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All the information in this guidebook is subject to change. We recommend that you call ahead to obtain current information before traveling.
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To everyone who’s shown me ways of doing, and being, better. I hope to continue learning and growing.—Lisa Maloney
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About the Author


Lisa’s parents dragged her to Alaska at a young age, (figuratively) kicking and screaming because she didn’t know what an “Alaska” was and was sure she wouldn’t like it. In a way, that early sentiment was correct: She didn’t like Alaska. She loved it, and is still here more than 35 years later.

Sometime around 2005, Lisa got her start as an outdoors columnist and reporter with local newspapers. She went on to serve as senior editor for Alaska Magazine; to pen Moon Alaska, Day Hiking Southcentral Alaska, and 50 Hikes Around Anchorage; and write for National Geographic, Condé Nast Traveler, the New Zealand Herald, Fodor’s Travel, Frommer’s, and many more.

When Lisa’s not busy writing you’ll probably find her reading, hiking, kayaking, dancing, or playing traditional Irish music—one of many passions that tend to lure her off the beaten path—on the button accordion and fiddle.





Introduction


Chances are, if you stay here long enough, someone’s going to ask you: “So, what brought you to Alaska?”

In my case, my parents dragged me here. My father was in the Air Force, and our previous duty station was overseas in what was, at the time, West Germany. Alaska also counted as an overseas assignment, and if you took two overseas assignments in a row you got to choose your next duty station. So, much to my 8- or 9-year-old chagrin (nobody remembers exactly how old I was when we got here), off to Alaska we went.

I had no idea what an “Alaska” was, and when I asked my mother about it she explained that there would be a lot of mountains and snow. My young mind really had no way of conceptualizing what she described so, somehow, I decided Alaska must be one long ridgeline of mountain peaks, all perpetually covered in snow.

“But Mom,” I wailed with all the fervor my young, horse-obsessed body could muster, “There won’t be any horses!”

She assured me that not only were there horses in Alaska, they wore special shoes to help them deal with the ice and snow.

“But they’ll be all crooked from walking around the mountains,” I declared, picturing the horses trudging stolid, one-way laps around that long mountain ridge. Surely they’d end up with their “uphill” legs being shorter, to cope with the slant of the mountains.

Mom continued to reassure me that Alaskan horses did have four legs of all the same length, but I’m pretty sure I remained stubbornly skeptical until we landed in Alaska and I discovered that the people, moose, and dogs weren’t built crooked, either.

The ironic part is that, as much as I protested our initial arrival in Alaska, I’m the family member who chose to stay here. My Alaska odometer recently ticked over to 35 years in-state and, while I’m conscious that I am and will forever be a transplant, I’ve put down enough roots here that it feels like home.

I happen to live in Alaska’s biggest city, Anchorage, which hovers a little under 300,000 people—about 40 percent of the state’s entire population. Anchorage isn’t perfect, and it’s definitely not off the beaten path. But it made a fine base camp for my youthful adventures, especially once I had my driver’s license and discovered that, with enough blankets, mattress pads, and creativity, I could turn almost any vehicle into a budget RV.

The rest of my family wasn’t particularly outdoorsy, so they watched in perplexity as my young self first begged to be allowed to play in the greenbelt behind the house (my older sibling grudgingly going along to stand watch for moose and, I suppose, any signs of stranger danger), then started hiking once I hit my late teens. Sometimes I hit the trail with friends, but often I went on my own, in cheerful and knowing defiance of the common-sense dictate for hiking in groups. I so dearly loved sitting on isolated mountaintops watching “cloud TV” as puffs of water vapor scudded across the sky or sometimes, if the peak was high enough and the clouds low enough, boiled along the mountain slopes below me. I also loved “bird TV” and “moose TV,” which usually involved me sitting in the bushes or in a tree at a respectful distance, just watching the wildlife go on about their lives.

I think what I’m trying to express is that although it took me a little while to grow from that protesting child into the adult I am now, thoroughly struck by the same fascination and enthrallment that draws millions of visitors to Alaska every year, once that fascination finally hit me it never went away. As preoccupied as I can get with everyday responsibilities like work schedules and bills, all I have to do is lift my head, catch sight of the Chugach Mountains that ring the city on two sides, and at least some of those preoccupations wash away. I still stop to watch moose TV, fox TV, bird TV, creek TV, and whatever other “nature TV” is available from a safe distance—enjoying all the ways nature and her wild unpredictability can grasp my attention and smooth the bunched-up wrinkles of stress and hurry out of it.

I also love Alaska’s ever-rotating kaleidoscope of seasons. Although in some years it can feel genuinely difficult to say farewell to summer, there is always something interesting going on: Whether it’s trees and tundra plants changing color, berries ripening, leaves falling, lakes and rivers freezing over, snow falling, ice melting, the first green buds of spring leafing out, migratory birds coming back to their summer home . . . here we exist in a glorious tumble of seasons, and if the season you most love is on its way out, you can trust that it will come back around before long.

You do need to keep that seasonality in mind when planning your visit: For example, you’ll pretty much never be able to see the northern lights during the height of summer (even when they shine, the night skies up here are just too bright to see them) and you can’t go bear-watching during the winter because, hey, the bears are asleep for the season. But if you pick one season or another to visit in, you can enjoy an almost never-ending parade of ways to experience Alaska. (Except in spring: Try to avoid spring if you can, at least in Southcentral and Interior Alaska, because it tends to be the muddy, dusty season of snowmelt and bare trees that haven’t yet leafed out for the summer. If you want to visit in the spring I suggest heading to Southeast Alaska, where that season always feels more lush and youthful. Fall, on the other hand, can be absolutely spectacular in Southcentral and Interior Alaska.)

Lastly, if you’ve heard the enduring joke that Anchorage (being such a big city) is “just 30 minutes from the real Alaska,” it’s not entirely wrong: We do have such a profusion of urban amenities here that the city itself doesn’t always feel that remote. But growing up here has shown me that in some ways, you don’t have to try that hard to get off the beaten path. It just happens, whether you’re in the city or out of it, almost like slipping in and out of alternate dimensions: Maybe one moment you’re walking a paved trail in the city, and the next you’re face to face with a moose or a bear. Or one moment you’re driving on a normal enough highway and the next you’re on a boat, watching humpback whales breach and calving glaciers dump tons of ice into the sea.

All of which means that Alaska is the perfect place for nudging yourself out of your comfort zone to whatever degree you desire—or bringing your comfort zone with you as you explore a place unlike any other. When you plan a visit here you are quite literally choosing your own adventures, and only you can say how close you want to get to the edge of wildness that, I think, fascinates us all to some degree or another.

Maybe you want to see glaciers from the comfort of a plush motorcoach, or gaze out the window of a train’s full-service dining room. Maybe you have a tent, a camp stove, and plans to hike and camp your way across the state—or you’re willing to watch bears from the relative safety of a lodge, but don’t really want to camp in a tent surrounded by bear-resistant electric fencing.

However you decide to visit Alaska, whichever paths (beaten or not) you choose to start your explorations, you can trust that it will be breathtaking. Bears, moose, and sometimes even wolves might ramble across the road while sea lions moan and growl from the water, or orcas—killer whales, the wolves of the sea—may surge through the water as humpbacks leap and splash like bus-sized kindergarteners. Glaciers might stand still and silent—or dump tons of ice onto land or sea. And mountain vistas will fill more than your camera lens can capture.

No matter what, as long as you’re ready to get up and leave your hotel room (or cabin, or tent), you won’t be disappointed.


A Very Small Sketch of a Very Big State

All of Alaska, of course, is located north and west of what geographers call “the contiguous states” of the United States. The Canadian provinces of British Columbia and the Yukon Territory sit in between. Consider this: If Alaska were laid atop a map of the contiguous United States, its size would be one-fifth of the country. It is larger than the three other largest states in the country combined, and it boasts some of the tallest mountains and longest rivers in the world.

In fact, when traveling from one end of the state to the other, you’ll encounter varying climates and vastly different landscapes. It’s as if Alaska is several countries within itself.

That’s why it’s best to break Alaska into five generally categorized geographic regions. The southernmost of Alaska’s five regions, and closest to the Lower 48, as Alaskans call these sister states, is Southeast Alaska. It’s a place of thousands of forested islands plus a long sliver of mainland abutting northern British Columbia. Southcentral Alaska forms an arch around the top of the Gulf of Alaska and extends inland roughly to the Alaska Range of mountains, a towering wall of peaks and masses that separates Southcentral from Interior Alaska. Interior Alaska, in turn, forms the huge middle of the state, with Canada’s Yukon Territory to the east of it. The Interior’s westerly border stops just short of the Bering Sea. Farther north, in fact as far north as you can get and still be in North America, lies Far North Alaska. Finally, Southwest Alaska takes in the westernmost approaches of the Alaska mainland, the Alaska Peninsula, Kodiak Island, the long, long string of Aleutian Islands that extends almost to Japan, plus the Pribilof Islands and others of the Bering Sea.

In this book I include a sixth region, Canada’s Yukon Territory, because—since it is adjacent both to Southeast and Interior Alaska—you cannot drive from the Alaska panhandle to the main body of Alaska without going through this friendly, fascinating portion of Canada.




Some Notes and Cautions

First, a bit about the Alaska lifestyle and dress. Because we are off the beaten path, things are pretty informal all over the state. Friendly is a way of life up here, and you never have to worry about asking an Alaskan for help, or directions, or for the answer to what you think may be a dumb question. “Comfortably casual” is the dress code of the day, every day, even in big city hotels and restaurants. Ladies can certainly wear a cocktail dress or dressy pantsuit in the evening, and their escorts can likewise wear a coat and tie if they’d like, but it really isn’t necessary.

For outdoor wear, comfortable walking shoes (or broken-in boots if you’re a hiker) are a must. The weather can vary wildly all over the state, so plan to do what Alaskans do: Dress in layers that start with light shirts and/or undershirts then graduate to heavier shirts, sweaters, and outerwear that repels wind and water. A puffy jacket, which has either down or synthetic insulation inside it, can be especially useful for keeping warm without adding a lot of weight or bulk to your luggage. Layering allows you to add protection or to peel off excess clothing as the weather dictates. Very important: A lightweight combination windbreaker/raincoat should always be at the top of your pack or suitcase.

Now about money: Truth to tell, the cost of living is higher in Alaska than in most other states. Depending on where you are (in a large, easily accessible city or a remote bush community), costs for lodging and food could be the same as you’re accustomed to paying, or only a few percentage points higher—or they could be a great deal more. I have tried to show prices for most admissions, meals, overnights, and other costs. At the time of this writing, all the prices (plus telephone numbers, addresses, emails, websites, and other such data) were current. But things can change; hotel and meal prices, in particular, may well be higher when you make your trip. When a hotel or B&B price is quoted here, it’s usually for a double. Singles may (or may not) be less; extra guests in a room usually cost more. There is no statewide sales tax in Alaska, but most municipalities impose one on goods, services, and overnight accommodations. Sales taxes are not included in the prices quoted in this book. Also, keep in mind that many businesses are open only in the summer—either May through September or June through August—and prices quoted here reflect summer rates.

Remember that when you travel in the Yukon, distances are measured in kilometers, not miles; when speed limits are posted at 90 kilometers per hour, that’s the same as 55 miles per hour in the United States. Likewise, our Canadian friends pump gasoline in liters, not gallons.

Cell phone service is commonplace in most Alaska communities but ranges from sparse to non-existent in more remote areas, and you will encounter occasional dead spots or gaps in service, even on our highways and other areas that aren’t so far from city centers. Cell phone service has vastly improved over the years, but it’s still best not to rely exclusively on a cell phone for communications. Also, while cities in Alaska have all the conveniences of Lower 48 places, including 911 service, such emergency response systems are not in place in smaller, rural communities.

Friends from Outside often ask, “When is the best time to visit Alaska?” The answer is, anytime you want to come. Summer obviously ranks as Alaska’s most popular season, but the “shoulder” months of May, September, and early October offer the advantages of fewer crowds, often discounted prices, and an unhurried, more relaxed pace of living.

Winter is coming into its own as a visitor season, too, with an active, statewide agenda of downhill and cross-country skiing, sled dog mushing and racing, winter carnivals, and viewing the eerie and spectacular aurora borealis, the northern lights. Obviously, you have to dress for the season (snug base layers, warm sweaters and fleece pants if you need them, and a water- and rain-proof, or at least water- and rain-resistant, outer layer for tours and activities out of doors). But if you use common sense and take the advice of the locals, you can happily and safely experience Alaska during the time of year many Alaskans enjoy their state the most.

Finally, it seems incredible but, more than four decades after becoming the forty-ninth state of the United States, Alaskans still get asked if we use U.S. currency and stamps. The answer, of course, is emphatically yes—though if you arrive here with Canadian dimes, quarters, and other small change in your pocket or purse, merchants will sometimes accept a few of them at face value. Canadian dollars, on the other hand, may (or may not) be accepted according to current value on the international money exchanges. That mostly goes for communities near the border, like Tok: I wouldn’t try to pay with Canadian cash when deeper in Alaska, although you might be able to squeak a few Canadian coins into larger transactions.

Now, enough of the technical stuff. Read on. Come. Visit. Enjoy!

—Lisa Maloney








Southeast Alaska



Incredible place, Southeast Alaska. It’s a place of islands—more than 1,000—and a land of lush forests, snowcapped mountains, cascading waterfalls, steep-walled fjords, and magnificent glaciers. From the glaciers fall tens of thousands of huge and minuscule icebergs that dot the seascape and glitter within great bays and inlets. It is a region of proud and skillful Tlingit, Haida, and Ts’msyen Indigenous peoples, whose totem poles and other works of art are beginning to receive the recognition they deserve. It is a land, too, with a colorful, gutsy gold rush past and a place where today huge salmon, monster halibut, and bountiful trout await the angler’s lure in salt water, lakes, and streams.

It’s an easy place to get to, despite a lack of road access. Scores of elegant cruise ships embark each week in summer from West Coast ports en route to the Southeast Alaska panhandle. Stateroom-equipped ferry liners of the Alaska Marine Highway System likewise ply these waters from Bellingham, Washington and, when staffing levels and maintenance needs allow, from Prince Rupert, British Columbia. And, of course, the jets of Alaska Airlines, plus other carriers in the summer, depart daily from Seattle and other cities in the Lower 48 states en route to the land that nineteenth-century naturalist John Muir called “one of the most wonderful countries in the world.” Here’s what Southeast Alaska holds in store for visitors these days.
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Southern Southeast

Alaskans call Ketchikan 
their First City because it’s the first Alaskan port of call for cruise ships, ferries, yachts, and many airlines en route to the forty-ninth state. Spread out along the shores of Revillagigedo Island 
(the name is Spanish; locals just say “Revilla”), the town is just a few blocks wide, but it’s miles long. The hustling, bustling city’s economy lies in commercial fishing and tourism. Timber, once a thriving business, has all but halted in the Southeast, but a few people still make their living with small logging projects. Sportfishing for salmon, halibut, and freshwater species can be superb. So is the sightseeing at local totem parks and from the decks of small cruisers that explore nearby islands and waters.

For travelers who seek a cruise-like experience, the small ships of half a dozen companies offer comfortable vessels with staterooms, dining rooms, ample decks, observation lounges, and bars—but not the Vegas-like theaters, ballrooms, casinos, boutiques, and crowds of the big liners. Some of these boats can nose into small bays and inlets for close-up looks at bears, deer, and other wildlife. Also pleasurable are the whales. When they are in the vicinity, the skipper can cut the engine and drift for a half hour or more to watch the water acrobatics of the great beasts. One option is available from Classic Alaska Charters 
(907-225-0608, classicalaskacharters.com), which offers a 40-foot motor yacht for custom trips of 5 days or more. This is the perfect choice for those who want a personalized or flexible itinerary, or for groups or families who want a vessel all to themselves.



Top 10 Places in Southeast Alaska


	Alaska Chilkat Bald Eagle Preserve

	Alaska Icefield Expeditions

	Alaskan Brewing Company

	Alaska’s Boardwalk Lodge

	Chilkoot Trail

	Dyea Campground

	Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve

	Laughing Raven Lodge

	Seawolf Adventures

	Sitka National Historical Park







For a whole slew of cruise packages aboard smaller vessels, check out Alaskan Dream Cruises
 (888-862-8881; alaskandreamcruises.com). They operate eight ships in Alaskan waters, each carrying no more than ninety travelers. Guests enjoy wildlife viewing from the forward lounges and the generous decks as well as overnight accommodations on board. Try the 5-night North to True Alaska expedition that includes Glacier Bay National Park, or the popular 8-night Alaska’s Inside Passage Sojourn option, which takes you into smaller ports like Wrangell and Kasaan in addition to the flagship stops of the larger ships. If you’re more interested in wildlife and glaciers, try the Ice of the Inside Passage cruise, an 8-night adventure that showcases seven glaciers and the prolific sea life around them and includes a stop at a remote Alaskan village. All port stops include optional excursions highlighting local culture. Most of the Alaskan Dream Cruises boats set sail from Juneau, with some returning there and others docking in other Southeastern ports.

You’ll see more authentic totem poles around Ketchikan than any place else in the world. One of the outstanding collections stands in Saxman,
 2½ miles south of Ketchikan on the South Tongass Highway. Deeply carved figures represent eagles and ravens, bears and killer whales, and even the figure of a hapless youth caught in the bite of a giant rock oyster as the tide comes in. Elsewhere in the park you’ll find a traditional community house and on-site carving center. Four-hour motorcoach tours by Faces of Ketchikan 
(formerly Cape Fox Tours; 907-331-3068; facesofketchikan.com) include a visit to Saxman Village and a feast of Dungeness crab.

The Totem Heritage Center 
(907-225-5900; www.ketchikanmuseums.org), at 601 Deermount Street, a half mile or so from downtown, houses priceless nineteenth-century totem poles rescued from the natural process of decay they would otherwise undergo if left out in nature. They are absolutely majestic. The Tongass Historical Museum 
(907-225-5600; ketchikanmuseums.org), downtown at 629 Dock Street, contains exhibits and artifacts from Ketchikan’s Native history and its fishing, mining, and timbering heritage. Both centers are open year-round. Summer hours are 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. daily, and winter hours may be more limited. Admission to either center is $6, with discounts for seniors and free for those 17 and under, or you can access both with a $9 Museum Pass.



Stories in Wood

Totem poles are erected as “story poles” by Alaska Native people who live in Southeastern Alaska, as well as the northwest coast of the United States and Canada, and are unique to these regions. They are usually carved from yellow or red cedar and can stand for 50 or 60 years. Totem poles can be seen today at several locations, including Totem Bight Park, Saxman Totem Park, and the Totem Heritage Cultural Center near Ketchikan; Klawock Totem Park on Prince of Wales Island; and Sitka National Historical Park.





Another good totem­-viewing location requires a scenic 15-­minute air flight or 1-­hour ferry to the Ts’msyen village of Metlakatla 
on Annette Island. Among sites to see and explore in Metlakatla is the village founder Father William Duncan’s Cottage,
 built in 1891 and now a museum that chronicles the history of Annette Island’s original First Nations people and the lay Anglican priest who was involved in founding this community. To really get to know area history, join a local guide from Metlakatla Tours 
(907-886-8687; metlakatla.com/tourism). Tours start from $150 and take in the museum, the church, the community fisheries plant, and the Tribal Longhouse, 
which serves as a Ts’msyen clan house where dancing and ceremonies take place. Laughing Berry Tours 
(907-723-9835; laughingberry.com) also offers tours from a local’s perspective as they explore the community’s historic buildings and some of its prettiest natural spaces. Laughing Berry also runs a gift shop where you can buy authentic Alaska Native artwork, and they run a small rental car business.



southeastalaskafacts

The name Ketchikan is derived from the Tlingit word Kitschk-Hin, meaning “the creek of the thundering wings of an eagle.”





If you’re a hiker, you’ll find Ketchikan a great place to roam from, with lots of ocean, forest, lake, and mountain trails. The 3½-mile Deer Mountain Trail,
 which begins practically downtown and runs to the 3,000-foot summit, provides a particularly grand vista of the city below and nearby islands and ocean waters. Ask for directions to the trailhead at the Ketchikan Visitor Information Center,
 downtown at 131 Front Street. Call the visitor center at (907) 225–6166 or (800) 770–3300 or visit the local visitor association website at visit-ketchikan.com.

Earlier, we mentioned the opportunity to explore waters around Ketchikan by small sightseeing cruise. True Alaskan Tours
 (888-289-0081; truealaskantours.com) offers a 5¼-hour excursion from downtown Ketchikan to Misty Fjords National Monument,
 a wondrous 2.2-million-acre national treasure lined by cliffs towering thousands of feet above the sea and waterfalls cascading into the placid waters. View New Eddystone Rock, a volcanic plug rising 237 feet from the waters of Behm Canal, or keep watch for seals, bald eagles, and seabirds. The cost, including a light meal and beverages, is $275 per person. True Alaskan Tours also offers a shorter, 2-hour Waterfront & Wildlife
 day cruise for $118, which takes in areas where many of Ketchikan’s historical events took place. Cruise by Ketchikan Creek—the community’s former “Creek Street red-light district”—where salmon may be seen jumping as they begin their upstream migration. From the vessel, view Saxman Totem Park (with its collection of intriguing totem poles) and Pennock Island, where hardy individuals pursue the pioneering lifestyle. Learn about the island’s rainforest from the warmth of the cabin or out on deck.

If you want professionals to organize, equip, and guide you on a Misty Fjord kayaking trip, Betsey Burdett and Geoff Gross offer 2 1/2-hour to 6-day excursions within Misty Fjords National Monument as well as among the Barrier Islands in the South Prince of Wales Island Wilderness area. Their company, Southeast Exposure 
(37 Potter Road; 907–225–8829; southeastexposure.com), also offers day trips along the Ketchikan waterfront and into semi-wilderness waters nearby. Single fiberglass kayaks rent for $45 per day. Guided 2 1/2-hour waterfront tours start at $50. A 6-day Misty Fjords trip is $950 per person.



Top Annual Events in Southeast Alaska


	Little Norway Festival,
 
	in Petersburg; held each May to celebrate Norwegian Independence Day. For information call 907-772-4636 or visit petersburg.org.

	Juneau Jazz and Classics,
 
	a weeklong celebration in May of some of the best jazz around. For further information call 907-463-3378 or go to jazzandclassics.org.

	Southeast Alaska State Fair,
 
	held each year in Haines. Five fun-filled days every summer, with a parade and entertainment each night. For information call 907-766–2476 or visit seakfair.org.

	Alaska Bald Eagle Festival,
 
	held each November to celebrate the return of thousands of eagles to the Chilkat Valley to feast on a late salmon run. For information call 907-766-6418 or see visithaines.com.







Perhaps one of the best ways to see what Ketchikan is really about is to take advantage of one of the best travel bargains around: Rent one of a network of US Forest Service
 
cabins 
in the wilderness for as little as $25 per cabin. The Forest Service maintains more than 150 warm and weather-tight cabins beside remote mountain lakes and isolated ocean shores throughout the Tongass National Forest,
 which makes up most of Southeast Alaska. Another forty such units exist in Southcentral Alaska’s Chugach National Forest. 
Cabins may be reserved for up to a week at a time, and reservations can be made up to 180 days in advance using the toll-free number 877-444-6777 or accessing recreation.gov.

Most units have bunks to accommodate up to six and contain either wood- or oil-burning stoves. Don’t, however, expect a “Hilton in the wilderness.” You bring your own food, sleeping bags, and other supplies. Privies are “down the path,” and you might want to bring your own toilet paper, too, just to be safe. Mostly these cabins are fly-in units, though you can reach a few by boat or hiking trail. For bear protection, Alaskans and visitors often carry bear spray and a 30-06 or larger rifle. No permit is required. It’s seldom, however, that someone has to use their bear spray, and even more rare that somebody needs to use a firearm.

Virtually every town in both regions has charter air services that specialize in serving fly-in campers. Rates vary with the distance you need to fly.

For information about public use cabins in the Tongass, call 877-444-6777 or visit the Southeast Alaska Discovery Center 
at 50 Main Street in Ketchikan. For similar information concerning the Chugach, contact the Alaska Public Lands Information Center 
in Anchorage at 907-644-3661 or 866-869-6887 or https://www.nps.gov/anch/planyourvisit/visitor-centers-in-alaska.htm.

From Ketchikan, a popular fly-in-only choice is Patching Lake Cabin,
 a woodstove-equipped mountain lake unit with a skiff on site. You’ll find trout in the water for fishing plus the possibility of deer and black bear in the woods for viewing. (Don’t, however, even think of feeding these critters or observing them too closely.) The local US Forest Service number for information is 907-228-6220. Although the cabin rents for only $60 a night during the peak summer season, a fly-in charter to Patching Lake can cost anywhere from $860 to $1500 or more. Generally for this type of trip you’re buying the use of the entire plane. The number of passengers on a small plan can range anywhere from two to ten, depending on the aircraft, and there are strict weight/space limits for both you and your luggage.

While in Ketchikan, don’t pass up two boating opportunities offered by Alaska Travel Adventures.
 For $139 and 3 1/2 hours of your time, you’ll glide across a quiet lake surrounded by forest and mountains. Look closely for bald eagles. A guide will help maneuver the boat while also teaching about the surrounding Tongass rainforest and the plants and animals that flourish there. If you’re not keen on paddling, opt for the $189 Rainforest Island Adventure. You’ll start with a guided hike, mostly by boardwalk, through old-growth forest and along a beach, learning about the traditionally symbiotic relationship between local Indigenous peoples and the lush forest. After a hearty snack, take a ride in a motorized raft to look for sea lions, porpoises, harbor seals, and bald eagles. For more information call 800-323-5757 or visit alaskatraveladventures.com.

A unique venture among Alaska Travel Adventures’ outdoor opportunities is their Backcountry Jeep Safari. The company offers Jeep-led tours through remote land, mostly in Southeast Alaska. The Ketchikan-based adventure is one of the company’s most popular. It’s a 4-hour trip that combines off-road riding in your own colorful Jeep Wrangler as well as paddling in giant canoes. Reach Alaska Travel Adventures at the above numbers and website.



southeastalaskafacts

The Tongass National Forest, in Southeast Alaska, is the largest U.S. forest at about sixteen million acres.





Ketchikan-based Taquan Air 
(907–225–8800; taquanair.com) has been flying visitors and locals alike on air excursions since 1977. For $349 per person, they offer a 1-hour flightseeing excursion over 
Misty Fjords National Monument 
and some of the most incredible scenery in Alaska, from 3,000-foot-high walls of granite to lush forests to snowcapped mountains. Look for mountain goats, bears, deer, wolves, and moose, and land at a remote location for some real serenity.

Taquan Air’s 3½-hour Anan Wildlife Observatory 
trek is priced at $425 per person and takes you within a stone’s throw of some of Alaska’s most awesome brown and black bears during the height of the silver-salmon spawning season, July through September. But don’t fear: Guides are with you every step of the way, from the plane ride to the observatory to the half-mile hike along a maintained US Forest Service trail that leads to the bears’ territory.

One of Taquan’s shorter (35 minutes) and more affordable ($139) flights is the Alps, Eagles, and Totems tour, where you can view by air the forested fjord while keeping an eye open for bears, goats, and, of course, eagles. The flight takes you over the rustic community of Herring Cove 
before returning along the coast by Saxman Native village to Ketchikan.



southeastalaskafacts

More than a thousand islands make up the 500-mile-long Alexander Archipelago, which extends from Icy Bay, north of Yakutat, to the border between the United States and Canada at the south end of Prince of Wales Island.





It’s not located off the beaten path, but the smallish, moderately priced Gilmore Hotel,
 at 326 Front Street (907-225-9423; wyndhamhotels.com), is sometimes overlooked. It’s now part of Wyndham, but still retains much of its early-twentieth-century charm. The hotel offers a commanding view of Ketchikan’s frantic waterfront, taking in fishermen preparing their nets, luxury cruise liners in port, freighters heaped with cargo, and a constant stream of floatplanes landing, taking off, or flying down the channel. Built in 1927 of solid concrete, the hotel’s forty rooms are modern, clean, and have full baths and color TVs. Summer rates begin at $169 per night. It’s on the National Register of Historic Places. Annabelle’s Famous Keg and Chowder House 
off the hotel lobby offers room service or restaurant dining on the premises. The gorgeous 20-foot mahogany bar at Annabelle’s is well worth a look-see, as are the murals that depict Ketchikan’s notorious old Creek Street red-light district, where Annabelle entertained as a favorite lady of the night in the 1920s.

Speaking of Creek Street 
and its entrepreneurs, do give the lane a stroll, off Stedman Street opposite the big harbor downtown called Thomas Basin. A former brothel called Dolly’s House 
(open daily in the summer) has been restored as a museum there, as have numerous other “houses,” which now contain boutiques, gift shops, and galleries.


Ketchikan On Foot 
(907-632-7307; ketchikanonfoot.com) should probably be called Ketchikan On Four Feet, 
because it includes the company of huskies (dogs) as assistant tour guides. The company is locally run, so it’s a great opportunity to really get to know a town that so many people zip quickly in and out of, either chasing a cruise ship or running away from cruise ship crowds. Prices start from $53 for adults, and $43 for children under 12.

The Black Bear Inn 
(907-617-7567; stayinalaska.com) is far enough out of downtown Ketchikan that it starts to feel like you really have wandered off the beaten path; some guests describe it as a fairy tale. The three suites include fireplaces, free WiFi, and private baths. There’s a massive, ten-person hot tub out on the deck, and the property is bordered by spruce and cedar trees that often hold ravens and eagles. Laundry service and a self-serve continental breakfast are included in your stay, which starts from $265.


The Inn at Creek Street 
offers budget-friendly accommodations with some serious personality. The first time I made reservations there, it took me a little while to figure out that the inn isn’t a single building but a collection of various boutique hotels along centered around Ketchikan’s Creek Street district, much of it built on pilings over the actual creek. Because you’re shopping a collection of different buildings, the amenities and prices can vary. Expect nightly rates to start around $180, and if you’re willing to pay a little extra, almost all the buildings have some sort of waterfront view.

It’s not quite the biggest island under the American flag (the Big Island of Hawaii and Kodiak Island in Southwest Alaska rank first and second in that category), but Prince of Wales Island 
(POW) is huge nonetheless: 2,231 square miles of forested mountains, deep U-shaped valleys, lakes, streams, and 900 miles of coastal shores, bays, and inlets. You get to Prince of Wales by state ferry from Ketchikan or Wrangell or by plane. POW is not without controversy: Environmentalists say the island has been overlogged; the timber industry says reforestation is coming along very nicely. Regardless of the difference of opinion, there are still plenty of scenic spots to explore, from secluded coves to seaside villages to lush expanses of old-growth forest. One thing logging has done is create lots of roads (some gravel, others asphalt) that you can use for exploring and camping. Kayaking or canoeing is superb at lots of fresh­water and saltwater access points.

If your budget allows, at Alaska’s Boardwalk Lodge 
you’ll enjoy first-class lodging, amenities, and service along with astounding outdoor adventures on Prince of Wales Island. Tucked beside the ocean next to a pristine tidewater pond, this hand-hewn log lodge is the perfect launching point for your favorite activities, from prime saltwater fishing for halibut, salmon, lingcod, and snapper to fly fishing in the area’s abundant streams and lakes to adventure treks to the totems of Kasaan 
and the huge El Capitan Cave.
 Between the made-to-order breakfasts, the gourmet meals featuring surf-and-turf selections, the beautifully landscaped grounds, the inviting outdoor hot tub, and a guest-to-staff ratio that’s nearly one to one, you’ll likely never have felt so pampered. The guides are first-class, and all of the staff is eager to please. High-season rates start at $1,148 per person, per night, for an all-inclusive stay with pro-guided fresh- or saltwater fishing. The lodge also partners with local businesses to offer land-tour options. You’ll need to arrange your own transportation to the lodge: You can take the Inter-Island Ferry 
(866-308-4848; interislandferry.com) from Ketchikan to Hollis, or hop on a small Island Air Express 
(888-387-8989; islandairx.com) plane to Klawock. Ferry pricing starts at about $105 round-trip, while a round trip on the plane starts at about $410. In both cases, a $200 pickup/drop-off fee applies for lodge staff to come and get you. For more information call 907-204-8832 or visit boardwalklodge.com.

For do-it-yourselfers the US Forest Service has two campgrounds and more than twenty rental cabins on lakes and inlets throughout the island, starting from just $30 a night. Call 907-826-3271 in Craig or 907-828-3304 at Thorne Bay. For reservations call 877-444-6777 or access recreation.gov. The forest service also offers daily tours of the huge El Capitan Cave at the north end of the island. The Log Cabin Resort 
(907–755–2205; alaskaslogcabin.com) offers beachfront condo units with full kitchens at $195 a night for up to two people, or $1,170 for the week. They also offer charter fishing.

The Fireweed Lodge 
(907–755–2930; alaskafishingkingsalmon.com), also in Klawock, offers nineteen rooms, fishing charters, and access to excellent hiking and canoeing. During the June through August peak season they tend to function as an all-inclusive lodge, starting at $3,500 per person in a group of four, $3,900 per person in a group of three, or $4,400 per person in a group of two (those prices vary because you are, essentially, chartering the entire boat for your group). Nightly room rentals are available from $200 in April, May, and September; you can sometimes snag a stand-alone room at the last minute during the busy season, too, but those bookings only happen at the last minute. À la carte, full-day fishing charters are also available on turnover days, starting from $1,300 for two people, and roughly $200 per extra person up to four. Again, you’re chartering the entire boat for the day of fishing.


McFarland’s Lodge 
(541-571-8304; mcfarlandslodge.com) provides beachfront log cabins at Thorne Bay. The $385-per-night units are suited for up to four guests, but six can fit comfortably for an extra $90 per additional person. Owners Jim and Jeannie McFarland also offer guided and nonguided trips around Thorne Bay. You can rent a 15-foot aluminum skiff for $145 if you want to hit the water on your own.

It would be easy to miss Hyder,
 in southernmost Southeast Alaska. In fact, sadly, most travelers do. If you’re Alaska-bound, however, and traveling along British Columbia’s Yellowhead Highway between Prince George and Prince Rupert, take the 140-mile paved Cassiar Highway north from its junction with the Yellowhead Highway (about 150 miles before Prince Rupert). Then take the access road off the Cassiar to Hyder. This road also leads to Hyder’s very close neighbor, Stewart.
 Stewart (population 400 or so) sits in British Columbia, Canada, and Hyder (current population less than 20 people) lies in Alaska. They’re separated by 2 miles and the U.S.–Canada border.


What’s to see in and around Hyder? For one thing, you’ll find spectacular glaciers to view, including Salmon Glacier,
 the world’s fifth largest, only 20 miles north of town. You’ll also find abandoned mine sites, late nineteenth-century buildings to photograph, superb fishing, hiking trails, and—3 miles north of town—a salmon stream and bear observatory where you can see black bears or brown bears. Your first stop in this part of Alaska should be at the Hyder Community Association 
building in town. There you can get information on the area and check out a small collection of museum items that tell the story of Hyder.

The seasonal U.S. Forest Service bear-viewing area at Fish Creek
 attracts up to 40,000 summertime visitors each year, drawn there by the chance to see both brown and black bears gorging themselves on the rich salmon run. You can drive to the bear-viewing area, but during peak viewing season (mid-July to late September) you need a pass ($5 per day) to enter. You can’t buy the passes on site; get them in advance on recreation.gov.

In Stewart, the Stewart Museum 
(250-636-2229; stewartbcmuseum.com), at 703 Brightwell, displays wildlife as well as bits and pieces of local history. Also in Stewart, the Ripley Creek Inn 
(205-636-2344; ripleycreekinn.com), just a couple of miles from the U.S.-Canada border, offers rooms in renovated, historic buildings, plus a more modern lodge building. The historic buildings range from prospectors’ cabins to old stores and a former brothel, and each of these rooms is truly one of a kind. Rates start from $125 CDN.




The Middle of the Panhandle


Wrangell 

is a natural for the visitor who wants an out-of-the-way travel experience in a locale that’s still a little rough around the edges. It’s clean, neat, and easy to get around, but everything isn’t laid out for you. You get there either by a daily Alaska Airlines jet from Juneau, Ketchikan, or Seattle or by the ferries of the Alaska Marine Highway System. The tour company movers of masses have seemingly passed Wrangell by, at least for now. The mega-cruise ships rarely call, and even medium or small vessels stop much less frequently than in Ketchikan, Sitka, and Juneau. The result is that it’s a made-to-order destination for travelers who enjoy ferreting out backcountry or backyard jewels in the rough (literally and figuratively)—from mysterious petroglyphs to some of the best and most photogenic totem poles in Alaska. Now, for a little background:

Wrangell history goes back possibly 8,000 years, when someone (no one knows who) carved mysterious stick-figure petroglyph etchings in stone along the seashore. More recently, according to Tlingit oral history, the present Native peoples settled the area more than 2,000 years ago, arriving via the Stikine River. Sometime in the 1700s a Tlingit chief named Shakes (the first of several to claim that name) selected the present site of Wrangell as home for his people.

In the early 1800s English, American, and Russian ships came exploring. The Russians established a community called Redoubt St. Dionysius in 1834. The English obtained a lease and occupied the same site, calling it Fort Stikine, in 1840. With the sale of Alaska to the United States in 1867, the community came under American jurisdiction and was called Fort Wrangell. Gold mining, fur trading, fisheries, and commerce have been Wrangell’s economic staples since.

Recent years have seen the modest beginnings of tourism, and it’s true, there’s a lot in and around the community for visitors to experience. A good place to visit early, in order to get oriented, is the Chamber of Commerce Visitor Information Center 
in the James and Elsie Nolan Center 
at 296 Campbell Drive (907-874-3770; wrangell.com). This beautiful, all-in-one building also holds the Wrangell Museum,
 which is well worth a visit. It includes masterfully carved totemic house posts, dating from 1770 to 1790, from the Bear Tribal House on Chief Shakes Island. Also on display are artifacts from the Russian and British occupations and from the gold rush era, petroglyphs, bird and natural history exhibits, minerals, and various other items. Hours during the April to October tourist season are 10:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. Monday through Friday and variable hours on weekends, with slightly reduced hours in winter. Museum admission costs $12.

The most notable cultural site in the community is Chief Shakes Island,
 connected to Wrangell by a walking bridge and located in the middle of Wrangell Harbor. The tribal house and totems there are among the best carved and most colorful in Alaska.

You can see some petroglyphs on display at the city museum and library, but most must be sought out at low tide on Wrangell Island’s mysterious Petroglyph Beach State Historic Park 
north of town. The etched figures on the rocks, three dozen or more, seem to depict spirit faces, fish, owls, spirals, and other designs, although no one knows what the figures really mean or who created them. To reach them, turn left on Evergreen Avenue from the ferry terminal. Walk north on Evergreen about 0.75 mile to a boardwalk leading to the beach. Walk down the boardwalk and head right toward the big rock outcropping on the northern high-tide limit of the beach. Don’t, under any circumstances, attempt to move these rocks. You may, of course, photograph them.



southeastalaskafacts

The city of Wrangell, on Wrangell Island in Southeast Alaska, has been ruled by three nations since its founding by fur traders in 1811: Russia, Great Britain, and the United States.





A moderately difficult hike (due to a rapid ascent) over the Rainbow Falls Trail 
can be short or long, depending on whether you extend the distance by also hiking the high country ridges along the 2.7-mile Institute Creek Trail 
that junctions along the way with the Rainbow Falls Trail. The basic route takes you about 0.75 mile from its start at mile 4.6 on the Zimovia Highway to an observation platform and a great view of picturesque Rainbow Falls, then later to a sweeping view of Chichagof Pass. Another popular hiking choice in town is Mount Dewey,
 also called Muir Mountain since John Muir climbed it in 1879 and caused a considerable stir among the locals when he lit a huge bonfire at the top. The trail is primitive in places, but the view from the top is considered well worth the effort.

If that’s not enough outdoor recreation for you, you can rent your own sea kayaks and canoes from Alaska Vistas 
(907-874-3006; alaskavistas.com) or rent canoes, e-bikes, and skiffs from Breakaway Adventures 
(907-874-2499; breakawayadventures.com)

Wrangell is known for producing beautiful garnets. Mining—or more accurately, chipping—rights at the famous Wrangell Garnet Ledge 
are reserved for Wrangell’s children and their families, but you can buy garnets from the youngsters, who you’ll find selling them at the docks to cruise ship and ferry passengers. Local kids sell the garnets for anywhere from $1 to $50, depending on size.

Though you probably didn’t travel all the way to Southeast Alaska to play a round of golf, it’s worth noting that one of the attractions in Wrangell is the Muskeg Meadows Golf Course 
(907-874-4653; wrangellalaskagolf.com). This regulation nine-hole course features some of the most spectacular scenery a golfer could hope for, from ocean views to snow-studded mountains to lush rainforest. And what other course has a raven rule? If your ball is stolen by a raven, you may replace it without penalty as long as you have a witness. If you happen to be in Wrangell in April, you can take in the annual open tournament, held in conjunction with the Wrangell Stikine River Birding Festival, formerly known as the Wrangell Garnet Festival, which celebrates the arrival of bald eagles at the Stikine River.

For close-to-town overnight accommodations, Wrangell’s largest hotel is the Stikine Inn 
(907-874-3388; stikineinn.com), complete with about three dozen rooms, a restaurant, and meeting rooms. Prices vary from about $315 to $390, depending upon the room.


The Sourdough Lodge 
(907-874-3613; thesourdoughlodge.com) at 1104 Peninsula Avenue started life some years back as a small bunkhouse for loggers. Today the rustic log lodge offers comfortable accommodations, including the Jacuzzi-equipped Harding River suite that sleeps four, as well as standard rooms with bath. Standard room rates start at $220 in season, or $300 for the Harding River suite.

John Verhey operates Alaska Vistas 
(907-874-3006; alaskavistas.com), 
which he established in 1995 as the first paddle-sports outfitter in Wrangell. He rents kayaks and canoes and offers fully guided paddle trips, rafting trips, bear-viewing tours to Anan Creek Wildlife Observatory, tours to go whale watching or see the LeConte Glacier, fully guided kayak trips, Stikine River raft trips, and jet boat tours. Single kayak rentals are $55 per day, and doubles rent for $65 per day. Fully guided rates include everything you’ll need for a safe and comfortable experience, with prices ranging anywhere from $180 for a 2-hour guided paddling tour to $350 for bear viewing. Serious river runners might try the Stikine River raft trip.

For another option, try Breakaway Adventures 
(907-874-2488; breakawayadventures.com), a jet boat tour operation that’s been on the Stikine River for more than 30 years. They offer tours up the Stikine River, to Anan Creek Wildlife Observatory to see bears, and to the LeConte Glacier, the southernmost saltwater glacier in North America. They also rent e-bikes. Tour prices range from $220 to $350, and e-bike rentals start at $25.



southeastalaskafacts

The Stikine River is the fastest-flowing navigable river in North America.





Remember those bargain-priced fly-in US Forest Service cabins in the wilderness (starting as low as $25 per night)? Twenty-two of them are located in the Wrangell Ranger District, including one near the Anan Wildlife Observatory that rents for a relatively pricey $75 a night. Call 907-874-2323 for information. For reservations visit recreation.gov or call the park reservation system at 877-444–6777. If you’re a hot tub buff, ask for information about the Chief Shakes Hot Springs 
tubs (one sheltered, one not) that the forest service has placed along the Stikine River about 22 miles from Wrangell.

High above the surface, Sunrise Aviation 
(907-874-2319; no website) will take you flightseeing over the Stikine River and several glaciers, ice-clogged LeConte Bay, and various high country lakes in a plane that holds five passengers. Custom flight-sees and drop-offs for wilderness adventures also are available. On the ground, Mark Galla’s Alaska Peak and Seas 
(907-470-3200; www.wedoalaska.com) will take you into the backcountry for just about any trip you can imagine.

If you’re tired of running with the crowd or dealing with big tour companies that run the show from outside the state, take in all that this part of the state has to offer with Alaska Charters and Adventures 
(907-874-4157; alaskaupclose.com). With a limit of six guests per boat, Alaska Charters promises the kind of intimate experiences with the wilderness that you just can’t get when you’re part of a big group. Whether it’s the Stikine River by jet boat, a trek to Anan Wildlife Observatory or LeConte Glacier, kayaking, canoeing, fishing, or whale watching, you’ll be able to arrange it with this locally owned company specializing in custom tours.

Back in 1897, when the rest of the world went crazy over gold in the Klondike, Norwegian-born Peter Buschmann came north, too, but only as far as Mitkof Island in Southeast Alaska. He settled there to fish and eventually built a salmon cannery and sawmill. Other Norwegians, noting the great fisheries of the region, the abundant ice from nearby LeConte Glacier, and the majestic surroundings, joined Buschmann and his family and named their community Petersburg.


Today Petersburg thrives as one of the most active fishing ports in the United States. Fishermen seine, troll, and gillnet for salmon in the summer; seek halibut into the fall; fish for herring in the spring; go after crab in the winter; and harvest shrimp year-round. Sport fishing for salmon and halibut is especially rewarding.

About 3,000 Alaskans call Petersburg home. Most of them fish or work in the fisheries industry or in businesses that service the fishermen. In the summer one of the most pleasant no-cost “tours” you can take is simply to wander in Petersburg’s three public harbors along 2.5 miles of floats, watching the 1,200 or so commercial fishing vessels that may be in port at any one time. Tourism is a rapidly growing but not yet dominant industry in Petersburg, and therein—as in Wrangell—lies much of the community’s charm. The town is “real.” And it’s clean, neat, well laid out, and noticeably Norwegian, with its rosemaling floral designs on buildings and homes and its huge, white 1912 Sons of Norway Hall 
downtown (complete with a Viking sailing vessel 
ready to put to sea).

The town, no surprise, is nicknamed Little Norway, and its biggest celebration is the Little Norway Festival,
 timed each May to celebrate Norwegian Independence Day.

A good place to start your visit is the Petersburg
 
Visitor Information Center 
(907-772-4636; petersburg.org) at First and Fram Streets. Office hours are 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. Monday through Saturday during the summer.

The community’s biggest visitor attraction is nearby LeConte Glacier, one of the most active in North America, with a constant succession of icebergs calving and crashing explosively from its wide face into the frigid waters of LeConte Bay. Many days the big and little bergs literally carpet bay waters from shore to shore, and sightseeing boats must gently push the ice aside as they cruise in front of the glacier.

The waters of North Frederick Sound, also near Petersburg, provide superb viewing of another major visitor attraction: humpback whales. Large numbers of these gentle giants feed here in the summer months, to the considerable delight of visitors as well as locals. Several charter operators offer LeConte Glacier and whale-watching excursions. One of your best options is Whale Song Cruises 
(907-518-1912; whalesongcruises.com), which is captained by a longtime Petersburg resident.

Another fine way to experience Petersburg is by taking part in a Tongass Kayak Adventures
 (907-518-4440; tongasskayak.com) guided sea-kayaking trip. A $150, 3-hour tour of Petersburg Creek takes place almost daily through the summer. Or opt for a more challenging $450 LeConte Glacier Bay paddle.

For a bird’s-eye view of LeConte Glacier, you can book a flightseeing excursion with Petersburg Flying Service 
(907-518-1957; petersburgfly­ingservice.net). A 50-minute flight costs about $250 per person.

Petersburg now has an excellent website to help you plan your trip. The listings at petersburg.org highlight many points of interest, including Eagle’s Roost Park 
off Nordic Drive, just a few minutes’ walk from downtown. One or two eagles are almost always in residence to pose for pictures on their craggy perches.

You’ll know you’ve arrived at the Clausen Memorial Museum 
(907-772-3598; clausenmuseum.com), located at Second and Fram Streets, when you see the large bronze sculpture called Fisk (Norwegian for “fish”), which displays the many species of fish to be found in these waters. Inside, exhibits vary from an old-time fish-gutting machine (called an iron chink) to the re-created office of a pioneer cannery owner. There are also fur farming exhibits; Native artifacts, including a traditional canoe; and early-day community photographs. Don’t miss the two huge wall-mounted salmon, one of them the largest king ever caught (126½ pounds) and the other, the world’s largest chum (a 36-pounder). Admission costs $5 for adults, free for children 12 and under.

Those who are in the area to fish—and want to do it on their own—should check out Jensen’s Boat Rentals 
(907-772-4635; jensensboatrentals.com), which rents fast 18-foot skiffs to reach the best fishing spots. The boats are also nice for obtaining a scenic view of the town from the water or for touring around to see the sites.

The US Forest Service rents numerous cabins in the national forest around Petersburg, including Ravens Roost,
 one of the relatively few forest service shelters you can hike to. It’s located on the mountain behind Petersburg Airport, nearly 4 miles by trail or 3 by helicopter. The Raven Trail begins near the orange-and-white tank south of the airport with 1 mile of boardwalk through muskeg (spongy bog) before the trail’s ascent begins. The middle section is relatively steep, then flattens along the ridgetop. The easy way to enjoy the experience is to fly in by helicopter, then hike out downhill. The cabin rents for $60 per night per party. For details, visit recreation.gov or call 877-444-6777. Temsco Helicopters 
(907-772-4780; temscoair.com) will drop you off at the cabin, usually for their minimum charge; call for exact pricing.

When Petersburg folk talk of driving “out the road,” they’re referring to the 34-mile Mitkof Highway,
 along which you can visit the Falls Creek Fish Ladder 
near mile 11 and the Crystal Lake Fish Hatchery 
and Blind Slough Recreation Area 
at mile 17.5. Birders visiting in the wintertime will especially enjoy the Trumpeter Swan Observatory 
at mile 16.

For the fisherman, Indigenous Adventure 
(907-518-4054; indigenousadventure.com) 
offers quality saltwater and freshwater fishing trips, with the option for an expedition-style stay at a fish camp. The cabins at fish camp are dry (that is, without running water) but you’ll be accompanied by a guide and a cook, so this “roughing it” experience still comes with some real perks. Prices start at $250 per person for a half-day freshwater or saltwater trip, with a two-person minimum.


Magic Man Charters 
(907-772-9255; magicmansportfishing.com) also offers saltwater salmon or halibut fishing trips starting from $250 per person, with a three-person minimum, plus options for LeConte Bay glacier tours (from $250 per person) and whale watching (from $350 per person). If you’re looking for a downtown lodging location, call the Tides Inn 
at First and Dolphin Streets (907-772-4288; tidesinnalaska.net). Ask for a room overlooking the harbor. Owner Gloria Ohmer was born and raised in Petersburg, and she’s an absolute fount of knowledge about things to see and do. Rates start from $160 for single occupancy in the summer, plus $10 per additional person, and are a little lower in the winter. Your stay includes a complimentary continental breakfast plus free airport and ferry transfers. Nonsmoking rooms are available.


Nordic House Bed and Breakfast,
 three blocks north of the ferry terminal (806 South Nordic Drive; 907-518-1926; nordichouse.net), offers a view of the Wrangell Narrows, boats, planes, and sometimes even wildlife. Rates start from $180. They also offer a 24-foot Hewes Craft boat for rent. Rocky Point Resort,
 11 miles south of town on Wrangell Narrows, offers saltwater fishing for salmon, halibut, trout, crab, and shrimp in protected waters. Package getaways include a cabin, a motorized skiff, meals, fishing gear, and freezing facilities so that you can take your catch home. Call 907-772-4405 or visit rockypointresortak.com for reservations and information.

For really standout seafood, visit Inga’s Galley 
(907-772-2090; no website) a humble-looking shack at North Nordic Drive and Gjoa Street. It may not look fancy on the outside, but their dishes are consistently stellar.

Many Alaskans and most visitors rank Sitka 
as the most visually beautiful community in the state. Perched at the base of majestic mountains on Baranof Island, the community looks westerly toward hundreds of big and little, near and distant isles, mountains, and a massive volcano. Native Alaskan and Russian history abounds in this community. It was the hub and headquarters of Russian America and the czars’ vast sea otter-pelt gathering and trading empire until the United States purchased Alaska in 1867. Sitka served as Alaska’s territorial capital until the early years of the twentieth century.

Be sure to visit the Sheldon Jackson Museum 
(907-747-8981; museums.alaska.gov) at 104 College Drive in Sitka. The octagonal-shaped building itself ranks as something of an artifact, having been constructed in 1895 as the first concrete structure in Alaska. This small museum is named for the nineteenth-century Presbyterian missionary and educator who supplied a large portion of the collection. Though it’s often overlooked, most visitors find it well worth a stop. The well-presented collection emphasizes the Native peoples of Alaska: the Tlingit, Haida, and Ts’msyen of the Southeast; Athabascan of the Interior; Aleut and Alutiiq peoples from Southwest Alaska; and Yup’ik and Inupiat of the far north. You’ll never get a better, closer look at a Tlingit dugout canoe, an Athabascan birch-bark canoe, an ancient two-passenger Aleut baidarka (kayak), and two Inupiat kayaks. You’ll see Alaska Native battle armor as well as exquisite Inupiat fur parkas. The museum operates 9:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Monday through Saturday in summer, with limited hours on Sunday and during the winter. Admission is $9 for adults, $8 for seniors 65 and up, and free for youth 18 and under.

For visitors with RVs or tents, the campgrounds of choice in Sitka are clearly the two US Forest Service campgrounds at Starrigavan Bay,
 nearly 8 miles north of town on Halibut Point Road. Both feature private campsites surrounded by thick, towering trees. Near the entrance to the upper campground you’ll also find one of Alaska’s easiest walking trails. The Starrigavan Estuary 
wheelchair-accessible trail, a 0.5-mile elevated boardwalk, takes you beside open wetlands and into deep and dark woods of spruce, hemlock, and alder trees.

Another short and gentle hike, this one at the south end of Lincoln Street on the shores of Sitka Sound, lies within Sitka National Historical Park.
 Actually, you can enjoy two trails there—one a 1.5-mile stroll back into Alaska history on the site of the bloodiest battle fought between Tlingit people and nineteenth-century Russians, the other (less frequented by visitors) a 0.75-mile jogging course.



Second to One

When you visit Sitka you visit the largest city, in area, in the Western Hemisphere. It’s the second largest in the world. There are 4,710 square miles within the unified city and borough municipal borders. Juneau, at 3,108 square miles, comes in third. Kiruna, Sweden, with 5,458 square miles, ranks as the world’s largest city.





If your tastes run far off the beaten path, you may consider chartering a boat for a drop-off at the sea-level trailhead of the Mount Edgecumbe National Recreation Trail 
on Kruzof Island, about 10 miles west of Sitka. The 6.7-mile trail up the side of this volcanic crater (a look-alike for Japan’s Mount Fuji) is steep and usually takes about 8 hours. From the summit, the view of ocean waters and myriad islands is a mind boggler.

If you’ve never experienced the fun of a kayak trip, here’s a good place to start. Alaska Travel Adventures 
(907-789-0052; alaskatraveladventures.com) offers a 3-hour sea-kayaking adventure, led by experienced guides through protected island waterways. The $209, 3-hour tour often includes views of deer, brown bears, seals, and (always) eagles. Sitka Sound Ocean Adventures 
(907-752-0660; kayaksitka.com) offers a 2-hour paddling adventure for $143 per person.

For the local perspective, take a walking tour guided by Sitka residents (“Sitkans”) through Sitka Walking Tours 
(916-234-6871; sitkawalkingtours.com). The 1-hour walking tour through historic downtown Sitka (which starts at $39 per person) includes a lofty view of ocean and islands from Castle Hill 
(where “Russian America” officially became “Alaska, U.S.A.” in 1867); a re-created Russian Blockhouse;
 historic houses; the Saint Michael’s Russian Orthodox Cathedral;
 and the Russian Bishop’s House 
(part of Sitka National Historical Park). You can also take a 2-hour guided rainforest hike (from $119).

On days when cruise ships are in port—which is almost every day in the summer—the Sitka Tribe of Alaska’s Tribal Tours

/

Historical and Cultural Sightseeing Tours 
(907-747-7137; sitkatours.com) offers a tour from the perspective of the Tlingit people who lived here before, during, and after the Russians and still live here today. The narrated 2 1/2-hour excursion, priced starting at roughly $70 for independent travelers, takes in Sitka National Historical Park, Sheldon Jackson Museum, a narrative drive through Sitka’s Native village, and a traditional dance performance.

The US Forest Service lists twenty-four fly-in or boat-in cabins accessible from Sitka. Probably the most exotic in all of Alaska is the White Sulphur Springs Cabin 
(from $60 a night) on nearby Chichagof Island. It features a weather-tight log cabin with large windows facing out from a picturesque rocky beach onto the broad Pacific—plus an adjacent structure containing an oversize hot springs bath (almost a pool) with the same awesome ocean view. (Note: Cabin rental does not include exclusive use of the hot springs. Locals, fishermen, and visitors can and do frequent this spot.) Getting to this cabin is costlier than most because you have to helicopter in, but if you can afford the tariff, the trip itself will rank as one of your vacation highlights of a lifetime. The local forest service number in Sitka is 907-747-6671. For reservations call 877-444–6777 or visit recreation.gov.

For a wildlife-viewing excursion geared toward the independent traveler, check out the Sitka Sea Otter & Wildlife Quest, 
a 2-hour cruise ($149 per person) that explores some of the great bays and narrow passages in and around Sitka while looking for sea otters, three species of whales (humpback, killer, and minke), brown bears, sea lions, black-tailed deer, seals, and eagles. Longer tour options are available, too. For more information call 888-289-0081 or visit allenmarinetours.com.



A Spectacular Series of Splashes

I love riding the Alaska state ferries through Southeast Alaska: Even the shortest “main line” trip is about 4 hours long, and some can last for days as you travel through exactly the same waters cruise ships ply (for a whole lot more money).

One of the most spectacular things I’ve ever seen took place on a ferry ride from Juneau to Petersburg. I was camped out beneath the heating lamps on the upper-deck solarium, sound asleep, when something, I don’t know what, prompted me to sit straight up and open my eyes.

The very first thing I saw was a humpback whale, breaching just off the stern of the ship. Followed by another. And another. I’ve never seen so many whales that were so active all at once, and all I could do—all I wanted to do—was sit there and stare.

I don’t remember how long the spectacle went on for. I just remember sitting there on the plastic lounger, still warm inside my sleeping bag, watching as some uncounted number of whales did . . . what, exactly? Even whale experts freely admit they don’t know why humpbacks behave like this, especially during a time when they should, by all rights, be focused on packing down as much nutrition as possible before journeying back out to their winter breeding grounds.

But regardless of whether they were playing, communicating with each other, communicating with us, ridding themselves of barnacles or other parasites . . . that day, and the memory of humpback whales leaping like so many bus-sized salmon, will be with me forever.





Here’s another quality wildlife viewing excursion by water: Four B Charters 
(907-351-7483; whalesinsitka.com) offers 2 1/2-hour tours to St. Lazaria National Wildlife Refuge 
for a view that sets birders cackling. St. Lazaria,
 a 65-acre island some 15 miles west of Sitka, contains the nests of an estimated two thousand rhinoceros auklets, five thousand common and thick-billed murres, two thousand tufted puffins (comical little creatures sometimes called sea parrots or flying footballs), 450,000 fork-tailed and Leache’s storm petrels, plus eagles and other winged species. En route there’s a good possibility you’ll view whales, seals, sea lions, and sea otters. The tour starts at $185 per person, with a two-person minimum.

Duane and Tracie Lambeth’s Dove Island Lodge 
(907-747-5660; doveislandlodge.com) is the place to go if you want to experience both saltwater and freshwater fishing in a relaxed setting. From the picturesque Dove Island, you can spend your days fishing and your evenings paddling around in a kayak or relaxing in a spacious hot tub. The Lambeths have boats ranging from 16 to 38 feet and can get you just about anywhere in Sitka Sound and the surrounding area. A new lodge has been added to the already breathtaking resort area, so guests can enjoy new amenities including a spa lined with bricks of Himalayan salt, a wood-fired Finnish sauna, and a fire pit right at water’s edge.

The primary goal of the Alaska Raptor Center,
 at 1000 Raptor Way (907-747-8662; alaskaraptor.org), is healing injured birds of prey, especially eagles. But the center has a worthy program for two-legged human types as well. The $16 admission fee allows you to walk through the center’s 17-acre campus, which is home to more than two hundred recovering birds each year, including peregrine falcons, bald eagles, golden eagles, and countless owls. A 0.75-mile nature trail offers visitors a chance to see bald eagles close-up in an uncaged natural habitat, as does the bald eagle flight training center. And if you’ve got extra time, try something really different and volunteer at the center. A training program offers volunteers a mini-lesson in raptor rehabilitation.

If you’re into two-wheel tripping, Tide Rips Adventures 
(907-623-8852; tideripsebikes.com) offers e-bike rentals with both pedal assist and thumb throttles. All-terrain fat bikes and cargo bike models are available.

Sitka has a bevy of B&Bs, virtually every one of them more than adequate. Several are outstanding. Burgess Bauder’s Lighthouse 
(907-623-8410; sitkalighthouse.com) is, well, different. It’s not exactly a B&B, since the host doesn’t reside in or near the premises. But it certainly isn’t your usual lodge or inn, either. It’s a real lighthouse that Bauder constructed and located on an island a few minutes by boat from downtown Sitka. Your arrival and departure water taxi rides are covered as part of your stay, and you have access to a skiff, kayaks, and paddleboards for exploring, though you may not wish to stray far from the tranquil surroundings. Small wooden hot tubs offer relaxing moments in the evening. The lighthouse will sleep six people in two bedrooms that offer commanding views. You do your own cooking. Rates start at roughly $1,500 a night once all fees are included (you’re renting the entire lighthouse, so bring some friends to split with).



Castle Hill: A Palace of Conflict

Once a rocky fortress for Sitka’s Tlingit people, surrounded on three sides by water, Castle Hill still is the high point between downtown Sitka and the bridge to Japonski Island. Here the Russian governors, beginning with Alexander Baranov, presided over Russian America. Two buildings occupied the site before the “castle” was built. The first was destroyed by fire, the second by earthquake. The castle, or “Baranov’s Castle,” was built in 1830 and was renowned for its opulence in what was then a remote and wild country.

A light placed at the top of the castle to guide mariners made the building the first lighthouse in Alaska.

After the U.S. purchase of Russian America in 1867, Baranov’s Castle fell into disrepair; in 1894, it burned to the ground.

Today Castle Hill is a historic monument where a commanding view of Sitka and the surrounding islands can still be had. Ramps have been constructed to make the former fortress wheelchair accessible.





Another great home-away-from-home option is Sitka Rock Suites 
(218-831-9578; sitkarocksuites.com), offering eleven waterfront and water-view studios and one-bedroom and two-bedroom suites. You can enjoy gorgeous views and can do some wildlife watching right from your deck. Rates start from $200 per night, and if you’re inclined to stay awhile, they also rent by the month in the off-season.


Port Alexander 
is one of those small, isolated communities that visitors end up raving about. Located at the southern tip of Baranof Island, the town once boasted two thousand residents. Today there are about fifty, among them Peter Mooney, who with his wife, Susan Taylor, operates Laughing Raven Lodge 
(907-568-2266; portalexander.com), a secluded getaway offering wildlife viewing, hiking, kayaking, and fishing. Rooms are located right by the water, so don’t be surprised if you’re awakened during the night by whales spouting. Four rooms are available, each with its own bath, and skiffs and kayaks are available for exploring the water. Packages include room, board, guided fishing, fish processing, and packaging. All-inclusive package prices average out to about $1,100 per person, per day and include airfare from Juneau, accommodations, gourmet family-style meals, guided fishing, all the gear you need, and fish processing for up to 50 pounds of fish caught.
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