southeast Alaska towns. Two local grocers have all the supplies: Hammer & Wikan (1300 Howkan Dr., 907/772-4246, www.hammerandwikan.com, Sun. 8 A.M.–7 P.M., Mon.–Sat. 7 A.M.–8 P.M.), with a full deli and a bakery, and the downtown Trading Union (907/772-3881, Mon.–Fri. 8 A.M.–7 P.M., Sat.–Sun. 10 A.M.–5 P.M.).




SHOPPING

Sing Lee Alley Books (907/772-4440, Mon.–Sat.), next to the Sons of Norway Hall, has an excellent collection of Alaskan books and other choice reading material. Cubby Hole (14 Sing Lee Alley, 907/772-2717) sells Norwegianstyle handicrafts decorated with rosemaling designs.

Wild Celery (400 N. Nordic Dr., 907/772-2471) is the local art gallery. Get beautiful Norwegian and Icelandic sweaters at Lee’s Clothing (207 Nordic Dr., 907/772-4229).




SERVICES

Get cash 24 hours a day from ATMs at First Bank and Wells Fargo. The post office (907/772-3121) is out near the airport on Haugen Drive, and the Petersburg Public Library (907/772-3349, www.psglib.org, Mon.–Thurs. noon–9 P.M., Fri.–Sat. 10 A.M.–5 P.M., closed Sat.–Sun.) is crowded into the upstairs of the municipal building on Nordic Drive. Check your email on the computers or use their free Wi-Fi.

Coin-op showers are downtown at the harbormaster’s office and at Glacier Laundry on Nordic Drive. For a better deal, paddle over to the Aquatic Center (209 Charles W St., 907/772-3304, $3), with a lap pool, a water slide, plus an adjacent community gym with a weight room, a climbing wall, and racquetball courts. Petersburg Medical Center (2nd St. and Fram St., 907/772-4299) is the local hospital.




GETTING THERE AND AROUND

Petersburg is strung out along Wrangell Narrows, with the ferry terminal (907/772-3855) a mile south of the town center. During the summer, ferries run almost daily both northbound and southbound from Petersburg. They usually stop for an hour or two, long enough to walk into town or at least check out the nearby harbor. The ferry terminal opens two hours before ship arrivals and generally stays open a half-hour after it departs. For reservations and schedules, contact the Alaska Marine Highway (907/465-3941 or 800/642-0066, www.dot.state.ak.us/amhs).

Metro Cab (907/772-2700) and Midnight Rides (907/772-2222) charge $6 for transport from the airport or ferry to town.

Rent cars from Allstar Rent-A-Car (907/772-4281 or 800/722-5006, www.scandiahousehotel.com) at Scandia House or Avis (907/772-4716 or 800/331-1212, www.tidesinnalaska.com) inside Tides Inn.

Petersburg Airport is a mile southeast of town on Haugen Drive. Alaska Airlines (907/772-4255 or 800/426-0333, www.alaskaair.com) has daily service to other Southeast Alaska towns and the Lower 48. Pacific Wing (907/772-9258, www.pacificwing.com), Kupreanof Flying Service (907/772-3396, www.kupreanof.com), and Nordic Air (907/772-3535) all provide air charter service to Forest Service cabins. Temsco Helicopters (907/772-4780 or 877/789-9501, www.temscoair.com) offers helicopter flightseeing. Sunrise Aviation (907/874-2319 or 800/874-2311, www.sunriseflights.com ) often has seat fares to Wrangell.




KAKE

The little Tlingit village of Kake (pop. 700) lies along the northwest shore of Kupreanof Island, halfway between Petersburg and Sitka. Kake’s claim to fame is the world’s tallest totem pole, exhibited at the 1970 World’s Fair in Osaka, Japan. This 132-foot pole is unique in that it contains figures representing all the Tlingit clans on a single pole. Kake is also the starting point for sea kayak trips into two large wilderness areas on nearby Kuiu Island. Also of interest is the quaint Kake Presbyterian Church. Built in 1929, it is the oldest public building in town.


History

During the 1800s the Kake tribe had a reputation as one of the fiercest in the Southeast. Richard Meade recorded the following incident:


In 1855 a party of Kakes, on a visit south to Puget Sound, became involved in some trouble there, which caused a United States vessel to open fire on them, and during the affair one of the Kake chiefs was killed. This took place over 800 miles from the Kake settlements on Kupreanof Island. The very next year the tribe sent a canoe-load of fighting men all the way from Clarence Straits in Russian America to Whidby’s Island in Washington Territory, and attacked and beheaded an ex-collector–not of internal revenue, for that might have been pardonable–but of customs, and returned safely with his skull and scalp to their villages. Such people are, therefore, not to be despised, and are quite capable of giving much trouble in the future unless wisely and firmly governed.”


John Muir later described a visit to a Kake village where human bones were scattered all over the ground, reminders of previous battles: “Chief Yana Taowk seemed to take pleasure in kicking the Sitka bones that lay in his way, and neither old nor young showed the slightest trace of superstitious fear of the dead at any time.” Needless to say, the people of Kake treat outsiders in a friendlier manner today.




Practicalities

Keex’ Kwaan Lodge (907/785-3434, www.kakealaska.com, $134 s, $153 d) is a comfortable modern lodge where most rooms include two queen beds, fridges, microwaves, and Wi-Fi.

Nugget Inn (907/785-6469, daily 9 A.M.–6:30 P.M. May–Sept., Thurs.–Tues. 9 A.M.–2 P.M. winter, entrées $18–26) serves meals three times a day in the summer, including fresh fish and crab (when available), deep-fried chicken, burgers, and New York steaks. It’s on the right when you exit the ferry. Upstairs are three tiny rooms with one ($75) or two ($84) twin beds, TVs, and a bath down the hall.

Get groceries from SOS Value-Mart (907/785-6444), 0.25 miles from the ferry. Kake has a liquor store, but no bank. The gas station (on the left from the ferry) has an ATM, but it’s often out of cash.

Camping facilities are not available, and much of the land around Kake is privately owned, but camping is permitted on Forest Service land, two miles south of town. Kake is one of the drier towns in the Southeast, with only 50 inches per year of precipitation. The town has a fish hatchery and cold-storage plant but no Forest Service office. Ask at the Forest Service office in Petersburg about the Cathedral Falls, Goose Lake, and Hamilton River Trails. Big John Cabin on Big John Bay is accessible via the road network from Kake.

The Alaska Marine Highway (800/642-0066, www.dot.state.ak.us/amhs) ferry visits Kake twice a week, heading both east to Petersburg and west to Sitka. It docks 1.5 miles from the center of town. There is a covered shelter area, but no phone. The ferry usually stops just long enough to load and unload cars (a half-hour or so).

Wings of Alaska (907/789-0790, www.wingsofalaska.com), has daily service between Kake and Juneau, while Harris Aircraft Services (907/966-3050 or 877/966-3050, www.harrisaircraft.com) flies to Sitka most days.






KUIU ISLAND

If you have the time, equipment, and skill, nearby Kuiu Island (pronounced Q-U) provides excellent kayaking and canoeing opportunities. Two wilderness areas encompass the south and west sides of Kuiu; other parts have been heavily logged. Dozens of interesting islands, islets, and coves crowd the west side of Kuiu in the 67,000-acre Tebenkof Bay Wilderness, while the south end includes the 60,000-acre Kuiu Wilderness. The Forest Service publishes a detailed map of Kuiu Island with descriptions of all portages and routes. Get a copy of Kuiu Island/Tebenkof Bay Canoe/Kayak Routes from Petersburg Ranger District (907/772-3871, www.fs.fed.us/r10/tongass).

Experienced kayakers will enjoy the paddle between Kake and Petersburg around the south end of Kupreanof Island. There is open water in places, but a good portion of the route is protected, and the state ferry makes it easy to get between Kake and Petersburg.




PORT ALEXANDER

Southeast Alaska’s most remote settlement, tiny Port Alexander (pop. 50) sits near the southern tip of rugged Baranof Island. In the 1920s—heyday of the salmon canneries—the town buzzed with 2,000 workers. Today, Port Alexander is quiet and lovely, with boardwalks, a general store, a post office, and a one-teacher school. It’s also very rainy, averaging an incredible 220 inches of the wet stuff per year.

There’s a small fleet of long-liners and trollers, along with two sportfishing places: Laughing Raven Lodge (800/768-7752, www.portalexander.com) and Fishermen’s Inn (907/568-2399 or 480/225-2217, www.fisherssinn.com). Harris Aircraft Services (907/966-3050 or 877/966-3050, www.harrisaircraft.com) flies several times per week between Sitka and Port Alexander.






Sitka

With its gem-like island-dotted setting, Sitka (pop. 9,000) is everybody’s favorite Southeast Alaska town. On a typical summer day you’ll see fishing boats heading out to sea from the four harbors around Sitka Sound, and cruise ships steaming by, their decks crowded with tourists as they pass Mt. Edgecumbe, the Fuji-like snowcapped volcano that adorns Sitka’s outer waters. Back in town, other visitors glance inside the Russian church that dominates Sitka’s center, wander along totem-pole-lined paths in peaceful Sitka National Historical Park, and climb the sharply rising wooded peaks behind town. The people who make this their home are similarly diverse, ranging from beer-guzzling fishers barely making ends meet to wealthy retirees from California who are pushing housing prices into the stratosphere. The gorgeous setting makes Sitka a detour well worth the effort. Be forewarned, however, to expect rain—the town soaks in 94 inches per year. By the way, Sitka lays claim to being the “biggest city in America”; its boundaries encircle Baranof Island, fully 4,710 square miles (New York City covers only 301 square miles).


Peril Strait

Located on the western shore of Baranof Island, “Sitka-by-the-Sea” is Southeast Alaska’s most remote ferry stop, and the only major Inside Passage town to front on the Pacific Ocean. Getting to Sitka by ferry requires a long detour through the scenic but treacherous Peril Strait that separates Baranof and Chichagof Islands—a great place to watch for eagles perched on trees along the shore. During larger tides, fierce currents prevent ferries from going through, and the ships must time their passage to coincide with a high or low slack tide. The passage narrows to only 300 feet in one spot (24 feet deep). When the tide is really cooking, the buoys are often bent far over by the wild currents. This has one side benefit: The ferry is forced to stay for three hours or so in Sitka, long enough for you to get a taste of this fascinating town. But to see this pretty place better, be sure to stay awhile.


SITKA
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Sitka Channel and Sitka








HISTORY


Russian America

First established as a base for collecting sea otter pelts, Sitka has a long and compelling history. In 1799, Alexander Baranov—head of the Russian American Company—founded the settlement under a charter from the czar. Baranov (also spelled Baranof) built his original fort, Redoubt St. Michael, near the present Alaska ferry terminal, only to see it destroyed in a Tlingit attack in 1802. There is evidence that the British, long enemies of the Russians, assisted the Tlingits in the fort’s destruction. Two years later, Baranov returned with 120 soldiers and 800 Aleuts in 300 baidarkas, defeating the Tlingits in what was to become the last major resistance by any Northwest Coast Indians. The Russians rebuilt the town, then called New Archangel, on the present site and constructed a stockade enclosing what is now downtown Sitka. New Archangel soon became the capital of Russian America and a vital center for the sea otter and fur seal trade with China. Although the Tlingits were invited back in 1821 (Native leaders say the Russians begged them to return), the groups coexisted uneasily. Tlingits built their houses just outside the stockade, facing a battery of eight Russian cannons.

Once labeled the “Paris of the North Pacific,” New Archangel quickly became the Northwest’s most cosmopolitan port. By 1840 it was already home to a library of several thousand volumes, a museum, a meteorological observatory, two schools, a hospital, an armory, two orphanages, and dozens of other buildings. The wealthier citizens lived in elaborate homes filled with crystal and fine lace, but as in czarist Russia itself, the opulence of Sitka did not extend beyond a select few. Slave-like working and living conditions were forced on the Aleut sea otter hunters.




America Takes Over

An emotional ceremony at Sitka in 1867 marked the passage of Alaska from Russian to American hands, and most of the Russians, including many third-generation Sitkans, returned to their motherland. Even today, there are locals who speak Russian. Although the town served as Alaska’s first capital city for three decades, its importance declined rapidly under the Americans, and it was almost a ghost town by the turn of the 20th century. The territorial government was moved to the thenbooming mining town of Juneau in 1900.

During World War II, Sitka became a major link in the defense of Alaska against Japan. Hangars remain from the large amphibious air base just across the bridge on Japonski Island (Fort Ray), and the barracks that once housed 3,500 soldiers were turned into Mt. Edgecumbe High School, Alaska’s only boarding high school for Native Alaskans. The boarding school is now fully integrated.

Sitka’s largest employer until 1993 was a Japanese-owned pulp mill five miles east of town. The mill closed mainly because of the high cost of production and competition from mills elsewhere. Before it closed, the mill gained national attention for dumping large quantities of cancer-causing dioxin into nearby Silver Bay, and for being one of the primary forces behind the clear-cut logging of Tongass National Forest. Many Sitkans still work in the fishing and tourism industries, or for the government. The mill’s closure did not have nearly the devastating effect the prophets of doom had predicted; in fact Sitka seems to be doing just fine, fueled by tourism and the arrival of retirees. Large cruise ships are in port most summer days, but things aren’t nearly as bad (yet) as in Juneau, Ketchikan, or Skagway.
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