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  Hiking Alaska’s Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve




  Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date


  




  Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.




  We welcome your comments concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




  The Globe Pequot Press




  Reader Response/Editorial Department




  P.O. Box 480




  Guilford, CT 06437




  Or you may e-mail us at:




  editorial@GlobePequot.com




  Thanks for your input, and happy trails!









   Hiking Alaska’s Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve




  From Day Hikes to Backcountry Treks




  Greg Fensterman









  FALCONGUIDES®




  GUILFORD, CONNECTICUT




  HELENA, MONTANA




  AN IMPRINT OF THE GLOBE PEQUOT PRESS




  Without wilderness the world is a cage. David Brower (1946–2004)




  Dedicated to all who wander in wild places, to all who fight to protect what is left of true wilderness on this fragile planet.




  [image: image]




  Copyright © 2008 by Morris Book Publishing, LLC.




  ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, except as may be expressly permitted in writing from the publisher. Requests for permission should be addressed to The Globe Pequot Press, Attn: Rights and Permissions Department, P.O. Box 480, Guilford CT 06437.




  Falcon and FalconGuides are registered trademarks of Morris Book Publishing, LLC.




  Text design: Nancy Freeborn




  Maps created by Offroute, Inc. © Morris Book Publishing, LLC.




  Photos by Greg Fensterman and Trek Alaska except as noted.




  Illustrations by Leslie Reed




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data Fensterman, Greg.




  Hiking Alaska’s Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve : from day hikes to backcountry treks/Greg Fensterman.




  p. cm.




  Includes bibliographical references and index.




  ISBN 978-0-7627-4319-3




  1. Hiking--Alaska--Wrangell-Saint Elias National Park and Preserve--Guidebooks. 2. Wrangell-Saint Elias National Park and Preserve (Alaska)--Guidebooks. I. Title.




  GV199.42.A42W74 2008




  796.5109798--dc22




  2008003829




  Printed in the United States of America




  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1




  [image: image]




  

    The author and The Globe Pequot Press assume no liability for accidents happening to, or injuries sustained by, readers who engage in the activities described in this book.


  




  

    For custom color trail maps, online photo galleries, and more, visit falcon.com/hikingwrangell.
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  Anything beats walking in the brush. (For more photos, visit www.wrangellsteliaspark.com.)




  About Wrangell-St. Elias National Park


  




  Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve is the largest park in the United States—by far. One frequently quoted statistic is that it’s six times the size of Yellowstone National Park. Here are a few more comparisons to give you a frame of reference:




  Glacier National Park—1 million acres




  Yellowstone—2.2 million acres




  State of Maryland—6.3 million acres




  Switzerland (yes, the country)—10.2 million acres




  Wrangell-St. Elias—13.2 million acres




  You get the idea—this is a really big place. Just across the Canadian border are Kluane National Park Reserve and Tatshenshini-Alsek National Park. The region composed of all three parks has been designated a World Heritage site, and its 24.3 million acres comprise the largest internationally protected chunk of real estate on the planet. You could spend a lifetime exploring this park, so you had better get started.




  A Brief History of the Park


  




  First Peoples Meet the Fur Trade




  The Ahtna people were the dominant native group inhabiting the region that has become Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve. Their territory was up and down the Copper River valley, including the area of present-day Chitina (pronounced chit’-na), which was probably the limit of their incursion into the park region. The Ahtna lived in extended family groups close to good salmon runs, which provided the mainstay of their diet. To catch the salmon, the Ahtna made dip nets from spruce roots. The introduction of the fish wheel, basically an automated dipnetting machine, revolutionized their fishing methodology.




  Their first contact with Europeans occurred in 1741 when Vitus Bering made an expedition that included a stop at Kayak Island. Vitus’s return to Russia with a load of furs resulted in a rush to exploit the area for its fur resources. In 1793 the Russians established a headquarters on Hinshinbrook Island that served as a base of operations for explorations into the interior of the Copper River region.




  By 1850 fur trading had become an important element of the Ahtna economy. But the intrusion of the Russians into Alaska was met with considerable resentment and resistance. Konstanin Samoilov led an expedition of about thirteen in an attempt to explore the Copper River in 1797. The entire expedition was murdered, most likely by the Ahtna. In 1805 the Russian settlement at Yakutat was destroyed. The Russian American Company dispatched an expedition in 1848 led by Ruf Serebrennikov; its members were also murdered by the Ahtna. Eventually these hostile receptions put a damper on the Russians’ enthusiasm for exploring the Copper River region, and they gave up on additional exploration.
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  Mill building in Kennicott ©Steve Crum & LateSky Images (For more photos, visit www.wrangellsteliaspark.com.)




  Kennicott’s Copper: The Mining Era




  It was the lure of riches in the ground that drew the first pioneers to what is now the McCarthy/Kennicott area. But not just gold—it was copper, and lots of it, that put the area on the map. In 1899 gold was discovered near the headwaters of the Nabesna River in what is now the north of the park. It was a good year for mineral exploration in the area because Oscar Rohn also found copper ore samples in the Kennicott glacial moraine that would later lead to the discovery of rich copper deposits on Bonanza Ridge. But prospectors are never the ones who make it rich; it’s the wealthy businessmen who buy them out. In the fall of 1900 Stephen Birch bought out the claim, and with the help of old money from the east, the Kennicott Mining Company developed what proved to be the largest copper strike in history. Production didn’t get into full swing until 1911 when a railroad was completed that reached from Kennicott almost 200 miles to Cordova. Ore was transported by rail to Cordova and from there by barge to Tacoma, Washington, where it was smelted.




  Kennicott was a classic company town. Most of the miners lived there in company housing and everything revolved around the mining operations. McCarthy quickly developed 5 miles down the road as a support community to the company town. McCarthy provided many services not available in Kennicott including hotels, hospital, shops, school, photographer’s studio, brothels, and, perhaps most important of all, saloons.




  By 1938 the rich copper deposits were depleted, and the mines of Kennicott as well as the railroad ceased operations. For a while things were pretty quiet, though there were always some people living in the area. During the 1970s tourism began to develop in the region and has continued to grow steadily to the present day.




  It was the copper strike that gave birth to McCarthy/Kennicott, and the effects of those origins are felt today. Kennicott is still a company town of sorts, only now the company is the Park Service instead of the Kennicott Mining Company. And Kennicott is still saloon-less. The bordellos are gone, but McCarthy is still the center of social and nightlife in the area—such as it is.




  Eventually the railroad was torn up, and the rail bed became the foundation of what is now the McCarthy Road. But the road has a way of reminding visitors of its origin as old nails and spikes from the railroad days work their way up to the surface and into the tires of travelers.




  Though it would take decades to come to fruition, the first seeds that would lead to the creation of Wrangell-St. Elias National Park were sown almost as soon as the last train pulled out of Kennicott.




  A Different Kind of Wealth: Wrangell-St. Elias as Public Park




  The first person to make a recommendation for protected status for the area was Ernest Gruening, director of U.S. Territories, when he suggested national park or monument status for the region. After visiting the area in 1938, he wrote a memorandum to the secretary of the interior:




  

    The region is superlative in its scenic beauty and measures up fully and beyond the requirements for its establishment as a National Monument and later as a National Park. It is my personal view that from the standpoint of scenic beauty, it is the finest region in Alaska. I have traveled through Switzerland extensively, have flown over the Andes, and am familiar with the Valley of Mexico and with other parts of Alaska. It is my unqualified view that this is the finest scenery that I have ever been privileged to see.


  




  It wasn’t until 1978 that the area was designated as a National Monument and 1979 when it was designated as a World Heritage site. The following year, 1980, President Jimmy Carter designated 13.2 million acres as Wrangell-St. Elias National Park.




  The Alaska Difference




  National parks in Alaska, including Wrangell-St. Elias, were set up a bit differently than parks in the lower forty-eight. In most cases when a park is established, parcels of private land (inholdings) within its boundaries are bought out by the federal government. But when Alaskan parks were formed, an attempt was made to balance the desire to protect a fragile environment with the needs and concerns of traditional users of the land. As a result there are private inholdings within Wrangell-St. Elias National Park. Much of the land along the McCarthy Road, for instance, is private.




  A Park by Any Other Name…




  Today, the park has three different classifications: park, preserve, and wilderness. Each designation comes with different regulations governing how that area may be used, for what purpose, and by whom. These areas sometimes overlap:




  National Park




  The Alaska Native Interests Land Conservation Act (ANILCA) established Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve and nine other national parks in November 1980. It also designated 56 million acres of wilderness, effectively more than doubling the nation’s acreage in the National Park System and Wilderness Preservation System. The park contained 8.1 million acres and the preserve 4.2 million acres. ANILCA-designated wilderness in Wrangell-St. Elias measured just over 9.6 million acres.




  In 1980 President Jimmy Carter designated 13.2 million acres as Wrangell-St. Elias National Park. A national park is defined as an area of unusual scenic or historic interest owned by the federal government and administered by the National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior. A national park is created to conserve the scenery, flora, fauna, and any natural and historical objects within its boundaries for public enjoyment in perpetuity. A national park has more than one type of national significance. In the case of Wrangell-St. Elias, these include the historical significance of the mining era, its scenic beauty, and its wildlife habitat.




  Preserve




  A preserve is similar to a national park but allows park-prohibited activities such as sport hunting. ANILCA directed that preserves be administered “in the same manner as a national park…except that the taking of fish and wildlife for sport purposes and subsistence uses, and trapping shall be allowed.” Future access to Dall sheep for sport hunting and protection of certain visitor corridors from hunting were some of the controversial issues involved in drawing the boundaries between park and preserve.




  Wilderness




  Designation of wilderness is normally limited to areas with minimal human improvements or habitation, and emphasizes natural conditions and processes, as well as opportunities for solitude or a primitive and unconfined type of recreation. In the case of Wrangell-St. Elias, ANILCA permitted maintaining and even constructing structures for protection of public health and safety; it also permitted motorized vehicle use (airplanes, snowmobiles, and ATVs) for subsistence hunting and fishing and access to inholdings—activities normally prohibited in designated wilderness areas in the lower forty-eight states.




  Additional information on the establishment of Wrangell-St. Elias National Park is available in Geoffrey Bleakley’s excellent book, Contested Ground—An Administrative History of Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve, Alaska. See the appendix for details.




  Given the park’s many designations, the Park Service has a slightly different mandate in Alaska. All of these designations and uses of the land require a balancing act that attempts to support the human and cultural uses of the land while preserving its delicate ecosystems.




  Another distinctive feature of the park is that, like other national parks in Alaska, few trails have been established or are maintained within the park. Trails off the McCarthy and Nabesna Roads are based mostly on historical routes used by subsistence users of the land. An effort has been made to preserve as much of the wilderness character of this country as possible.




  Historical Sites and Structures




  While the Park Service is charged with protecting the natural environment, it also strives to protect the remnants and artifacts of human activity in the area of historical significance. In many ways, the park owes its existence to such activity, especially mining. The mining activities in the region are an integral part of its historical and cultural heritage.




  There are numerous sites in the park of historical significance, the most notable being Kennicott and related mine sites on Bonanza Ridge. Some other major sites include the following:




  The 27,480-acre Chisana Historic Mining Landscape, which includes the community of Chisana, the mining district on Gold Hill, and practically everything in between.




  The 14,160-acre Bremner Historic Mining District, which includes the entire viewshed between the head of Golconda Creek and lower Golconda below all the historic placer mining.




  The privately owned Nabesna Mine, Mother Lode Powerplant, and McCarthy Store.




  All of these sites are listed in the National Register of Historic Places. Additionally, the park has produced formal determinations of eligibility on approximately seventy other historic sites and found about half of them eligible. Those will be nominated to the National Register as time allows. They include all of the better-preserved mining sites such as Chititu Creek, Nugget Creek, and North Midas.




  There are dozens of cabins, mines, and other sites throughout the backcountry of the park. Enjoy exploring such sites and structures, but please don’t camp in historic sites or old cabins that you encounter, unless you are in need of emergency shelter. Also please don’t remove or relocate any artifacts that you find in the park. Items such as bones, skulls, and antlers also make tempting souvenirs, but these are important sources of vital nutrients for many animals, so please leave those behind as well.




  Mines




  Most of the old mine shafts in the more accessible areas of the park, such as the Kennicott area, have been sealed up or blocked to prevent entry. But there are lots of old mines in the backcountry that still have open shafts. It may be tempting to duck inside for a bit of exploring, but please don’t go inside. Most such shafts and tunnels were death traps when they were first built and eighty years of neglect, water seepage, freezing temperatures, and decaying timbers have done nothing to make them any safer.




  Public-Use Cabins




  The park maintains thirteen public-use cabins at eleven different sites. These cabins are the only structures allowed for use as overnight accommodations in the park’s backcountry. Most of these cabins are former mining or hunting cabins that have been restored by the Park Service. The cabins are available to the public on a first-come, first-served basis, and (with the exception of Esker Stream Cabin near Yakutat and Viking Lodge Cabin on the Nabesna Road) do not require reservations nor are they reservable. Most cabins are in remote locations that are accessible only by air.




  All cabins are equipped with a wood stove and bunks. You should bring all needed personal items for cooking, eating, and sleeping, including a sleeping pad, as the wooden bunks do not have mattresses. See the appendix for a complete listing with details on each cabin.




  Places to Go, Things to Do


  




  Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve is a big place where you can pursue a wide range of activities, from taking a leisurely scenic drive to making the first ascent of an unclimbed peak. Only your available time and imagination limit the possibilities in this vast wilderness playground.




  Hiking




  The opportunities for hiking and trekking in and around Wrangell-St. Elias are unlimited. The possibilities range from short nature walks on well-maintained trails to extended wilderness treks in the remote backcountry of the park. Easier and shorter hikes can be found mostly along the McCarthy and Nabesna Roads as well as several options out of McCarthy and Kennicott. There are also some excellent multiday trips possible from trailheads on the roads, but for longer trips you will need to fly into the backcountry with one of the air-taxi providers that service the park.




  River Rafting




  If you would rather paddle than walk, there are excellent rafting adventures to be had on the Chitina, Copper, Tana, and other rivers in the park. Floating down a river can be a great way to spot wildlife. The appendix includes guides and outfitters who operate on the park’s rivers and offer floats ranging from day trips to multiday adventures.




  Sea Kayaking




  Icy Bay, located along the southern edge of the park off the Gulf of Alaska, is a popular kayaking destination. The area is rich in wildlife, mountain views, and glaciers. Access is by bush plane out of Yakutat to a beach airstrip on Kageet Point. A landing is also possible at Point Riou, though you will need to get permission from the Chugach Alaska Native Corporation in advance.




  A few hours’ drive from park headquarters is the town of Valdez on Prince William Sound. There are excellent kayaking possibilities on the sound including visiting a tidewater glacier. Wildlife abounds in this land of fiords, glaciers, and dramatic mountains that rise straight from the water’s edge. There are two kayak guiding and outfitting companies in Valdez.




  Mountaineering




  Whether you’re a beginner to mountaineering or a seasoned veteran looking for an extreme challenge, Wrangell-St. Elias offers an incomparable array of mountaineering objectives. Nine of the sixteen highest peaks in the United State are within the borders of the park, including 18,008-foot Mount St. Elias, the second-tallest peak in the country. The Wrangell and St. Elias Ranges especially offer terrific mountaineering opportunities. Mounts Drum, Wrangell, Blackburn, Sanford, Bona, and St. Elias are just a few of the more popular destinations, but there are countless other worthy summits.




  Want to be the first to make an ascent of a virgin Alaskan peak? The park is filled with summits that have never felt the bite of crampons. Guided expeditions to these and other peaks are offered by several outfitting and guiding operations. The primary mountaineering season in the park is April through June.




  Ice Climbing and Glacier Hikes




  Strap on a pair of crampons, grab a set of ice tools, and spend a day learning how to climb vertical walls of ice. Guide services based in Kennicott and McCarthy can provide all the equipment needed, including proper boots. Professional guides will soon have even timid beginners swinging their tools like a pro. Most people go out on the Root Glacier for a day of instruction and climbing, but if one day isn’t enough, multiday trips are possible that explore the ice-climbing opportunities to be found on the Root, Gates, and Kennicott Glaciers.




  If hanging on a rope doesn’t appeal, you can also enjoy just hiking on the glacier. You will need crampons to venture out on the ice. Although you are free to explore the glacier on your own, many people prefer to join a guided hike lead by an experienced guide.




  Hunting




  Hunting is allowed, but only in certain areas. Sport hunting is permitted only in the preserve while subsistence hunting is allowed in the park and preserve. Aircraft may be utilized in connection with sport hunting but not for subsistence hunts. For additional details and regulations regarding sport or subsistence hunting in the park or preserve, check with the Alaska Department of Fish and Game. An Alaska State hunting license is required for all hunters over the age of sixteen.




  The most popular species for hunting in the preserve is Dall sheep. Wrangell-St. Elias contains one of the highest concentrations of sheep in the world. Sheep hunting season opens in mid-August, so if you plan a backcountry trek during hunting season, discuss your planned itinerary with your pilot to make sure you won’t be in conflict with hunters. August might not be the best time to wear your white, fluffy fleece jacket in the backcountry.




  Fishing




  There are fishing opportunities in the park, depending on what sort of fishing you want to do. The state of Alaska does not stock any lakes in the backcountry of the park, so few of the lakes you see on maps of the park contain fish. Hanagita and Tebay Lakes are notable exceptions and contain wild stocks of rainbow trout. So combining fishing with a backcountry trek is difficult to do in Wrangell-St. Elias, and it’s better to pursue the two activities separately.




  Various species of salmon, whitefish, grayling, Dolly Varden, Lake Trout, rainbow/steelhead rrout, cutthroat trout, sculpin, burbot, lamprey, and smelts can be found in and around the park. Alaska Fish and Game stocks Strelna, Sculpin, and Van Lakes with rainbow trout and silver salmon. There is very little opportunity for catching salmon inside the park, but nearby locations include the Copper River and Gulkana River. If you drive over the Copper River just beyond Chitina you will see people dipnetting for salmon and operating fish wheels along the shore. Both activities are restricted to Alaska residents and require a permit.




  Flightseeing




  To really appreciate the scale and grandeur of this amazing wilderness, you need to see it from the air. Standing on a glacier is an experience, but flying over one and seeing the vastness of the glacial systems that move through valleys like frozen rivers gives a whole new perspective. Flightseeing tours can range from a thirty-minute turn around the Root Glacier, Stairway Icefall, and Mount Blackburn area to much longer flights that extend to the Bagley Icefield and other remote regions of the park. Fly over glaciers, braided rivers, and range after range of mountains for a unique view of Wrangell-St. Elias. Flights can be arranged with departures out of Glennallen, Chitina, and McCarthy. See the appendix for a selected list of air taxi and flightseeing providers.




  Scenic Drives




  Just getting to the park offers a wealth of opportunities and some outstanding scenic driving. The drive from Palmer on the Glenn Highway offers impressive views in the Matanuska Valley. The drive from Anchorage is so beautiful that you might want to take two days in order to allow ample time for the many stops you will make at scenic overlooks. The McCarthy Road is sometimes lost in the trees but also affords some stunning views along the way. There are some excellent views of the mighty Copper River along the Edgerton Highway and just outside Chitina at the start of the McCarthy Road. There are lots of great mountain views along the road. The chasm of the Kuskulana River flows 238 feet below the planks of the Kuskulana Bridge, making it a great spot to pull over for a look and a photo op. Local residents occasionally bungee jump off the bridge when things get too dull in McCarthy. When you get toward the end of the road, the views just explode all around as you approach McCarthy. See the Day Hikes section for a listing of hiking opportunities along the road.




  The Nabesna Road extends into the park on its northern edge. This road is a bit more open than the McCarthy Road, so the views are more continuous. If you travel the Nabesna Road in August, be sure to allow plenty of time for blueberry picking along the way. Plenty of excellent hikes are possible from trailheads on the Nabesna Road. Most of these are listed in the Day Hikes and Frontcountry Treks sections.




  For a more detailed discussion of the Nabesna and McCarthy Roads, see the appendix for guides to both.




  Another scenic drive in the vicinity of Wrangell-St. Elias is the Richardson Highway from Copper Center to Valdez. The mountains get closer and closer as you approach Thompson Pass, where you will want to stop for a picnic lunch at least. The Worthington Glacier extends almost to the highway and offers up-close glacier views. A short trail follows near the edge of the glacier. The views from the pass are stunning, if you’re lucky enough to arrive on a clear day. There are plenty of hiking opportunities in the area of Thompson Pass, from short walks to multiday trips.




  The drive down the other side into Valdez passes some impressive waterfalls such as Horsetail and Bridal Veil Falls. In the winter these huge frozen waterfalls are popular with ice climbers in the area. Continue driving into Valdez where the views open up dramatically around the shores of Prince William Sound.




  Off-Road Excursions




  Don’t call them ATVs in Alaska—four-wheeler or simply wheeler are the more common terms. Four-wheelers may be used in the park but only on established ATV trails and with a permit from the Park Service, available (at no charge) at park ranger stations. Snow machines may be used in Wrangell-St. Elias when the ground is frozen and there is a minimum of a foot of snow cover. Horses and dog teams may be used, but check with the Park Service in advance for current restrictions and regulations.




  Regions of the Park


  




  Park Headquarters and Main Visitor Center




  The newly constructed visitor center located at mile 106.8 on the Richardson Highway is the first stop for many visitors to the park. The park rangers will be happy to answer your questions about the park. Take advantage of the exhibits and displays including a large-scale, 3-D map of Wrangell-St. Elias and a movie about the park. Enjoy a stroll on the 0.5-mile interpretive loop trail, which includes great views of the Wrangell Mountains. The visitor center also includes a bookstore with a wide selection of material on many different aspects of Alaska. If you’re interested in the interpretive activities offered at the visitor center, be sure to call ahead and ask about scheduled activities. Subsistence and ATV permits are available at the center. The visitor center is open year-round Monday through Friday from 8:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. During the summer season (Memorial Day to Labor Day) the visitor center hours are 8:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m., seven days a week.




  North Park




  The northern part of the park is comprised of the Mentasta and Nutzotin Ranges. These mountains are less heavily glaciated than other regions of the park because the peaks are not as high and also because they are further inland and thus receive less snow than areas closer to the maritime climate of the coastal regions. Less snow also means that snow melts out earlier than in the central and southern regions, making the area a good choice for early-season trips. The area around Jacksina Creek offers excellent potential for hiking and trekking. The northern slopes of Mount Drum also offer opportunities for exploration in an area that few people visit.




  Caribou can be spotted in this region, though usually in small groups. If you want to see vast herds of migrating caribou, you need to head to the north slope. Depending on your itinerary, it might be easier to fly out of Slana or Nabesna for backcountry destinations in the Mentasta and Nutzotin Ranges rather than McCarthy, which is a bit farther away.




  Nabesna Road




  The Nabesna Road provides the only vehicle access into the northern region of the park. This 42-mile gravel road extends from Slana to Nabesna where it dead-ends. The road was built in 1938 for the removal of ore from the Nabesna Mine. Things can get a bit dusty and bumpy on the road, but the drive is well worth it. There are numerous opportunities for hiking and exploring from trailheads on the road—from short day hikes to multiday trips through beautiful and remote backcountry. If time or finances don’t allow for a remote fly-in trek, explorations off the Nabesna Road are an option worth considering. There are many trips off the road listed in Front-country Treks.




  August is the best time to drive the road when the fall colors set the countryside ablaze and the area is thick with blueberries. Just keep an eye out for any four-legged berry lovers.




  The Slana Ranger Station is at mile 0.2 of the Nabesna Road. Services include a bookstore where maps and books are sold as well as a film about the park. Interpretive programs are available, though you should call ahead for scheduling information (907-288-5238). Hours are daily, June through August from 8:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. The station is open during the winter, but you should call ahead for hours: (907) 288-5245.




  Central Park




  The central band of the park contains the Wrangell Mountains to the west and the St. Elias Range to the east, which continues into Canada. The Wrangells contain such notable peaks as Mount Drum, Mount Wrangell, Mount Blackburn, and Mount Sanford, to name a few. All of these summits are volcanic, and Wrangell is still considered an active volcano. The last eruption of Wrangell was in 1902, though smoke has been emitted as recently as 2003, and there are active steam vents in the summit crater.




  Excellent opportunities for mountaineering are to be found in the Wrangells that cover the gamut in terms of challenge and accessibility.




  Good trekking areas include the Root and Kennicott Glaciers, Hidden Lake Valley, and the Lakina Glacier area. The Chitistone Valley includes the traditional Goat Trail route, which is popular with trekkers. Another interesting region to explore lies just west of the University Range in the vicinity of Rex Creek and Hancock Pass.




  McCarthy Road




  The McCarthy Road is the primary access route into the interior of the park. The 61-mile gravel road begins just across the Copper River bridge outside Chitina and extends to the banks of the Kennicott River near McCarthy. The road began its life as the rail bed for the Copper River and Northwestern (CR&NW) Railway that ran from Kennicott all the way to Cordova. The railroad was shut down when the mine was closed and the rails were hauled away for scrap.




  Eventually the rail bed was bulldozed into what became the McCarthy Road. In the old days the road was in such bad condition that it took four to five hours to drive the 61 miles. Today the road is in much better shape and receives maintenance during the summer months.




  The condition of the road varies during the course of the summer depending on weather and maintenance. Especially after heavy rains, the Chitina end tends to develop washboarding and on the McCarthy end potholes open up. The road is maintained, and if you are lucky enough to drive the road shortly after it’s been graded you may find conditions quite good. Four-wheel-drive vehicles are not needed for the drive. You can make the trip in just about any vehicle so long as you drive carefully. There are sections where the road narrows and sight lines are limited, so don’t get a lead foot just because the road is in good shape. In the summer of 2006, the state of Alaska made some significant improvements to the road, including widening, and straightening some sections that had been quite hazardous.




  Services are very limited to nonexistent. You should be prepared to fix a flat tire, which is not an unlikely occurrence. Old spikes and nails buried under the road from its railroad days can work their way to the surface and into your tires.




  There are a few hikes possible along the road, though not as many as on the Nabesna Road. Some primitive, pullout campsites exist along the way, but much of the land adjoining the road is private, so please respect private landowner rights. There is a commercial campground just before the start of the McCarthy Road on the east side of the Copper River.




  Most major car rental agencies based in Anchorage have restrictions against driving their vehicles on gravel roads, including the McCarthy Road, though there are a few independents that allow it. Chitina is the last source for gas on the way to McCarthy, so be sure you have enough fuel for the round-trip as there are no gas stations on the McCarthy Road or in McCarthy.
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  Downtown McCarthy with Fireweed Mountain in the background © Steve Crum & LateSky Images (For more photos, visit www.wrangellsteliaspark.com.)




  Just before the end of the road there is a Park Service kiosk at about mile 59. The rangers stationed there can help with questions about the area. The Park Service does not operate a campground in the McCarthy/Kennicott area, but there are private ones about a mile before the end of the road.




  The road ends at the banks of the Kennicott River, where there is a privately operated parking lot. If you see old photos from the area online, you may wonder where the tram is located. An industrial-strength footbridge, built and maintained by the Alaska Department of Transportation, has replaced the old hand-operated tram. Handcarts are available to freight your luggage across the bridge. Shuttle vans stop at the footbridge every thirty minutes to transport visitors the remaining mile into McCarthy, to the airstrip, or up the hill to Kennicott. Tickets for the shuttle service are available in McCarthy or from the driver.




  McCarthy




  McCarthy sprang into existence as a support town for the mining operations at Kennicott and provided a range of services and businesses. Today things are a bit quieter, but the town has found a new life as the gateway to the interior of Wrangell-St. Elias National Park as well as a destination in its own right. Services include two small hotels, two air-taxi companies, guiding services, lodge, a few small eateries, saloon, and a grocery store that opened in the summer of 2006. Not surprisingly, the social center of town is the saloon, which is a good place to find out who’s in town. There is a considerable amount of musical talent among the local population, and open mike night at the New Golden Saloon is not to be missed. The Fourth of July and Labor Day weekend festivities include live music at the saloon and a whole range of activities. Watch the bulletin board outside the saloon for notices of upcoming community events and presentations that range from potluck dinners to talks about edible plants to slide presentations of backcountry adventures.




  But the primary activities in the area are hiking and visiting the historic town of Kennicott, which is just a fifteen-minute ride up the hill by shuttle van. Flightseeing tours departing from McCarthy are also very popular and not to be missed.




  All of the land in the immediate area of McCarthy is privately owned, and there is no camping. Please stay on the roads and avoid cutting through private property on footpaths.




  Kennicott




  Kennicott is 5 miles up a gravel road from McCarthy and can be reached by biking, hiking, or on one of the regular shuttle vans that operate between Kennicott and McCarthy.




  Lodging available in Kennicott ranges from a large, upscale hotel to cabins and B&Bs. See the appendix for a listing of lodgings in McCarthy and Kennicott. Other businesses include a gift shop and guide services. From the center of Kennicott you can see the terminal moraine of the Kennicott Glacier, which is the amalgamation of the Kennicott, Gates, and Root Glaciers. Visitors often mistake this moraine for mine tailings.




  Kennicott was the center of mining operations in the region and was where all the ore from the mines on Bonanza Ridge was brought for processing. The mill building was where this activity occurred, and tours of this interesting structure are offered several times daily. There are plenty of hiking opportunities out of Kennicott, which are detailed in the Day Hikes section of this book. The Root Glacier is the most popular destination for day trips. The white ice of the Root can be reached in forty-five minutes to an hour from Kennicott. Glacier hikes and ice-climbing adventures can be arranged through one of the guide services. Don’t venture out onto the ice without crampons. Also be careful when descending the moraine trail that leads to the glacier. Just under the gravel is solid ice, and as you approach the glacier, the covering of moraine may be very thin in places.




  The South Park




  The main portion of this region is composed of the eastern end of the Chugach Range and contains excellent trekking terrain. There are several treks in this guide that lie within this region of the park. This is the most heavily glaciated area of the park and extends to the Gulf of Alaska and Yakutat Bay. The southern tip is almost entirely glaciers and icefields. It includes the Bagley Icefield, which is one of the largest non-polar icefields on the planet, and estimated to be more than 3,000 feet thick. Icy Bay is a popular sea-kayaking destination with plenty of glacier views.




  Planes, Trains, and Automobiles: Getting to the Park


  




  The park can be reached by various combinations of car, bus, shuttle van, plane, and boat. The park headquarters and recently constructed visitor center is located in Copper Center about 14 miles south of Glennallen. The other two points of entry for the park are the Nabesna Road to the north and the McCarthy Road out of Chitina. Copper Center and McCarthy are the two most popular destinations in Wrangell-St. Elias.




  Getting to Glennallen




  You can reach Glennallen by car or bus out of Anchorage via the Glenn Highway. Bus service is provided from Anchorage with daily arrivals in Glennallen. Shuttle van services are available from Glennallen as well as all the way from Anchorage to McCarthy. See the appendix for service providers and contact information. Transportation companies come and go, so be sure to verify schedules well in advance.




  If you are driving you should take into account the McCarthy Road, a 60-mile gravel road from Chitina to McCarthy. The condition of the road can vary greatly, though it tends to worsen during periods of heavy rain. Be sure you have a real tire for a spare and not one of the pool-toy tires that come with many cars these days. For additional information, see the section on the McCarthy Road. Most major car rental agencies in Anchorage have restrictions against driving on unpaved roads, including the McCarthy Road. However, there are some independent agencies that will allow it.




  By Air




  There are a couple of ways to get to McCarthy by air or a combination of air and car. Those who drive but prefer not to travel the McCarthy Road can drive to Chitina and then take a 30-minute flight to McCarthy on one of Wrangell Mountain Air’s three daily flights. This option has the additional bonus of a flightsee tour along the way.




  Ellis Air has a contract with the U.S. Postal Service to deliver the mail to McCarthy every Wednesday and Friday. Seats on these flights can be booked with departure from Anchorage or Glennallen.




  Another possibility is to fly from Anchorage to Valdez, then either rent a car or charter a flight into McCarthy. It’s also possible to charter a direct flight from Anchorage to McCarthy, though you will need deep pockets.




  By Sea




  You can even get to McCarthy by sea…almost. The Alaska State Ferry runs between Whittier (60 miles south of Anchorage) and Valdez and offers a high-speed ferry that can make the trip in just a couple of hours. Car rentals are available in Valdez, but there is no regular bus or van service between Valdez and McCarthy.




  Backcountry Access




  Except for the McCarthy and Nabesna Roads, there are no roadways into the interior of the park. Access to the backcountry is by bush plane only. A selected list of air-taxi services is included in the appendix.




  Seasons of the Wrangells: Weather in the Park


  




  The latitude of Glennallen is 62 degrees north, so summer here is pretty short. When most people in the lower forty-eight are working in their gardens, Alaskans are still skiing. The best time of year to visit Wrangell-St. Elias depends on what you plan to do. May is prime time for mountaineering trips in the Wrangells and St. Elias Range, but it’s early for backcountry trekking. Snow can linger in the passes until late June. The rate at which snow melts out depends on snow depth, but also on how warm the spring is. A warm spring with lots of clear skies can melt a lot of snow very quickly. But if it’s a cool spring with lots of overcast days, then the snow can stick around a lot longer. In general, May is a transitional month and not the best choice for backcountry travel. Late June through early September is the optimal window of opportunity for such trips.




  If you are planning a trip that includes glacier crossings, schedule around the second week of July or later to ensure that the ice will be free of snow. Otherwise be sure to have a backup plan in the event that your glacier route proves uncrossable.




  Temperatures




  Temperatures (given in Fahrenheit) during the summer are mild and pleasant with daytime temps in the upper 60s for most of the summer. Midsummer usually brings temperatures in the low to mid-70s. A heat wave in the 80s can occur but usually lasts only a few days. Nighttime temperatures around the McCarthy area are generally in the low-to-upper-40s range. By mid-August things begin to cool down a bit, and by the end of August or beginning of September, freezing temperatures at night are possible.




  Temperatures in the backcountry will be a bit cooler than in McCarthy, especially if you’re traveling in the glaciated southern area of the park. Glaciers, not surprisingly, have a chilling effect. You will usually notice a marked drop in temperature when walking on or near a glacier.




  Precipitation




  The amount of rainfall generally increases as the summer wears on, especially from mid-August into September. By mid-September the attention shifts to snow, though snowfall is possible at higher elevations at any time of year. It’s not uncommon to see a dusting of snow above 6,000 feet starting in August. In September snow accumulation of several inches is possible at 5,000 feet and lower. Mid-September is about the latest you would want to schedule a pickup in the backcountry of the park. Pilots are very cautious when scheduling late-season backcountry flights and will avoid higher-elevation airstrips.




  The following is a chart showing average temperatures for different regions of the park throughout the year.




  




  

    

      	



      	Slana (north)



      	McCarthy (central)



      	Yakutat (South)

    




    

      	Month



      	Max



      	Min



      	Precip



      	Max



      	Min



      	Precip



      	Max



      	Min



      	Precip

    




    

      	January



      	6



      	-11



      	0.75



      	5



      	-23



      	0.58



      	33



      	22



      	7.97

    




    

      	February



      	17



      	-3



      	0.86



      	18



      	-8



      	0.58



      	37



      	24



      	7.03

    




    

      	March



      	28



      	4



      	0.65



      	31



      	4



      	0.69



      	39



      	26



      	5.33

    




    

      	April



      	41



      	17



      	0.46



      	44



      	21



      	0.61



      	44



      	31



      	5.91

    




    

      	May



      	56



      	31



      	0.95



      	57



      	31



      	0.63



      	50



      	37



      	5.69

    




    

      	June



      	66



      	40



      	2.25



      	67



      	38



      	1.73



      	55



      	44



      	4.48

    




    

      	July



      	68



      	44



      	2.82



      	71



      	41



      	2.23



      	58



      	48



      	5.48

    




    

      	August



      	65



      	39



      	2.17



      	67



      	39



      	2.05



      	58



      	47



      	7.92

    




    

      	September



      	54



      	31



      	2.19



      	57



      	32



      	2.41



      	55



      	43



      	7.92

    




    

      	October



      	36



      	17



      	1.20



      	39



      	20



      	2.61



      	47



      	36



      	15.38

    




    

      	November



      	17



      	-1



      	0.76



      	15



      	-3



      	1.23



      	39



      	29



      	11.57

    




    

      	December



      	7



      	-9



      	0.88



      	5



      	-13



      	1.14



      	34



      	24



      	11.30
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