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








[image: image]




[image: image]







[image: image]

baby moose eating fireweed
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cross-country skiers in Homer
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kayakers in Prince William Sound





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 salmon, northern lights dancing across a velvety winter sky.


First-time visitors quickly discover how vast the state is, and how difficult it is to see everything in a short period of time. Instead of trying to see it all, many choose to explore Southcentral Alaska—focusing on Anchorage, Denali, and the Kenai Peninsula. This is Alaska at its most accessible and diverse.


This guide is for those Alaska travelers who are looking for a way to kayak in front of glaciers, fish for halibut on a charter boat, explore remote backcountry areas in Denali, and watch brown bears catching salmon on a remote shore, but who also enjoy a fine Anchorage restaurant, snowboarding at Alyeska Resort, or staying at a luxurious bed-and-breakfast. Spend an evening in Anchorage dining on king crab and sampling French wines, then 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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hiking in old-growth forests near Seward
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Seldovia Slough
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mountain bikers at Lost Lake





Anchorage is the natural focal point. The city’s Ted Stevens International Airport has scheduled flights from a dozen U.S. cities, plus direct international flights from Frankfurt, Vancouver, Reykjavik, and even Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky. Fly into Anchorage and use this city of 300,000 people as a base to explore surrounding areas, most notably Denali National Park to the north and the Kenai Peninsula to the south. All the major rental car companies have operations at the airport, and many people rent a car or RV to explore on their own. Buses serve the major towns, and the Alaska Railroad connects Anchorage with Seward, Talkeetna, Denali, Whittier, and Fairbanks.


Let this book open the doors to this truly unique, amazing, and beautiful part of Alaska. If you haven’t visited Alaska before, you’re in for a treat. If you have, you will certainly want to return.
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paddle rafting in front of Grewingk Glacier near Homer
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Salty Dawg Saloon on the Homer Spit
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Dall sheep in Denali National Park









10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Go Flightseeing: Only in Alaska can you land on a glacier beneath the summit of America’s tallest mountain.
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2 View Wildlife in Denali: Spotting grizzlies, black bears, caribou, and wolves is a highlight of this unique park.
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3 Cruise alongside Glaciers: The best way to see glaciers, whales, puffins, otters, and other crowd-pleasers is on a boat tour. Popular trips include Prince William Sound from Whittier, Kenai Fjords National Park from Seward, and Kachemak Bay from Homer.
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4 Explore Homer Spit: This peninsula extending into Kachemak Bay is packed with fishing boats, restaurants, and galleries. It’s also the launching point for wildlife tours.
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5 Kayak on the Kenai Peninsula: The towns of Homer and Seward are bases for excellent guided sea kayaking trips.
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6 Discover Urban Alaska: Home to flower-lined streets, fine museums, and memorable restaurants, Anchorage is Alaska’s “Big City.”
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7 Go Fish: Salmon and halibut draw charter boats from Homer and Seward, while the Kenai River is a hotbed of combat fishing.








[image: image]



8 Take a Scenic Drive: Alaska’s most memorable road trips include the dramatic Denali Highway, the Seward Highway along the shore of Turnagain Arm, and winding Hatcher Pass.
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9 Watch Whales: Boat tours out of Seward provide photo ops for humpbacks and orcas, while Turnagain Arm is a showcase for belugas.
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10 Enjoy Quirky Small Towns: Visit rustic Talkeetna, happening Homer, old-timey Hope, and cozy Girdwood. Atmospheric towns like these are the heart and soul of Alaska.






Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Anchorage and Vicinity


Anchorage is home to nearly half the state’s population, an international airport, and a multitude of cultural attractions. Especially notable are the Anchorage Museum, the largest museum in the state, and the Alaska Native Heritage Center. A paved trail skirts the city’s shoreline, and great hiking is a short drive away in massive Chugach State Park.


Head south along Turnagain Arm, with its enormous tides and beluga whales, to Crow Creek Mine and Alyeska Resort in Girdwood. Nearby are the Alaska Wildlife Conservation Center and Portage Glacier. The Alaska Railroad runs fun daytrips to Spencer Glacier.


North of Anchorage is the Matanuska-Susitna Valley, home to fast-growing Wasilla and Palmer. Beyond lies Hatcher Pass with its pretty alpine country and historic mine buildings.


Denali National Park and Vicinity


Alaska’s most loved national park, Denali National Park is 175 air miles north of Anchorage. The park’s crowning jewel is 20,320-foot Mount Denali. A narrow dirt road—open only to tour buses—runs through the heart of Denali, providing opportunities to see caribou, brown bears, wolves, and other wildlife, plus amazing Alaska Range vistas. Hop on a bus for an all-day ride into the park: It’s an eight-hour round-trip to Eielson Visitor Center, famous for its Mount Denali views. Or take the 11-hour round-trip ride to Wonder Lake and the old mining settlement of Kantishna.
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Denali National Park
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The quaint pedestrian-friendly town of Talkeetna, halfway between Anchorage and Denali, has historic buildings and fun shops, but is best known as a base for flightseeing trips to Denali, including exhilarating glacier landings.


Beautiful Denali Highway is a mostly gravel 126-mile route that slices east to west along the magnificent Alaska Range. Denali State Park is virtually unknown outside Alaska, but its alpine country affords alpine hikes and fine views of Mount Denali.


The Kenai Peninsula


Extending south and west from Anchorage, the Kenai Peninsula is a recreational paradise, with fishing, hiking, rafting, sightseeing, and camping options galore. The peninsula 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 tours to look for whales, puffins, and glaciers within Kenai Fjords, take a guided kayak trip in Resurrection Bay, discover diving sea lions at the Alaska SeaLife Center, or hike along Exit Glacier.


Tiny Hope is an almost-ghost town with an abundance of historic log cabins, plus great hiking trails and river rafting. Kenai and Soldotna are bases for sportfishing, including the famed sockeye salmon combat fishing on the Kenai River. The town of Homer is a premier destination for fishing, sea kayaking, hiking, fat-tire biking, and bear-viewing flights, with notable lodges, fine restaurants, and art galleries, several of which can be found along the famous Homer Spit.


Know Before You Go


Alaska is primarily a summer destination, and the vast majority of its two million annual visitors travel mid-May through mid-September, with the peak in July-August. The advantages of summer travel are obvious: long days and warmer weather, not to mention the return of salmon and the emergence of bears and other wildlife. Summer has its drawbacks, though, including mosquitoes, high lodging prices, and crowded venues.


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.


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 in Denali, and a couple of weeks later in 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. Denali can be bitterly cold in winter, but Anchorage and points south are typically milder, especially by mid-February, as the days begin to lengthen.


With the right planning, an Alaskan adventure can be the trip of a lifetime. Book well ahead for shuttle bus trips into Denali National Park and for lodging around the park. Many of the larger chain hotels in Anchorage provide substantial discounts if you reserve in mid-winter for the following summer. Leave some time in your schedule to relax, even if you have just a week. Do your research by reading this guide, checking out the websites of places you might want to visit, and requesting a copy of the Alaska Vacation Planner (800/862-5275, www.travelalaska.com).




Affordable Alaska


Alaska is a notoriously expensive place to visit. It’s easy to spend $275 a night for an Anchorage or Denali hotel, and when you add in high fuel and food prices, car rental costs, a flightseeing trip, a day of bear-viewing, and a boat tour, you’re starting to talk serious money. Fortunately, there are ways to explore Southcentral Alaska without watching your credit card explode in flames.


• Book flights well in advance and watch for bargain airfares. Anchorage is the hub of air travel to Alaska, with all the major airlines and international flights. Check Google Flights for the best deals; you can even pull up a monthly calendar of bargain rates. Alaska Travelgram (www.alaskatravelgram.com) has hot tips on fares to and from Alaska.


• Take buses whenever possible. Anchorage’s People Mover city buses provide inexpensive connections to the airport, and Valley Transit buses continue north into the Mat-Su Valley for just a few dollars. Private buses are a fair bargain, connecting larger towns and cities in the region.


• Many Anchorage and Denali hotels provide free airport or train shuttles. Hotels at the entrance to Denali National Park provide inexpensive shuttles from campgrounds and RV parks to shops and restaurants. The park has a free shuttle to mile 15 of the Park Road.


• Public campgrounds are found throughout the region, and in Anchorage. It costs just $17 to camp at Denali’s Riley Creek Campground, or you can drop $400 for a hotel room a mile away.


• Make car rental reservations well ahead, and check Travelocity or Expedia for the best rates. Many companies offer discounts if you have a Costco, AAA, or AARP card.


• Hostels offer an inexpensive lodging option. Bent Prop Inn & Hostel Downtown (Anchorage), Denali Mountain Morning Hostel and Lodge (near the park), and Nauti Otter (Seward) are all great choices.




[image: image]


hostel near Denali National Park





• Save money by cooking your own meals. Most hotels provide in-room microwaves and small refrigerators, and many also include a decent breakfast. Hostels (and a few hotels) have full kitchens for guests.


• Book your hotel stay well in advance for the best prices. Although most mom-and-pop outfits don’t lower their prices for advance bookings, the bigger hotels in Anchorage and Denali often offer early-bird discounts of 10 percent or more.


• Travel in the shoulder season. Lodging rates are often substantially lower if you’re willing to visit Alaska in May or September, and prices drop even more over the winter months.






The Best of Anchorage



The following itineraries offer the best that Southcentral Alaska has to offer. You’ll want to spend 2-4 days in Anchorage; decide whether to explore the city at the beginning or the end (or at both ends) of your trip. Using Anchorage as a travel hub, you can visit Denali National Park or travel along the Kenai Peninsula, spending time in towns like Hope, Seward, Soldotna, and Homer while mixing travel by train, bus, car, boat, and air.


Day 1


Fly into Anchorage, get a rental car, then find your hotel and settle in. Copper Whale Inn or Anchorage Grand Hotel are attractive and reasonably priced downtown options. Or book a couple of nights at SpringHill Suites Anchorage University Lake for in-town lodging with an out-of-town lake and mountain view.


If you’re planning on doing some outdoor excursions, check out the gear at REI, then grab lunch at Middle Way Café. Get oriented by heading to the Log Cabin Visitors Center downtown, and the nearby Alaska Public Lands Information Center. Enjoy a fine seafood dinner at Simon & Seaforts, where you can sip a nighttime cocktail as the sun arcs across the shimmering summer sky over Cook Inlet.


Day 2


Drop by Side Street Espresso downtown for an espresso and croissant. Spend the day exploring the Anchorage Museum and the Alaska Native Heritage Center. If the weather cooperates, take a stroll along the Tony Knowles Coastal Trail. It offers great vistas across Cook Inlet and is readily accessible from downtown.
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Alaska Native Heritage Center





Day 3


Take a day hike in Chugach State Park. Head to the Glen Alps parking lot for access to Flattop Mountain Trail—a steep climb with a big reward at the end—or the easier saunter up the trail to Powerline Pass. Flattop Mountain Shuttle provides transportation from downtown if you want to leave the driving to someone else. Alternatively, take a flightseeing trip over glacier-filled Prince William Sound or a longer flight around Mount Denali. A great dinner option is the ever-popular Moose’s Tooth Pub & Pizzeria.




Top Day Hikes


With millions of acres of wild country in all directions, it’s easy to find great hikes in Southcentral Alaska. Even Anchorage has challenging trails just a 20-minute drive from downtown.


ANCHORAGE


• Flattop Mountain Trail in Chugach State Park near Anchorage


• Tony Knowles Coastal Trail in downtown Anchorage


• Turnagain Arm Trail in Chugach State Park south of Anchorage


• Eklutna Lakeside Trail in Chugach State Park north of Anchorage


• Crow Pass Trail in Chugach State Park near Girdwood


• Winner Creek Trail in Chugach National Forest near Girdwood


• Portage Pass Trail in Chugach National Forest near Whittier
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hikers at Portage Lake





• West Butte Trail on Bodenburg Butte near Palmer


• Reed Lakes Trail at Hatcher Pass State Park north of Palmer


DENALI


• Curry Ridge Loop Trail in Denali State Park


• Savage Alpine Trail in Denali National Park


• Mount Healy Overlook Trail in Denali National Park


• Alpine Trail near Eielson Visitor Center in Denali National Park


• Tundra country around Wonder Lake in Denali National Park (spectacular hiking but not on developed trails)


KENAI PENINSULA


• Resurrection Pass Trail in Chugach National Forest between Hope and Cooper Landing


• Palmer Lakes Trail in Chugach National Forest near Hope


• Carter Lake Trail in Chugach National Forest near Moose Pass


• Summit Creek Trail in Chugach National Forest near Summit Lake


• Lost Lake Trail in Chugach National Forest near Seward


• Harding Icefield Trail in Kenai Fjords National Park near Seward


• Russian River Falls Trail in Kenai National Wildlife Refuge near Cooper Landing


• Glacier Spit Trail in Kachemak Bay State Park near Homer


• Grace Ridge Trail in Kachemak Bay State Park near Homer


Helpful hiking guides for Southcentral Alaska include 50 Hikes in Alaska’s Kenai Peninsula by Taz Tally, Day Hiking Southcentral Alaska by Lisa Maloney, and Denali National Park: Guide to Hiking, Photography and Camping by Ike Waits.






Day 4



Start your day with brunch at Snow City Café and browse downtown Anchorage’s shops. From Anchorage, drive south along Turnagain Arm and watch for beluga whales in the water and Dall sheep along mountain slopes. Stop in Girdwood to pan for gold at Crow Creek Mine and ride the Mount Alyeska aerial tram. At the top, take in the vistas and hike or bike the alpine paths.


Back in Anchorage, couples will enjoy the ultimate Alaskan dining experience at Marx Bros. Café, while families may opt for Glacier BrewHouse. If you still have party energy, hit crazy-busy Chilkoot Charlie’s in Midtown or Humpy’s Great Alaskan Alehouse downtown.


Onward Travel


From Anchorage, you can travel north to Denali National Park (see below). Going south, Portage Glacier and Girdwood are popular day trips from Anchorage, but they can also make good stops en route to the Kenai Peninsula.


Destination: Denali


Denali National Park is about 240 miles north of Anchorage, a five-hour trip by car. The best way to travel to Denali, though, is by train, where you can relax and enjoy the scenery. The Alaska Railroad runs trains from Anchorage to Denali, with stops at Wasilla and Talkeetna in between. You can take the eight-hour ride straight to Denali, but stopping for a night in Talkeetna is highly recommended.


Day 1


From Anchorage, go to the Alaska Railroad depot and hop on the morning Denali Star train headed north, arriving in Talkeetna three hours later. Upgrading to the luxurious double-decker GoldStar railcar costs more, but its upper level provides better views of the grand scenery along the way; the price also includes meals and alcoholic beverages. If The Mountain (Mount Denali, of course) is out, book a flightseeing trip to the park from a charter company like Talkeetna Air Taxi, K2 Aviation, or Sheldon Air Service. Flights with a glacier landing are particularly memorable. Head to dinner at Denali BrewPub on Talkeetna’s Main Street, and spend the night at Denali Overlook Inn, five miles outside Talkeetna.


Day 2


Get breakfast and a to-go lunch at Talkeetna Roadhouse. Next, explore the funky historic buildings in town, starting with Nagley’s Store, open since the 1920s. Then hop aboard the Denali Star once more, where you’ll arrive at Denali National Park by late afternoon. From the train depot, find the Dine Denali Shuttle and ride into nearby Healy. Stay at Earth Song Lodge and join the pub fun at 49th State Brewing Co. Be sure to get a selfie photo in the bus used in the movie Into the Wild; it’s right out front.


Day 3


This is your day to explore Denali National Park by tour bus (private vehicles are prohibited beyond Mile 15 of the Park Road). Advance reservations are absolutely necessary for this all-day adventure, and many people book several months ahead of time to be sure of a space. Most buses turn around at Eielson Visitor Center (eight hours round-trip), where you’ll get a fine view of Mount Denali if it isn’t obscured by clouds. You could also ride to Wonder Lake and back (11 long hours) or take a shorter wildlife-focused tour on one of the park’s tan buses. You’re likely to see brown bears, moose, caribou, Dall sheep, and the occasional wolf along the way. Return to Earth Song Lodge for a second night, but stop in “Glitter Gulch” for a traditional Serbian dinner at Moose-AKa’s.




Understanding the Denali Maze


Denali National Park requires considerable planning. Here are some tips to make your trip go as smoothly as possible.


• Book your shuttle bus first. These all-day tour buses fill early, so make reservations (www.reservedenali.com) as soon as you have travel dates for the park.


• Book train travel on the Alaska Railroad if you’re traveling by train from Anchorage to Denali.


• Reserve lodging in advance, especially for the peak of the season in July-August.


• Plan at least three days and nights in the Denali area. The park is an all-day drive or train ride from Anchorage (or two days if you stop in Talkeetna). The Park Road itself is an all-day ride if you want to reach Eielson Visitor Center or Wonder Lake. You’ll want downtime to explore areas around the park entrance or to camp inside the park.
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Mount Denali from Talkeetna





• Bring a big lunch, water, light jacket, camera, and binoculars on the shuttle bus ride.


• Take a natural history tour to learn more. Although shuttle bus drivers stop for wildlife, you’ll learn much more about the park by joining one of the nature tour buses. They’re a bit more expensive, but worth it.


• Reserve a campsite at one of Denali National Park’s six campgrounds. Riley Creek Campground at the entrance is open to cars and RVs, and some other campgrounds allow limited vehicle access, but three of the campgrounds are only accessible via bus.


• Backcountry campers need to plan for wilderness conditions. There are only a handful of trails within Denali; much of the country is relatively open tundra. You’ll need a backcountry permit and a reservation for a camper bus to your starting point, and you must attend a safety briefing.


• Carry bear spray on all hikes. Although brown bear attacks are extremely rare, it’s always wise to carry “bear mace” as a precaution. Talk with rangers for safety tips when hiking in bear country.


• Rent a mountain bike if you want to really explore the Park Road. They’re available just outside the park entrance and can be carried onto camper buses. Reservations are necessary, since only two bikes are allowed per bus.


• Visit in early September, when fall colors dominate the landscape and fewer travelers crowd the shuttle buses and campgrounds.


• Try for the Road Lottery. As fall comes to Denali, the Park Road is opened to private vehicles for four days in mid-September. A total of 400 cars are allowed, with the winners chosen at random. You’ll need to apply by June 30; find details at the park website (www.nps.gov/dena).





If you’d like to spend more time in Denali and are on a budget, plan ahead by making a reservation at one of the park’s six campgrounds, like Riley Creek Campground or Savage River Campground.


Day 4


If you have decided to spend two full days at Denali, use today to take the free park shuttle to Savage River, where you can climb Savage Alpine Trail for a peek at the peak of Denali, or float the Nenana River with one of the local rafting companies. If you’re planning on returning to Anchorage today, visit the sled dog demonstrations or do a short hike in the morning (try the Horseshoe Lake Trail for a chance at seeing beavers). Take the noon Denali Star train south; you’ll arrive back in Anchorage that evening.
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hikers on the Savage Alpine Trail in Denali





Backcountry Travel


Denali is backcountry wilderness: vaster and wilder than anyplace most people have ever visited. If you’re planning on venturing into the backcountry during your visit to Denali, you’ll want to visit the Backcountry Information Center at the park. For more information.




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.
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brown bears





The most famous places to see and photograph brown bears are Denali National Park, Katmai National Park, and McNeil River. Some boats and planes also offer bear-viewing day trips to coastal Lake Clark National Park.


World-famous Brooks Camp within Katmai National Park (907/246-3305, www.nps.gov/katm) is one of the few places where large numbers of visitors can see wild bears throughout the summer. Bear activity centers on the Brooks River and particularly Brooks Falls, where those legendary bear-with-jumping-salmon photos are taken. Air taxis in Anchorage, Homer, Kenai, and Soldotna all provide floatplane flights to Naknek Lake, just a short hike from the river. (Many people also fly an Alaska Airlines jet from Anchorage to King Salmon and then hop on a floatplane to Brooks Camp.) The National Park Service maintains a campground at Brooks Camp; lodging and meals are available at Brooks Lodge (907/243-5448 or 877/708-1391, www.katmailand.com).


One of Alaska’s best-known places to see bears is McNeil River State Game Sanctuary on the Alaska Peninsula approximately 100 air miles west of Homer and adjacent to Katmai National Park. This state sanctuary—made famous in National Geographic specials—allows just 10 visitors per day to the viewing area. The application process is highly competitive, with just 10 percent of applicants actually getting permission to visit McNeil. It’s managed by the Alaska Department of Fish and Game (907/267-2189, www.wildlife.alaska.gov), with complete details on access and the application process at their website.


Two other popular places to see brown bears are Silver Salmon Creek and Chinitna Bay within Lake Clark National Park (907/781-2218, www.nps.gov/lacl), on the Alaska Peninsula southwest of Anchorage. Access is by air from Anchorage, Soldotna, or Homer, or check out lodges in the park.


In addition to the official areas, many air-taxi operators fly out of Anchorage, Homer, Kenai, and Soldotna on daylong bear-viewing trips in search of brown bears. Most of these head to the outer coast, landing on beaches within Katmai National Park and Preserve. These once-in-a-lifetime day trips typically cost $850-1,000 per person.






The Best of the Kenai Peninsula



The Kenai Peninsula is the Alaska that most people dream about. Distances here are great, but it’s worth traversing them to see highlights like Exit Glacier and the towns of Seward and Homer. This itinerary generally alternates driving days with more active and adventurous days. You can add additional days in any location if you want to pack in more excursions—or if you prefer a more leisurely pace.


En Route to the Kenai Peninsula


DAY 1: PORTAGE GLACIER AND GIRDWOOD


Drive south from Anchorage, stopping at Potter Marsh to watch for arctic terns and other birds. Continue along Turnagain Arm, famous for its bore tides, beluga whales, and cliff-traipsing Dall sheep.


Get a filling lunch at The Bake Shop in Girdwood and drive south to Portage, where you can visit the Alaska Wildlife Conservation Center to see brown and black bears, bison, moose, and other critters up close. Take an hour-long boat cruise to Portage Glacier and visit the Begich, Boggs Visitor Center to learn more about glaciers and Alaska’s rapidly warming climate. Alternatively, ride the Alaska Railroad from Portage to Spencer Glacier for hiking, kayaking, and river rafting.


Backtrack a few miles to Girdwood and overnight at Hotel Alyeska. Take the Alyeska Resort tram to a gourmet dinner at Seven Glaciers Restaurant, high above Turnagain Arm.


DAY 2: DAY CRUISE FROM WHITTIER


Drive south to Portage and through the 2.5-mile tunnel to the little town of Whittier, a popular port for cruise ships and day tours. Phillips Tours and Cruises has all-day boat tours to the spectacular glaciers of western Prince William Sound. You can also opt for a leisurely five-hour glacier tour to Blackstone Bay. Seals lounge on the icebergs, and several active glaciers are visible at once.
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kayaking in Prince William Sound
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Homer harbor





Drive back through the tunnel and head south, stopping for a pleasant dinner at Summit Lake Lodge, and overnight at Inn at Tern Lake near Moose Pass.


The Kenai Peninsula


DAY 3: SEWARD AND EXIT GLACIER


Drive the 36 miles from Inn at Tern Lake to the town of Seward. Get a latte and check out the artwork at Resurrect Art Coffeehouse Gallery, then make the 12-mile drive north to Exit Glacier. In an hour or two you can explore the country around this fast-retreating glacier, or opt for an all-day hike to massive Harding Icefield. Exit Glacier Guides leads ice-climbing trips onto the glacier if you’re feeling adventurous.


Reward yourself with a farm-to-table dinner at The Cookery and spend the night at Salted Roots, just south of town on Lowell Point. (A less expensive alternative is Nauti Otter yurts.)


DAY 4: DAY CRUISE FROM SEWARD


Take a half-day wildlife boat tour around Resurrection Bay or an all-day trip to Northwestern Fjord or Aialik Bay within Kenai Fjords National Park.


In the late afternoon, visit Seward’s Alaska SeaLife Center, where enormous tanks house puffins, seals, and playful sea lions. Enjoy a “bucket of butt” halibut dinner at Thorn’s Showcase or a burger and brew from Seward Brewing Company. Spend a second night in Seward.


DAY 5: COOPER LANDING


Drive north to the tiny settlement of Cooper Landing along the Kenai River. Take the day to relax with a float trip on the Kenai River from Alaska River Adventures, go for an hour-long trail ride with Alaska Horsemen Trail Adventures, or rent a bike from Bike Cooper Landing and peddle up to watch the bears at Russian River Falls.




Day Cruises


One of the most enjoyable and fun ways to see Southcentral Alaska’s wild places is by boat. On-the-water tours—from half-hour water-taxi rides to 11-hour national park tours—are available in the following places:


• Resurrection Bay day tours from Seward


• Kenai Fjords National Park tours from Seward
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tour boat at Kenai Fjords National Park





• Prince William Sound tours from Whittier


• Portage Glacier tours from Portage


• Kachemak Bay and Gull Island tours from Homer


• Seldovia tours from Homer


• Halibut Cove tours from Homer


• Susitna River trips from Talkeetna


• Water-taxi rides of any length from Seward, Whittier, or Homer


• Kayak or stand-up paddleboards trips from Homer, Whittier, or Seward


• Fishing float trips on the Kenai River from Cooper Landing


• White-water rafting from Hope, Spencer Glacier, Talkeetna, Cooper Landing, Matanuska Glacier, or Denali National Park





Kingfisher Roadhouse has delicious meals with a rustic setting and an enclosed deck facing Kenai Lake. Settle in for an angelic night at Alaska Heavenly Lodge.


DAY 6: SOLDOTNA AND KENAI


Drop by Gwin’s Lodge for a filling down-home breakfast. Head west along the Sterling Highway, stopping at Mile 55 to ride the self-propelled Russian River Ferry across the river where salmon anglers stand shoulder to shoulder for “combat fishing” during the peak of the sockeye run.


Take the scenic route from here by turning onto Skilak Lake Loop Road. This pretty 16-mile dirt road crosses the heart of Kenai National Wildlife Refuge, with campgrounds and hiking trails. If you have the time, take one of these hikes: the Bear Mountain Trail is a short one with impressive views.




[image: image]


Skilak Lake from Bear Mountain Trail





Back on the Sterling Highway, continue west to Soldotna, where you can stock up on groceries at the big Fred Meyer store or a lunchtime soup and sandwich at Odie’s Deli and let the kids run wild at Soldotna Creek Park. Once they’re corralled back in the car, continue to the Kenai Spur Highway junction, and turn north through the small city of Kenai (home to the Peninsula’s only Walmart), and then another 15 miles to tiny Nikiski. Stop by Kassik’s Brewery for a growler of Moose Point Porter and order fish tacos at Playa-Azul Mexican Restaurant. Overnight in a cozy lakeside cabin at Daniels Lake Lodge, where you can listen to the calls of loons echoing across the lake.


DAY 7: KENAI, NINILCHIK, AND ON TO HOMER


In the morning, head to the Kenai Visitors and Cultural Center for local information, then visit Veronica’s Café for breakfast blintzes and espresso. Wander a bit farther west to sand dunes along Cook Inlet at the mouth of the Kenai River. In July you’ll see hundreds of dipnetters catching salmon from the riverbanks.


Drive south from Kenai via Kalifornsky Beach Road, turning south on the Sterling Highway at Kasilof. As you’re driving, look across the inlet for views of snowy mountains and active volcanoes.


Around 25 miles later, you’ll find yourself in Ninilchik, home to the Transfiguration of Our Lord Russian Orthodox Church, located on a dramatic hilltop facing the volcanic summit of Mount Iliamna. Pause at The Buzz Café for a caffeine boost if needed.
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kayakers with Mount Iliamna in the distance





It’s another 45 miles south to the small city of Homer, where the Sterling Highway ends. Stop at the big hilltop overlook just before you reach Homer for an all-encompassing vista across Kachemak Bay, and spend the night at Driftwood Inn or Kenai Peninsula Suites. For an Italy-meets-Alaska dinner, head to Fat Olives.


DAY 8: HOMER


After pastries and coffee from Two Sisters Bakery, head down the street to Bishops Beach for a Kachemak Bay stroll, then to Islands and Ocean Visitor Center and the Pratt Museum for excellent introductions to the area.


Homer’s most-loved destination is the four-mile-long Homer Spit. This natural peninsula of land extends into Kachemak Bay, with a busy boat harbor and a cluster of shops, galleries, restaurants, campgrounds, and lodging at the end. Two excellent Spit dinner options are Finn’s Pizza and Fresh Catch Café. Save room for a treat from Carmen’s Gelato.


DAY 9: DAY TRIPS FROM HOMER


This is a day that could go in three completely different directions. If you have the cash ($900 pp or so), hop on one of the all-day bear-viewing flights from Homer to Katmai National Park. Sea kayaking is a less expensive option: True North Adventures has all-day kayak trips at Yukon Island and stand-up paddleboarding on Grewingk Glacier Lake. The third option is to join an early morning halibut and salmon fishing charter; find one through Central Charters & Tours. You’re almost certain of getting your limit, and Coal Point Seafood will process, freeze, and ship your catch.


For dinner, check out Wasabi’s for Asian fusion cuisine or Little Mermaid Café for creative seafood.


DAY 10: RETURN TO ANCHORAGE VIA HOPE


It’s a five-hour, 225-mile drive back to Anchorage, but if you get going early enough, you can still have fun along the way. This will be a long day, so start with a best-in-Alaska bagel and latte from The Bagel Shop before leaving town. It’s an hour and a half to Soldotna, where you can pick up a hoagie from Jersey Subs. Then drive another 93 miles (via the Sterling Highway, Seward Highway, and Hope Highway) to the historic town of Hope, with its quaint log buildings and great hiking trails. An easy day hike follows the shore of Turnagain Arm to Gull Rock, or for something more challenging, the 38-mile Resurrection Pass Trail begins a few miles from Hope. Get dinner at Dirty Skillet, and after your detour to Hope, return to the Seward Highway for the drive to Anchorage. A fine lodging choice is Dimond Center Hotel.
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Independence Mine State Historical Park







Highlights


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


S Anchorage Museum: Alaska’s largest and finest museum has fascinating exhibits, the kid-friendly Imaginarium, and a planetarium with music and light shows (click here).


S Alaska Native Heritage Center: Learn about the state’s Native peoples through exhibits, demonstrations, and cultural presentations (click here).
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S Chugach State Park: Who would imagine that you could get into the wilderness so quickly from Anchorage? Lots of wonderful hiking trails are here, especially the climb up Flattop Mountain (click here).


S Turnagain Arm: South of Anchorage, this long inlet is a great place to watch for beluga whales and bore tides or see Dall sheep on the cliffs (click here).


S Alyeska Resort: Alaska’s premier ski resort has an aerial tram, deep winter snows, and lots of summer fun options. (click here).


S Crow Creek Mine: Just a few miles from Alyeska Ski Resort in Girdwood are picture-perfect log cabins from this authentic old mine, where you might find gold in the creek (click here).


S Portage Glacier: This is one of the state’s most visited glaciers. A boat tour across Portage Lake leaves hourly from the visitors center (click here).


S Spencer Glacier: Access to this beautiful glacier is only by Alaska Railroad day trips. Activities include hiking, river rafting, and kayaking among the icebergs (click here).


S Prince William Sound Tours: Two companies offer all-day glacier tours out of Whittier, providing a front-seat view of calving glaciers, lounging seals, and dramatic peaks (click here).


S Alaska State Fair: Where else can you find a demolition derby, supersize turkey legs, enormous peonies, and 100-pound cabbages (click here)?


S Hatcher Pass: This beautiful area is perfect for hiking in the summer or cross-country skiing when the snow flies. Take time to explore the weathered old buildings of Independence Mine State Historical Park (click here).
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a raft of sea otters in Prince William Sound
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Alaska’s state flower, the forget-me-not








Home to nearly 300,000 people, Anchorage is an eminently enjoyable and affordable place to hang out.


It certainly has one of the most flower-filled downtowns of any American city; visitors are always impressed with the summertime bounty of blooms. You can easily fill a whole day touring downtown, or just lying around a park for the one day in four that the sun shines. Explore Anchorage’s far-flung corners, such as the resort town of Girdwood, south of the city (popular for winter skiing and summer hiking); rapidly growing Matanuska-Susitna Valley (home to the towns of Palmer and Wasilla); grand mountain country at Hatcher Pass; and calving glaciers in Prince William Sound.


Of course, you can simply breeze into town, make your connection, and quickly “get back to Alaska.” But if you want a fully rounded experience of the 49th state, get to know Anchorage—urban Alaska—and come to your own conclusions.


HISTORY


In June 1778, Captain James Cook sailed up what’s now Turnagain Arm in Cook Inlet, reaching another dead end on his amazing search for the Northwest Passage. But he did dispatch William Bligh (of HMS Bounty fame) to explore, and he saw some Tanaina people in rich otter skins. George Vancouver, who’d also been on Cook’s ship, returned in 1794 and noted Russian settlers in the area. A century later, prospectors began landing in the area and heading north to Southcentral Alaska’s gold country, and in 1902 Alfred Brooks began mapping the Cook Inlet for the U.S. Geological Survey. In 1913, five settlers occupied Ship Creek, the point on the inlet where Anchorage now stands.


A year later, Congress passed the Alaska Railroad Act, and in April 1915 the route for the federally financed railroad from Seward to Fairbanks was made official: It would pass through Ship Creek, where a major staging area for workers and supplies would be located. This news traveled fast, and within a month a ramshackle tent city of nearly 2,000 railroad job seekers had sprung up. Things developed so quickly that in July the U.S. Land Office auctioned off 650 parcels at the new town site. The settlement, renamed Anchorage, grew quickly, with water, telephone and power lines, sidewalks, and schools in place within a year.


Slumps and Spurts


Railroad laborers, earning 37 cents per hour (low for Alaska), went on strike in 1916, after which the minimum wage was raised to 45 cents per hour. The population continued to boom, topping out at around 7,000 in 1917. With World War I and completion of the southern portion of the railroad, the number of people dropped below 2,000 in 1920, when the town incorporated, electing its first mayor and city council. Through the 1930s, Anchorage held steady at 3,000-4,000 people, but World War II changed that in a hurry. The town’s strategic location led to a huge influx of military personnel when the U.S. Army’s Fort Richardson and the Army Air Corps’ Elmendorf Field were constructed outside town. By 1950, Anchorage was a prosperous small city of over 11,000. In the following decade Anchorage also experienced the postwar boom, with the attendant shortages of housing and modern conveniences, which created the city’s own construction mini-boom. In 1957, when Richfield Oil discovered black gold on the Kenai Peninsula, the oil companies started opening office buildings in the city, and the economy stabilized.


Since Statehood


Much of Anchorage collapsed in the incredible Good Friday Earthquake of March 27, 1964, which lasted an interminable five minutes, registering magnitude 9.2. The north side of 4th Avenue wound up 8-10 feet lower than the south side of the street. A very rich residential section on the bluff overlooking Knik Arm was destroyed. Nine people were killed and upward of $300 million in damages were recorded ($2.6 billion in today’s dollars). Anchorage was rebuilt, and because only a few large buildings survived the quake, nearly everything in the city today was built after 1964.


Now more than 100 years old—it celebrated its centennial in 2015—Anchorage is the economic and population center of Alaska. Though the pipeline doesn’t come within 300 miles, oil money towers over the city in the form of tall office buildings scattered around town. The military still plays an important role in the local economy, with Elmendorf Air Force Base and Fort Richardson on the margins of town, and military jets and surveillance planes a common presence in the sky. Tourism also affects Anchorage enormously, especially in the summer months when the city is a waypoint for many travelers. Anchorage fancies itself quite the cosmopolitan city, boasting dozens of arts organizations, a modern performing arts center, a 16-theater cinema with stadium seating, plus many upscale hotels, restaurants, cafés, and bars catering to the thousands of suits who fill the skyscrapers that gleam in the light of the midnight sun. Indeed, if Juneau is bureaucratic Alaska, and Fairbanks is rank-and-file Alaska, then Anchorage is corporate and commercial Alaska.
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CLIMATE



Two of the deciding factors in choosing Anchorage as a main construction camp for the Alaska Railroad were mild winters and comparatively low precipitation. The towering Alaska Range shelters the Cook Inlet Basin from the frigid winter breath of the arctic northerlies; the Kenai and Chugach Mountains cast a rain shadow over the basin, allowing only 15-20 percent of the annual precipitation that communities on the windward side of the ranges get. Anchorage receives around 20 inches of annual precipitation (10-12 inches of rain, 60-70 inches of snow), while Whittier, 40 miles away on the gulf side of the Chugach, gets 175 inches. Anchorage’s winter temperatures rarely drop much below 0°F, with only an occasional cold streak, compared with Fairbanks’s frequent −40°F; its summer temperatures rarely rise above 65°F, compared with Fairbanks’s 80s and 90s.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Anchorage is an outstanding base for travelers to Southcentral Alaska’s heartland, with Denali National Park, the Kenai Peninsula, and a multitude of other attractions within a day’s drive. The state’s largest airport provides flights to all regions of the globe, and the Alaska Railroad has daily trains north to Denali and Fairbanks or south to Seward and Whittier. Anchorage has long served as a hub for travelers, but it also offers many attractions not available elsewhere, and one could easily spend two or three days here.


The city’s highlights include its outstanding Anchorage Museum (the state’s largest), the Alaska Native Heritage Center, and an abundance of good restaurants, hip coffeehouses, hopping bars, the H2Oasis Indoor Waterpark, and two minor-league baseball teams. Don’t forget the Anchorage Market every summer weekend in South Anchorage, with locally made crafts, tasty finger food, live music, and even a bit of fresh produce from the farmers.


There are also attractions you would only find in an Alaskan city: a wonderful coastal trail that starts right downtown; great hiking in nearby Chugach State Park; fascinating Turnagain Arm with its enormous tides and beluga whales; and places to outfit yourself for any adventure in the Alaskan outdoors. Anchorage is within striking distance of some of the most exciting and extensive hiking, climbing, fishing, kayaking, river rafting, flightseeing, and wilderness areas.


To the south, the town of Girdwood is home to Alyeska Resort—Alaska’s only major ski area—and funky Crow Creek Mine, where you still might find a gold nugget in your pan. The challenging hike to Crow Pass takes you high into the alpine. A bit farther south is the much-photographed Portage Glacier, accessed by a tour boat from the U.S. Forest Service visitors center. Hop on the Alaska Railroad to spend a day kayaking in front of Spencer Glacier. Accessed through a long tunnel, the town of Whittier serves as a launching point for glacier sightseeing tours and sea kayaking adventures.


North of Anchorage, the Glenn Highway passes a tiny Tanaina Native Alaskan village where Eklutna Historical Park houses a picturesque graveyard filled with spirit houses before emerging in the Matanuska-Susitna Valley (Mat-Su for short), where the pastures and farms of the past are giving way to homes and strip malls for folks fleeing Anchorage’s housing prices and crowding. The valley’s two main towns are booming Wasilla and semirural Palmer, home to a fun Musk Ox Farm and the Alaska State Fair, a 12-day blast starting in late August. North of the valley, the Talkeetna Mountains rise abruptly, bisected by a road over Hatcher Pass, where Independence Mine State Historical Park provides a base for day hikes or wintertime skiing.
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TOP EXPERIENCE


One Day in Anchorage


For many visitors, Anchorage is a place to spend a night and then head out to Alaska’s wild places. If you only have a day to explore Anchorage, here are a few highlights:


• Spend some time in the heart of Anchorage at Town Square (5th Ave. and E St.), with its flowerbeds and hanging baskets. The Performing Arts Center is that colorful building with the Olympic-like rings. Step inside to watch one of the hourly northern lights shows.


• Walk down 4th Avenue to the Log Cabin Visitors Center, with its sod roof and Crossroads of the World sign. Step around the back for a plethora of travel brochures at the Visit Anchorage office.


• Head inside the Alaska Public Lands Information Center (APLIC) for an introduction to national parks and the wildlife of Alaska. But be sure to bring your ID; this is a federal courthouse that requires security screening. Step outside the APLIC for a juicy reindeer sausage with grilled onions from the food cart with the perpetual queue of hungry people.
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Alaska Public Lands Information Center in downtown Anchorage





• The Anchorage Museum has an amazing Native Alaskan collection, plus art, hands-on science toys at the Discovery Center, a planetarium, and historical exhibits.


• The Alaska Native Heritage Center is a great place to learn about Alaska’s first peoples. It is on the northeast side of town, but a free shuttle takes you directly there from the downtown visitors center.


• The Tony Knowles Coastal Trail starts downtown at the west end of 5th Avenue and curves along the shore of Turnagain Arm all the way to Kincaid Park, 11 miles away. On a sunny day you can take in the summits of Mount Denali, Sleeping Lady, and several volcanoes.


• Anchorage has an abundance of dining places in the heart of town. For breakfast, visit Snow City Café (1034 W. 4th Ave.). Grab a coffee and take a gander at today’s artwork at Side Street Espresso (412 G St.), or an upscale lunch a block away at Crush Wine Bistro (328 G St.). Alaska’s best pastries await at Fire Island Rustic Bakery (718 K St.). Plenty of dinner choices are downtown too, including Glacier BrewHouse (737 W. 5th Ave.) for a hip setting and wood-fired pizzas, or old-timey Club Paris (417 W. 5th Ave.) for Alaska’s finest steaks.


• For a break from the city, head up to Flattop Mountain, where you can hike onto the summit for a fine city panorama. Flattop Mountain Shuttle provides transport from downtown if you don’t have a car.


• Take a flightseeing trip from one of the floatplane companies based on Lake Hood. The best ones include a glacier lake landing.






Sights



It doesn’t take long to get the hang of downtown Anchorage. The blocks are square, with the lettered streets (A through L) going north-south and the numbered avenues (starting at 2nd Avenue, just up the hill from the tracks) running east-west. Once you get east of the lettered streets, they start over again using alphabetized names (Barrow, Cordova, Denali, Eagle, Fairbanks).


Beyond downtown, the city of Anchorage sprawls across the Anchorage Bowl, with Hillside homes peering down on the masses below. A number of neighborhoods are scattered around Anchorage, but most travelers are likely to spend their time in downtown and Midtown, a collection of malls, shopping centers, supermarkets, fast-food joints, bars, movie theaters, discount stores, gas stations, and other businesses just a 20-minute walk or a 10-minute bus ride south of downtown. Midtown encompasses the area within Northern Lights and Benson Boulevards between Minnesota Drive and Old Seward Highway. It isn’t exactly a tourist attraction, but this, along with shopping malls on the south and east end of town, is where locals—and others looking to save money—spend their cash. Another large shopping district is along Dimond Boulevard in South Anchorage, where all the stalwarts are: Best Buy, Walmart, Costco, and more.


DOWNTOWN


Start your visit to Anchorage by dropping by the Log Cabin Visitors Center (4th Ave. and F St., 907/257-2363, www.anchorage.net, 8am-6pm daily mid-May-mid-Sept., 9am-4pm daily mid-Sept.-mid-May). Draped with baskets of flowers, the sod-roof cabin, built in 1954, is worth a photo, and the benches out front are a nice place to take in the downtown action. Head out the back door to find the Anchorage Visitors Center, which has an abundance of brochures on the city. Both buildings are staffed with knowledgeable folks able to provide up-to-date travel tips.
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Town Square (5th Ave. and E St.), on the spacious front lawn of the Performing Arts Center, is a fine flower-filled field of fecundity. It’s a wonderful place to meet up with friends or just relax on a sunny summer day.


Alaska Public Lands Information Center


Kitty-corner from Visit Anchorage’s log cabin is the old Federal Building, now home to the Alaska Public Lands Information Center (APLIC, 605 W. 4th Ave., 907/644-3680 or 866/869-6887, www.alaskacenters.gov, 9:30am-4:30pm daily mid-May-mid-Sept., 10am-5pm Mon.-Thurs. mid-Sept.-mid-May, free). This is a great place to learn about federal lands in Alaska, with an inviting array of interactive exhibits on wildlife, ecosystems, and the people of Alaska. There’s always a National Park Service ranger on staff, and the center also hosts agencies that oversee national forests, wildlife refuges, and the Bureau of Land Management areas. Excellent displays introduce you to Alaska’s wildlife and wild places, and the gift shop has a selection of Alaskan books and maps. The auditorium opens for daily nature videos and 2pm nature talks all summer. Take a look around the lobby of this historic building to find classic Depression-era paintings of Alaska. The only problem with APLIC is access: Because it’s also a courthouse, all visitors need to go through a security screening at the entrance. It’s a minor hassle, but generally not a long delay.




Wilderness in the City


In Anchorage, it’s surprisingly easy to get away from busy city streets to the wilderness at the city’s borders. Here are a few city getaways:


• Walk or bike the Tony Knowles Coastal Trail, past picturesque Westchester Lagoon and along Cook Inlet.


• Climb Flattop Mountain within massive Chugach State Park.


• Drive along Turnagain Arm to watch for beluga whales, Dall sheep, and bore tides. Stop to hike trails that lead to dramatic vistas.


• Go mountain biking or hiking in Kincaid Park.


• Watch arctic terns and trumpeter swans at Potter Marsh on the south side of Anchorage.


• Check out the Alaska Zoo with polar, brown, and black bears and other Alaskan animals.


• Ride the aerial tramway to the top of Mount Alyeska in Girdwood for great hikes and fine dining.


• Hike or bike along Eklutna Lake north of Anchorage.


• Take a quiet nature hike through the Alaska Botanical Garden.


• Catch a king, silver, or pink salmon in Ship Creek, right in the heart of Anchorage.


• Visit the Alaska Wildlife Conservation Center near Portage to see brown bears, moose, and other wildlife up close.






S Anchorage Museum



Don’t miss the Anchorage Museum (625 C St., 907/929-9200, www.anchoragemuseum.org, 9am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-6pm Sun. May-Sept., 10am-6pm Tues.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun. Oct.-Apr., $20 adults, $15 seniors, students, and military, $10 ages 6-12, free under age 6), the state’s largest—240,000 square feet—and finest museum. One very popular feature is the kid-friendly Discovery Center, with 80 hands-on science exhibits, including the chance to encase yourself in bubbles, a magic-planet globe that displays today’s weather patterns (and much more), marine tanks (with sea stars, crabs, and anemones), an air cannon, and pulley chairs. Exhibits focus on Alaskan science, especially earthquakes and volcanoes.


Also on the first level is the Thomas Planetarium. This isn’t one of those ordinary point-out-the-stars shows, but a fun 3-D trip beyond the solar system. Especially fun is Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon music and light show ($10). Other highlights include a gallery of Alaskan art that features Sydney Laurence’s 6-by-10-foot oil painting of Mount Denali. The upper levels contain galleries with contemporary Native Alaskan art, Alaskan history, and rotating shows that change every few months. Don’t miss the second-floor Living Our Cultures collection of some 600 archaeological pieces on long-term loan from the Smithsonian Museum—they’re the high point of the museum. Also impressive are the permanent collections displayed in the bright Art of the North galleries and the Alaska Exhibition. Upper levels are devoted to changing exhibitions, with fine mountain and city vistas from the 4th floor.
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In addition to exhibits, the Anchorage Museum has a gift shop and historical photos in the resource center. Enjoy an upscale lunch at trendy Muse Restaurant (907/929-9210) or look over the works by local artists in the atrium during June-July. Docents lead free hour-long museum tours daily in summer; register online ahead of your visit. Outside is a two-acre commons, perfect for summer afternoon picnics or letting the kids run around.


Museums and Historic Buildings


Anchorage is pretty short on historic buildings since much of the city was severely damaged in the 1964 quake; most of the city’s development and growth has taken place since the 1970s. The neighborhood around 2nd Avenue and F Street includes several of the original town-site homes constructed in the early 1900s, and historical panels describe the city’s early days.


A few other structures survive from quieter times, including the Oscar Anderson House Museum (420 M St., 907/274-2336, www.aahp-online.net, noon-4pm Tues.-Thurs., 9am-4pm Fri.-Sat. mid-June-mid-Sept., $10 adults, $5 seniors and under age 13). This refurbished little bungalow—built in 1915 by Anchorage’s first butcher—is the oldest frame residence in this young city. Outside the summer months, it reopens during the first two weekends of December, when it is festooned with traditional Swedish Christmas decorations. The Tony Knowles Coastal Trail passes right in front of the Oscar Anderson House, and adjacent is tiny Elderberry Park, a pleasant place to relax on a sunny afternoon, with picnic and playground facilities.


Across the street from the old Federal Building is the 4th Avenue Theater (630 W. 4th Ave.), built in 1947 and one of the few structures to survive the 1964 earthquake. Unfortunately, it is no longer open to the public. Up the street and right next to the log cabin is Historic City Hall (524 4th Ave., 907/276-4118, 8am-5pm Mon.-Fri., free), housing the offices of Visit Anchorage. Step inside the lobby for a few exhibits and historical photos from early Anchorage.


The Alaska Law Enforcement Museum (245 W. 5th Ave., 907/279-5050, www.foast.org, 10am-4pm Mon.-Fri., noon-4pm Sat., free) is worth visiting to check out the gleaming black 1952 Hudson Hornet patrol car.


Immediately north of downtown is the Alaska Railroad Depot (411 W. 1st Ave., 907/265-2494 or 800/544-0552, www.alaskarailroad.com), where you can book train travel or check out the 1907 train engine out front.


Delaney Park


Known locally as the Park Strip, enjoyable Delaney Park (bounded by 9th Ave., 10th Ave., L St., and Barrow St.) marked the boundary where the town stopped and the wilderness started. In 1923 the strip where the park is today was cleared as a firebreak. Since then it has served as a golf course and an airstrip and now hosts half a dozen softball games every night of summer, tennis and basketball courts, and large grassy sections for Frisbee, hacky sack, tai chi, sunbathing, or people-watching. Right next to the park is a cage housing Star, the pet reindeer (10th Ave. and I St.). The owners have had a succession of reindeer here since 1960; this is number seven.


Resolution Park


Tiny Resolution Park (west end of 3rd Ave. at L St.) consists of a viewing platform and a statue of Captain James Cook, who encountered what is now called Cook Inlet in 1778. The park is named for his ship, the Resolution. On clear days you’ll delight in the mountain-scape vistas. Mount Denali rises 125 miles to the north, and the low mountain just northwest across Cook Inlet is aptly named Sleeping Lady (the maps call it Mount Susitna). Behind it, and just a bit south, stands a chain of active volcanoes that dump ash on Anchorage every few years, including Mount Spurr and Mount Redoubt. If you have eagle eyes and crystalline weather, you might pick out a third volcano, Mount Iliamna, far to the southwest. Out of sight is yet a fourth volcano, Mount Augustine, which last spewed ash in 2006.


Tony Knowles Coastal Trail


This is one of Anchorage’s highlights, a wonderful 11-mile asphalt track that wends its way along the shore from downtown past the airport to Kincaid Park at Point Campbell, where the Knik and Turnagain Arms meet. From downtown, the trail is accessible from the west ends of 2nd, 5th, and 9th Avenues, with additional access at Westchester Lagoon, Earthquake Park, Point Woronzof, and Kincaid Park. Stroll the trail a ways, at least through the tunnel, beyond which you leave downtown behind and emerge into a new world: the grand sweep of the arm, tidal flats, railroad tracks, and a residential neighborhood. On warm summer evenings this trail is more like a freeway, with people on every kind of wheels imaginable: bike riders, inline skaters, skateboarders, and babies in carriages. In winter they trade the wheels for skis. The Coastal Trail gets especially crowded around duck-filled Westchester Lagoon, a mile south of downtown, which is also the city’s favorite wintertime ice skating rink.


A second paved path intersects the Coastal Trail at Westchester Lagoon, the Chester Creek Trail, which creates another greenbelt across Anchorage. This one heads east along the creek, continuing for five miles to the University of Alaska Anchorage campus.


BEYOND DOWNTOWN


Earthquake Park, out on West Northern Lights Boulevard near the airport, has interpretive signs about the Big One on Good Friday 1964, and a view of the skyline and the Chugach Mountains. But the views are even more dramatic from Point Woronzof, another mile or so out. Tony Knowles Coastal Trail parallels the coast along Earthquake Park and Point Woronzof; it continues from downtown all the way south to Kincaid Park. And speaking of Kincaid, the trails here are a destination for hikers and mountain bikers all summer, and cross-country skiers when the snow flies. The park also hosts a fun disc golf course.


Covering 11 acres of cultivated gardens, the Alaska Botanical Garden (4601 Campbell Airstrip Rd., 907/770-3692, www.alaskabg.org, 10am-7pm daily mid-May-mid-Sept., 10am-4pm Wed.-Sun. mid-Sept.-mid-May, donation) is home to more than 1,100 varieties of plants, including 150 native Alaskan species. An information kiosk is at the entrance, and a pleasant one-mile nature trail leads through the perennial, rock, wildflower, and herb gardens. The Botanical Garden is on the southeast end of Anchorage off East Tudor Road.



S Alaska Native Heritage Center



Located on a 26-acre site facing the Chugach Mountains, the Alaska Native Heritage Center (8800 Heritage Center Dr., 907/330-8000 or 855/330-8085, www.alaskanative.net, 9am-5pm Tues.-Sat. mid-May-mid Sept., $29 adults, $25 seniors, $19 ages 4-17, free under age 4) provides an excellent introduction to Native Alaskan culture in the state. The Welcome House has exhibits and artifacts from the five primary Native cultures in Alaska, along with a gift shop featuring quality Native art, a theater where you can watch cultural movies, a café, and a central space for concerts, dances, crafts, and Native games demonstrations. Outside, five traditional village structures have been recreated around a small pond, and Native Alaskan guides explain Alaska’s various cultures. Free tours of the grounds are given three times daily.


The Heritage Center is east of downtown near the intersection of the Glenn Highway and Muldoon Road; follow the signs. A free shuttle runs from the downtown Log Cabin Visitors Center and the Anchorage Museum six times daily in summer, with the last run departing downtown at 2pm.



Alaska Museum of Science and Nature



Located off Mountain View Drive on the northeast end of town, the Alaska Museum of Science and Nature (201 N. Bragaw St., 907/274-2400, www.alaskamuseum.org, 10am-4pm Thurs.-Sat., $8 adults, $7 seniors and military, $6 ages 3-18, free under age 3) houses kid-friendly exhibits on polar dinosaurs, the ice age, birds, and geology.


Alaska Aviation Museum


The Alaska Aviation Museum (4721 Aircraft Dr., 907/248-5325, www.alaskaairmuseum.org, 10am-5pm daily, $17 adults, $14 seniors and military, $10 ages 3-13, free under age 3, $45 family) is off the Lake Hood exit from International Airport Road. This unusual museum displays 30 vintage aircraft in three connected hangars—from a 1928 Stearman up to an old Alaska Airlines 737—as well as Japanese artifacts from the World War II Aleutian Island battles and historical photos. The theaters show videos on early Alaskan aviation, and the museum fronts Lake Hood, the world’s largest seaplane base, where floatplanes take off and land almost constantly in the summer.


Alaska Zoo


Located two miles east of New Seward Highway, the Alaska Zoo (4731 O’Malley Rd., 907/346-2133, www.alaskazoo.org, 9am-9pm daily June-Aug., 9am-6pm daily May and Sept., 10am-5pm daily Mar.-Apr. and Oct., 10am-4pm daily Nov.-Feb., $17 adults, $13 seniors and military, $10 ages 3-17, free under age 3) is connected by a free summer-only shuttle bus from the Transit Center. The zoo has wooded grounds, enjoyable shady paths, and all the Alaskan animals (brown and black bears, caribou, wolves, foxes, seals, otters, wolverines, lynx, Dall sheep, and more), plus a number of more exotic critters. If you have kids, they’ll enjoy it, especially the star attraction: Cranbeary the polar bear. You can watch her underwater antics through the glass of the swimming pool, or check out the polar bear cam on the zoo’s website. Other Alaskan animals sure to please are the brown bears and wolves; less expected are two rare Amur tigers. The zoo has daily keeper talks and a variety of other programs.


Entertainment and Events


NIGHTLIFE


The best sources for Anchortown action is the Anchorage Press (www.anchoragepress.com), a free weekly newspaper available in racks around town.


Anchorage has joined many other American cities by banning smoking in bars and virtually all other indoor places. Bars in Anchorage are typically open until 2am.


Bars and Clubs


Anchorage is a Cheers-type town, with lots of corner bars and local pubs tucked away. Downtown, a popular place is F Street Station (4th Ave. and F St., 907/272-5196, 9am-11pm daily), which also serves good-value lunches and dinners. And did I mention the cheese? You’ll just have to see it for yourself.


Darwin’s Theory (426 G St., 907/277-5322, 10am-2:30am daily) attracts a fun after-work crowd in a tiny dive-bar setting. There is free hot pepper schnapps—if you can stomach it—when the bartender rings the bell (quite often some evenings). You’ll also appreciate the golden-oldies jukebox and free popcorn.


Popular Anchorage sports bars include Peanut Farm (5227 Old Seward Hwy., 907/563-3283, www.wemustbenuts.com, 11am-midnight Mon.-Thurs., 11am-3am Fri., 8am-3am Sat., 8am-midnight Sun.), Crossroads Lounge (1402 Gambell St., 907/276-9014, www.thecrossroadslounge.com, noon-2am Sun.-Thurs., 11:30am-2:30am Fri.-Sat.), and Eddie’s Sports Bar (6300 Old Seward Hwy., 907/563-3970, 10am-2:30am daily).


Anchorage’s favorite downtown bar is Humpy’s Great Alaskan Alehouse (610 W. 6th Ave., 907/276-2337, www.humpysalaska.com, 11am-2am Mon.-Fri., 10am-2:30am Sat.-Sun.). Drop by on any night of the week to rub shoulders (and arms, legs, and other body parts—it gets mighty crowded) with a hip, raucous, and youthful crowd. The bar has more than 60 craft beers on tap, the kitchen cranks out excellent pub fare, bands play Thursday-Sunday nights, and there’s never a cover charge. Humpy’s is a must-see place if you’re staying downtown, especially if you’re single.


Chilkoot Charlie’s (2435 Spenard Rd., 907/272-1010, www.koots.com, 11am-2:30am Mon.-Thurs., 11am-3am Fri.-Sat., 11am-2:30am Sun.) is a ramshackle building where you can do some serious jumping up and down to real rock and roll and generally have a night of good raunchy fun. There are three separate dance floors and nine bars inside; there’s even a Russian Bar with Soviet-era memorabilia along with an Ice Bar where the 25-foot bar top is solid ice. ’Koots is big enough to get lost in. The main stage has loud and very live rock, while the other dance floors are filled with folks dancing to DJ Top 40 or whatever else is hot. This is a love-it-or-hate-it sort of place; if you aren’t into the cruising and pickup scene, try elsewhere. But you should at least go here to say you didn’t miss the most famous place in town. ’Koots gets extremely crowded on weekend nights (cover charge), so you may have to wait quite a while to get in if you come after 10pm. You can’t miss Chilkoot Charlie’s: just look for the tall lighted windmill.


Several Anchorage bars provide a quiet and romantic atmosphere. If you luck into a clear evening, have packed something a little dressy, and don’t mind blowing two days’ budget on a beer, head up to the Crow’s Nest (939 W. 5th Ave., 907/276-6000, www.captaincook.com, 5pm-9pm Tues.-Sat.) atop Hotel Captain Cook—the view is worth the effort. The Fancy Moose Lounge (4800 Spenard Rd., 907/266-2249, www.millenniumhotels.com [URL inactive], 4pm-10pm daily) at The Lakefront Anchorage has an upscale bar with outdoor seating overlooking the floatplane action on Lake Hood.


Breweries and Distilleries


Anchorage has an ever-growing craft beer scene, with new breweries cropping up every year. In 2017, Business Insider rated it as one of the top craft-brewing cities in America. Brewers Guild of Alaska (www.brewersguildofalaska.org) has details on 40 or so small breweries across Alaska.


Local breweries include: Anchorage Brewing Co. (148 W. 91st St., 907/677-2739, www.anchoragebrewingcompany.com, 2pm-8pm Mon.-Thurs., 2pm-10pm Fri., noon-10pm Sat., noon-8pm Sun.), Broken Tooth Brewing (2021 Spar Ave., 907/222-1560, www.brokentoothbrewing.net), 49th State Brewing Co. (717 W. 3rd Ave., 907/277-7727, www.49statebrewing.com, 10:30am-1am daily mid-May-Sept., 11am-midnight daily Oct.-mid-May), Glacier BrewHouse (737 W. 5th Ave., 907/274-2739, www.glacierbrewhouse.com, 11am-11am daily May-Sept., reduced hours Oct.-Apr.), King Street Brewing Company (9050 King St., 907/336-5464, www.kingstreetbrewing.com, 2pm-8pm Mon.-Thurs., noon-8pm Fri.-Sun.), and Midnight Sun Brewing Co. (8111 Dimond Hook Dr., 907/344-1179, www.midnightsunbrewing.com, 11am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-8pm Sat., 10am-4pm Sun.).


Two other Anchorage businesses craft spirits and offer tours. Anchorage Distillery (6310 A St., 907/561-2100, www.anchoragedistillery.com, 3pm-8pm Wed.-Fri., 2pm-8pm Sat., noon-7pm Sun.) is for vodka and gin lovers. Double Shovel Cider Co. (502 W. 58th Ave., 907/562-1100, www.doubleshovelcider.co, noon-8pm Mon.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun.) makes hard cider from Alaskan apples, pears, and berries.


Many breweries provide tours and tastings at their facilities and most serve food or have adjacent food trucks. Big Swig Tours (907/268-0872, www.bigswigtours.com, $149 pp) offers very popular four-hour tours to three local breweries. You’ll get lots of background information and the chance to learn from brewmasters. Other options include bike-and-brew tours ($249 pp) and all-day train tours to Talkeetna-area breweries ($369 pp).


Located in Midtown’s Metro Mall, La Bodega (530 E. Benson Blvd., 907/569-3800, www.labodegastore.com, 10am-9pm Mon.-Sat., noon-7pm Sun.) has a great selection of quality wines, plus a growler bar with beer, cider, mead, wine, and kombucha to go. There’s a second La Bodega in the K Street Market (718 K St.) next to Fire Island Rustic Bakeshop.


Gay and Lesbian Nightlife


Mad Myrna’s (530 E. 5th Ave., 907/276-9762, www.madmyrnas.net, 6pm-2am Wed.-Thurs., 6pm-3am Fri.-Sat., 6pm-1am Sun.) has amazing drag shows on Friday and Saturday, karaoke on Thursday, and DJ tunes most nights. It’s a crazy place with a high-energy setting and surprisingly good food.


The Raven (708 E. 4th Ave., 907/276-9672, 3pm-midnight Mon.-Thurs., 3pm-2:30am Fri., noon-2:30pm Sat., noon-midnight Sun.) is a mellower gay bar with pool tables, dart boards, an outdoor deck, and reasonably priced drinks.


Cannabis


Alaska’s legalization of marijuana in 2014 led to a plethora of retailers around Anchorage. Head (pun intended) to cannabis websites such as PotGuide (www.potguide.com) or Weed Maps (www.weedmaps.com) to find more than 45 local shops, with creative names like Cannabaska, AlaskaBuds, Dankorage, Mile High Alaska, and Voodoo Cannabis. Purchases are cash only, but all cannabis shops have ATMs on the premises.


PERFORMING ARTS


Anchorage’s active cultural scene centers on the downtown Alaska Center for the Performing Arts (621 W. 6th Ave., 907/263-2900, www.myalaskacenter.com, free), better known as “the PAC,” short for Performing Arts Center. It’s an unusual brick-and-glass building with colorful Olympic-like rings of light around the top. Inside are three auditoriums with wonderful acoustics and an array of events. The Sydney Laurence Theatre here has hourly showings of northern lights images by photographer Dave Parkhurst (www.thealaskacollection.com, 10am-8pm daily late May-Aug., $15 adults, $8 under age 19).
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Anchorage is a city that showers appreciation on traveling musicians who come out of their way to visit the city, particularly those with a folk-rock bent. Check the PAC’s online calendar for events throughout the year, including modern dance, ballet, Broadway musicals, comedy troupes, opera, and concerts by nationally known artists, along with winter performances by the Anchorage Concert Association (907/272-1471, www.anchorageconcerts.org), Anchorage Symphony Orchestra (907/274-8668, www.anchoragesymphony.org), the Anchorage Concert Chorus (www.anchorageconcertchorus.org), and the Anchorage Opera (907/279-2557, www.anchorageopera.org). Tickets are available at the PAC box office or through CentertTix (907/263-2787, www.centertix.net).


For plays, check out productions by Cyrano’s Theatre Company (3800 Debarr Rd., 907/274-2599, www.cyranos.org), Out North (3400 Spenard Rd., www.outnorth.org), and Anchorage Community Theatre (1133 E. 70th Ave., 907/344-4713, www.actalaska.org).


MOVIES


Bear Tooth Theatrepub (1230 W. 27th Ave., 907/276-4200, http://beartooththeatre.net, movies $6) has a winning combination: inexpensive second-run and art-house movies, tasty light meals (including tacos, nachos, salads, burritos, and pizzas), plus brewery-fresh draft beer. It’s a great place with a family atmosphere and is run by the same geniuses that created Moose’s Tooth Pub & Pizzeria. You can eat downstairs and drink while watching the movie; upstairs is reserved for underage kids. The adjacent Bear Tooth Grill serves sit-down meals. Bear Tooth is a victim of its success, and parking can be a real challenge, especially on weekends. Parking spots are available just down the street, but whatever you do, don’t park across the street from the theater, where a tow truck driver takes pleasure in hauling cars away.


Anchorage’s main theater is the Century 16 (301 E. 36th Ave., 907/929-3456, www.fandango.com), where all 16 theaters have stadium seating and reclining chairs. Located in the Muldoon area of northeast Anchorage, Regal Tikahtnu Stadium 16 (1102 N. Muldoon Rd., 907/338-6252, www.regmovies.com [URL inactive]) is the newest place in town, with an IMAX theater that shows special-effects movies. Other Anchorage multiplexes include Regal Cinemas Totem 8 (3131 Muldoon Rd., 907/566-3329) and Regal Dimond Center 9 (Dimond Mall, Dimond Blvd. and Old Seward Hwy., 907/566-3327).


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


Winter is the time for Anchorage’s best-known events, the Iditarod and Fur Rendezvous, but the city is certainly full of life in the summer. Check the Visit Anchorage website (www.anchorage.net) for a complete listing of events.


Summer


At noon every Wednesday and Sunday, head downtown for free Music in the Park (4th Ave. and E St., 907/279-5650, www.anchoragedowntown.org), next to the visitors center. Other events take place here most other weekday afternoons all summer.


Several times each summer, the big parking lot at Moose’s Tooth Pub & Pizzeria (3300 Old Seward Hwy., 907/258-2537, http://moosestooth.net) becomes a stage for bands such as Jane’s Addiction, Wilco, Incubus, Modest Mouse, Portugal the Man, Cake, The Shins, and Michael Franti. Check their Facebook page for upcoming events, and be sure to get tickets well in advance.


The Arctic Thunder Air Show (907/552-7469, www.arcticthunderopenhouse.com [URL inactive]) at Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson features a stunning performance by the Air Force’s Thunderbirds. These late-July shows occur in even-numbered years—2022, 2024, etc.


Three Baron’s Faire (3400 E. Tudor Rd., 907/868-8012, www.3barons.org, mid-July) takes place at Hilltop Ski Area, and the crowd gets into the act by pelting rotten acting with rotten tomatoes.


Alaska’s biggest running event is the Anchorage Mayor’s Marathon & Half Marathon (www.mayorsmarathon.com, late June), which attracts a serious cadre of runners on the summer solstice. It’s a qualifying race for the Boston Marathon. Visit the Anchorage Running Club’s website (www.anchoragerunfest.org) for details on other Anchorage races.


On Independence Day, there’s a Fourth of July parade downtown in the morning, but when the fireworks show starts at midnight, the sky still isn’t very dark!


In mid-July, the Bear Paw Festival (907/694-4702, www.bearpawfestival.org) comes to nearby Eagle River, with a classic car show, races, a chili cook-off, carnival rides, and the state’s biggest parade.


Winter


In recent years, tourism to Alaska has increased in the winter months as visitors discover what Alaskans already know: that winter opens up a panoply of outdoor options. Several companies specialize in winter tours and activities; stop by the visitors center for brochures.


The Anchorage Folk Festival (www.anchoragefolkfestival.org, late Jan.) is a major winter diversion, with free concerts that fill two consecutive weekends at the University of Alaska Anchorage campus.


In existence since 1935, Fur Rendezvous (907/274-1177, www.furrondy.net, last weekend in Feb. and 1st weekend in Mar.) is one of Anchorage’s biggest annual events. Expect all sorts of fun activities during the 10-day-long festival, affectionately called “Fur Rondy.” A carnival packs a downtown lot, and there are fireworks, snow sculpture and ice carving contests, dress balls, concerts, dog-pulling contests, the world championship sled dog race, and a very popular run-with-the-reindeer event (slightly) modeled after the running of the bulls in Pamplona.


The one Alaskan event that always attracts national attention is the Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race (starts in downtown Anchorage, 907/376-5155, www.iditarod.com, early Mar.) from Anchorage to Nome.


The Nordic Skiing Association of Anchorage (907/276-7609, www.anchoragenordicski.com) keeps dozens of miles of local trails groomed, and puts on such events as the 50k Tour of Anchorage (www.tourofanchorage.com, early Mar.). The Alaska Ski for Women (www.alaskaskiforwomen.org, early Feb.) on Super Bowl Sunday is the largest North American ski event for women, attracting more than 1,500 participants.


Spring Carnival and Slush Cup (Girdwood, www.alyeskaresort.com, mid-Apr.) is a wet and wild event for skiers and boarders as they try to cross a slushy pond at Alyeska Resort.


Shopping


Although big-city folks sometimes complain that Anchorage doesn’t have the fancy boutiques they’re accustomed to finding, it does have just about every other sort of place—from Costco to H&M. The city is a car haven, so many of these stores are scattered in the various shopping malls that help give Anchorage its urban sprawl.


The popular Anchorage Market (225 E St., 907/272-5634, www.anchoragemarkets.com, 10am-6pm Sat., 10am-5pm Sun. mid-May-mid-Sept.) takes place at the Dimond Center Mall parking lot in south Anchorage on summer weekends. More than 100 vendors offer arts and crafts, photography, clothing, finger food, fresh produce, and live entertainment.


Find local produce and more at the Spenard Farmers Market (2435 Spenard Rd., 9am-2pm Sat. mid-May-Sept.) next to Chilkoot Charlie’s in midtown. You’ll discover Alaska-grown veggies, Prince William Sound shrimp, and locally made items of all types.


MALLS


Downtown Anchorage’s 5th Avenue Mall (320 W. 5th Ave., 907/258-5535, www.simon.com [URL inactive]) includes Alaska’s only Apple store and several dozen storefronts on four levels.


The city’s largest mall is Dimond Center (www.dimondcenter.com), on the south end of town at the corner of Dimond Boulevard and Old Seward Highway. It’s a two-level place popular with teens, featuring H&M, Best Buy, Aerie, Forever 21, Old Navy, and many other stores, plus a movie theater, a bowling alley, and an indoor ice rink with skate rentals.


Tikahtnu Commons (www.tikahtnucommons.com) covers 95 acres near the junction of North Muldoon Road and the Glenn Highway. Anchor stores include Target, Best Buy, Kohl’s, Lowe’s, Sports Authority, and the Regal Tikahtnu Stadium Theater.


Anchorage has many of the national megastores, including Walmart, Target, Fred Meyer, Costco, Lowe’s, Home Depot, and Barnes & Noble.



GIFTS AND NATIVE ART



Much of downtown is given over to shops selling tourist doodads, particularly along 3rd and 4th Avenues, where you’ll find everything from $2 made-in-China trinkets to $20,000 sculptures.


One of the finest places to buy Native Alaskan crafts is the out-of-the-way Alaska Native Medical Center Craft Shop (4315 Diplomacy Dr., 907/729-1122, www.anmc.org, 10am-2pm Mon.-Fri.). Excellent grass baskets, dolls, masks, yo-yos, and more are sold on consignment. The downtown Anchorage Museum (625 C St., 907/929-9200, www.anchoragemuseum.org, 9am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-6pm Sun. May-Sept., 10am-6pm Tues.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun. Oct.-Apr.) has a fine gift shop with quality Native arts, as does the Alaska Native Heritage Center (8800 Heritage Center Dr., 907/330-8000 or 855/330-8085, www.alaskanative.net, 9am-5pm Tues.-Sat. mid-May-mid Sept.) on the east side of Anchorage.


An unusual (and very expensive) purchase to consider is qiviut: caps, scarves, shawls, sweaters, or baby booties, hand-knitted by Native Alaskans from the wool of domestic musk oxen (the Musk Ox Farm is outside Palmer). Many times warmer and lighter than wool, these fine knits can be seen and salivated over at Oomingmak Co-op (604 H St., 907/272-9225 or 888/360-9665, www.qiviut.com, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat.).


The Ulu Factory (211 W. Ship Creek Ave., 907/276-3119 or 800/488-5592, www.theulufactory.com [URL inactive], 9am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-6pm Sat.-Sun.) crafts unique Native-style ulu knives. The shop is very touristy but has an interesting video on how the curved blades have been used for centuries in the Arctic. There’s a free summertime trolley from downtown to the factory.


Alaska Wild Berry Products (5225 Juneau St., 907/562-8858 or 800/280-2927, www.alaskawildberryproducts.com [URL inactive], 10am-9pm daily June-early Sept., 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat. early Sept.-June) has a large chocolate factory in Midtown. This is a fun place for chocoholics; there’s even a 20-foot melted-chocolate falls. Fifteen-minute tours are available, and the gift shop offers all the standard tourist souvenirs (and then some).


GALLERIES


On the First Friday of each month from 5pm-8pm, Anchorage’s art scene comes alive with openings, hors d’oeuvres, and the chance to meet regional artists at a dozen or so galleries.


Anchorage’s premier gallery is the International Gallery of Contemporary Art (427 D St., 907/279-1116, www.igcaalaska.org, 3pm-7pm Wed.-Sat.), with something new each month from top regional artists. The appropriately named Tiny Gallery (706 W. 4th Ave., 907/302-0258, www.tinygalleryak.com, 10am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 11am-6pm Sat., noon-5pm Sun.) is a fun and crowded downtown shop where everything is made by Alaskan artists.


Also of note are Sevigny Studio Art Gallery (312 G St., 907/258-2787, www.sevignystudio.com, 10am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-7pm Sun.), Georgia Blue Gallery (3555 Arctic Blvd., 907/563-2787, www.georgiabluegallery.com, 11am-6pm Tues.-Fri., 11am-5pm Sat.), 2 Friends Gallery (341 E. Benson Blvd., 907/277-0404, www.2friendsgallery.com, 11am-6pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat., noon-5pm Sun.), Stephan Fine Arts (939 W. 5th Ave., 907/274-5009, www.stephanfinearts.com, noon-7pm daily) inside Hotel Captain Cook, and the jam-packed Aurora Fine Art (737 W. 5th Ave., 907/274-0234, www.aurorafineart-alaska.com, 11am-8pm Mon.-Sat.).


OUTDOOR OUTFITTERS


Anchorage is a great place to stock up on outdoor gear before heading into Alaska’s bush. The biggest place to shop—and one of the finest—is REI (500 E. Northern Lights Blvd., 907/272-4565, www.rei.com, 10am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-7pm Sat., 10am-6pm Sun.), with a spacious location in the Midtown Mall. This cooperative has knowledgeable staff that offers free clinics and talks throughout the year. You can also rent canoes, kayaks, stand-up paddleboards, life jackets, packrafts, tents, backpacks, sleeping bags, sleeping pads, water filters, trekking poles, ice axes, crampons, stoves, bear-proof canisters, roof boxes, snowshoes, cross-country skis, backcountry skis, splitboards, and other outdoor equipment.


An excellent outdoor store with a technically adept staff is Alaska Mountaineering & Hiking (2633 Spenard Rd., 907/272-1811, www.alaskamountaineering.com, 9am-7pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-7pm Sun.)—better known as AMH. Though much smaller than REI, AMH often has equipment that is unavailable elsewhere. This is where the hard-core climbers and backcountry skiers go for top-notch gear.


Check the bulletin boards at AMH and REI for used gear. Across the street from AMH, Play It Again Sports (2636 Spenard Rd., 907/278-7529, www.playitagainsports.com, 10am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-7pm Sat., 11am-6pm Sun.) sells used equipment of all sorts, from backpacks and tents to hockey skates and fishing poles. They also buy used gear if you need a little cash on your way out of town.


Hoarding Marmot (1231 W. Northern Lights Blvd., 907/334-3333, www.hoardingmarmot.com, 10am-7pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-6pm Sun.) is the best place to find gently used sleeping bags, boots, jackets, packs, rafting, bikes, and more. It’s well worth a look for serious outdoors freaks. This consignment shop also provides a drop-off service for repairs of clothing, tents, backpacks, zippers, straps, and more through The Fixed Line (907/631-1449, www.thefixedline.com).


Famous among hunters and anglers, Cabela’s (155 W. 104th Ave., 907/341-3400, www.cabelas.com, 9am-8pm daily) is in South Anchorage. Dozens of big game heads decorate the walls, and it’s the only store anywhere with a floatplane hanging from the rafters.


Alaska Outdoor Gear Rental (540 W. Potter Dr., 907/830-0232, www.alaskaoutdoorgearrental.com, 9am-5pm daily summer, 10am-5pm daily winter) has rental gear of all types, including tents, sleeping bags and pads, camp stoves, fishing gear, bear spray, back packs, kayaks, winter gear, and even satellite phones.


Downtown shoppers head to Big Ray’s (320 W. 4th Ave., 907/279-2401, www.bigrays.com, 8am-7pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-6pm Sat.-Sun.) for more traditional Alaskan outdoor clothing and boots. B&J Sporting Goods (113 W. Northern Lights Blvd., 907/274-6113, www.bnjsg.com, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat.) has two levels packed with sport and commercial fishing supplies. This is where you’ll find heavy-duty clothing and equipment at fair prices. To really blend in with Alaskans, buy a pair of XtraTuf rubber boots.


Stewart’s Photo Shop (531 W. 4th Ave., 907/272-8581, www.stewartsphoto.com, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-5pm Sun.) has the most complete selection of photographic equipment in Alaska. They also rent Canon, Nikon, and Sony cameras and lenses, plus tripods and other equipment. It’s located downtown across from the Visit Anchorage log cabin. Camera Service Center (1231 W. Northern Lights, 907/274-0055, www.camerasalaska.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Thurs.) is the only camera repair shop in Southcentral Alaska. It’s also a good place for used gear if you’re in the market.


BOOKS AND MUSIC


Alaska’s largest independent bookstore is Title Wave Books (1360 W. Northern Lights Blvd., 907/278-9283, www.wavebooks.com, 10am-7pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-7pm Sun.). Offering a fine choice of new and used titles along with CDs and vinyl LPs, this is a great hangout spot, with a literate crowd and an adjacent Kaladi Brothers shop to sip coffee and surf the web.


In Midtown, Barnes & Noble (200 E. Northern Lights Blvd., 907/279-7323, www.barnesandnoble.com, 9am-9pm Mon.-Thurs., 9am-10pm Fri.-Sat., 10am-9pm Sun.) has a wide array of books, magazines, and CDs, plus a Starbucks.


The bright orange building that houses Writer’s Block Bookstore & Café (3656 Spenard Rd., 907/929-2665, www.writersblockak.com, 11am-8pm Wed.-Sun.) was for many years a seedy porn shop. After lots of cleaning (and the burning of sage to assuage the past) the shop was transformed into a women-owned haven for books, comfort food, espresso, live music, comedy, poetry, beer, and just hanging out in a chill and LGBTQ-friendly setting. The shop has covered tables outside for dining and relaxing.


Recreation


SUMMER


Hiking


One of the most popular hiking trails in Alaska is the 1.5-mile path to the summit of Flattop Mountain in Chugach State Park. The trailhead is on the southeastern edge of Anchorage, so you’ll need a car to get here.


The Mountaineering Club of Alaska (www.mtnclubak.org, membership $20) promotes safe climbing in Alaska through educational climbs, mountaineering classes, and other activities. Meetings (6:30pm 1st Wed. of each month) take place at BP Energy Center (1014 Energy Court), and nonmembers are welcome. Members can go along on any of the frequent outings. The club maintains seven remote mountain huts (free but basic) near glaciers in the Chugach and Talkeetna Mountains.


Biking


Anchorage has over 200 miles of urban cycling and jogging trails. The city produces a helpful free Anchorage Bike Map, available at the Visit Anchorage log cabin or online (www.muni.org). It shows bike-friendly street routes and pathways. Major Anchorage arteries are not especially bike-friendly, so you may want to stick to the side streets to avoid contending with exhaust fumes and speeding pickup trucks. City buses all have front bike racks. The Arctic Bicycle Club (www.arcticbicycleclub.org) organizes races in the Anchorage area.


A delightfully easy ride—it’s all paved—goes 11 miles from the west end of 2nd Avenue along the Tony Knowles Coastal Trail, past Westchester Lagoon, Earthquake Park, and Point Woronzof, and then all the way to Kincaid Park at Point Campbell, out on the western tip of the city.




[image: image]
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The Chester Creek Trail meets the Coastal Trail at Westchester Lagoon and takes you almost five miles to Goose Lake, where you can take a dip if you’re hot.


Biking and hiking trails abound within Kincaid Park, Hillside Park, and Far North Bicentennial Park, or you can head up Powerline Pass Trail inside Chugach State Park or to Eklutna Lake (bike rentals available on-site).


Fat-tire bikes, with outsized tires made for riding on snow, sand, and other soft surfaces, are sold in local bike shops and have becoming increasingly common on winter trails and summer beaches across Alaska. Electric bikes (e-bikes) are accepted on local trails where bikes are allowed. Local shops rent both e-bikes and fat bikes if you want to try something different.


Several companies have bicycle rentals in downtown Anchorage. Pablo’s Bicycle Rentals (415 L St., 907/277-2453, www.pablobicyclerentals.com, 10am-7pm daily May-Sept., 11am-7pm Oct.-Apr.) has a busy shop on Lawyer Row, with mountain bikes, kid’s bikes, tandems, e-bikes, and tricycles. Two other seasonal bike rental spots are nearby: 907 E-Bike (523 W. 4th Ave., 907/276-2453, www.907ebike.com) and Trek Bicycle Store (440 L St., 907/793-0069, www.trekstorealaska.com).
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1: Pablo’s Bicycle Rentals 2: overflowing flower boxes in downtown Anchorage 3: watching for beluga whales along Turnagain Arm





Downtown Bicycle Rental (333 W. 4th Ave., 907/279-5293, www.alaska-bike-rentals.com, 8am-10pm daily May-Aug., reduced hours fall and spring) rents mountain bikes, road bikes, city bikes, cruisers, kids bikes, and electric bikes. Flattop Mountain Shuttle (same owners) is also based in the shop, with van transport to popular hiking trails in Chugach State Park. They offer a hike-bike combo trip: rent a bike, put it on the van, hike the mountain, and ride back downhill and across Anchorage on your own pace.


All four bike shops are near the downtown start of the Coastal Trail and rent a variety of bikes. Standard bikes are around $30 for three hours; electric bikes run $65 for three hours. Alaska eBike Store (2229 Spenard Rd., 907/744-6433, www.akebike.com) has e-bike rentals in Midtown.


Looking for guided rides around Anchorage? Alaska Trail Guides (907/317-5707, www.alaskatrailguides.com) operates bike tours with everything provided. Trips range from easy coastal trail rides ($105 pp for 3 hours) to fat-tire tours ($125 pp for 2.5 hours) and single-track mountain biking in Kincaid Park ($209 pp for 3 hours).


Hilltop Ski Area (7015 Abbott Rd. 907/346-1446, www.hilltopskiarea.org, 3pm-8pm Wed.-Fri., noon-7pm Sat.-Sun., $25 adults, $20 students and military, $15 children and seniors) has a summertime bike park that uses the chairlift and trails for downhill fun. A much larger downhill bike operation is at Alyeska Resort in Girdwood.


Glacier Tours


Two companies have all-day glacier and wildlife boat tours from Anchorage to glaciers in Prince William Sound (via Whittier) or Resurrection Bay (via Seward). Phillips Tours and Cruises (907/276-8023, www.phillipscruises.com) goes to Prince William Sound, and Kenai Fjords Tours (907/224-8068 or 800/808-8068, www.alaskacollection.com) and Major Marine Tours (907/224-8030 or 800/764-7300, www.majormarine.com) head into Resurrection Bay and Kenai Fjords National Park. Rates vary depending on the tour destination and length; prices for all-day cruises with lunch cost around $200 for adults. All companies can arrange bus transport to the starting points in Seward or Whittier, or you can ride the Alaska Railroad. Also popular are the day trips from Anchorage to Portage Glacier operated by Gray Line Alaska (907/264-7950 or 888/425-1737, www.graylinealaska.com, $90 adults, $50 children).


Flightseeing


The best way to get a bird’s-eye view of the Anchorage area is from a bird’s-eye vantage point: in an airplane. Anchorage has a large number of companies offering flightseeing. Visit Anchorage (www.anchorage.net) has a complete listing, or peruse the brochures at the downtown Log Cabin Visitors Center.


Three respected Lake Hood operations have been around for decades: Rust’s Flying Service (907/243-1595 or 800/544-2299, www.flyrusts.com), Regal Air (907/243-8535, www.regal-air.com), and Ellison Air (907/243-1959, www.ellisonair.com). Rust’s is easily the largest, with a fleet of 10 planes in Anchorage, plus another dozen in Talkeetna under their K2 Aviation subsidiary. Several smaller one-person companies are also based at Lake Hood, including Skydance Aviation (907/301-6118, www.skydanceaviation.com), Wings Aero Tours (907/441-5736, www.wingsaerotours.com), and Trail Ridge Air (907/248-0838, www.trailridgeair.com [URL inactive]).


Three companies operate out of Merrill Field on the east side of Anchorage: Spernak Airways (907/272-9475, www.spernakair.com), Sound Aviation (907/229-2462, www.soundaviation.com), and Alaska Air Service (907/694-8687, www.flyakair.com).


Typical flights include a short half-hour flight over the Chugach Mountains ($140 pp); a two-hour flight over the Chugach Mountains and Knik Glacier ($340 pp with a lake landing); a three-hour flight over Prince William Sound and Columbia Glacier ($475 pp with a remote water landing); a three-hour flight over Mount Denali ($475 pp); a bear-viewing flight to Redoubt Bay in Lake Clark National Park ($875 pp for a 6-hour trip); plus a trip to watch the bears at Brooks Camp within Katmai National Park ($1,035 pp for a 10-12-hour trip).


The air taxis also feature fly-in fishing, primarily to the Susitna River area, where Rust’s has rental cabins available. Charter service may be the way to go if you have a group of four or more people and a specific destination, such as a public cabin in Chugach National Forest.


Rock Climbing


Alaska Rock Gym (665 E. 33rd Ave., 907/562-7265, www.alaskarockgym.com, 6am-10pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-9pm Sat.-Sun., day pass $22) features a new 24,000-square-foot facility with climbing walls, classes, a pro shop, locker rooms, gear rentals, and a fitness and cardio room. Walk-ins are welcome, and new gym users get a full orientation on the boulder area and auto belays.


For the outdoor version, most climbers head south to Turnagain Arm, which is also popular with ice climbers in the winter. Talk to folks at Alaska Mountaineering & Hiking (AMH, 2633 Spenard Rd., 907/272-1811, www.alaskamountaineering.com, 9am-7pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-7pm Sun.) or REI (500 E. Northern Lights Blvd., 907/272-4565, www.rei.com, 10am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-7pm Sat., 10am-6pm Sun.) for details on other climbing options.


Paragliding and Kiteboarding


The Anchorage area has several outstanding locations for paragliding. Even if you have no interest in joining them in the air, it’s always fun to watch as they take off and soar over mountaintops. Arctic Air Walkers (www.arcticairwalkers.com) organizes events and promotes paragliding in the Anchorage area. Their website shows regional launch sites, including the most popular location, Hatcher Pass. Operated by Scott Amy—a commercial pilot and former U.S. National Champion paraglider—Skydance Paragliding (907/301-6118, www.skydanceparagliding.com) has tandem paragliding instruction. A three-hour adventure (up to 30 minutes in the air) costs $250; prior experience is not required. Tandemonium Alaska (907/229-2125 www.tandemoniumalaska.com) offers tandem paragliding for $225, along with longer training sessions. Departure locations depend on weather conditions; call a week in advance to reserve.


Kiteboarding has become popular on Turnagain Arm, and you’re likely to see several folks out on windy summer days. Watch for them from Beluga Point, south of Anchorage. A local group, Kiting Alaska (www.kitingalaska.com), has info on learning to kite. In the winter, kiters pull out skis or snowboards and sail over snowy fields and frozen lakes.


Fishing


Although Anchorage sits along Cook Inlet, wild tides and strong winds create notoriously treacherous conditions. As a result, there are no charter-boat fishing operations out of Anchorage. A popular salmon-fishing stream, Ship Creek, flows right through downtown and has good runs of king salmon (late May-July) and silver salmon (Aug.-mid-Sept.). It’s probably the only place where you can catch kings within sight of office high-rises. But watch out for the quicksand-like mud at the mouth of the creek; it can trap unwary anglers.


Ship Creek Fisheries Center (941 N. Reeve Blvd., 907/269-0427, www.wefishak.alaska.gov, 8am-4pm daily June-Sept.) has guided tours on Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday all summer. The hatchery produces millions of king salmon, silver salmon, and rainbow trout each year.


You can also rub shoulders with fellow anglers in midsummer at Bird Creek, 25 miles south of town on the Seward Highway. Rent fishing poles, waders, landing nets, and tackle boxes at The Bait Shack (212 W. Whitney Rd., 907/522-3474, www.thebaitshackak.com, 10am-8pm Mon.-Fri.), downtown along Ship Creek. Guided fishing is also available.


To figure out where the fish are running, or what the local regulations are, contact Alaska Fish and Game (recorded message 907/267-2510, www.adfg.alaska.gov) or visit the downtown Public Lands Information Center (605 W. 4th Ave., 907/644-3678 or 866/869-6887, www.alaskacenters.gov, 9am-5pm daily late May-early Sept., 10am-5pm Tues.-Fri. early Sept.-late May) for a copy of the fishing regulations. All local air-taxi services offer guided or unguided trips to nearby rivers and lakes for world-class salmon fishing.
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