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  PREFACE




  It was nearly midnight. Sun streamed through the windows of the Hotel Captain Cook in downtown Anchorage, illuminating the cafe table where I sat with my companions. Energized by the long June day, we were in the midst of a lively discussion about Alaska’s economy when one friend leapt to his feet. “Have to say hi to the governor,” he announced, making his way to the door, where former governor Wally Hickel was on his way out.




  That’s how it is in Anchorage. Alaska’s largest city is also in many ways a small town, where pretenses dissolve and people are drawn together by their love of the outdoors and the spectacular beauty of the place. Mountains rise up behind the skyline and the waters of Cook Inlet stretch along the western edge of town while lakes and creeks dot the city landscape. Head east to Prince William Sound, north to Denali National Park, or south to the Kenai Peninsula, and you’ll encounter mile after mile of pristine wilderness that makes this country like no other.




  It’s a place that attracts rugged individualists, yet it’s also a place where folks go out of their way to help each other. Native Alaskans, commercial fishermen, miners, oil company executives, construction workers, or white-collar professionals—it doesn’t so much matter who you are. It’s all about an independence of spirit, a sense of community, and a love of the land. It takes a certain something to call yourself an Alaskan, to know when you’ve moved from being a wet-behind-the ears cheechako to a real sourdough.




  Expect to be delighted. Expect to be charmed. Most of all, expect the unexpected, because Anchorage and Southcentral Alaska are full of surprises, from the double rainbows that span the expansive sky after a summer shower to the blanket of snow that glitters on a moonlit night to the northern lights that dance across a December sky. There’s the surprise of finding world-class entertainment at the performing arts center in downtown Anchorage, of enjoying jazz in the park on a summer evening, of strolling a top-notch museum to admire the stunning landscapes painted by artists such as Sydney Laurence. There’s the delight of watching your kids grin as they encounter their first moose, reel in a big salmon, or climb aboard a dogsled for a quick ride. And there’s the sense of finding yourself all over again as you hike a wilderness trail into the mountains for an unforgettable view of the ocean and valleys below.




  It’s not easy to pack a place so vast into the pages of a book, but we’ve done our best to show you all of the best that this region has to offer. We hope you’ll return again and again.




  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
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  HOW TO USE THIS BOOK




  You can experience Alaska from the comfort of a cruise ship deck or a luxurious domed railroad car, or you can grab a pack and your hiking boots and head out into the wilderness. We’ve made every attempt to include information that will be helpful to all sorts of travelers with plans as diverse as the state itself. Almost all area chapters include sections on how to get there, how to get around, accommodations, restaurants, shopping, attractions, hiking, camping, fishing, parks, recreation, and tours. Where applicable, chapters also include information on nightlife, kidstuff, annual events, and the arts. Throughout the book we’ve included Insiders’ Tips, indicated by an i icon, which give you the sort of perspectives that come with sourdough status, the Alaskan measure of proving yourself in a place where it takes a certain degree of hardiness to get by. Our Close-up sections put you in touch with some of the fascinating people, places, events, and phenomena that make this place truly special.




  If you dream of calling Alaska home, you’re not alone. Never mind the long, cold winters and the top-of-the-world remoteness. There’s a certain allure that draws folks here and won’t let go. If your heart is calling you north, you’ll want to check out our relocation section, with lots of useful information on real estate, education, child care, health care, worship, and even retirement. Our chapter on media will point you toward newspapers, magazines, and other resources to keep you in touch with all that’s happening in the 49th state.




  So dive in where you like, using the table of contents and the index as a guide. Use the book to plan and dream, bring it on your travels, and keep it as a handy reference on your shelf should you fall in love and decide to stay.




  Welcome to the Last Great Place.
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  AREA OVERVIEW




  




  Maybe you’re arriving in Alaska independently or as part of a tour group. You could be traveling by plane, cruise ship, car, or RV. You might have plans to stay for a few days or for a lifetime. In any case, this book is designed to help you get your bearings and get to know this region the way those of us who love it well do. The vast landscape, the seemingly endless miles of wilderness, and the rich beauty of the Last Frontier can seem overwhelming at times. Many visitors leave feeling like they’ve only begun to discover all that Alaska has to offer. It’s our hope that this guide will make your Alaskan experience richer, deeper, and more memorable than it would have been otherwise.




  We’ve begun by giving you an overview of the region, followed by tips on how to get here and how to get around. From there, the book is organized geographically, beginning with Anchorage, Alaska’s largest city. Subsequent chapters spin out from Anchorage the way our road system does—south to the Kenai Peninsula, north and east to Prince William Sound, and north and west to the Matanuska-Susitna (Mat-Su) Valley and Denali National Park. Though Denali is technically beyond what most folks consider to be Southcentral Alaska, it is such a key part of the Alaskan experience that we’ve given it full coverage in this guide. For the most part, we’ve focused on communities that are accessible by road or ferry, though we’ve also featured a number of fly-out adventures for those looking to truly get away from it all.




  CLIMATE AND SEASONS




  No one comes to Alaska to bask in the heat, but you may be surprised to find that Anchorage and Southcentral Alaska are quite temperate considering their proximity to the Arctic Circle. The average high temperature in January is 21 degrees Fahrenheit, which is downright balmy compared to places farther north. July is typically the warmest month, with an average high of 65 degrees Fahrenheit. Summer temperatures generally climb as you travel north toward Fairbanks, but with those higher temperatures and drier conditions come the risk of forest fires that sometimes blanket Alaska’s interior with smoke. For the most part, Anchorage and Southcentral Alaska still enjoy smoke-free summers, and their maritime setting means winter temperatures stay mostly above zero. Snowfall in Anchorage is typically heaviest in December, with an average of nearly 14 inches falling during that month. Valdez gets pummeled with an average of 27 feet of snow every winter, and Denali has its share as well, but in most of Southcentral Alaska, snowfall is about average for a northern climate.




  While Alaska technically has four seasons, our spring and fall can be downright skimpy. On the highway between Anchorage and Denali, leaves will begin to turn in August, and a brief blaze of gold can be followed quickly by the first snowfall come September. Anchorage doesn’t usually see significant amounts of the white stuff until late October or early November, with breakup arriving about six months later. Snow might fall in May or September, but it probably won’t stick. June, July, and August are typically snow-free, except in Denali Park, where snow has fallen in every month of the year. Annual precipitation in Anchorage is close to 16 inches per year, while annual snowfall is just short of 70 inches per year.




  Though Anchorage is well to the south of the Arctic Circle, the city still enjoys 24 hours of functional daylight on the summer solstice, meaning that though the sun has set, there is enough light to get by without artificial illumination. It’s the tilt of the earth on its axis that creates this phenomenon, with the Northern Hemisphere tipped toward the sun in the summer and away from the sun in the winter, so that Anchorage has approximately five and a half hours of daylight on the winter solstice. In the winter, some Alaskans suffer from Seasonal Affective Disorder, or SAD, which may be the result of higher melatonin levels in the blood as daylight decreases. Indoor light boxes that mimic natural sunlight can help those who suffer from this disorder; experts also recommend supplementing vitamin D to replace what you’re not getting from the sun.




  i Remember your sunglasses, especially in the winter, when the sun’s proximity to the horizon means it’s shining right in your eyes. If you’re out on the snow, shades are extra-imporant for avoiding a condition called “snow blindness.”




  NATURAL WONDERS




  Describing natural wonders in a place that’s almost synonymous with the term is tough. No matter what you read or hear about the incredible natural phenomena of Alaska, it ends up seeming like understatement when you cruise next to a calving glacier, gaze up at the northern lights leaping in the winter sky, or marvel at the beauty of mountains that press up against the sea.




  When you look out across Cook Inlet, you’ll see a string of volcanoes that are part of the Ring of Fire, where the Pacific tectonic plate is sliding beneath the North American plate. Approximately 10 percent of the world’s active volcanoes are in Alaska. Occasionally eruptions disrupt air travel, as has been the case in recent years with Mount St. Augustine and Mount Redoubt.




  The Alaska Range and the Chugach Mountains are integral to the landscape of Southcentral Alaska. The Alaska Range stretches 600 miles from the Canadian border into Southwest Alaska, creating a natural northern boundary of sorts for the Southcentral region. Mount McKinley, also called Denali, is the highest peak in the Alaska Range as well as in all of North America. The Chugach Mountains form a natural backdrop for the city of Anchorage, offering abundant recreational opportunities and spectacular vistas. Along with the Wrangell and Aleutian Ranges, these mountains cause air to dry as it rises and moves north.




  With northern mountains come glaciers, and Alaska has thousands of them. As snow accumulates beyond the amount that can melt in a summer season, it crystallizes into solid ice that may build for thousands of years. The most accessible glaciers are tidewater glaciers that extend into the sea, such as Columbia Glacier in Valdez, and valley glaciers such as Portage Glacier, south of Anchorage.




  Some of the forests in Southcentral Alaska, particularly those of the Kenai Peninsula, are boreal forests, which include aspen, birch, poplar, cottonwood, and white spruce. Around Cook Inlet and Prince William Sound, you’ll find coastal forests, including some temperate rainforest, featuring primarily Sitka spruce. Where you see wet, treeless areas or stunted black spruce, you’re probably looking at permafrost, where subsoils are frozen for two or more years. Farther north, there’s continuous permafrost, while in South-central, the permafrost is discontinuous, meaning that it’s found sporadically.




  Beetle-killed spruce trees have turned parts of the Kenai Peninsula into kindling for wildfires that periodically plague the state. The year 2004 brought a record fire season as 6.4 million acres burned, though most of the activity was in Alaska’s interior. Despite the annoyance of smoke and occasional road closures, most of Alaska’s wildfires are allowed to burn, as they provide a natural renewal for the landscape by removing organic material that would otherwise keep soils from warming.




  The northern lights, or aurora borealis, are the most famous phenomenon associated with Alaska’s skies. You won’t see them in the summer when the skies stay light, but from September to March, particularly between 10 p.m. and 2 a.m., you may be lucky enough to witness one of the most spectacular light shows in all of nature. Far away on the surface of the sun, solar flares create winds that blow a stream of particles toward earth. As these winds hit the earth’s magnetic shield, they create charged electrons that discharge electricity when they encounter gas particles. The result is a brilliant, dancing display of light. The most common color is green, but you also may see red when oxygen is struck at elevations of 150 miles or more, and blue or purple if nitrogen molecules are involved.




  Aurora activity is most typical at 67 degrees magnetic latitude. Anchorage is at 60 degrees. So when activity is low, you’ll have better luck driving north toward Denali or Fairbanks. When activity is high, you can see the aurora throughout Southcentral Alaska, although you’ll need to get away from artifical lights.




  Less exciting but still unique is Alaska’s air-glow effect, an atmospheric condition that makes our skies a little brighter and our stars a little dimmer than in most other places. During the day, you may also see sun dogs—little rainbows flanking the sun, caused by ice crystals in the air.




  i Many Alaskan newspapers feature aurora forecasts on their weather pages. You’ll also find aurora forecasts at the University of Alaska-Fairbanks Geophysical Insitute Web site (www.gedds.alaska.edu/AuroraForecast/), where you can sign up for e-mail alerts. Some hotels even offer a wake-up call service when the northern lights are active.




  WILDLIFE




  Uniquely adapted for life in the Far North, wildlife has free reign over Alaska’s mostly uninhabited lands. Moose, with long legs that help them forge through deep snow, are among the mammals you’re most likely to see. They’re not shy about coming into town or crossing roadways, so you’ll want to be alert for them when you’re driving. Though moose are normally docile creatures, they will charge and stomp when threatened, and a cow will do just about anything to protect her calves.




  Bears also frequent urban areas, so you’ll want to exercise caution even when hiking on trails close to town, keeping trash in bear-proof containers and away from human habitation. In Anchorage, you can be fined from April through October for leaving out trash, pet food, or bird feeders that attract bears. Bear–human incidents have been on the rise in Anchorage in recent years due to a growing grizzly population near the Chugach Mountains, on the east side of town.




  Wolves, fox, lynx, marmot, and a host of other smaller mammals are among those you may be lucky enough to see while you’re here. Remember, though, that we’ve got a lot of land for these critters to call home. Some folks have been here for decades without spotting a wolf or a lynx in the wild. For the most predictable wildlife-viewing opportunities, try the Alaska Zoo, the Wildlife Conservation Center, or the bus ride into Denali National Park. If you’d love to see such marine mammals as sea lions, dolphins, seals, and otters, take a cruise from the coastal towns of Valdez or Seward.




  i Be wildlife savvy. Give moose a wide berth, and don’t get between a cow and a calf. If a moose charges, get behind or into a tree. Bears don’t like surprises, and most will go out of their way to avoid confrontations with humans. Make noise when you’re in the woods, and stay away from salmon streams where bears are likely feed. Unlike moose, bears can climb and run faster than humans.




  HUMAN INHABITANTS




  It’s thought that the first humans came to Alaska tens of thousands of years ago via the Bering Land Bridge, following the retreating ice, though recent evidence also points to migrations across the Pacific. Eventually three distinct groups emerged. The Aleuts and Eskimos (Yupik, Cupik, and Inupiat) formed primarily coastal cultures, while several tribes of Indians settled in the Interior and Southcentral regions. The Athabascans, who are linguistically related to the Navaho and Apache of the Southwestern United States, were at one time the predominant people in South-central Alaska. They lived a migratory subsistence lifestyle, following food sources with spring, fall, winter, and summer fish camps. Today Alaskan Natives work hard to preserve their traditional cultures while meeting the challenges of surviving in a money-based economy.
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  GETTING HERE, GETTING AROUND




  




  Part of the allure of Alaska is that it’s so far from the rest of the country, a vast expanse of mostly wilderness set off by itself at the top of the world. But getting here need not be a struggle, and there are lots of ways to do it. Once you’re here, there are all sorts of ways to get around. Some options, such as horseback riding, trolley tours, ATV rides, snowmobiling, and bicycle riding, are more about having fun than getting from point A to point B, so we’ll discuss those in the Recreation and Attractions sections of each chapter.




  BY AIR




  There are plenty of nonstop flights offered by major air carriers from such cities as Seattle, Los Angeles, Minneapolis, Denver, Chicago, and Salt Lake City, especially in the summer when tourists come and go in droves. Thanks to a major renovation, the Ted Stevens International Airport in Anchorage now offers a stunning point of entry for visitors, with gleaming marble floors and walls of windows opening up to striking views. Most flights go in and out of the renovated portion of the airport, which includes a museum-quality exhibit of Alaskan native artifacts and a display of planes from bygone days. Some of the smaller carriers still use two of the older concourses (a renovated B concourse is expected to reopen in the fall of 2009), but the airport is small enough that you’ll never be far from a nice assortment of shops and restaurants. A shuttle ride away is a second terminal used primarily by international carriers and Delta Airlines.




  Once you’re here, the flying doesn’t have to end. You can hop on small commuter planes to get from Anchorage to some of the more popular destinations in Southcentral Alaska, or you can get a bird’s-eye view of the state’s expansive beauty by taking a flight-seeing tour with one of the air services listed here. Most smaller flying services in Anchorage depart from either Lake Hood or Lake Spenard (just east of the airport) or Merrill Field east of downtown on Fifth Avenue. Prices, of course, are subject to change. Alaskan bush pilots are a legendary species unto themselves, so expect the guy (or gal) at the controls to be part of your memorable experience.




  ALASKA FLIGHT TOURS/VERNAIR




  1704 East Fifth Ave., Anchorage




  (907) 258-7822




  www.alaska.net/~vernair/




  For $195 per seat, you can opt for one of three two-and-a-half-hour tours. The Mount McKinley trip will take you up the Matanuska Valley, where you’ll see active gold claims and hopefully some impressive wildlife. From there you’ll fly over Mount McKinley’s Tokositna and Kahiltna Glaciers, and then you’ll see the stunning peaks of the Ruth Glacier Gorge. On the Columbia Glacier tour, you’ll see your first glacier within 15 minutes, with up to 33 more glaciers to follow. Dall sheep and sea lions are commonly spotted on this tour, and you’ll pass over Whittier, Portage, and Cook Inlet on your way back. The volcano tour will take you over two active volcanoes as well as offshore oil platforms in Cook Inlet, fish camps, commercial fishing boats, and the native village of Tyonek. Other tour options include Knik Glacier, Kenai Fjords, Prince William Sound, and a wildlife tour. Custom tours to more remote locations, such as Lake Clark, Lake Iliamna, Katmai National Park, and the Brooks Range, also can be arranged.




  ELLISON AIR SEAPLANE TOURS




  4520 Wisconsin Dr., Anchorage




  (907) 243-1959




  www.ellisonair.com




  From Lake Spenard, this family-owned and family-operated business can send you off on a variety of airborne adventures. If you want just a glimpse of what’s up there, opt for a $50, 30-minute local seaplane ride over the Anchorage Bowl, four mountain ranges, and the Susitna River drainage. If you have more time, you can take in a lot more wildlife and scenery on the Chugach State Park or Prince William Sound Tours, with prices ranging from $135 to $400, depending on the length of your flight. Ellison’s most popular tour is the Wildlife Glacier Tour, with two hours of flight time for viewing massive ice fields and glaciers. Moose, bear, sheep, goats, caribou, and beluga whales are among the wildlife you may see. The tour includes a landing on a remote wilderness lake. Ellison Air pilots boast more than two decades of Alaskan flying experience. There are passenger minimums on all tours, with group and family discounts available.




  SOUND AVIATION




  Merrill Field and Reeve Boulevard, Anchorage




  (907) 229-2462




  www.soundaviation.com




  Family owned and operated, Sound Aviation’s Bill Marsan has more than 9,000 hours of Alaska flying experience. Starting at $49 per person, you can take the Anchorage Scenic Tour, or you can opt for more expensive tours of Eagle, Knik, Blackstone, or Columbia Glacier. Tours of Mount McKinley, Kenai Fjords, and Prince William Sound are offered. All tours include music and pilot narration as well as wildlife viewing. There’s also the option of 360-degree trips around Denali, weather permitting. Sound Aviation offers personalized custom tours as well as statewide charter and air taxi service. Tour rates are based on a minimum of three passengers.




  TAKE FLIGHT ALASKA




  1740 East Fifth Ave., Anchorage




  (907) 274-9943




  www.takeflightalaska.com




  Specializing in “earth and sky” experiences, Take Flight offers several excursion packages to maximize your flight-seeing adventure. Take a flight through the Alaska Range to Denali, or splurge on a full-day Mount McKinley-Columbia Combo tour, where you’ll see 30 tidal glaciers through Prince William Sound. Another option is to head south on a scenic Kenai Fjords Tour, with a pass through Gold Gulch on the way home. Another popular option is the two-hour Extended Knik Glacier Tour, where for a slight additional charge you can land for a picnic. There’s a two-person minimum on all tours; call for current prices.




  RUSTS FLYING SERVICE, ANCHORAGE




  (907) 243-1595, (800) 544-2299




  www.flyrusts.com




  Among the most trusted flying services in the state, Rusts was voted the best flightseeing service by readers of the Anchorage Daily News. Family-owned and -operated since 1963, Rusts offers every passenger a window seat with twoway headset for full pilot interaction during flights. In addition to a half-hour Anchorage flight-seeing safari ($100), there’s Discover McKinley and Denali National Park ($365), a Glacier and Wildlife Tour ($225–$275), and the Prince William Sound Glacier Tour (summers only; $325–$365). Rusts also offers Bear Viewing and Fly-In Fishing and Lodge packages. Hotel and airport transfers and custom tours are available as well.




  i For road conditions, closures, construction, urgent reports, ferry information, weather, and other travel advisories in Alaska, dial 511, or go to 511.alaska.gov. From out of state, call (866) 282-7577.




  BY WATER




  Cruise ships are another popular way of getting to Alaska. Cook Inlet is not suitable for cruise ship docking, so the luxury boats arrive at Whittier or Seward, with transfer service by bus or train to and from Anchorage. The cruise companies offer a dizzying array of air, land, and sea packages, so you can arrive by one means of transportation and leave by another, with land tours by bus or rail in between. Alaska also has a state-operated ferry system that can get you to Southcentral Alaska from ports in Southeast.




  The Alaska Marine Highway System (AMHS), also known as the Alaska State Ferry system, offers three ferry service routes. Most popular is the Inside Passage route from Seattle north to Haines and Yakutat, with stops at Ketchikan, Petersburg, Sitka, Juneau, and several smaller towns along the way. You can fly from any of the larger Southeast Alaskan towns to Anchorage, or you can drive to Anchorage from Skagway or Haines, though both trips require a minimum of two days.




  The AMHS also provides summer Cross-Gulf service from the Inside Passage to the Gulf of Alaska, where passengers disembarking at Whittier or Seward can catch ground transportation to Anchorage. Southwest Alaska service runs west from Cordova through the Gulf of Alaska and around the Kenai Peninsula to Kodiak Island; the truly adventurous with plenty of time can even go on to the Aleutian Islands. A great benefit of the ferry is that you can get off at any stop and hang around till the next boat comes through. For those in a hurry, the AMHS offers fast-ferry service between major ports. The Alaska Marine Highway is about practical transport, not luxury, and like everything else it gets crowded in the summer, so make sure to plan ahead, especially if you want to book a stateroom or bring a vehicle.




  BY CAR




  For lots of people, driving the Alaska Highway, commonly known as the Al-Can, is part of the big Alaskan Adventure. Back in the day when the road was mostly gravel, driving up was a lot more “exciting” than it is today. People still display “I survived the Al-Can” bumper stickers with a sense of pride and accomplishment, but now that the road is mostly paved, the main challenges are the long distances between services, prices that get higher as you go north, winding mountain roads, lots of road construction during the short summer season, and the overall length of the trip. Diehards have been known to get from the northern United States to the Alaskan border by driving nonstop for a couple of days, but most folks allow five to seven days so they can take their time, enjoy the scenery, and sleep once in a while.




  RV traffic, including caravans, used to be thick during the summer, but with the rising cost of fuel, it has waned somewhat. RVers will still find Anchorage and Southcentral Alaska well-suited for accommodating their needs. Whether you’re driving an RV, car, or motorcycle, you’d be foolish not to bring a copy of the Alaska Milepost, a detailed driving guide published each year by Alaska Northwest Books. Organized by highway name, the Milepost can be a bit cumbersome to use, but it’s really the best way to navigate the state’s roadways. By the way, you’ll get some blank looks from locals if you ask for help finding a highway by number. No one knows who slapped those numbers on the highways a few decades ago, and no one cares. Alaskans refer to their highways by name—the Seward, the Glenn, the Richardson, and so on.




  i Alaska has an impeding-traffic law. If you’re on a two-lane highway outside an urban area where passing is unsafe and you’re driving under the speed limit, you must pull over and allow vehicles to pass if five or more are backed up behind you.




  Soils in many parts of Alaska are wet, fine-grained clay or silt, letting in lots of water that expands when it freezes. Add some groundwater into the mix, and you get frost heaves, those jarring dips and humps in Alaska’s roadways that can eat axles and take out shock absorbers. Road authorities mark and repair these damaged roads in due time, but not all are marked right away, so beware. Watch for dips and valleys in the roads, and slow down before you encounter them. One advantage to gravel over asphalt is that frost heaves aren’t an issue. Major thoroughfares around Anchorage, especially the Glenn Highway stretching north to the Matanuska-Susitna Valley, are plagued with hazardous tire ruts that can cause serious accidents if you change lanes too fast, especially when the roads are icy or wet.




  Some Alaskan highway corridors have been identified by the state as high-accident zones. Obey the posted speed limits of 55 miles per hour in these areas, which include portions of the Glenn Highways going north to the Matanuska-Susitna Valley as well as most of the Seward Highway between Anchorage and Girdwood. Throughout Alaska in the winter, be especially wary of black ice. Tough to see and very hazardous, it’s especially prevalent when temperatures warm after a cold spell.




  Finally, Alaska’s construction season is short, so expect a lot of it during the summer. Double fines are levied for traffic violations in construction zones. Lots of daylight means road crew can work all night, so be advised that some roads may be closed completely during the wee hours to maximize this opportunity. If you’re planning an all-nighter, call 511 for construction updates.




  i There are huge distances between services along most portions of Alaska’s highways, so in addition to the usual flares, toolkit, jumper cables, and spare tire you keep in your vehicle, you should also have a first-aid kit, tow cable, flash-light, matches, drinking water and food, rope, and insect repellant. Try to keep your vehicle’s gas tank at least half full at all times. In winter, make sure you have chains, a shovel, an ice scraper, a bag of sand or kitty litter, a blanket or sleeping bag, and extra warm clothing.




  i From mid-May to mid-September, you can ride one of America’s last flag stop trains, the Hurricane Turn, on a route used by locals to reach their remote cabins since 1923. Starting in Talkeetna, you can get on and off where you please along 55 miles on the 115-mile route. To flag the train, stand 25 feet from the rail and wave a large white cloth until the engineer sounds the whistle to let you know he saw you. Now that’s an Alaskan experience.




  BY TRAIN




  You can’t get to Alaska by train, but you can get around using the state’s top-notch Alaska Railroad system once you’re here. From Anchorage, you can head out to Girdwood, Portage, Seward, Wasilla, Talkeetna, Denali, and Fairbanks, with special wilderness adventure stops at Spencer Lake and Grandview. All the scenery is spectacular, but arguably the best is on the Anchorage–Seward run. Alaska Railroad cars have large picture windows, forward-facing reclining seats, and dining service. Passengers also receive historical route maps and a complimentary Alaska Railroad magazine. From June through August, local high school students are trained to offer professional commentary and assistance on board.




  If you’re looking for luxury, upgrade to Gold-Star Service on the Denali Star Train that runs from Anchorage to Fairbanks with stops at Wasilla, Talkeenta, and Denali. This first-class service includes seats in the railroad’s new double-deck dome cars with custom-designed interiors and original Alaskan art, complimentary appetizers, and access to a private, one-of-a-kind outdoor viewing platform. There’s even a spacious dining room and bar with big picture windows so you don’t miss anything along the way. In addition to regular service, the Alaska Railroad offers several tour packages. Some service is seasonal. Locals enjoy special interest train packages, like the Blues Train featuring music, drinks, and an overnight jam in Seward, or the Beer Train, where sampling is encouraged. To get details on all your options, contact the Alaska Railroad at (907) 265-2300, (800) 321-6518, or www.alaskarailroad.com.




  BY BUS




  If you don’t want the hassles of driving and the train’s not your thing, you can get around South-central Alaska by bus. Grayline of Alaska (888-452-1717, www.graylineofalaska.com) offers all sorts of tour packages in and around the region. The Alaska Park Connection (800-266-8625, www.alaskacoach.com) offers daily service between Seward, Anchorage, and Denali in highway-quality motor coaches with onboard restrooms and informative narration by the driver/guide. Combination bus/rail trips are available, and most tours include admission to the Anchorage Museum. Another option is the Alaska Transportation Group (907-952-1249; 866-425-8687, www.alaskatransportation.net), with scheduled and chartered service between Anchorage, Wasilla, Talkeetna, Cantwell, Denali, Fairbanks, Seward, and many points en route via shuttle bus, private van, or limousine.




  ANCHORAGE




  Surrounded by six mountain ranges and the waters of Cook Inlet, Anchorage is awash in scenic beauty year-round. The maritime climate makes temperatures quite tolerable by Alaskan standards, and as the city has grown into itself, it offers plenty to do, whether you’re looking for nightlife, culture, sporting events, shopping, or outdoor recreation. Like every city, it has its problems. Traffic bogs down at rush hour, and the city is just about out of raw land for residential development. But the inconveniences are small, and the quality of life is large. In fact, Anchorage has been recognized four times as an All-American city.




  Living in what’s far and away the largest city in Alaska, Anchorage residents catch a lot of grief from Alaskans in smaller towns and more remote areas, who call the city “Los Anchorage” and joke that there’s Alaska, and then there’s Anchorage. But the truth is that Anchorage has an energy you won’t find elsewhere in the state. Politically engaged, active in the arts, eagerly partaking of the city’s amazing parks and trails, Anchorage residents live with enthusiasm and gusto. A bit less than half of the state’s residents, 279,000 people, live within the boundaries of the municipality, stretching from Eagle River to Girdwood. While the pace is less hectic than in many other cities its size, Anchorage still supports thriving retail and business sectors that serve Alaskans from the far-flung corners of the state. The Ted Stevens International Airport is uniquely positioned for top-of-the-world routing between Europe, Asia, and North America. On the northeast end of town, Elmendorf Air Force Base and Fort Richardson take similar advantage of the city’s strategic location.




  For visitors, Anchorage is a great place to get your bearings and launch into Alaskan-style adventures. Here you’ll find everything from world-class restaurants and hotels to down-home cafes and bed-and-breakfasts, from downtown shopping malls to quirky secondhand shops, and from sprawling nightclubs to eclectic coffeehouses. No matter what your style, budget, or interests, Anchorage has plenty to offer.




  GETTING AROUND




  Anchorage is a small city, and while there’s public transportation, the system is not extensive, so most people get around by private car or taxi. If you’re visiting for just a few days and are content with limiting yourself to downtown destinations, you can take a taxi or a limo from the airport to your hotel and walk pretty much everywhere else. Otherwise, a car will be your best bet, though motorcycles are also available for rent for those with a yearning for the open road.




  i Downtown at the corner of Fourth Avenue and F Street is a log cabin bustling with activity. Under the sod roof of the Anchorage Convention and Visitors Bureau Visitor Information Center (907-274-3531) are all sorts of great resources. It’s open daily, with abbreviated hours in the winter. Both airport terminals have visitor information centers as well. Their Web site, www.anchorage.net, is another helpful planning resource. A special feature is the “Ask a Local” contact form, where you can get answers to questions about the Anchorage area.




  By Car




  Finding your way around Anchorage isn’t all that tough if you have a good map. First big tip: The mountains are east, the ocean is west. Numbered downtown streets run from east to west, beginning with Second Avenue, a short street close to the water. Fourth, Fifth, and Sixth Avenues are the main downtown streets, and of course they’re one-ways. Cross streets running north and south are named by letter, with A Street being farthest to the east and closest to the mountains, while L Street is farthest west, closest to Cook Inlet. East– west numbering spans out from A Street, where to the east streets fan out by place name, more or less alphabetically: Barrow, Cordova, Denali, Eagle, and so on. Several downtown blocks are fused together with the Egan Center, the Town Square Park, the Alaska Center for the Performing Arts, and the Fifth Avenue Mall, so you can’t count on all of the lettered streets to run the distance to Second Avenue. A Street, C Street, and L Street are your best bets for multiple lanes with minimal stops running the full span from north to south.




  Anchorage streets have a bad habit of ending and picking up again a few blocks away, sometime to allow for greenbelts and creeks, and sometimes just because that’s how the town grew. They also suffer from multiple identities. The big ones to know: Minnesota turns into I Street going north (and L Street turns into Minnesota going south), and it also turns into O’Malley going south and east. Tudor turns into Muldoon going east and north, while one-ways Gambell and Ingra become the Seward Highway going south and Fifth and Sixth merge into the Glenn Highway going east.




  i There are more than 5,700 parking spots in downtown Anchorage. Twenty-five cents buys you a whopping 12 minutes, with monthly permits available for lots and garages. Street-side parking is free after 6 p.m. on weekends and on municipal holidays. For more information on parking in Anchorage, call (907) 276-PARK or go to www.anchorageparking.com.




  Many businesses are also located on the Old Seward Highway, which runs parallel to the New Seward Highway through most, but not all, of town. Annoyingly, International Airport Road does not connect with the Seward Highway; if that’s where you’re headed, veer north to Tudor instead. Northern Lights and Benson Boulevards are important one-ways for making your way from east to west in midtown Anchorage, while Minnesota Drive is the major north–south artery moving traffic from the airport north to downtown and south to the busy Dimond shopping area. Spenard Road cuts through older neighborhoods on a diagonal between the airport and downtown.




  For a smaller city, the major thoroughfares can get surprisingly busy during rush hours, but you won’t find many of those freeway standstills suffered in major urban areas. The intersection at Lake Otis and Tudor as well as the Merrill Field corridor of the Glenn Highway are notoriously bad. Still, even during peak traffic, it shouldn’t take more than an hour to get from one end of town to the other.




  As you might expect, there’s ample parking at retail outlets, restaurants, and hotels beyond the downtown area. Anchorage retail stores tend to be fairly lenient about free overnight parking for RVs, but policies get tighter every year, so don’t assume anything without checking out the particular retailer. Downtown parking is another story. There’s metered parking along most streets, but it’s tough to find a spot unless you’re there early or late, or you’re willing to walk. Pay lots and parking garages are your best bets; just plan on walking a few blocks to your destination. The Fifth Avenue, Sixth, and Seventh Avenue Parking Garages, along with the JCPenney Parking Garages, offer good opportunities. If parking at the JCPenney garage, be sure to take your ticket with you, as some stores will validate it for two free hours with a purchase. There are plenty of side-street lots in between these larger garages.




  Icy roads pose plenty of driving hazards from October all the way through April. If you’re used to winter driving conditions, you’ll be able to manage with front-wheel drive, but if you’re at all hesitant or you’re going to venture up into the hillside, a four-wheel-drive or all-wheel-drive vehicle is your best bet. Keep a safe distance between yourself and the vehicle in front of you, don’t be in a hurry, and drive defensively when the roads are slick. And don’t count on locals to model good winter driving skills—Alaska is a transient state, and some of them won’t be doing much better than you are, especially in the fall when everyone’s making the transition to the challenges of ice and snow.




  Public Transportation




  The Anchorage People Mover is the local public transit system. It’s a bus-only option, with no subway or commuter train service. One-way fares are $1.75, or you can opt for a $4 day pass. Senior and disabled one-way fares are 50 cents, and university students ride free. Bus Route 7 offers hourly service from the airport to the Downtown Transit Center, Spenard Road, and the Dimond Center. Many buses have bike racks on the front. Check out www.peoplemover.org for more details on bus service, including shared-ride options and van service for senior citizens and the wheelchair bound.




  Taxis and Limousines




  You might be able to hail a taxi near one of the big downtown hotels, but for the most part you’ll need to phone ahead, allowing approximately 20 minutes for pickups unless traffic is extra-heavy or bad weather is keeping people from driving themselves. Recent rates for taxis are $2 for the pickup and $2 per mile. Try Anchorage Yellow Cab (907-272-2422), which has a taxi equipped with a wheelchair lift, Anchorage Checker Cab (907-276-1234), or Alaska Yellow Cab (907-222-2222). Most taxi services can deal with a phone call the night before if you need to set up an early morning pickup.




  You’ll find some fun options if you want to treat yourself to a limousine ride, including popular Hummer and SUV limos that offer a real Alaskan take on the typical fare.




  BAC LIMOUSINE AND BUS SERVICES




  (907) 222-2600, (866) 589-5466




  www.baclimoandbus.com




  With a large line of vehicles and 24-hour phone reservations, BAC is one of the bigger players in the Anchorage limo market. They’ve got limos and mini-coaches to accommodate up to 20 passengers, with drivers well-versed in service and local knowledge. A nonrefundable deposit of 50 percent is required at the time of booking, and major credit cards are accepted. They offer Hummer and Lincoln Navigator limos as well as mini-coach service and traditional Lincoln Town-car limousines.




  LIMOUSINE OF ALASKA




  (907) 350-9428, (866) 907-2005




  www.limousineofalaska.com




  Impress your friends and enjoy some great Alaskan photo ops with an airport or cruise ship transfer in the Monster SUV limo, which holds up to 40 pieces of luggage and comes equipped with a full assortment of luxury features, including flat screen television, air-conditioning, and complimentary champagne. Anchorage’s Limousine of Alaska guarantees your satisfaction. For alternate rides, choose from the Monster SUV or coach bus service.




  

    

      Shuttle Service




      Several attractions offer free or low-cost daytime shuttle service. Take “Lolly the Trolley” along Fourth and Fifth Avenues, compliments of the Ulu Factory. You can flag down the trolley or pick it up at one of the marked stops. The Ship Creek shuttle runs year-round, Monday through Saturday, from several downtown locations to Ship Creek for a nominal charge. The Alaska Native Heritage Center Shuttle, a free service during the summer, picks up at five downtown locations, including the Anchorage Museum and the Anchorage Convention and Visitors Bureau Log Cabin. The Alaska Zoo runs periodic shuttle service; for times, cost, and pickup locations, call (907) 346-1285.


    


  




  Rental Cars and Shuttles




  Anchorage has the usual airport-based rental car companies, and thanks to the recent airport expansion, you most likely won’t have to take a shuttle to pick up your car, though it is a bit of a hike across the uncovered lot. You may get better prices at some of the off-site rental outfits, but they’re generally not as close to the airport as you might think, so allow some extra time for pickups and returns.




  Don’t count on landing at the airport during the busy summer season and just grabbing a car at the counter. Advance reservations are essential during peak travel months. As with hotels, you’ll be paying top dollar in the summer but can get some great deals on cars in the winter. Most companies will have you sign an affidavit stating that you won’t take the car on any gravel roads. Virtually all the roads in Anchorage proper are paved, but if you’re staying at a bed-and-breakfast on the outskirts of town or planning on some adventure driving, you may end up taking your chances. Gravel roads are hard on cars and especially on windshields.




  Avis, Budget, Dollar, Enterprise, Hertz, and Thrifty all have counters at the Ted Stevens International Airport. Alaska Car and Van Rentals (907-243-4444, www.alaskacarandvan.com) is 15 minutes from the airport and also has a downtown office in the Hilton Hotel; they can pick you up as well. Denali Car Rental (907-276-1230, www.denalicarrentalak.com) is another local company that advertises rates close to half of what the big boys charge on used vehicles. They offer pick-up service and winterized vehicles with studded tires.




  Feeling adventurous? You can rent a motorcycle at Alaska Rider Tours (907-272-2777, 800-756-1990, www.akrider.com), where both guided and self-guided tours on three different makes of cycles are available. They provide complimentary airport pickups as well as space to store your gear and change your oil. Along with information on road conditions, they offer free camping, showers, and coffee. If you get attached to your Harley, you can purchase one at the House of Harley right next door and drive it home. In fact, House of Harley (907-248-5300; 800-248-5305, www.harleyalaska.com) has an adventure planner who’ll set you up with a Fly-Buy-Ride package so you can fly up and ride home.




  There are a few shuttle services in Anchorage, but for the most part they offer transfer service to and from such tourist destinations as the Alaska Railroad, the Seward and Whittier Cruise Ports, and Alyeska Ski Resort. Some shuttle companies also offer service between the airport and private residences, including bed-and-breakfasts, but depending on the location, a taxi may be cheaper. Try the Alaska Transportation Group (907-952-1249, 866-425-8687, www.alaskatransportation.net), Alaska Shuttle (907-694-8888, www.akshuttle.com), or the ever-fun Magic Bus (907-230-6773, www.themagicbus.com). Alaska Shuttle offers rides to Eagle River, Peter’s Creek, and Eklutna, plus they’ll go up to the Matanuska Valley upon request.




  HISTORY




  Human history in the Anchorage area doesn’t go back as far as it does in some other places, but it has been a wild ride nonetheless. Evidence of the first indigenous people in the area dates from only 3000 B.C., when the first wave of Native Alaskans left artifacts discovered at the Beluga Point Site, not far from where downtown Anchorage stands today. Two additional waves of people of a similar background came through, one in 2000 B.C. and the other close to the turn of the millennium. Sometime between A.D. 500 and 1650, the Athabaskan Dena’ina people displaced the original inhabitants.




  More displacement was to follow. Russians explored the general region in 1784, but it was famed explorer James Cook who reached the place now known as Anchorage and misnamed its flagship body of water “Turnagain River.” Later, explorer George Vancouver corrected the error by renaming it Turnagain Arm.




  After the Russians sold Alaska to the United States for 7.2 million dollars in the famed “Seward’s Folly” transaction of 1867, the Alaska Commercial Company moved in, setting up posts along Cook Inlet to outfit gold miners conducting explorations along Turnagain Arm and in the Kenai Peninsula. Though large fortunes eluded miners in the Anchorage area, President Wilson created a boom when in 1915 he sanctioned the Alaska Railroad with the Ship Creek landing as its headquarters. A tent city sprang up, and on July 9 of the same year, 600 town-site lots were sold at auction, with a total of $150,000 put up in exchange for the land. Today those lots are valued at upwards of $150,000 apiece. The U.S. Postal Service recognized Anchorage as the official name of the burgeoning community, and on November 23, 1920, the town was incorporated.




  Eight years after it was begun, the Alaska Railroad project was finished, becoming a mainstay of both transportation and the Anchorage economy until Merrill Field opened in the 1930s. The airfield quickly became one of the busiest crossroads for civilian aircraft in the world, a distinction that continues today. The federal government gave another boost to the Anchorage area by sending colonists to the Matanuska-Susitna Valley under the authority of the Depression-era Federal Relief Agency.




  The threat of Japanese aggression, followed by the cold war, made Anchorage a strategic military site. The population of Anchorage soared from 3,000 in 1940 to 47,000 in 1951. With the influx of people and military spending, Anchorage experienced one of several bouts with growing pains as both the cost of living and crime rates skyrocketed.




  In 1951 the Anchorage International Airport opened, connecting the city with the outside world, albeit on a slow and sometimes delayed basis. The Seward Highway connected Anchorage with the Kenai Peninsula at about the same time. On January 3, 1959, Alaska was admitted as the 49th state in the Union, causing inevitable changes that old-timers continue to lament.




  But nothing changed Anchorage like the Good Friday Earthquake on March 27, 1964. The epicenter of this 9.2 trembler was only 75 miles from Anchorage. Streets buckled, buildings collapsed, homes slid down hillsides, and lives were lost. It took the rest of the decade for Anchorage and its sister cities of Seward and Valdez to rebuild.




  In 1968, rumbling of a different sort began. Oil was discovered on Alaska’s North Slope, and while the ramifications were slow in coming, the discovery changed the area forever. First was the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act, commonly known as ANCSA, which settled land-rights issues with the formation of 12 regional Native corporations, plus one additional organization for Natives living outside the state. It’s still too soon to judge the long-term success of this grand experiment imposing a corporate structure on local Native groups, but most of the corporations are now turning a profit and creating economic opportunities for their shareholders.




  In 1974, one year after the first modern Iditarod Sled Dog Race left from Anchorage, construction began on the trans-Alaska oil pipeline. Having served as a supply center when the Swanson River oil fields opened up in 1957, Anchorage was poised to be the hub of this huge project. Money flowed as freely as the oil did when the pipeline was completed in 1977, and you’ll still hear folks talking about pipeline wages that were so extravagant they make even the tallest gold rush tales pale in comparison. “Please, God, send us another pipeline,” reads a well-loved Alaskan bumper sticker.




  The boom continued well into the 1980s. Alaskans would love another pipeline, with surplus North Slope natural gas as the new target fuel, but no matter what you heard during the 2008 presidential campaign, the project’s still in the planning stages. If a gas pipeline is eventually built, we’re promising not to waste it this time around. At least that’s what the bumper sticker says.
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    Oil to Cash: Alaska’s Permanent Fund Dividend Program




    PFD. It might stand for Personal Flotation Device in some circles, but Alaskans know it as an acronym for another sort of lifesaver: the Permanent Fund Dividend.




    Each October since 1980, every eligible Alaskan man, woman, and child has received a check, courtesy of the Alaska Permanent Fund Dividend Corporation. The highest payout so far was more than $2,000 per person in 2008. Even though most years the payouts are considerably less, Alaskans look forward to their annual October checks the way kids look forward to a visit from Santa.




    Considering that most states collect money from their residents in the form of state income taxes, state sales taxes, and state property taxes (Alaska has none of these), it’s quite the reversal to have the state pay us. Don’t even think about questioning the logic. Alaskans fiercely defend their PFDs.




    That’s exactly what former governor Jay Hammond had in mind when he came up with the concept as a way to get Alaskans on board with saving rather than squandering the state’s windfall from North Slope oil production. The first $900 million in oil money the state received back in 1970 disappeared in three short years. Based on a program he developed as mayor of Bristol Bay, Governor Hammond pushed through a constitutional amendment mandating that at least 25 percent of the state’s oil royalties be set aside in a permanent savings account. Though investments suffered in the economic downturn of 2009, as of February 2009, the unaudited value of the Permanent Fund account was nearly $29 billion.




    A large portion of the earnings on the Permanent Fund principal is distributed annually to the state’s residents, who must prove that they’ve lived in the state for the required number of days each year and that they intend to continue living here indefinitely. With the distribution of PFD checks each fall, retailers offer all sorts of enticements to get Alaskans to spend them, from airline ticket deals to “double your dividend” specials on big-ticket items such as cars and snowmachines.




    Certainly the free-flowing cash is good for the state’s economy, but the bigger impact comes in the form of the voters’ almost religious commitment to the state’s savings plan. You can propose almost anything as a politician, but start talking about tinkering with the Permanent Fund, and you’ll have a bunch of angry Alaskans on your tail.




    That’s not to say some haven’t tried. Whenever the state’s budget turns red, the healthy Permanent Fund is a natural place to look for extra cash. And some worry that the program draws freeloaders to the state and encourages families to have more children than they otherwise would, since each means another check. Fighting dividend fraud becomes a bigger task every year. But it seems whenever talk of ditching or changing Permanent Fund payouts heats up, sky-rocketing oil prices infuse the fund with cash, and the checks keep pumping money into Alaska’s economy by way of its people.


  




  By then the population of Anchorage, at 184,775, was more than half that of the entire state, and the city and borough had merged into the municipality of Anchorage, covering an area from Eagle River to Portage that encompassed 1,955 square miles. From 1980 to 1987, almost $1 billion of capital project money flowed into Anchorage, and the city came of age. Oil prices plunged in 1987, and a bust followed on the heels of the big boom, but by the mid 1990s, the state’s economy was flourishing again, with tourism playing no small part in the diversification and recovery. Thanks to relatively strong employment in non-industrial sectors, Anchorage tends to fare rather well even during times of economic struggles elsewhere—that is, as long as oil keeps flowing and prices are high. The cost of living in Anchorage isn’t significantly higher than the national average now, but transportation costs to the Lower 48 must be factored into personal budgets. And despite millions of gallons of crude oil flowing from Prudhoe Bay, our gasoline prices are among the highest in the nation.




  ACCOMMODATIONS




  Like everything else in Anchorage, the options for overnight accommodation get better and better every year. From luxury hotels to budget motels to home-style bed-and-breakfasts and bare-bones hostels, there’s an option to fit every traveler, as long as you plan ahead during the summer season. While the hotel industry is doing a good job of keeping up with demand, reservations should be made well in advance for visits from May through mid-September. Availability increases dramatically, with a corresponding decrease in rates, during the winter, except during such special events as the Alaska Federation of Natives convention in October, Fur Rondy in February, and the Iditarod in early March.




  You won’t find luxury inns or resorts in Anchorage, but we have included some exceptional fly-out options if you’re looking for an all-inclusive wilderness resort experience. Likewise, keep in mind that bed-and-breakfasts in Alaska are not usually the specialty inns you’ll find in the Lower 48. Most are run by friendly hosts renting out a few rooms in rather ordinary homes, where in many cases you’ll share a bath. It’s the chance to chat with longtime Alaskans to learn all about living in the 49th state that makes this option attractive to most visitors, not to mention the fact that prices tend to be significantly lower than at hotels during the peak tourist season. At hostels, you’ll be bunking in rooms with strangers, but at bargain prices.




  Most downtown hotels and motels do not offer airport shuttle service, but it’s only a 10- or 15-minute drive from the airport to downtown, depending on traffic, so taxi fares are reasonable.




  You might not be thinking about airconditioning when you visit Alaska, but it’s not a bad feature to have if you’re bothered by the heat—they may be few and far between, but there are some warm days in Anchorage in the summer. A few of the larger hotels offer air-conditioned rooms. A unique Alaskan amenity at some accommodations is freezer space for storing fish and game.




  Price codes indicate the cost of a room for two during the peak season—generally May through mid-September—excluding the 12 percent bed tax. Some establishments offer attractive shoulder-season rates before Memorial Day and after Labor Day. You can assume that major credit cards are accepted and that the place is open year-round unless we note otherwise. Count on bringing the kids but not the pets unless the listing says differently. While hotels and motels generally have rooms with wheel-chair access and rooms for smokers, we’ll make a special note if these are available at B&Bs, hostels, guesthouses, and inns.




  Price Codes




  $ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Less than $150




  $$ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $150–$200




  $$$ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $201–250




  $$$$ . . . . . . . . . . . . . More than $250




  Hotels and Motels




  

    

      	THE ANCHORAGE DOWNTOWN HOTEL



      	$$

    


  




  826 K St.




  (907) 258-7669




  www.anchoragedowntownhotel.com




  Here’s a small family-operated hotel, almost like a B&B, right in the heart of the city. All 16 rooms have been freshly remodeled, and suites are available as well. Rooms come with coffee-maker, microwave, minifridge, hair dryer, iron, ironing board, and free continental breakfast. The Anchorage Downtown boasts a quiet location just 5 blocks from the city center, right across the street from a midtown park. Enjoy the ambience of an inn with the comforts of a hotel, including cable television, high-speed Internet access, free continental breakfast, free local calls, and free downtown parking.




  

    Anchorage Vital Statistics




    Most of these facts and figures pertaining to Anchorage and Alaska are covered in much greater detail in the following pages of this guide. However, here’s an at-a-glance overview of the area for first-timers and international visitors—plus a quick reference for those in a big hurry.




    Anchorage mayor: Matt Claman




    Alaska governor: Sarah Palin (R)




    Population: Municipality of Anchorage: 279,671 (in 2007); Alaska: 686,293 (in 2008)




    Anchorage Median Age: 32.4




    Area (square miles): Municipality of Anchorage: 1955 square miles; Alaska: 570,373 square miles




    Anchorage mascot and slogan: Seymour the Moose; Big Wild Life




    Anchorage average temperatures: January: 20˚F; July: 65˚F




    Anchorage average rainfall: 15.71 inches per year




    Anchorage daylight: Averages 19 hours, 21 minutes in summer; 5 hours, 28 minutes in winter




    Alaska Time zone: Alaska Standard Time (AST), 1 hour earlier than Pacific Standard Time




    City/state founded: Alaska Purchase from Russia (“Seward’s Folly”): 1867




    City of Anchorage incorporated: 1920




    Alaska statehood: 1959




    Alaska’s major cities: Juneau (state capital), Anchorage, Fairbanks




    Major colleges/universities in Anchorage: University of Alaska Anchorage, Alaska Pacific University




    Important dates in Alaska history:




    1898 Klondike Gold Rush




    1915 Construction of Alaska Railroad began




    1923 Alaska Railroad completed




    1942 Alaska-Canadian Highway (ALCAN) completed




    1959 Alaska statehood




    1964 Alaska earthquake




    1977 Trans-Alaska Pipeline completed




    1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill




    Major Alaska private employers: Providence Health and Services, Carrs/Safeway, Trident Seafoods, BP Exploration, Alaska Airlines, FedEx




    Famous sons and daughters: Susan Butcher, Iditarod musher; Joe Reddington Sr., “father of the Iditarod”; Tommy Moe, Alpine Olympic skier; Jewel, singer/songwriter; Scott Gomez, NHL hockey player; Irene Bedard, actress; Trajan Langdon, NBA basketball player; Sarah Palin, Alaska governor and Republican vice-presidential candidate; Wally Hickel, former Alaska governor and Secretary of the Interior; Jay Hammond, former Alaska governor and initiator of the Alaska Permanent Fund.




    Major airports/interstates: Ted Stevens International Airport, Glenn Highway, Seward Highway, Parks Highway, Dalton HIghway




    Anchorage trails: More than 200 miles of summer trails; 130 miles plowed walkways in winter; 100 miles groomed ski trails; 36 miles of dog mushing trails




    Military bases: Fort Richardson, U.S. Army home of the Arctic Warriors; Elmendorf Air Force Base, home of the Alaska Command, Alaska NORAD Eleventh Air Force, and the Third Wing




    Driving laws: Right turn on red permitted. Seatbelts must be worn at all times in moving vehicle. Speed limit on state highways is 55 mph on high-accident corridors, 65 mph on other highways.




    lcohol laws: Legal drinking age is 21 years; blood-alcohol content of .08 percent or higher is DUI in Alaska.




    Daily newspaper: Anchorage Daily News, daily circulation 71,711; Sunday circulation 89,423




    Sales tax: No sales tax; 12 percent bed tax


  




  

    

      	ANCHORAGE GRAND HOTEL



      	$$$

    


  




  505 West Second Ave.




  (907) 929-8888, (888) 800-0640




  www.anchoragegrand.com




  The Anchorage Grand combines the charm of the original 1950s building with the luxury of modern amenities and custom furnishings, thanks to a complete renovation in 2001. Known for its friendly service, this private boutique hotel is just off the Second Avenue entrance to the Tony Knowles Coastal Trail, 1 block from the train depot and 3 blocks from the convention center and the Fifth Avenue Mall. Their 500-square-foot suites come with queen- or king-size bed, fully equipped kitchen, iron, ironing board, free morning paper, free continental breakfast, free high-speed Internet, two-line business phone, hair dryer, and same-day laundry service or in-house coin-op laundry. Their Winter Special includes a one-night stay, a bottle of wine, dinner for two at Orso (see listing under Fine Dining in the Restaurants section), and late checkout. They’ve got great inlet and city views plus a business center for guest use. Two of the suites are wheelchair accessible.




  

    

      	ANCHORAGE HAWTHORN SUITES



      	$$$

    


  




  1100 West Eighth Ave.




  (907) 222-5005, (888) 469-6575




  www.hawthorn.com




  A great option for comfort and style on the west end of downtown, within several blocks of most attractions. Enjoy a deluxe, hot complimentary breakfast buffet, high-speed wireless Internet, in-room efficiency kitchens and living space, two televisions per suite, and guest laundry services. To top it all off, there’s a heated indoor pool and spa. Free airport shuttle, free weekday newspaper, exercise room, and a 24-hour business center add to the conveniences here. Pets allowed with additional fee.




  

    

      	COAST INTERNATIONAL INN



      	$$$

    


  




  3333 West International Airport Rd.




  (907) 243-2233, (800) 663-1144




  www.coasthotels.com




  Next to Lake Hood and minutes from the Ted Stevens International Airport, the Coast International has 141 newly refurbished rooms with lake or mountain views. Rooms come with spacious desks, dual-line speakerphones, in-room movies and Nintendo, irons, ironing boards, coffeemakers, and hair dryers. Guests can access the fitness center, sauna, fax machine, copier, high-speed wireless Internet, business center, and walk-in freezer for storing fish and game. There’s round-the-clock airport shuttle service, too. Piper’s Restaurant and Lounge offers a full menu of Alaskan fare and an open-air deck overlooking the lake.




  

    

      	COMFORT INN SHIP CREEK



      	$$

    


  




  111 Ship Creek Ave.




  (907) 277-6887




  www.comfortinn.com




  Affordable digs close to downtown are the big plus at the Comfort Inn. The Ship Creek location is not exactly in the midst of the action (unless you’re fishing), but it’s within walking distance if you don’t mind taking the stairs up a steep hill. You may also wake to the sound of railroad trains pulling in and out of the nearby station. But what other hotel supplies free fishing gear along with a free week-day newspaper, free deluxe continental breakfast, and free 24-hour coffee service? The Comfort Inn is a pet-friendly hotel, with extra charges for your four-legged friends and a limit of three animals per room. It’s also unique among downtown hotels in providing 24-hour airport shuttle service in the summer, subject to demand in the winter.




  

    

      	COURTYARD ANCHORAGE AIRPORT



      	$$$

    


  




  4901 Spenard Rd.




  (907) 245-0322




  www.marriott.com/hotels/travel/anccy-courtyard-anchorage-airport/




  Conveniently located just 2 miles from the Anchorage International Airport, the Courtyard offers plush beds, free high-speed Internet access, inviting outdoor spaces, and the Marriott reputation for quality and service. Rooms feature a desk with ergonomic chair and two phones, complimentary weekday newspaper, microwave, and refrigerator. To relax, enjoy the hotel’s swimming pool, whirlpool, and exercise room. A breakfast buffet is available for an additional fee.




  

    

      	DAYS INN



      	$

    


  




  321 East Fifth Ave.




  (907) 276-7226, (800) 329-7466




  www.daysinnalaska.com




  Offering moderately priced accommodations in the heart of downtown Anchorage, the Days Inn has many of the amenities you’d expect from a larger hotel. They have 130 rooms with coffee-makers, irons, ironing boards, in-room movies, and Internet access. They also offer courtesy parking, banquet and meeting facilities, and a restaurant right across the street. As an added perk, they provide courtesy shuttles to and from the airport and the train station. They have both smoking and wheelchair-accessible rooms, and pets are allowed.




  

    

      	DIMOND CENTER HOTEL



      	$$$$

    


  




  700 East Dimond Center Boulevard




  (907) 770-5000, (866) 750-5002




  www.dimondcenterhotel.com




  The Seldovia Native Association operates this modern hotel next to the largest shopping area in Alaska. The spacious rooms include plush beds, oversize soaking tubs with separate shower areas, televisions, microwaves, refrigerators, coffeemakers, and deluxe continental breakfast featuring Belgian waffles. There’s also high-speed and wireless Internet access, an exercise area, coin-op laundry facilities, free airport shuttle, and seasonal downtown shuttle service. At the adjacent Dimond Center Mall, you’ll find dining, shopping, bowling, ice skating, movie theaters, and a complete athletic club. Both wheelchair-accessible and smoking rooms are available. Ask about special rates for AAA, AARP, and Alaska residents.




  

    

      	EMBASSY SUITES ANCHORAGE



      	$$$$

    


  




  600 East Benson Blvd.




  (907) 332-7000




  embassysuites1.hilton.com




  A popular midtown choice, this hotel greets guests with soaring timbered ceilings in the lobby. Suites include a well-lit work area with high-speed Internet access and kitchen with refrigerator, microwave, and coffeemaker. No need to cook in the morning—made-to-order breakfast comes free with the room. Two televisions with premium cable channels round out the in-room amenities. There’s also a pool, fitness room, business center, and coin-op laundry.




  

    

      	FAIRFIELD INN AND SUITES



      	$$

    


  




  5060 A St.




  (907) 222-9000




  www.marriott.com




  Near the intersection of International Airport Road and A Street, the Fairfield has become a favorite for affordability, comfort, and convenience. There’s free shuttle service from the airport, complimentary on-site parking, high-speed Internet access, and free cable TV with HBO. Complimentary breakfast includes waffles, hot breakfast sandwiches, and an assortment of breads, cereals, and fruit. Rooms include a desk with two phones, iron and ironing board, and hair dryer. The Fairfield is a Marriott property.




  

    

      	HILTON GARDEN INN



      	$$$$

    


  




  100 West Tudor Rd.




  (907) 729-7000, (877) 782-9444




  http://hiltongardeninn1.hilton.com




  The Hilton Garden Inn is a newer hotel in Anchorage’s midtown area, within walking distance of several dining and entertainment options. Rooms include coffeemakers, microwaves, minifridges, irons, ironing boards, free morning papers, and free high-speed and wireless Internet access. Opt for either a king-size bed or two queen-size beds. The Hilton offers free airport transportation, fitness and business centers, a heated pool, and a whirlpool. The enthusiastic staff will help with your travel plans in the state, and there’s a restaurant on-site. Renovations completed in the spring of 2009 should make this an especially nice choice. Smoking rooms are available.




  

    

      	HISTORIC ANCHORAGE HOTEL



      	$$$–$$$$

    


  




  330 E St.




  (907) 272-4553, (800) 554-0998




  www.historicanchoragehotel.com




  This elegantly restored boutique hotel, established in 1916, offers 26 charming rooms and suites in the heart of Anchorage. Just 1 block from the Egan Convention Center and within walking distance of just about everything downtown, the Historic Anchorage Hotel features European ambience with a friendly yet professional atmosphere. This is the only hotel in Anchorage that’s on the National Register of Historic Places, with celebrities from Walt Disney to John Denver among those who’ve stayed there over the years. The hotel’s comfortable, spacious, and well-appointed rooms include coffeemaker, microwave, minifridge, iron, ironing board, free morning paper, free continental breakfast, discounts at local attractions, and Wi-Fi Internet access. Book directly with the hotel and enjoy late-check-out privileges, too. Ask about their romantic “Night to Remember,” which includes a tour by horse-drawn carriage and dinner for two at Orso (see listing under Fine Dining in the Restaurants section). It’s also a favorite spot for locals to watch the ceremonial start of the Iditarod Sled Dog Race during the first weekend in March.




  

    

      	HOMEWOOD SUITES ANCHORAGE



      	$$$$

    


  




  140 West Tudor Rd.




  (907) 762-7000, (800) 225-4663




  www.anchorage.homewoodsuites.com




  Operated by the same folks that run the Hilton Garden, the Homewood offers another new upscale option in midtown Anchorage. The hotel has 122 suites, most with a king-size bed plus a pull-out sofa bed. Each suite has a full kitchen plus separate living and sleeping areas. Irons, ironing boards, free morning papers, and free high-speed and wireless Internet come with the suites. Guests enjoy a full breakfast buffet every morning, with light dinners offered Monday through Thursday. There’s also a swimming pool and whirlpool for guest use. Free area transportation is provided, and smoking rooms are available, as are rooms with wheelchair access.




  

    

      	THE HOTEL CAPTAIN COOK



      	$$$$

    


  




  939 West Fifth Ave.




  (907) 276-6000, (800) 843-1950




  www.captaincook.com




  The Hotel Captain Cook, an Anchorage landmark, is the only Alaskan property in the Preferred Hotels and Resorts Worldwide, a worldwide network of independent luxury hotels that sets high standards for detail and service. Relax on down duvets and pillows, lounge in a plush robe, and enjoy twice-daily maid service, including an evening turndown. The theme of exploration and discovery carries throughout the hotel, with solid teakwood decor and rich colors. Opt for a room on the private Captain’s Deck in Tower II, and you’ll enjoy a panoramic view, complimentary newspapers, continental breakfast, evening hors d’oeuvres, and a juice and soft drink bar. On-site you’ll find four restaurants, 12 boutique shops, an athletic club with swimming pool, and wireless Internet access. On cruise ship days in the summer, the hotel is packed with people, but the courteous staff manages to keep everything running smoothly even on the busiest days.




  i Every night during the summer and on Fridays and Saturdays during the off-season, you can grab a horse-drawn carriage in front of the Hotel Captain Cook (939 West Fifth Avenue; see hotel’s listing) and treat yourself to a chauffeured ride through downtown Anchorage. Choose from quarter-to half- and full-hour rides and enjoy the sights of town in style. For details, contact the Horse-Drawn Carriage Company (907-688-6005, www.alaska.net/~carriage).




  

    

      [image: chpt_fig_003.png] Close-up


    




    Within the Wild




    Wisps of fog rise from the glassy waters of Lake Hood, backlit by a brilliant sun rising over the Chugach Mountains. The hour may be early, but the folks at Rust’s Flying Service are already multitasking, checking with remote weather stations, doling out fishing licenses, and herding passengers toward seaplanes that will transport them to their wilderness destinations.




    “McKinley is out like a sore thumb,” announces Warren, the bush pilot flying us to Winterlake Lodge. After we taxi around the lake and take off, we see exactly what he means. Some 250 miles to the north, the Great One dominates the skyline. We’re lucky. Due to cloud cover, there’s only a one in ten chance of seeing North America’s tallest mountain on any given day.
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