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Cruise – 2 Inside Passage Northbound 
 

Itinerary 
 

Vancouver to Seward (and Fairbanks) 

Line 
 

Princess 

Ship 

 
Island Princess in Glacier Bay 

 
No of Days 
 
8 
 

No of Nights 
 
7 

Cum Nights  
(This Line) 
7 

Cum Nights 
 
13 

Cabin Number 
 

C510 

Cabin Standard 
 

Balcony - BA 

Overall Notes 
 

Our first ocean cruise  
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Friday 25th July – Arrival in Seattle 

Our holiday started at Seattle airport, 
where we arrived from Boston, where 
The Open Group had been meeting, 
late on Friday evening. We were 
impressed to be met by a 
representative of Princess Cruises, but 
less impressed by the performance of 
the Wyndham Hotel. The hotel shuttle 
missed us at the airport and then the 
room we were given was already in 
use. Finally we did get a room (and 
free breakfast on Saturday morning). 
The hotel was very conveniently 
located just outside of the entrance to 
the airport.  

 

 

We got a feel for the Princess 
experience, with clear instructions 
simply to put our luggage outside our 
room for collection in the morning. 
This was to be the model for the whole 
two weeks. Until arrival at Fairbanks 
Airport for our flight home, we did not 
have to carry our luggage anywhere 
other .. it (almost) magically appeared 
in our rooms where ever we went.  
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Day 1 - Saturday 26th July 2003 – Vancouver 
 

Transfer to Vancouver 
 
Saturday morning was not the best time of 
the week. We were told to be ready at 9:30, 
but not really given any information about 
what to expect. It turned out that our bus to 
Vancouver had to wait at the airport for 
passengers before picking us up and it was 
about 11 when we finally boarded the bus.   

We tried waiting inside, but there were a 
group of women, who seemed extremely 
negative about the whole idea. We couldn't 
work out quite why they had booked! 

It was a beautiful morning and the flowers 
around the hotel entrance where in full 
bloom. For while we were happy to wait 
and enjoy the sun.  

The support for Troops in Iraq was clearly 
visible on a nearby building. 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Finally we were underway just after 11am. 
The bus was pretty full and everyone had 
lots of luggage.  
 
The driver spent quite a lot of time actually 
making the luggage fit, and then had to pick 
up more passengers and juggle luggage all 
over again 
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If there was a criticism of the trip to 
Vancouver, it was that we were not told 
what to expect and what was going on. We 
started by doing a tour of Seattle and 
picking up additional passengers from other 
hotels. 

 
 

 
 

Throughout the week, we had the company 
of other cruise ships. South of Seattle we 
passed the Star Princess and alongside the 
main ferry dock in Seattle itself, the 
Norwegian Sky. Both of theme were setting 
out on a 7 day Inside Passage cruise 
returning to Seattle.  
 
There were quite a few other Brits in the 
Wyndham Hotel .. all of them were bound 
for the Star Princess 

Finally we were heading North along I-5 
towards Vancouver. Overall, the journey 
took around 4 hours and there were no 
stops. (The coach did have facilities). At the 
Canadian border we were warned that 
sometimes it is necessary to unload the 
coach and examine all of the luggage.  
 
That was not the case on this occasion.  
 
Sue and I were the only non Americans on 
the coach and we were singled out for 
attention and asked to get off the bus. It 
was all very friendly and we were cleared 
for entry into Canada very quickly (and we 
did get the chance to use the toilets!). 

 

 
 

The road to Vancouver is a pretty drive 
between the coastal mountains and the sea. 
We don't have many photographs. This 
mosque was on the outskirts of Vancouver 
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Embarkation 
 
Our coach took us right into the futuristic 
Cruise Ship terminal in Vancouver. With 
more than 2000 people to be boarded, we 
expected queues. In fact, getting on to the 
ship was almost queue free.  
 
We were on board by about 3pm, two 
hours before departure time. We got our 
first hint of the eating contest to come, as 
we were able to get a meal at the 24 hour 
buffet restaurant. 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

We were due to leave at 5pm. (In the event, 
we were delayed almost 2 hours because of 
late passengers). Once we had eaten, we 
found a seat on deck for departure.  
 
With time to spare, we were able to get a 
first impression of the ship. We were on 
only the third cruise of the Island Princess, 
but that didn't show. The futuristic lines of a 
new cruise ship, on the other hand, 
certainly did show, especially the aircraft-
like turbines mounted above deck. 
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Vancouver harbour is a hive of activity. To 
the East of the ship there was a helipad.  
 
The helicopters drifted in to land, picked up 
their passengers and took off again within a 
minute or so. 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

Even more impressive was the float plane 
operation to the West of the ship. 
  
Sue did not quite know what to think. She 
was not keen on the idea of flying in small 
planes and we had a tour booked on float 
planes a couple of days into the trip. 
 

Ferries came and went to the ferry port 
alongside the cruise ship dock. At first we 
though they were headed for Victoria, but 
the same boats came back too quickly for 
that. They were actually crossing to the 
suburbs on the North shore of the harbor. 
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Driving through, we did not see a great deal 
of the City. From the deck of the Island 
Princess, effectively 10 floors up, we could 
see a lot more.  
Immediately behind the ferry dock was the 
business area of Vancouver, with high rise 
office buildings and the transportation 
center, with the railway station and ferry 
terminal in front. 
 
The North side of the harbour was largely 
residential. 
 
To the East, Mount Baker was just about 
visible in the mist. 

The container port provided a vivid splash 
of colour in the bright sun light, with two 
ships in port being loaded or unloaded. 
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Although our departure was delayed, the 
wait wasn't unpleasant. Sitting on deck in 
the warm afternoon sun, with a cold beer, 
we started to enjoy cruising before we even 
left the dock.  
 
We could get a good feel for the life of 
Vancouver from the variety of traffic on the 
water and the enormous heap of bright 
yellow sulphur on the far side of the 
harbour indicated one of the important 
exports from this area of Canada. 

Vancouver is a major cruise ship 
destination. There were two other ships in 
port, both of which left before we did. 
 
The Holland America line Zandaam was 
moored on the other side of the main cruise 
ship terminal. 
 
Royal Caribbean Radiance of the Seas was 
moored on the other side of the container 
port. What initially looked like an 
advertising banner being dragged behind a 
small plane, was in fact an environmental 
protest at reports that Royal Caribbean 
dumped untreated sewage at sea. 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Before departure, we all had to report to 
our designated muster stations for a 
briefing on safety procedures, including 
how to wear life jackets. Happily, there 
were no incidents at all during the week. In 
fact, with calm seas and very effective 
stabilisers, we were hardly aware of being 
on a ship. 
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Sailaway 
 
Just after 6:30 we actually set sail. To the 
sound of "Island in the Sun" and "Island 
Girl" the Island Princess moved smoothly 
away from the dock and made a wide turn 
to point West towards the open sea 
.  
Passing the ships at the container port, she 
picked up speed crossing to the North side 
of the waterway, passing close to various 
other ships and the sulphur dump. The 
Seapan barges carry wood chips into 
International waters where they are 
processed into chipboard by a Japanese 
factory ship and then re-imported into the 
USA and Canada.  
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The Lions Gate suspension bridge links 
Vancouver with its suburbs on the North 
shore. It is named after the Lions Gate 
mountain on the North shore.  
 
The Island Princess only had a few feet to 
spare passing under the bridge. Care has to 
be taken to time departure when tides are 
high. 
Just through the bridge there is a jetty with 
a totem pole at the end.   

Beyond the Lions Gate Bridge, the channel 
opens out. 
  
The Point Atkinson lighthouse effectively 
marks the end of Vancouver. Looking back 
from the ship provides an outstanding view 
of the City.  

 

 

 



 

Page 2-11 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Red sky at night augers well for the 
following day in these pictures taken from 
the balcony of our stateroom as we were 
getting ready for dinner.  
 
We went down to the dining room for 
dinner at around 8pm. The food was 
excellent .. I was particularly surprised to 
see a sugar free dessert option, something 
that was repeated at every meal.  
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It was almost 10pm when we finished 
dinner. We were in transition from East 
Coast time, so we were pretty exhausted as 
we made our way back to our stateroom.   
 
Taking a look from the balcony just before 
going to bed, we could see another cruise 
ship just ahead of us. It could have been 
one of the ones that left Vancouver ahead 
of us, or possibly one of the two sailing out 
of Seattle. 
 
We had no problem at all sleeping. There 
was absolutely no sense of motion from the 
ship. 
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Day 2 - Saturday 27th July 2003 – Cruising the Inside Passage 
 

 
Day 2 of the cruise (Sunday) was spent at sea. We 
had a leisurely breakfast in one of the main dining 
rooms and then spent the morning on deck.  

We took turns to walk round (3 laps to the mile) 
the deck. The high tech features of the boat from 
the overhead turbines to the radar and satellite 
navigation domes were everywhere. 

Overall there were 11 pools (8 of which were hot 
tubs). The photo shows the outdoor pool 
complex. There was an almost identical indoor 
complex with a sliding roof, another pool at the 
stern and a children's paddling pool up front.  

 

 
 

 
 

For most of the day, the weather was perfect 
for lounging around on deck, with the sub 
shining. At times it was warm enough for 
shorts, at other times, there was quite a cool 
breeze.  
 
We took up a position on the port side (right 
facing forward) above the outdoor pool, 
where we could walk from one side of the 
ship to the other and this because our spot 
for the week. 
 
On Sunday, we were enjoying cold beers and 
diet cokes. Later in the week we needed 
something warmer. 
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We were cruising the sheltered Inside 
Passage, so the sea was like a mill pond, with 
virtually no wave motion.  
 
At this point, the Inside Passage is extremely 
wide. Looking back and out to the West, 
there was no sign of land. The British 
Columbia coastline was visible in the haze on 
the horizon to the East. 

 
 

 
 

Around 11:30 am the onboard naturalist 
alerted us to a school of dolphins ahead. We 
passed right through the middle of them.  
There must have been around 50 leaping 
playfully out of the water and enjoying the 
wake of the ship. 

Lunch was at the 24-hour self-service buffet. Once again, the quality, amount and variety of food was excellent, and 
despite the large number of people on the ship, it did not take long to get served and find a table. 
 
After lunch, we signed up for the on-board wine tasting, which gave us an introduction to some of the wines on the 
ship's wine list and some pointers to tasting techniques. 
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Later in the afternoon, we saw our first whales. 
These were a long way off. We had much closer 
encounters with orcas later in the week in Prince 
William Sound. 

 
 

Dinner on Sunday was formal, which meant that we were encouraged to wear evening dress. Virtually everyone co-
operated with the request.   

Dinner was preceded by the Captain's cocktail reception, an intimate event during which 2100 people were offered a 
glass of wine from the cheapest selection on the menu. The Captain, a Greek called Poggi welcomed us all and wished 
us a happy cruise.  

Before we went, a business colleague, Bill Estrem from the University of St. Thomas in Minneapolis told us we would 
enjoy the formal dinner. He was absolutely right! 
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Day 3 - Monday 28th July 2003 – Ketchikan 
 

Arrival in Ketchikan 
 
Our first port of call was the small city of 
Ketchikan on the Island of Revillagigedo 
(locally known as Revilla). We arrived just 
after 6am.   

We had to be up early. We were booked 
onto a tour leaving the pier at 7:30 am. 
Alaskan time is one hour behind California, 
so it was not as bad as it seemed.  

We got a quick breakfast at the 24 hour 
buffet. Lots of choice, excellent food and no 
real queues. We were on the pier in plenty 
of time, for our first experience of 
"adventures ashore". The arrangements 
were very smooth .. the small town 
swallowed a lot of people very quickly. 

Ketchikan is known as the wettest place in 
North America. As we arrived the narrows 
were bathed in early morning sunlight. We 
enjoyed a great day of "brochure weather". 

Our first tour involved a float plane ride to 
watch bears at Neets Bay. 
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For the first time, we were able to 
appreciate the size of the cruise ships. In 
Vancouver, we didn't really see the ships 
from the outside. In Ketchikan, the ships 
dominated the whole town, being taller 
than any of the buildings in town. 
 
We were not the only cruise ship in port. 
Norwegian Cruise Line "Norwegian Sky" was 
moored just behind the Island Princess.  
 
A little later in the morning, the Carnival 
Cruises, "Carnival Spirit" anchored in the 
middle of the channel. It's passengers were 
disembarked by tender. Later in the day, 
"Carnival Spirit" moved in to take our berth 
when we left. 

Neets Bay Bear Encounter 
 
"Enjoy a once-in-a-lifetime encounter with the endearing black bears of southeast Alaska. 
 
A floatplane flies you to Neets Bay in Tongass National Forest. Take a guided, quarter-mile hike along a well-
maintained road to Neets Creek, the site of a world-class salmon hatchery and home to one of the region’s most 
plentiful concentrations of black bears. Watch bears fishing for and feeding on salmon, view the abundant bald 
eagles, and learn about salmon reproductive cycles." 
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We were among the first to report for the 
trip to Neets Bay and were allocated to 
Group 1, which we thought would be the 
first to depart.  
 
In fact, after the short bus trip to the 
floatplane dock, everyone else left and 
Group 1 was left to wait for about 20 
minutes for our plane (the largest in the 
fleet) to arrive. 
 
This gave us plenty of time on the dock to 
watch the float plane operations and to 
enjoy the many "tripping hazards provided 
for your inconvenience". 
 
Looking back we could see the cruise ships.  
 
Looking across the bay we could see 
Ketchikan International Airport, largely used 
by small planes, but with a daily Alaska Air 
jet service. 
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Sue had been dreading this flight for 
seemingly months and now it was time.  

The plane was a DeHavilland Otter with 10 
passenger seats and a small aisle. Take off 
was very smooth and the flight to Neets Bay 
went around the coast of the Island. There 
were great views of the Tongas Narrows 
and the landscape of lakes and pine trees. 

The flight took around 25 minutes. Close to 
Neets Bay we passed one of the other 
planes making the return flight. 

If anything, the landing was even smoother 
than the take-off. We seemed to virtually 
stall before touching the water and the 
plane only took 20 or 30 metres to come to 
a complete stop. 

As we took off, we noticed ropes hanging 
from the wing (see the photo on the top 
left). These turned out to the mooring 
ropes.  

We were the last group to arrive and we 
were hurried to the ¼ mile walk to the 
salmon stream. We somewhat resented 
being hurried because of the late departure, 
but in the end we had as much time as we 
needed to the bears, the bald eagles and 
the salmon. 
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From the float plane dock we had to walk 
for about ¼ mile up and over a small ridge 
to the bay where a small stream tumbled its 
way down over rock to the sea.   
 
This is a site where many salmon return to 
spawn and attracts people, who have built a 
salmon hatchery to assist in the spawning 
process, and bears, who find the exhausted 
fish easy to catch as they try to climb their 
way up through the rocks. 

 
 

 
 

As promised, we saw a number of Bald 
Eagles. The one on the left was obligingly 
perched on a tree trunk quite close to the 
path.  
 
One was flying around. 
 
Others, including immature youngsters, 
were sitting in the branches of distant trees 
or alongside the stream as it reached the 
sea. The eagles, obviously were attracted by 
the abundant salmon. 
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The salmon were a rather pitiful site. They 
come back into fresh water to spawn and 
die.  
Most of them looked exhausted and many 
were dying in the attempt to leap up over 
the rocks.   

 
 

 
 

When we arrived there were bears, but a 
long way away. Through binoculars and long 
focus lenses they were recognizable bears; 
to the naked eye they were dark coloured 
blobs.  

Initially there were two. Periodically one of 
them would splash around in the water for 
a while and come up with a fish and then 
settle down, presumably to eat. 

Even further away, on the other side of the 
inlet, a family of bears wandered across the 
beach. Even through binoculars they were 
just blobs. 

Gradually one of the bears moved towards 
the observation area and then another 
appeared much closer on the other side of 
the stream, maybe only 30 metres away. 
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When we arrived at the observation area 
we were promised close-up bears and that 
certainly did happen.  

When they were closer we were able to get 
a much better idea of what the bears were 
doing. The bears were being much more 
selective than catching and eating fish. 

They were eating salmon roe. So they were 
catching fish and then throwing the males 
back. They were keeping the females, 
gutting them for the eggs and then 
discarding the rest. Obviously, with fish so 
plentiful, the bears were able to be 
extremely fussy. 

As promised we had about an hour to watch 
the bears. We did have the opportunity to 
visit the salmon hatchery; I didn't see many 
people doing so. 
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The flight back to Ketchikan was much more 
impressive than the one out to Neets Bay. 
Instead of flying around the mountains, we 
flew through a pass with snow-capped 
mountains, descending into Ketchikan to 
the strains of the music from Jurassic Park. 

After the Bear Watch, we walked back along 
the water front to the Island Princess. The 
Town of Ketchikan is dominated by snow 
covered mountains behind it.   
 
There is very little flat land, so much of the 
town is built on pilings into the sea. The 
rather colourful jellyfish was floating under 
the waterfront road. 
 
Three cruise ships rather overwhelm the 
facilities of a small town, especially at meal 
times. We ended up returning to the Island 
Princess for lunch in the buffer restaurant. 
That proved to be extremely relaxing in the 
middle of a very long day. 
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Horse Drawn Trolley Tour 
 
We booked a second tour, immediately 
after lunch .. a horse drawn trolley ride. In 
the warm sunshine this was a delight.  

"A horse-drawn trolley is the perfect vehicle 
for touring Ketchikan’s most historic areas. 
 
Your guide points out historic buildings and 
places of interest on your informative ride. 
Drive past the bustling waterfront and pass 
picturesque Whale Park with its pioneer 
clock and totem pole. See the wooden 
staircases that served as streets in old-time 
Ketchikan. 
 
Follow Ketchikan Creek, a rich salmon 
habitat, to the fish ladder and spawning 
grounds. Learn the history of Dolly’s House, 
a renowned house of ill-repute. The 
leisurely pace of the horses and the genial 
company of your driver and his Alaska husky 
companion provide a relaxing journey." 

The tour delivered everything that the 
brochure promised. From the top, the 
pictures show  

 The trolley and the Husky 
 Totem poles 
 Creek Street and Dolly's House 

We were late leaving Vancouver and late 
leaving Ketchikan.   
 
Back on board after our tours, we took up 
our positions on the deck, only to be kept 
waiting. There were about 6 passengers not 
onboard at the advertised time. Despite 
several PA announcements they were 
nowhere to be found. Eventually, they 
turned up, after a fishing trip that did not 
return on time. We finally left almost 90 
minutes late. 
 
I don't think anyone complained. The 
weather was perfect for lounging about on 
deck and there was plenty of activity 
around, especially the coming and going of 
the float planes. 
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The picture at the bottom shows shadows 
on the dockside. The two on the orange 
bollard are Sue (on the left) and I. 
 

 
 

 
 

Eventually the "Norwegian Sky", which was 
due to sail after us, dropped its lines and set 
sail, passing the "Carnival Spirit" at anchor 
in mid channel. 
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Sailaway and the Tongas Narrows 

Finally, we left Ketchikan around 3:30pm. 
The bow thrusters moves us slowly away 
from the dockside churning up the clean 
water of the Tongas Narrows in the bright 
sunshine.  

As we gradually picked up speed, passing 
the ferry to the airport, the floatplane 
operations continued around us, with 
planes passing by at deck level, seemingly 
only feet away. 

As we sailed away, we were able to see 
more of Ketchikan. The area around the 
cruise dock is largely built out over the sea 
on pilings. The town extends for several 
miles North along the Eastern shore of the 
passage. 
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Norwegian Sky led the way out into more 
open water. Island Princess seemed to have 
more of a sense of urgency, gradually 
catching and the overtaking the Norwegian 
Cruise Line ship, with its plume of dirty 
brown smoke.  
 
The weather continued to be warm and 
sunny, and the sheltered inside passage 
remained as calm as the proverbial mill 
pond 

We were still on deck at about 7:15pm 
when whales were spitted off the port side. 
 
This time they were a lot closer than on the 
previous day, building up the sightings later 
in the week in Prince William Sound. 
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We continued to travel peacefully North. 
The passage widened. The coastline looked 
extremely forbidding, with the rugged 
coastal range isolating the few towns from 
the interior of the continent. The only way 
to get to them is by sea or air.  
 
As we started to get ready for a late dinner 
(9pm) a very dramatic sunset was building 
up. These photos were taken just before 
8pm, it was still light more than 2 hours 
later 

These are the only photos we took inside 
out stateroom. They give some idea of the 
amount of space.  
  
The top picture is pretty typical of the week, 
with the door to our private balcony open, 
the TV picture from the bridge and a 
computer for processing photographs. 
 
There was an extremely comfortable King 
sized bed (with room to store suitcases 
underneath) and plenty of storage space. 
We were not at all cramped, although the 
loo and shower were a pretty tight fit. 
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Day 4 – Tuesday 29th July 2003 – Juneau 
 

 
 

By the time we were up and about, the ship 
had been moored in Juneau, the Alaskan 
State Capital for about 2 hours.  
 
The weather was not promising with low 
heavy clouds all around. Holland America 
Line Ryndam kept us company and was at 
anchor away from the dock. 
 
After breakfast in the buffet, we went 
ashore and joined our bus for the 
combination Mendenhall Glacier and 
Salmon Bake Tour. 

Mendenhall Glacier & Salmon Bake 
 
We boarded the bus for the morning 
excursion at around 9:30am. We drove 
through the centre of Juneau and then 
along the Gastineau Channel, tidal flats 
between two inlets. Almost within recent 
memory, the channel was glaciated. As the 
glacier retreats, the land is rising and the 
water getting shallower. Mendenhall 
Glacier is in rapid retreat.  
 
50 years ago, the visitor center from where 
most of the pictures were taken was on the 
edge of the glacier. Now the face is more 
than a mile away. 
 
The drive took about 20 minutes. The closer 
we got, the worse the weather got. By the 
time we got to the visitors centre, there was 
torrential rain and the glacier was only just 
visible through the low cloud. We were 
supplied with umbrellas that kept the worst 
of the rain off. 
 
We battled our way up to the observation 
deck, which was teeming with very wet 
people, not a pleasant place to be. By this 
time, there were signs that the rain was 
easing so we braved the weather, walked 
down the path from the observation deck 
and took the small hike to the nearest point 
on land to the face of the Glacier across 
Mendenhall Lake. 
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There were some impressive icebergs 
floating around in Mendenhall Lake. Some 
intrepid souls were paddling a large canoe 
along the face of the glacier and across the 
lake. 

 
 

 
 

Meltwater from higher elevations crashes 
down into Mendenhall Lake to the South 
West of the Lake. The sound of the distant 
waterfall even drowned out the noise of the 
falling rain. 
 
There was no room for coaches to park at 
the visitor centre,so we were given a time 
for pick up for the rest of the tour. All of the 
buses were running late, so there were 
hundreds of people trying to huddle in the 
shelter to keep out of the torrential rain. 
 
The whole point of the tour seemed to be 
to get us into the gift shop. 
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Next stop on the tour was the Ladd 
Macaulay Salmon Hatchery on the 
Gastineau Channel, just off the road back 
towards Downtown Juneau. By the time we 
got there, there was a break in the rain. 
 
We had a rather tedious tour, with lots of 
talking and not a lot to see apart from the 
longest fish ladder in Alaska and holding 
tanks teeming with Salmon. Through the 
open windows we could see the staff 
extractings eggs from the female salmon 
and milking the males. Both sexes were 
then unceremoniously bashed to kill them.  
 
The objective is to maximise the yield of the 
spawning and that seems to be achieved.  
 
The fish would have died after spawning 
anyway. 
 
All of the fish attracts a lot of hungry vistors, 
including the harbor seal swimming just 
offshore, seagulls, crows and just along the 
channel, bald eagles. 

 
 

 

The final element of the morning tour was 
lunch at the Gold Creek Salmon Bake just 
across the road from the Salmon Hatchery. 
By the time we got there, the rain had 
returned. Sitting under the polythene 
sheeting (translucent domes indeed!) we 
were dry enough while we were eating, but 
strolling through the woods or taking a 
short walk to the Salmon Falls were not an 
attractive option. The food was pleasant 
enough, but the overall experience was 
ruined by the weather. 
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The weather was starting to clear when we 
returned to the ship in the early afternoon.  
 
The clouds were just clearing the mountains 
above the city and the top of the Mount 
Roberts tramway was visible most of the 
time. 
 
We relaxed on board for a few hours before 
our second tour of the day to the Glacier 
Gardens. 

 
 

Rain Forest Gardens 
 
After a couple of hours relaxing back on the 
ship and a mid afternoon snack, we set off 
for our second shore excursion of the day, 
to the Glacier Gardens.  
 
The weather had gradually improved 
throughout the day, so although it was still 
heavily overcast, there was no risk of rain.  
 
This relatively short trip proved to be 
absolutely delightful. The coach took the 
same route out of town and along the 
Gastineau Channel as the the earlier coach 
to Mendenhall. 
 
The Glacier Gardens have been built on the 
site of a landslide that damaged many of 
the trees. With careful landscaping, it is 
now a showcase of colourful flowers at the 
lower level and roads through the 
remaining rainforest trees above that. 
 
One of the unique features of the garden is 
the use of upside down trees for planting 
hanging plants. This was apparently created 
by accident when the owner of the land 
charged one of the trees with his bulldozer 
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and it managed to bury itself upside down. 
There are now upside down trees all around 
the area. 
 
What made the trip so pleasant was the lack 
of people. The Glacier Garden is not 
designed to handle large numbers. Instead 
of climbing the 600' or so to the upper 
observation area, people are ferried, 6 or 8 
at a time in electric golf buggies up and 
down. This means that there is no-one else 
to be seen on the way up and down, only 
the trees, streams and waterfalls. 
 
The shop and restaurant at the bottom is 
equally low key, with picnic tables set 
among hanging baskets. 
 
The center is obviously a popular spot for 
weddings. 
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“At the 580-foot level, a yellow cedar 
boardwalk leads to a breathtaking, 
panoramic view of the Mendenhall Valley, 
Douglas Island, Gastineau Channel and the 
Chilkat Mountains. Words cannot 
adequately describe the view, so be sure to 
bring your camera.” 
 
Just what it says on the can. Despite the 
heavy overcast, there were great views 
around from the 580' level. 
 
Just below was Juneau International 
Airport. There was a lot of helicopter 
activity. Just to the left of the airport there 
was a large patch of purple fireweed.  
 
To the left we could like right along the 
Gastineau Channel to the City of Juneau and 
the bridge across the channel. The cruise 
ships were just about visible on the extreme 
left of the bottom picture. 
 
We returned to the Island Princess at 
around 6pm, for the dusk sailaway. 
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It was early evening when we got back onto 
the ship. We were due to leave at 7:30pm. 
Once again we were waiting for stragglers 
and it was past 8pm when we finally left the 
dock.  
 
As we left the dock, the Norwegian Sun was 
still docked (nearer the centre of the city 
than we were) and the bright red tenders 
were still ferrying passengers to and from 
the Ryndam. 
 
There will still clouds about but patches of 
sun from the West augured well for the 
following day. 

It was a late dinner. We didn't sit down until 
after 9pm.  
 
The picture shows the end of dinner with 
that evening's sugar free desert, coffee and 
the liquor of the day in a gold Princess 
souvenir glass. 
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Day 5 – Wednesday 30th July 2003 – Skagway 
 

Island Princess docked in Skagway at around 
5am after the short overnight trip from 
Juneau. We were up and around about 2 
hours later.  
 
The weather was mostly overcast with a 
few breaks in the cloud allowing the sun to 
shine on the surrounding mountain tops. As 
usual we were just one of a flotilla of cruise 
ships in port with Norwegian Sun and Vision 
of the Seas just to the North of us. 
 
With a long day tour ahead of us, we 
managed a quick breakfast at the self-
service buffet. 
 
Unlike Ketchikan and Juneau, Skagway does 
have a road link to the "interior" of the 
continent, but it is still the most unchanged 
of the three. It was established in 1897 and 
much of the city still comprises the original 
building with false fronts.  
 
Originally a gold rush town, Skagway is now 
a tourist destination above all. On busy days 
there are six cruise ships docked and more 
than half a million visitors are expected 
between May 7th when the first ship 
arrived and September 24th when the last 
will depart. 
 
Trips to White Pass, along the original trail 
of 1898 are still the major attraction. Along 
with many others, we boarded a bus just 
after 8am for the trip up the White Pass into 
the Canadian Yukon territory, to return on 
the White Pass Railroad. 
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There is a sense of timelessness in Alaska, 
typified by this advertisement encouraging 
us to return in 1997-1998! 

White Pass and the Yukon 
 
As we disembarked from the Island 
Princess, it was immediately apparent why 
the place  we were tied up at is known as 
the RailRoad pier. 
 
The White Pass and Yukon Railroad train 
was pulled up alongside the ship, waiting to 
take passengers up to White Pass Summit 
on the Canadian border. 
 
Later in the day we would be returning by 
train. The journey up to the Summit and 
into Canada would be taken by coach, with 
a colorful driver who introduced himself as 
Bruce the Moose, claiming to have dressed 
up in a moose costume to satisfy tourists 
looking for wildlife. 
 
During the tour, he recited poems about the 
Yukon by Robert Service. He was by far the 
best tour guide we had all week. 
 
Even though the Island Princess was less 
than 3 weeks old in service, the painting 
crew were hard at work above our heads. 
There were plenty of photo stops on this 
tour. We seemed to spend all of the day 
getting off and back onto the bus.  
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Our first stop was just opposite a place 
where the railroad crossed in front of a 
ribbon of water with a waterfall below it. 
The driver to tried to get there so that we 
could photograph the train crossing the 
bridge, but we were a few seconds too late. 
 
The water was draining from a glacier, juts 
about visible through the clouds. Perhaps 
more important that the waterfall to the 
people of Skagway is the pipe to the right of 
the stream .. carrying water to the hydro-
electric plant on the valley floor. 

Our second stop was on the other side of 
White Pass Summit, a glaciated area known 
locally as Tormented Valley. 
 
From sea level, we passed through several 
different climate zones from rain forest, 
high alpine to tundra, where the permafrost 
just below the surface restricts the growth 
of trees and other vegetation. 
 
Looking up, we were surrounded by 
mountains, many of which were topped 
with hanging glaciers. 
 
Looking around, we could see a plateau 
with boulders, ponds and the road to the 
Yukon. 
 
Looking down from the parking area we 
could see several small ponds, reflecting the 
mountain tops and surrounded by wild 
flowers. We had time to walk around the 
nearest pond and admire the flowers. There 
was a definite chill in the air. 
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Wild flowers. 
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Passing across the border into Canada was a 
formality. Clearly tours to Carcross are 
pretty regular and it is not particularly easy 
to get anywhere else in Canada.  
 
Just across the border in British Columbia, 
we stopped for the third time overlooking 
the border and rail terminus. (A few trains 
go further towards the Yukon, but the 
majority turn round at the border. 
 
The border post is on the shore of a Lake, 
surrounded by mountains and glaciers. 
Interestingly, the place where we stopped 
was designed as a stopping place off the 
road, but had a clear sign .. Avalanche Area, 
DO NOT STOP. 
 
Looking back towards the border station, 
there was a very attractive yellow float 
plane moored in the lake and shortly after 
we arrived one of the White Pass and Yukon 
Railroad trains arrived. 
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Looking back across the border. 

Our next stop was overlooking Bove Island 
in Tagish Lake. Describing lakes set among 
the mountains gets rather repetitious.  
 
On the tour that certainly was not the case. 
The scenery was stunning, with clear fresh 
air. Every view as different. 
 
All of our photographs show trees in the 
foreground.  
 
The driver of one of the other buses 
helpfully climbed on the roof of his bus and 
took photos above the trees for his 
passengers. 
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A freak of the topology of the region, 
Carcross Desert claims to be the smallest 
desert in the world. 
 
The mountains and winds combine to 
create a micro-climate with very little 
precipitation, leaving an area of dry sand. 
These pictures show pretty much the total 
extent of the desert. (The odd colours are 
caused by the darkened glass windows of 
the coach .. we didn't stop). 
 

A freak of the topology of the region, 
Carcross Desert claims to be the smallest 
desert in the world. 
 
The mountains and winds combine to 
create a micro-climate with very little 
precipitation, leaving an area of dry sand. 
These pictures show pretty much the total 
extent of the desert. (The odd colours are 
caused by the darkened glass windows of 
the coach .. we didn't stop). 
 
Lunch was taken at a "trading post" cum 
theme park just beyond the town of 
Carcross. There was a very passable 
barbecued chicken lunch with a refreshing 
bottle of local beer. (Our driver claimed that 
everyone enjoys lunch because it is 
"normal" food after all of the rich and exotic 
meals on the ship).  
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After lunch we had a chance to look around. 
One of the attractions was a display of 
dead/stuffed animals. Most of them were 
indoors, one of the goats appeared to have 
escaped. There were live animals too, 
including several very sleepy huskies, a 
pony with foal, caribou and various Alaskan 
ground squirrels. Just about enough to keep 
us occupied until the coach departed again. 

 
 

With plenty of time to spare, Bruce decided 
to fit in one other stop. We drove a few 
miles beyond Carcross to Emerald Lake, a 
beautiful tree-lined lake with beautiful 
green water, especially near the shore line. 
 
The was a single cabin situated overlooking 
the lake, an idyllic spot in the summer, but 
very exposed in the long dark days of the 
winter. 
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Returning towards Skagway, our next stop 
was in the little town of CARibouCROSSing 
situated where Tagish and Bennett Lakes 
meet, joined by a narrow waterway. 
 
In 1898, this was the site of frantic activity 
as prospectors desperately built boats to 
float down towards the Yukon river and 
gold. Boats varied from waterlogged rafts 
that could barely float to sturdily built 
wooden craft. 
 
Shortly after that, the White Pass and Yukon 
Railroad was constructed. Carcross was 
where the Golden Spike was hammered 
home in July 1900 to mark the completion 
of the line. The line was closed for more 
than 20 years, but now the occasional 
tourist train once again pulls into Carcross 
from Skagway. 
 
The little saddle tank locomotive on display 
at Carcross, "The Duchess" was built in 1878 
and for 20 years from 1899 operated a two-
mile railway linking Tagish and Atlin lakes 
forming part of an integrated transport 
system comprising trains and steamers 
across the lakes that linked the town of 
Taku in British Columbia with Skagway via 
the two lakes and Carcross. 
 
There are three bridges crossing the narrow 
waterway between Tagish and Bennett 
Lakes. In addition to the road bridge that we 
crossed there is a relatively modern railroad 
trestle and a narrow wooden foot bridge. 
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We were at Carcross in the early afternoon 
in July. The wind was pretty cold. The whole 
place must be extremely inhospitable in the 
winter and even more so back in 1898 when 
everyone was living in tents! 

 
 

We skipped the stop on entry into the 
Yukon Territory from British Columbia 
because there were already several coaches 
there and our driver wanted to be first at 
the lunch stop (he succeded). 
 
It was a bit artificial taking pictures of the 
entry into the Yukon, on leaving, but like all 
of our photo stops the scenery was 
absolutely beautiful. 
 
Bruce provided the family photograph 
service. 
 
While we were waiting a lone bald eagle 
was circling overhead. 
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Bruce the Moose did not promise a moose, 
but he found one (in fact two) anyway, in a 
pond by the side of the road. Moose 
apparently like nothing better than to 
paddle around in ponds, eating the weeds 
from the bottom. We only had a couple of 
minutes to take photographs through the 
window of the coach. 
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As we heading for the railway station at the 
border, we got a radio message that the 
train would be running late, so we got an 
additional photo stop overlooking a rocky 
plateau with sparse stunted trees and many 
lakes as far as the eye could see. 

When we arrived back at the railroad 
terminus just back inside Alaska, we still had 
a few minutes to wait while the train was 
prepared (primarily moving the seat backs 
to face downhill). 
 
This gave us a closer view of the lake and 
the floatplane that we saw earlier. 
 
This was where we said goodbye to Bruce 
the Moose and transferred to the White 
Pass and Yukon Railroad for the trip back 
down to Skagway. 
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White Pass and Yukon Railroad 
 
The narrow gauge White Pass and Yukon 
Railway was planned at the height of the 
gold rush to link the gold fields of the Yukon 
with shipping at Skagway. 
 
Gold fever was over before the Railway was 
completed. Now with up to 6 cruise ships 
docking in Skagway each day of the 
summer, the line is busier than ever.  
 
Except for 1 or 2 special excursions, the old 
steam locomotives have been replaced with 
more modern diesels, but the coaching 
stock includes the original coaches built 
more than 100 years ago. The coach we 
were in "Emerald Lake" was the oldest still 
in service. 
 
Individual tour groups were allocated 
reserved coaches, so there was no 
overcrowding. There were open platforms 
at the ends of the carriages, which provided 
wonderful photographic opportunities.  
 
The wooden carriages each had a pot-belied 
stove for heating. This was not in use in the 
middle of summer. I don't know whether 
they are used in colder weather. Fire 
regulations would not allow their use in the 
UK. 

In places, the track was blasted high into 
the rock wall above the Skagway river, with 
trestles and bridges. The particular section 
shown here was the most difficult (and 
expensive) to build. Construction continued 
year round, even in the depths of winter. 
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This impressive trestle bridge has not been 
used for many years. Approaching it, it 
looks fine but going past it is apparent that 
there are some problems with the structure 
now. 

From the terminus on the Canadian border, 
the line climbs very slightly to the summit of 
White Pass, passing alongside vigorously 
flowing rivers and dominated by cliffs and 
snow covered mountains. 

 
 

 
 

As it descends towards Skagway, the line 
tracks the old "Trail of 98" .. the Dead Horse 
trail, so named because the prospectors 
pushed horses beyond their limits up the 
narrow trail. Many horses fell to their 
deaths or simply dropped dead from being 
overworked. 
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From high above the valley floor, the line 
descends steeply. By the time it reaches 
Skagway, it is almost level with the rapids of 
the Skagway river. 

 
 

 
 

At each curve in the track there were views 
of the mountains high above. 

On the coach ride up to White Pass, we 
drove past the middle of Bridal Veil Falls.  
From the train we had two distinct views. 
The first shows the upper falls (and the 
road). A little lower we caught a glimpse of 
the bottom of the falls through the trees. 
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The Canadian Border Post on the Yukon 
Highway was at the point where we 
boarded the train. The US Border Post was 
many miles away, over White Pass, not far 
from the outskirts of Skagway. 
 
The train did not take us back to the 
Railroad Dock but to the Depot in Skagway. 
That gave us a pleasant walk back to the 
Island Princess, ready to depart for Glacier 
Bay. 
 
The return trip left us at the Railroad Depot 
late in the afternoon, with a pleasant walk 
along the waterfront to get back to the 
Island Princess. 

One of the most striking features of 
Skagway is the array of paintings on the 
rocks commemorating visits of cruise ships 
over the years.  
 
Searching the large number of signs for 
evidence of past visits by ships called the 
Island Princess kept us occupied for while 
waiting for the time to come for departure. 
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When we had tired of the logos, on the 
other side of the ship, there was plenty of 
activity, with lots of helicopter movements 
from a helipad just behind the Vision of the 
Seas.   

We finally pulled away from the dock at 
8:08pm. The sun was still shining on the 
mountain tops as we made our way back 
along Lynn Canal.  
 
It was a glorious Alaskan evening, with 
twilight lasting until almost 11pm. 
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Day 6 – Thursday 31st July 2003 – Cruising Glacier Bay 
 

 
 

After a relatively late night on Wednesday, 
we were not up on Thursday until around 
8am. By that time, we were well into Glacier 
Bay National Park, one of the advertised 
highlights of the cruise. 
 
Our first view of Glacier Bay came from our 
balcony while we were getting ready to go 
for breakfast. We were just passing Reid 
Glacier to the West as we headed North 
West into the Bay. 
 
Glacier Bay is a wonderful illustration of the 
way that our climate is changing. In 1750, 
the whole bay was ice-bound. In just 250 
years, the glaciers have retreated far into 
the bay, revealing a network of fjords 
surrounded by stark snow-covered 
mountains. Vegetation is starting to take 
hold on the mountain sides. 
 
There are glaciers in almost every direction, 
some of them still reaching down to sea 
level (tidal glaciers) like the Reid Glacier in 
these photographs and some of them 
seeming to hang from the tops of the 
mountains. 
 
We chose to have breakfast in the main 
dining room. Service seemed particularly 
slow and it was frustrating to glimpse the 
landscape outside. 
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By the time that we had finished breakfast, 
the Island Princess was cruising in the John 
Hopkins inlet, itself icebound until 1892.  
 
These pictures were taken from our balcony 
while we were getting everything together 
to go on deck for most of the rest of the day 
.. showing the benefits of a ship with 80% of 
cabins having their own balcony. 

 
 

 
 

Continuing across the mouth of the John 
Hopkins inlet, the next Glacier we 
encountered was the Lamplugh. This is a 
tidal glacier, reaching down to the sea level. 
The bright white/pale blue colour of the end 
of the glacier shows that this is very active, 
with constant "calving", ice breaking off and 
floating away. 
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Our destination was the head of Tarr Inlet 
and the two major glaciers that come 
together at that point. 
 
Cruising up the inlet we were surrounded by 
cliffs and one particularly spectacular glacier 
sweeping down towards the inlet, but not 
making it all the way down to sea level. The 
patterns on top of the Glacier are made by 
moraine falling on to the ice as it flows past 
a particular point .. a clear indication that the 
ice is not fixed but flowing like a river. 

 
 

 
 

It was not glaciers all the way. At one point 
there was a small group camping on the 
rocky beach to the North East of the inlet 
and at various places there were ribbons of 
water cascading down from snow melt high 
above the inlet, 
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Hanging glaciers, where the river of ice 
come to an end high up on the mountain 
side, are a spectacular sight. The face of a 
hanging glacier can be hundreds of feet 
high; pieces falling off crash down the 
mountain side. The clean white face 
indicates that this is a common occurrence. 

 
 

Although Glacier Bay is pretty remote we 
were not quite alone. Typically, three or 
four cruise ships enter the National Park 
every day. One of the Norwegian line ships 
was already in position in front of the 
Margerie Glacier when we arrived, giving an 
idea of the scale of the face of the glacier. 
  
We tracked behind that ship for several 
hours, until we left the park in the mid-
afternoon. We headed North towards 
Seward, they returned South down the 
Inside Passage. 
 
Given the pall of diesel fumes that 
accompanied the other ship, it is probably a 
good idea that the number of ships in the 
National Park is strictly controlled. I did not 
see the same pollution from our ship, but 
maybe that was because of the wind 
direction. 
 
There is some accommodation at Gustavus 
near the National Park headquarters and 
camping is allowed along the shore line. We 
encountered one small boat, a combination 
of a ferry used by campers and sightseeing 
boat. There were also some people in a 
canoe braving the ice cold water. 
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These pictures prove that we were in 
Glacier Bay, which provides a dramatic 
backdrop for the pictures of the ship. 
 
Sue is clearly dressed for her summer 
holidays. 
 
What is remarkable about these pictures is 
the absence of people. Glacier Bay is 
promoted as the highlight of the whole trip 
and yet there are remarkably few of the 
almost 2000 people on the ship taking any 
notice of the surroundings. 
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There are two glaciers at the head of the 
Tarr Inlet. Straight ahead is the black face of 
the Grand Pacific Glacier, which sweeps 
down to sea level from the North. By the 
time it reaches the bay, it has merged with 
the Ferris Glacier which flows from the 
West. 
 
The face of the Grand Pacific Glacier is dark, 
covered with moraine. This shows that it 
only just reaches sea level and largely flows 
through melting behind the face. There is 
little calving of ice floes. 

The Margerie Glacier flowing in from the 
West just before the end of the Tarr Inlet, 
on the other hand, is largely white and very 
active in calving. 
We stopped in front of the Margerie Glacier 
and slowly rotated 540 degrees so that 
everyone on the ship had chance for a great 
view. 
 
From the top deck we could see several 
miles up into the mountains and see the 
way that this river of ice flows down to the 
sea. At every corner and where two 
tributaries come together there is a pattern 
on the surface of the ice. 
 
The centre of the face is almost pure white 
(with the hint of blue caused by light 
diffraction through the ice). While we were 
watching, there were several calving events 
.. none of which actually resulted in a large 
ice flow. Several of the lower pictures show 
the extent of the floating ice gradually 
moving away from the foot of the Glacier. 
 
At each side, the ice was covered in dark 
rocks. 
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Almost everywhere in Glacier Bay there is 
floating ice, varying from sizeable ice flows 
down to fist size lumps. 
 
Some of them are pristine white; others 
include the debris collected as the ice flows 
down to the sea. 
 
The larger floes, particularly in front of the 
Glaciers provided perches for birds, 
probably attracted by the food brought to 
the surface in the turbulence created by the 
cruise ships, which would explain why there 
are so many near the face of the Glaciers. 
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The birds were a mixture of Gulls and 
Kittiwakes (with the black tips to their 
wings). 
 
Notice that the Kittiwake on the bottom left 
is perched on a small ice floe. 

 
 

 
 

As the Island Princess slowly rotated in front 
of Margerie Glacier, its thrusters churned 
up silt in the otherwise milky blue sea. 

A feature of the cruise in Glacier Bay was 
the (largely) seafood lunch buffet served on 
deck. The crew started to prepare it around 
mid-morning and obviously took a great 
deal of pride in presentation. 
 
The carved water melon was particularly 
effective, with the pink flesh outlining the 
flesh. 
 

 The teddy bear was made of 
cauliflower 

 The pineapple was carved melon 
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While we were more of less stationary, the 
ship's tender was launched with the 
photographer on board to capture a picture 
of the Island Princess in front of the Glacier. 
 
The resulting picture (top) was on sale the 
following day. While giving a great view of 
the Island Princess, the shot didn't really 
show the scale of the face of the Margerie 
Glacier 
. 
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These pictures give some idea of the scenery 
surrounding Glacier Bay, with high waterfalls 
from hanging glaciers and brooding cliffs. 

 
 

 
 

As we departed Glacier Bay, we got 
another, better, view of the Reid Glacier, 
that we passed several hours earlier. 



 

Page 2-65 

The Rendu glacier at the head of Rendu 
Inlet is one of the few glaciers in Glacier Bay 
that is currently advancing. 

 
 

Continuing out towards the open sea and 
the cruise up towards College Fjord, we 
actually left the confines of Glacier Bay 
National Park at 3:17pm. 
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Cross Sound is the last area of protected 
water before the Gulf of Alaska. 

As we passed the Inian Islands in Cross 
Sound, the onboard naturalist drew our 
attention to a few Stellar Sealions on the 
rocky point. This was our first view of 
sealions .. we were to get much closer a 
couple of days later 

 
 

So, our day of cruising in Glacier Bay came to an end. Although there were plenty of clouds, there was no rain and 
we were able to stay out on deck for most of the day. 
 
Thursday evening was the second formal dinner of the week. We dressed up again, but it was noticeable that many 
others did not. Perhaps one formal dinner is enough. 
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Day 7 – Friday 1st August 2003 – Cruising College Fjord 
 

For our last full day on the Island Princess, 
we spent the morning cruising across the 
Gulf of Alaska towards Prince William 
Sound. 
We were traveling parallel to the coast, with 
impressive snow-covered mountains just 
behind the coastline. The weather started 
beautifully, but as the morning progressed, 
the wind got up and there were a couple of 
light showers of rain. 

 
 

 
 

We braved the elements for most of the 
morning, thanks to blankets and hot 
chocolate or Scotch coffee. 

Although there were more than 2000 
people on the ship, we rarely saw more 
than a few of them on deck. On Friday 
morning there were only a few intrepid 
souls enjoying the scenery and even when 
we got to College Fjord, there were only a 
handful of people. As these pictures show, 
the environment was spectacular and yet 
many people seemed only interested in the 
hot tubs. What a waste! 
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As we approached Prince William Sound, we 
had to take on a local pilot. The ship slowed 
down almost to a stop and the pilot 
approached standing on the front of a 
launch. In a manoeuvre obviously well 
repeated, the boat eased alongside and the 
pilot stepped across on to the Island 
Princess and the launch returned to shore. 
 
Every day we seemed to see whales in the 
distance. This one was a little closer than 
some of the others, between the ship and 
shore and just astern. 
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As we entered Prince William sound we got 
closer to the coast line, with its snow-
covered mountains and deserted inlets. 

 
 

 
 

College Fjord does not appear on maps. It is 
the name given by the cruise ship 
companies to a fjord in Prince William 
sound, lined on both sides with glaciers, all 
named after US universities. 
 
The Columbia Glacier is just South of the 
area designated as College Fjord. 

Just after lunch and we were approaching 
College Fjord. Looking around we started to 
get a hint of what was to come. 
 
By the time, the sun was shining from an 
almost cloudless sky. It was still pretty cold 
with the wind from the motion of the ship, 
but that was almost forgotten as we neared 
the coast. The nearer we got, the more 
spectacular was the scenery, with tidewater 
glaciers down to water level and hanging 
glaciers, high up on the mountain sides. 
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Inside College Fjord the glaciers were 
mostly on the Northern side of the fjord .. 
the slopes on the Southern side were a little 
gentler, so got sunshine earlier in the 
summer than those opposite. 
 
There was plenty of spectacular scenery 
that did not involve glaciers. 
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The Sea Otters did not seem to mind the 
cold water. There were lots of them floating 
on the backs, appearing to be sunbathing. 

 
 

 
 

Entering Glacier country, our first close-up 
was of a hanging glacier to the North of the 
inlet. Names don't seem to be marked on 
maps. 
 
The hanging glacier may at some stage have 
reached down to the water surface, but 
now clings to the rock face high above the 
water, with a series of waterfalls as the 
snowmelt tumbles down to sea level. 
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Our target was the face of the Harvard 
Glacier, a tidewater glacier at the end of the 
fjord. The long view was we turned into the 
narrowest section of College Fjord showed 
the miles of ice flowing down to sea level. 

 
 

 
 

We cruised slowly along the fjord towards 
Harvard Glacier. To the left (North) the 
walls of the fjord were steep with a number 
of glaciers. To the right (South), the terrain 
was not so steep. Gradually, the face of 
Harvard Glacier came closer, revealing the 
scale of the ice field. 
 

We were not quite alone. Several 
companies offer glacier tours from Valdez 
and Whittier. The Klondike Express, our 
transport on the following day, for  most of 
the week operates a "26 Glacier Tour" from 
Whittier. 
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As in Glacier Bay, we got a great geography 
lesson. The patterns on the glaciers clearly 
showed how the ice flows downhill. 
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There are at least 2 tidewater glaciers in 
College Fjord. This one has picked up 
moraine on top of the ice on the right side, 
while the left is pretty clean. The right side 
flows right down to the water level. The left 
has a sheer white face that shows that ice 
breaks off in the form of floating ice floes. 

 
 

 
 

This used to be a tidewater glacier. It has 
now receded, leaving a field of moraine, 
with vegetation starting to stage its claim 
between the bottom of the ice and the 
water. 
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These pictures clearly show two rivers of ice 
coming together. There is a clear line of 
rubble on the surface from the spur of rock 
that separates the two flows. 
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The Harvard Glacier marks the head of 
College Fjord. With the sun shining and blue 
skies, Harvard Glacier was every bit as 
impressive as it's more illustrious brothers 
in Glacier Bay. 
 
Several hundred people gathered on deck 
to enjoy the view as the Island Princess 
slowly turned across the face of the glacier, 
accompanies by the pistol shot sounds of 
ice cracking and the crash of ice floes 
calving from the white sections. 
 
Meanwhile, the majority of passengers 
were enjoying the hot tubs, pools and art 
auctions! 

Eventually we had to turn away and sail 
back towards Prince William Sound and our 
final destination, Seward. 

 
 

 
 

There were plenty of ice floes floating 
around us. None of them was big enough to 
be of any danger, but there was a 
fascinating variety of sizes and shapes. 
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This was our last full day on board the 
Island Princess. After another splendid 
dinner, we retired to our cabin. At 10pm 
there was still plenty of daylight and a rosy 
glow to the North West from the setting 
sun. 
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Day 8 – Saturday 2nd August 2003 – Seward (Disembakation) 
 

This turned out to be one of the better days of the holiday. On the surface, it promised to be a gruelling day of 
travel with a very early start and a long couch journey to the Copper River Wilderness Lodge. 
 
It was a long day, but the trip across Prince William Sound was a delight, with our boat stopping for whale 
watching and diverting to view a colony of Stellar Sealions and the Columbia Glacier. 
 
The weather on arrival in Valdez was magnificent, warm sun and blue skies, with snow covered mountains all 
around. On the bus ride to Copper River, we stopped several times, including the opportunity to walk on a Glacier. 
 

 
 

We docked in Seward in the early hours of 
the morning. We were given instructions to 
disembark at 6am! 
Our luggage disappeared from outside our 
cabin overnight and was in our rooms in 
Copper River when we arrived. (It travelled 
by road). 
 
As we disembarked, the sun was just 
beginning to illuminate the tops of the 
surrounding mountain. 
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Seward to Whittier took about 90 minutes. 
The final couple of miles involved a one-way 
tunnel. Until 2000, this was simply a railroad 
tunnel, meaning that there was no access to 
Whittier by road. 
 
Thanks to a new concrete floor to the 
tunnel, including the railway tracks, it was 
possible to open the tunnel to traffic. The 
cost of driving a new road tunnel was 
prohibitive for the amount of traffic. 
 
We had to wait almost 20 minutes for our 
turn to go through from Bear Valley. To our 
right was the Portage Glacier and in front of 
us, the A-Frame Portal which protects traffic 
from avalanches in the winter, when the 
tunnel is only open for 5 minutes per hour 
in each direction to avoid freezing. 

 
 

 

Whittier to Valdez 
 
We had seen the "Yukon Express" in College 
Fjord the previous day. From the brochure, 
we thought that we would be catching a 
public ferry to Valdez. In fact, the boat had 
been chartered by Princess. 
 
The boat departed almost as soon as we 
were on board. It was a high speed 
catamaran and we soon left the small town 
of Whittier behind us. 
 

As can be seen from these photographs, the 
weather was perfect, with blue skies and 
clear visibility. In addition to the heated 
inside cabin, there was a sheltered deck at 
the stern of the boat and a rather less 
sheltered top deck. 
 
We were served a light breakfast and the 
Princess representative took advantage of 
the time to advertise the tours from Copper 
River and take orders, especially for those 
with limited capacity, such as the ones 
involving light planes. 
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As we sailed North on the Island Princess 
we got an impression of the shoreline of 
Prince William Sound from a distance, but 
there was a great deal of haze. 
 
The Yukon Express kept much closer to the 
coastline, with its green trees, white topped 
mountains and blue skies. 
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Throughout the week we saw whales in the 
distance. We could just about see the 
spouts and with binoculars the fins. 
 
Crossing the sound we encountered a large 
pod of humpback whales and to our delight, 
the Yukon Express stopped. 
 
This time we did not need binoculars. There 
were whales all around and pretty close to 
the boat. 
 

 
 

 
 

All around the boat there were salmon 
leaping out of the water. I tried many times 
to get a picture .. this was the only one I 
actually captured. 

Leaving the whales behind, the boat picked 
up speed again, leaving a heavy wake 
behind us. 
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The two major modes of transport in Alaska 
are water and air. Most of the planes are 
pretty small. This Alaska Airlines ATR is one 
of the bigger ones serving the more 
important routes. 

Leaving Glacier Bay, we saw a couple of 
Stellar Sealions basking on the rocks. On our 
trip across Prince William Sound we saw 
hundreds together taking the sun along one 
particular stretch of coastline. 
 
Once again our ferry slowed right down and 
came in as close to the coast as it was able 
to do. 
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Of the many ice floes and small icebergs, we 
passed, this was the largest. It must have 
been more than 20 metres long. With 90% 
below the water we took a careful line to 
avoid it. 
 
It was home to a multitude of seabirds. 

The ice floe/berg (I am not sure how big one 
must be to be classified as an iceberg) 
almost certainly calved from the Columbia 
Glacier on the North shore of Prince William 
Sound, the largest tidewater glacier in 
North America.  
 
Even though we kept well away, the size 
was impressive. 
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Most people have heard of Valdez, because 
of the Exxon Valdez oil spill. 
Valdez is the Southern terminal of the 
Alaska Pipeline that brings crude oil from 
the North of the state to the ice free port of 
Valdez. 
 
When we passed, there was one tanker 
being filled and several waiting offshore. 

We disembarked from the Yukon Express in 
Valdez to join our bus for the next few days 
and driver Jerry. 
 
There was a crowd of Princess passengers 
waiting for the ferry back to Whittier to join 
their Southbound cruise. 
 
While we waited for the bus to depart, we 
were entertained by the sea-birds, including 
the Kittiwake captured here swooping down 
towards the dock in search of food. 
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Richardson Highway to Copper 
River 
 
We had a short drive on the bus into 
"downtown" Valdez where we had about 90 
minutes. 
 
We were pointed towards a fish restaurant 
to get lunch. Only just after over an hour 
after breakfast on the Yukon Express, we 
decided not to spend time in the restaurant 
but to search for a supermarket to get 
something to eat on the bus. 
 
As we were walking around Valdez, we 
actually found a "Subway" which provided 
the perfect source of a bag lunch.  
 
We had time to walk around Valdex, past 
the local Community College, a residential 
school serving the surrounding area.  
 
Valdez is dominated by the surrounding 
mountains. In the summer with the sun 
shining, it was extremely hot. The distant 
mountains had snow on the top; those 
surrounding the town were green with 
multiple waterfalls. 
 
We spent some time following the local 
map to find a toilet. Eventually, we have up 
and spend a couple of dollars and about half 
an hour visiting the local museum (the 
building behind the fishing boat pictured on 
the left). In addition to finding the facilities 
we were looking for, we learned more 
about the Exxon Valdez oil spill and the 
1964 earthquake that virtually destroyed 
Valdez. 
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Back on the bus, we drove for barely 10 
minutes before we were off again at 
Crooked Creek, a salmon spawning site. 
 
This really brought home to us the life and 
death cycle of the salmon. The come 
upstream to their place of birth to spawn 
and die. The salmon swimming upstream 
were in really bad condition, starting to 
decompose because of the fresh water. 
They only just make it to their spawning 
grounds. There were many dead fish 
floating on the surface and in the reeds at 
the side of the stream. 

 
 

 
 

Once you have seen one dead spawning 
salmon, you have seen them all. The 
intertidal wetlands, "Duck Flats", on the 
other side of the road was much more 
interesting with a variety of water birds, 
including a family of ducklings trailing after 
their mother. 
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Just outside of town (Seward), we were 
really able to appreciate the dramatic 
setting, especially with the oil terminal just 
out of view. 
 
Snow covered mountains reflected in the 
surface of the pools of water below a blue 
sky with just the occasional whispy cloud in 
sight. 
 
Waterfalls of varying sizes cascaded down 
the steep mountain sides, while the 
vegetation was taking advantage of the long 
hot days of summer. 

 
 

Back onto the bus for a few minutes 
heading along the Richardson Highway 
towards Copper River and then onwards to 
Fairbanks. 
 
Not far outside Valdez, the road started to 
climb up Keystone Canyon a narrow gorge 
with the bubbling Loew river down the 
centre. We stopped opposite a series of 
dramatic waterfalls, tumbling hundreds of 
feet from the rim of the valley. 
 
On the other side of the coach there was a 
sheer wall of rock, with marks where the 
rock was drilled before blasting out. 
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Onward we went over Thompson Pass (the 
snowiest place in Alaska). Our next stop was 
at the Worthington Glacier which almost 
but not quite reaches the metalled highway. 
 
The glacier is obviously retreating, leaving a 
residue of black mud and rocks. It is still 
only a few minutes walk from the visitor 
centre to the edge of the glacier, so this was 
our only opportunity of the week to set foot 
on a live glacier. 
 
This place was a whole geography lesson in 
itself, showing how a glacier carves out a 
valley because of the abrasive effects of the 
rocks it carries with it as it flows downhill. 
The receding glacier shows that this place at 
least is getting warmer. 
 
As soon as the glacier recedes, wildlife tries 
to gain a foothold, with isolated clumps of 
fireweed very close to the face of the 
glacier. 
 
All around, the rock is crumbling and 
porous, with streams of water emerging 
from several places in the rock face. 
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The glacier itself is pale blue in places and 
covered with moraine in other places. The 
people in several of these pictures give 
some idea of the scale; the blocks of ice on 
the face of the glacier are tens of metres 
high. 
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A few years earlier near Seattle, we 
encountered our first Rolling Hotel or Rotel.  
 
Owned by a German company these 
coaches provide sleeping accommodation 
on board. 
 
A check of the registration number showed 
that this is not the same one we saw in 
Washington state. 
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Finally we got back on the bus for the final 
leg of our trip to Copper River. We were 
supposed to stop at the Alaska Pipeline, but 
our driver missed the turning. It had been a 
long day and no-one was the slightest bit 
concerned.  
 
We stopped briefly at the point where we 
got our first view of the mountains of the 
Wrangell-St.Elias National Park. No one got 
off! 
 
By late afternoon, we made it to the Copper 
River Wilderness Lodge. 

 

 
 

Copper River 
  
We arrived at the Copper River Wilderness 
Lodge in the late afternoon. Earlier in the 
day we booked for the river walk in the 
evening. By the time we got to the hotel, we 
were rather tired and not sure that going 
our for a walk in the evening was what we 
wanted to do! 
 
The Princess Wilderness Lodge is built high 
above the river with a magnificent view 
across the valley towards the National Park. 
When we arrived, Mount Drumm, which 
dominates the Western end of the park, 
was shrouded in cloud. 
Copper River Wilderness Lodge is built in 
the same style as the buildings in 
Kennecott, in natural colours to blend in 
with the landscape. 
 
The arrangements worked out flawlessly. 
When we checked in, our bags were already 
in our room and after a short rest, there 
was the Manager's wine and cheese party. 
Fitting in dinner before the nature walk was 
a bit of a challenge, but we just about 
managed it and by 7:25pm we were waiting 
outside the front entrance of the hotel. 
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Dogs, used to pull sleds in the winter, pull 
tourists around on wheeled carts in the 
summer, to keep in trim. 
 

The nature walk started with a gentle stroll 
down a path from the terrace at the back of 
the hotel, above the Klutina River. 
 
There was a variety of interesting wildlife, 
including the grey squirrel, rose hips and 
wild raspberries captured in the pictures. 
The brown area on the tree that looks like 
dead leaves is in fact a parasite that is quite 
common in Alaska. 
 
In many respects, the stroll was a little too 
gentle, because we were so tired. 
 
We were advised that the worst of the 
mosquitoes were over .. that didn't mean 
that there weren't any and despite a thick 
layer of repellant, Sue managed to get 
bitten several times. 
 
At the foot of the track, we all climbed into 
a minibus for the 2 mile drive into Copper 
Center. 
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The Alaskans are very proud of the oil 
Pipeline, which passes through Copper 
Center.  
 
One feature of the pipeline is the advanced 
engineering to disperse heat through the 
fins clearly visible in this picture. The 
objective is to make sure that the 
permafrost does not melt, which would 
destabilise the supports for the pipe.  
 
Where there is permafrost, the pipeline is 
above ground and where there is not, it is 
buried.   
 

The Ahtna people have occupied the 
Copper River basin for 5,000 to 7,000 years. 
They had summer fish camps at every bend 
in the river and winter villages throughout 
the region. 
 
Copper Center was a large Ahtna 
Athabascan village at one time. In 1896, 
Ringwald Blix built Blix Roadhouse, which 
was highly regarded for its outstanding 
services. The Trail of '98 from Valdez joined 
with the Eagle Trail to Forty Mile and 
Dawson. Three hundred destitute miners 
spent the winter here, and many died of 
scurvy. 
 
Copper Center became the principal supply 
center for miners in the Nelchina-Susitna 
region. A telegraph station and post office 
were established in 1901. A school was 
constructed in 1905, which brought a 
number of Native families to Copper Center. 
In 1909, the settlement was designated a 
government agricultural experiment station. 
 
In 1932, the original roadhouse was 
destroyed in order to build the Copper 
Center Lodge. This lodge is on the National 
Register of Historic Roadhouses and is now 
considered the jewel of Alaskan 
roadhouses. In the late 1930s and early 
1940s, construction of the Richardson and 
Glenn highways made the region more 
accessible. 
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After a short stop at the Roadhouse to use 
the toilets, we walked down to the banks of 
the Klutina River and along to where it joins 
the Copper River. 
 
In mid summer, both rivers are full of snow 
melt and extremely fast flowing, bringing 
lots of dead wood downstream to catch on 
the shallower areas. 
 
While we were walking, there were two 
bald eagles flying around (too fast to be 
captured) and a jet boat came downstream. 
 
Once again there were plenty of 
mosquitoes. 

Alaskans seem to have a tendency to 
conserve rubbish in case it is ever needed 
again. This car had clearly been in the trees 
for quite some time and was by no means 
unique. 

 
 



 

Page 2-95 

 
 

By the time we finished the river walk it was 
after 9:30pm, but we weren't finished yet. 
 
The old log Chapel on the Hill was built here 
in 1942 by Vince Joy and U.S. Army 
volunteers stationed in the area. It is no 
longer used for regular services, but does 
house a rather aged audio-video show and 
evangelical outreach materials. 
 
It seemed that we got the curator/caretaker 
out of bed, but he did not seem to object to 
opening up and setting of the slide-show 
explaining the history of the chapel and the 
work of Vince Joy. 
 
At 10pm, the sun was just setting. 

Back at the Lodge, we found that the clouds 
had lifted. The late evening sunlight on the 
upper slopes of Mount Drumm contrasted 
with the failing light around the Lodge. 
The end of a very long and interesting day. 
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Sunday 3rd August 2003 – Wrangell - St. Elias National Park 

 
A few months before our trip, there was a feature in National Geographic Magazine about the Wrangell-St.Elias 
National Park. It stressed the need to see the park from the air because of the lack of roads. Sue seemed to cope 
with the little plane in Ketchikan, so we booked a flightseeing trip from Copper River. 
 
One of the other experiences on offer 
involved a ride pulled by dogs. While we 
were waiting for our van outside the Lodge, 
the big attraction was the dogs. They 
seemed very happy with life. 

 
 

 

The start to the day was not very promising. 
The pickup van was late and took us to the 
wrong airport. When the plane did  not 
arrive to pick us up, he seemed reluctant to 
telephone anyone to find out what was 
going on in case he got into trouble. 
Eventually, he realised his mistake and took 
us from the gravel strip close to the hotel to 
Glenellen airport, with its tarmac runway, 
about 10 miles North. 
 
There it seemed that there had been a 
miscommunication about the size of our 
group. The pilot took one look at us and 
disappeared into his office. Eventually, he 
squeezed us all into the plane and we took 
off. 
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Although it was pretty heavily overcast, the 
cloud level was sufficiently high to allow us 
to fly over at least some of the mountains 
between Glenellen and McCarthy our 
destination. 
 
The views from the flight were every bit as 
spectacular as National Geographic 
promised. The 1 hour flight would have 
been a geography teacher's dream. 
 
Lesson One - Rivers 
 
Initially, we flew along the line of Copper 
River. At places there were steep cliffs 
where the fast flowing river had eroded the 
banks on the outside of bends. In other 
places, there were areas where the path of 
the river through gravel changes from day 
to day. 

 
 

 
 

Lesson Two - Arctic Tundra 
 
The tundra is defined as a vast treeless plain 
between the ice cap and the tree line, 
where the ground is permanently frozen. 
 
The area we flew over was not true tundra. 
There were areas with trees which means 
that the ground does thaw at some time 
during the year, together with some areas 
of permafrost where even in summer with 
temperatures in the 70s and 80s, only a few 
inches down the ground is frozen. These 
areas tend to be boggy with shallow areas 
of surface water. 

Lesson Three - Mud volcano 
 
Not all volcanoes produce lava and steam. 
This hot spring, bringing a constant flow of 
muddy water to the surface is equally a 
volcano. Gradually a new mountain is being 
formed. 
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Lesson Four - The Geology of Alaska 
 
The mountains of Wrangell-St.Elias are 
being formed by the collision of two 
tectonic plates. The Pacific Plate is pushing 
under the North American plate forcing the 
rock upwards. 
 
The effect of this pressure can be seen in 
the lower pictures, with the steeply sloping 
sedimentation lines. 
 
The large picture in the centre shows the 
red colour of the copper bearing rocks, 
which gives rise to the mining in the area, 
together with a lake at the end of one of the 
many glaciers. 
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Lesson Five – Glaciers 
 
Wrangell-St.Elias has the largest 
concentration of glaciers in North America. 
We only skirted the edge of the park, but 
still got tremendous aerial views of glaciers. 
 
Some were clearly ice, others were almost 
completely covered by moraine. That 
glaciers are not nice smooth skating rinks 
was clearly apparent, especially in the close 
up shots. 
 
The longer range pictures emphasise the 
flow down hill, particularly where two 
tributaries converge. 
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We were flying under VFR rules, which 
means keeping below the clouds. We were 
at 5000 feet, the clouds were about 5500 
feet. Some of the snow covered mountains 
were clearly higher than the cloud base, so 
we got a close up view of saddles between 
peaks as our pilot navigated his way 
towards McCarthy. 

When rivers of ice flow down steeper areas 
of the mountain, they form ice-falls. The ice 
breaks up and tumbles down the steeper 
slopes forming unstable areas formed of 
large blocks of ice. 
 
The views we saw were very reminiscent of 
the famous pictures from the ice-fall on 
Mount Everest. 
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After 50 minutes in the air, we came across 
the final ridge and circled inside the 
Kennicott valley to lose height prior to 
landing in McCarthy. 
 
Later in the day, we visited many of the 
places we saw from the air. As we were 
landing, all we could do was guess at what 
we were seeing. 
 
Top left is a picture of the Copper 
processing plant at the Kennecott Copper 
mine. Top right is the entrance to the mine 
itself, perched high on the mountain side 
above the town. 
 
The small community of McCarthy is a few 
miles down the valley from the mine, 
alongside the banks of the river flowing 
from the bottom of the Kennicott glacier 
and has sufficient flat land for a gravel air 
strip. 

The small town of Kennecott is dominated 
by the Kennicott glacier. (The difference in 
spelling is deliberate). 
 
Flowing down from high above the town, 
the glacier starts off almost pristine white, 
botted with small blue areas of surface 
water. By the time it gets down to the level 
of Kennecott, the glacier has collected a 
covering of moraine and looks more like a 
coal tip than ice. 
 
About two miles wide at this point, the 
glacier is a formidable barrier to travel. It is 
so rough and unpredictable that it takes 
almost 2 days to walk across the glacier to 
the other side. 
 
Luckily, the face of the glacier is only a few 
miles downstream and when conditions are 
right, the river can be crossed at McCarthy. 
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The Airport is a gravel strip in the small 
community of McCarthy, which grew up 
around the rail and road leading to the 
Copper Mine. 
 
As can be seen from this picture of Sue 
getting out of the plane, it was a tight 
squeeze. There were 8 of us in this little 
plane, excluding the pilot.  
 
Security around baggage claim was not very 
tight! 
 
We landed around midday and were picked 
up by a van to take up to Kennecott. We 
were delayed for a while because the road 
was closed for a cycle race. The first part 
was coasting downhill to see who could get 
the furthest. The second and much harder 
part was the race back uphill to Kennecott. 
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The morning had gone by, so the first stop 
on the tour was the Kennecott Lodge for 
lunch. The food was pretty basic but perfect 
for the day. We sat on the restaurant 
terrace and enjoyed the Alaskan special .. 
Spag Bol. 

 
Because of the cycle race, Kennecott was 
comparatively teeming with people and 
their bikes.  
 
As we finished lunch it was getting more 
and more overcast and on the other side of 
the valley it was obviously raining. 
 
Interestingly, the construction of the 
Kennecott Lodge provided the model for 
the Princess Lodge in Copper River, using 
the same kind of construction and the same 
red-brown painted wood. 
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After lunch we toured the processing plant 
of the old Copper Mine. 
 
The vein of high grade copper ore was 
discovered in 1990. From 1911-1938 copper 
was produced and processed in Kennecott. 
From 1938 to 1990, the buildings were left 
unattended. After a clean up of hazardous 
material the buildings were opened up to 
tours with licensed guides. 
 
We walked along the old railroad tracks 
from Kennecott Lodge, past the old 
bunkhouse and US Post Office to the 
imposing processing plant built in to the 
side of the mountain. 
 
Given the state of disrepair of the building, 
we were amazed when our guide unlocked 
a door and lead us inside the processing 
plant. The stairs had been stablised, but 
there were many other hazards, such as 
sharp edges. 
 
Because of the remoteness of Kennecott, 
the old processing plant is more or less 
intact. It was not economic for either the 
mine company or scavengers to remove the 
heavy plant. 
 
There was one person with experience of 
mining in our party. He obviously found the 
whole experience fascinating and 
dominated the tour. For the rest of the 
group, we probably spent rather more time 
inside than we needed to. 
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Once we had finished inside the mine, we 
walked back to the Lodge and waited for 
more than 30 minutes for a van to take us 
down to McCarthy. We got rather 
disillusioned with pour guide at this point 
and he surrendered his gratuity! While we 
waited, he disappeared inside to talk to his 
mates about an upcoming climbing 
expedition. He continued this conversation 
in the van back down to McCarthy. 

By the time that we down to McCarthy, the 
weather had started to deteriorate. While 
waiting for the rain to pass over, we spent a 
little time in the local museum and then 
strolled around the "town". 
 
McCarthy really is an isolated community. 
Most of the services that we take for 
granted are absent. 
 

 No mains electricity 
 No mains water 
 No mains sewerage 
 No metalled roads 

 
This means that every house has its own 
generator and water tank and there are 
careful rules to keep the water pure. 
 
There is a lot of ingenuity. The store serving 
food turned out to be a simple covering 
over a van. 
 
Our afternoon finished with a stop for ice-
cream at the other food outlet in town, this 
time a "real" cafe before going back to the 
airport. 
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By the time we boarded the plane for our 
flight back, the clouds were much lower 
than in the morning. That meant that we 
had to fly along the valley around the 
mountains we flew over in the morning. 
 
It had been a tiring day, so most of the 
group dozed in the plane. 
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We had dinner in the hotel restaurant. After 
dinner it was still overcast but not much 
darker than earlier in the evening. We were 
able to get a little bit of fresh air before 
going to bed. 
 
Once again, the Princess organisation rolled 
into action. We said goodbye to our 
suitcases which re-appeared in our room in 
the Denali Lodge. 
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Monday 4th August 2003 – The Denali Highway 

This promised to be another long day of 
traveling. The distance between Copper 
River and Denali is not enormous, but the 
Denali Highway is a gravel track for the 
best part of a hundred miles. 
 
We were breakfasted and ready to go by 
about 8am. The rain of the previous 
evening was gone, but the ground was still 
wet and low cloud kept the views of the 
National Park well and truly hidden. 
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We were due to depart from the Copper 
River Wilderness Lodge at 9am. Alaska law 
requires the use of wheel chocks 
whenever passengers are getting onto or 
off the coach.  
 
The chocks here seemed to be purely 
decorative. 

Just over 90 minutes into our trip, we 
stopped for the first time at Meier's Lake, 
one of a series of roadhouses along the 
way. 
 
Reminiscent of a by-gone era in the more 
populous areas, the roadhouses represent 
both a stopping place for traffic passing 
through and the center of the local 
community, with a cafe, general store and 
often a limited amount of overnight 
accommodation. They all seem to have an 
airstrip, or in this case a lake where a 
floatplane can land. 
 
Just across the road from the Roadhouse 
there is a small Christian chapel that is 
used in turn by all of the denominations in 
the area. 
 
After a quick cup of coffee, we had time to 
walk to the side of the lake and watch a 
family of ducks drifting peacefully along. 
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Not longer after restarting we stopped 
suddenly. Jerry, our driver, had spotted a 
lone moose grazing in the weeds on the 
bottom of a lake by the roadside. 

A few minutes later, we got out first 
glimpse of the mountains of the Alaska 
range. Our road to Denali tracked to the 
South of these mountains for most of the 
day. 
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The weather was overcast and threatening 
for most of the day, with plenty of 
evidence of rain  around us. Overall, we 
were pretty lucky. Apart from a few light 
showers we missed any serious rainfall. 
 
At one point, we did encounter a 
spectacular rainbow. The photograph 
through the window of the coach, does 
not do it justice. 

Just before midday, we turned off the 
metalled Richardson Highway onto the 
gravel track of the Denali Highway. 
Immediately, we slowed down, the noise 
increased and bumps were apparent. The 
road coped with the heavy coach and the 
coach coped with the rough road pretty 
well considering. 
 
The only real problem was when we 
passed a vehicle coming in the other 
direction and had to drive through a cloud 
of dust thrown up by its wheels.  
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At around 12:30, we stopped for lunch at 
Tangle Lake Lodge. Lunch was a strange 
buffer. We had to order our "main course" 
(choice of hot dog and cheeseburger) in 
advance and there was a buffet of salads, 
baked beans etc.  
 
Considering where we were it was more 
than acceptable. There were two coaches. 
We were the first and got served 
reasonably quickly. By the time the second 
one arrived, the queues for the loos were 
pretty long. 
 
There was a light shower while we were 
eating, but by the time we were ready to 
reboard the coach, the sun was shining 
again. 

There are several glaciers visible from the 
Denali highway. Going by the time that 
these pictures were taken this one is 
probably the Maclaren Glacier. 
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As we stopped to look at the glacier, there 
was a rather sad set of three crosses with 
flowers on the other side of the road. It 
looks as if this may have been the site of a 
road accident. 

A little while later, we stopped at a lake to 
look a family of Trumpeter Swans. The 
Trumpeter Swan is the largest waterfowl 
species native to North America. Living in 
Alaska in the summer, these birds fly only 
as far South as they need to in order to 
find open water and food in the winter. 
 
We did not get out the coach, so these 
pictures were taken through the smoked 
glass of the windows.  

 
 

 

 

A few minutes later we stopped again for 
another moose standing in a pond and a 
few elks standing around. 
 
The unidentified grey bird perched on the 
nearby tree posed co-operatively. 
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Around 3:30pm we stopped for the last 
time on the Denali Highway at the 
Gracious House Roadhouse. 
 
Apart from homemade pie and ice-cream 
that generated a long queue there was 
plenty to see. The owners obviously have a 
creative streak. 
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Snow covered mountains were our 
constant companions to the North and 
West. By 4pm, the Denali range was clearly 
visible ahead of us. 
 
We asked Jerry, our driver and guide, 
which of the mountains was actually 
Denali. His response was "I don't rightly 
know"! 
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Just after 5pm. The weather was 
threatening, but the rain still held off. This 
pictures show the state of the Denali 
highway, and also how little other traffic 
there is around. 

 

 
 

 

We checked into the Princess Denali Lodge 
just before 6pm. Situated alongside the 
Nenana River it is just one of a number of 
hotels clustered together as near the 
entrance to Denali National Park as they 
are allowed. 
 
This tourist town is rather unsightly. The 
Princess Lodge is probably the best of the 
bunch and is well geared up for passing 
tourists. 
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Tuesday 5th August 2003 – Denali National Park 

Tundra Wildlife Tour 
 
Denali National Park is very efficiently 
organised, to protect the natural 
environment. There is a single road into 
the park; private vehicles are prohibited. 
 
School buses left the Princess Wilderness 
Lodge at ten minute intervals from early 
morning. We departed around 6:30 am. 
 
Initially we were rather worried. 
Overnight temperatures had been pretty 
cold. In fact there was a dusting of fresh 
snow on the tops of the mountains. 
Condensation on the inside of the 
windows of the bus meant that we could 
do very little.  
 
Quite quickly, the temperature rose and 
with a flow of fresh air and liberal use of 
kitchen towels, the windows cleared in 
time for us to get our first (and best) 
views of Mt McKinley to our left. 

 

 

 

There is plenty of provision for the tour 
buses, with stopping places and toilets at 
regular intervals.  
 
Our first stop at around 8:30 overlooked 
a broad braided river valley, probably the 
Savage River. 
 
One characteristic of Denali is the 
sparsety of wildlife. Unlike the games 
reserves of East Africa, there were no 
great herds. The vegetation of the tundra 
is sufficient only to support isolated 
animals or small groups. 
 
Even so, the park is so enormous that the 
overall population is viable; the park so 
unspoiled that most of the animals do live 
in their natural environment with 
minimal interaction with humans. 
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A few minutes later, we saw our first 
wildlife, a flock of Dall Sheep. These hardy 
animals live at the upper limit of 
vegetation, keeping well clear of 
predators. With the naked eye, all we 
could see where white dots high up on 
the hillsides. With binoculars and zoom 
lenses we could make out the shape of 
sheep. 
 
These were the only animals all day that 
appeared on our side of the bus. For the 
rest of the day, we were desperately 
trying to see round a rather large 
American who seemed to fill the window 
on his side of the bus. 

 

 
 

 
 

We badly wanted to see Grizzly Bears and 
this pair, an adult and cob obliged pretty 
early in the trip. They were eating 
(probably berries) in a small glade to the 
left of the bus. Once again we needed the 
binoculars and zoom lenses to get close. 
Despite being called "Brown Bears", this 
pair were a golden colour (not unusual). 

Fifteen minutes later as we spotted a 
solitary elk at the bottom of a small valley 
on the opposite side of the valley along 
which we were driving. 

 
 

 

These pictures really show the landscape 
that visitors to Denali come to see. Apart 
from the transition zone near the 
entrance which is forested, the rest is 
sub-arctic tundra. The permafrost 
restricts the height of the vegetation. 
Some the "bushes" which appear to be 
only knee high are in fact stunted trees, 
hundreds of years old. The snow covered 
dominate the landscape. 
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Our second stop was at a place called 
Polychrome Outlook, after the 
multicoloured strata of the rocks. here, 
the road clings to a narrow ledge on the 
side of the hill, and it doesn't seem 
possible for the buses to pass, but 
somehow they do.  
 
There is almost every possible type of 
terrain in Denali visible from the outlook, 
snow covered hills and glaciers, braided 
rivers and desolate mountain tops (as 
well as the collection of chemical loos and 
the parking lot for the buses). 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Just to prove there are more animals, 
eventually we cam across a second elk. 
This one was on a hillside on the far side 
of the valley (On the left side of the bus 
again). 
 

Our next animal was a lone moose. At 
this point, the bus was driving along the 
side of the valley and we spotted this 
moose below us in the trees (remember, 
these are not bushes, they are fully 
mature trees). 
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The turning point for the tour is a lookout 
point called Stony Hill. The road carries 
on for 40 miles or so to an old mining 
community at Kantishna, but the regular 
tour buses go no further. 
 
We had quite a while to walk around. The 
bus was equipped with a hot water tap at 
the back. We were all served a box lunch 
and a hot drink, which was just as well 
because it was not very warm in the 
wind. 
 
Straight ahead, the twin peaks of Denali 
were occasionally visible through the 
swirling clouds. The nearby hills were 
somewhat lower but still showed a light 
dusting of snow.  
 
A few brave wild flowers were blooming 
and a solitary Arctic Ground Squirrel 
seemed to be totally oblivious of our 
presence. 
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Thirty minutes later and we stopped at 
the rest rooms on the banks of the Toklat 
River. There is no mistaking the function 
of these boxes. 
 
We were the first to arrive, so we started 
the queues. By the time two or three 
more buses were pulled up, the queues 
were considerable. 
 
The Toklat River is a typical braided river, 
which means a shallow river spread out 
over a wide gravelly river bed. The river 
splits into braids which then come back 
together again. The paths change 
frequently. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Driving back we did not stop as 
frequently as on the way out. The scenery 
was the same. The elks in this picture 
were a long way away, grazing in the 
sparse vegetation along the valley floor. 
 

This elk may well have been the same 
one we saw earlier a little higher on the 
slopes.  
 
Our tour ended at about 1:30pm, leaving 
us the rest of the day to enjoy the Lodge. 
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Denali Princess Lodge 
 
After the Tundra Wildlife search, we had 
plenty of time to relax around the 
Princess Lodge. The weather was not 
good, with rain for a good part of the 
afternoon. 
 
The picture of the entrance gives a hint 
about the location of the tourist town on 
the outskirts of Denali, nestled in the 
mountains. The other photo shows the 
restaurant block overlooking the Nenana 
River. 
 

Just outside the hotel there were 
roadworks, reflecting the growth in 
visitor traffic to Denali. Opinions were 
divided about the hotel build high on the 
hillside on the other side of the road. 
Locals hated it. On the other hand, some 
care had been taken to use relatively 
non-intrusive colours. 
 
The row of tourist shops and restaurants 
on the other side of the road, on the 
other hand, were totally out of character. 

 

 
 

 
 

The Denali Princess enjoys a magnificent 
position alongside the Nenana River, 
which at the time we were there was fast 
flowing and milky white with snow melt. 
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The Alaska railroad track runs along the 
other side of the river valley. The train 
pictured here is the daily Midnight Sun 
Express, which is a summer only tourist 
train, with most of the coaches operated 
by Cruise Ship companies to take their 
passengers between Fairbanks and 
Anchorage with an overnight stop at 
Denali. 
 
I spent some time waiting in the rain to 
see the Tuesday Midnight Sun Express 
(we were staying for a second night and 
would catch the train 24 hours later). Due 
to depart at 4pm, the train was close to 
an hour late. I had given up waiting, but 
heard the horn as the train departed 
from the station near the entrance to the 
National Park. The hotel is situated a few 
minutes North of the station (in the 
direction of Fairbanks). 
 
The first few coaches are available for 
public use. the remainder are observation 
cars from Holland America and Princess. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

The Spirit of Alaska dinner show at the 
Denali Princess was a very strange 
evening. It started with an "all you can 
eat" meal of barbecued ribs and chicken, 
followed up with a musical show about 
the "Spirit of Denali". The waiters and 
waitresses were the performers in the 
show, which was a pleasant way to spend 
an evening. 
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Wednesday 7th August 2003 – Denali to Fairbanks 

On Wednesday, we booked a late 
morning covered wagon ride with lunch. 
That gave us plenty of time to wait 
around the hotel. 
 
The weather was a lot better than the 
previous day, with the sun shining pretty 
well all day. 

 

 
 

  

 
 

This strange rail car, which looks as if it 
has lost the rest of the train, represents 
the only passenger rail service that runs 
in the winter months. It makes the run 
from Anchorage to Fairbanks and back 
once a week. 
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Horse Drawn Carriage Ride 
 
There were approximately 8 people 
booked for the covered wagon ride. We 
were picked up from the Princess Lodge 
at round 11:30 and driven for about 25 
minutes to the golf course on the 
Northern boundary of Denali. 
 
There, we found a wagon with 2 splendid 
looking shire horses waiting to take us for 
our sedate ride. At the half way point, we 
got off the wagon and had the chance to 
make friends with the horses. We had 
carrots, so that was not difficult. Despite 
their size, shire horses are extremely 
docile. 
 

 

 

 

 
 

  

 
 

To the South of us, the mountains of 
Denali National Park were still showing a 
dusting of snow. 
 
To the North, the South facing cliffs 
looked splendid in the midday sun. 
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Our drive took us through typical local 
landscapes, with varying height trees 
showing the extent of the permafrost. 

 
 

 
 

One of the advantages of the house 
drawn wagon is that it is not intrusive and 
does not disturb the wildlife. We got 
pretty close to this Golden Eagle in the 
middle of the path, before it spotted us 
and flew away. 

The turning point was on the banks of a 
typical braided river. A few weeks before, 
the track continued along the side of the 
river. The river changed its course and 
now the track is no longer passable from 
this point. 

 
 

 
 

Just before the river bank, there was a 
small puddle in the middle of the road, 
with a solitary Water Boatman walking 
along the surface and creating interesting 
shadows. 
 
Back at the golf club, we were served a 
light lunch, sandwiches and "chips" and 
then it was back to the Denali Princess for 
the pickup to go to the station. 
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Midnight Sun Express 
 
We were picked up from the hotel just 
after 3pm and taken the short distance to 
the Alaska Railroad depot near the 
entrance to the National Park. 
 
We were scheduled to depart at 3:45 pm 
(but I should have realised from the 
previous day that the timetable means 
very little. 
 
At 3:40, we heard the horn of an 
approaching train and a few minutes later 
a train appeared, from the wrong 
direction! A long train of oil tanker 
wagons lumbered through slowly heading 
South. The next passing loop was 
apparently about 10 miles down the line. 
 

 

 

 

 
 

It was quite hot and sunny as we waited 
in the open air for our train to come. 
Eventually at around 4:20 a Northbound 
train came into view. Happily it was the 
Midnight Sun express. 
 
People management at the station was 
pretty good. Our coach, E, stopped 
almost in front of us. WE had to wait for 
about 10 minutes while the next group to 
enjoy Denali left the train, and then we 
were allowed on board to our reserved 
seats on the upper deck of the dome car. 

We departed around an hour late and 
headed slowly North. The Midnight 
Express is known for the on-board service 
and the scenery, but not for speed. 
 
Just a few minutes after departure, we 
passed the Princess Denali Lodge on the 
other side of the river. There were 
various places to take photographs from, 
including an open platform (see picture 
above) and through the rear of the dome 
car, over the tops of the coaches behind 
(ours was the last of the double deck 
coaches). 
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The first part of the journey was the most 
spectacular, as the train travelled high 
above the Nenana River. One sweeping 
right turn gave a magnificent view of the 
train ahead of us. 
 
Far below we could see the rapids of the 
river and on both sides, the gorge 
towered above us.  
 
As we ambled slowly along, we started to 
enjoy the at seat beverage service, and 
the company of the other people sharing 
our table on the train. I don't know why 
they were on the cruise/tour at all, they 
seemed to complain about everything. 
 
We managed to resist the pressure to go 
down for dinner almost immediately. 

The small town of Healy marked the end 
of the gorge section. (This was where we 
came to for the wagon ride earlier in the 
day). 
 
The major feature of Healy is the coal 
mine and associated power plant (which 
is a prototype "green" facility, with the 
latest technology to reduce emissions of 
pollutants). 

 
After Healy, the camera went away as we went down to the lower deck for a leisurely dinner. We passed through 
a variety of terrain, mostly with fairly thick but stunted vegetation and numerous ponds and lakes. 
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The only large animal we saw was a "human moose" on the outskirts of Fairbanks, who apparently greets many of 
the trains. 
 
Arrival in Fairbanks was about an hour late. We did not in fact make it into the Railroad Depot. We stopped about 
a mile short near the hotels and airport where the coaches were waiting to take up to our hotel. It was not a good 
night for the hotel. There had been some kind of security incident and as a result our luggage (which was 
transferred by road from Denali) had not been unloaded into the hotel and check-in was chaotic! 
 
We got our room, but did not see any luggage until the early hours of the morning, which was a little annoying 
because we had to be up early for our tour! 
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Thursday 7th August 2003 – Fairbanks 

Riverboat Discovery 
 
Mass tourism in Fairbanks is extremely 
professionally managed. The Binkley 
family seems to have the market sewn 
up. They operate the Riverboat Discovery 
and also the El Dorado Goldmine. Tourists 
in large numbers end up in Fairbanks 
after land tours following cruises to 
Alaska and they all seem to make it to 
both attractions. 
 
The Riverboard Discovery is in fact the 
third ship of that name, building on the 
long tradition of stern-wheelers on the 
Tenana River. Discovery I is moored near 
the landing (middle row) and Discovery II 
(bottom row) is still used for tours. 
 
We were picked up from the hotel and 
8am and when we arrived at the 
mooring, it seemed that we were the last 
to arrive. We joined a long queue to 
board and it looked as if we would 
struggle to find somewhere to sit. 
Immediately on board, Sue grabbed a 
couple of seats inside on the lower decks, 
while I went to look elsewhere. In fact, 
the boat coped easily with the number of 
people and we found seats on one of the 
upper decks without any problem. 
 
Coffee and donuts were served (free) 
throughout the trip. 
 

 

 

 



 

Page 2-132 

 

 

 
 

After leaving the dock, we turned 
downstream and almost immediately 
passed a very short dirt airstrip.  
 
In fact, it was immediately clear that air 
travel is one of the major modes of 
transport. Many houses had float planes 
moored at the bottom of their gardens 
and light planes were passing overhead at 
various times all morning. 
 
The weather was absolutely glorious. 
There was hardly a cloud in the sky, the 
sun was shining and the temperature 
rapidly climbed to around 80ºF. In fact, 
we learned that Fairbanks has one of the 
most extreme climates in North America 
with -50ºF not uncommon in winter. 

As we cruised gently downriver, we were 
able to observe riverside life, 
predominantly the more expensive 
properties in the city with gardens on the 
river front. In the summer sun, they 
looked idyllic. It is hard to imagine what 
these scenes look like with snow and the 
river frozen. 
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The Binkley family seem to have turned 
this part of Fairbanks into a theme park, 
with arrangements with various other 
local people to participate in the show. 
 
Our first stop was alongside the kennels 
of one of Alaska's most famous 
"mushers", as those who engage in 
dogsled racing are known. We did indeed 
see puppies playing around her feet and 
more mature dogs in training. 
 
Instead of a sled, in the summer they use 
a John Deere tractor to provide the load 
to be pulled. The dogs are not reluctant 
to get into harness and we clearly 
enjoying themselves as they raced 
around the small lake behind the kennels. 
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They obviously knew what would happen 
next. As soon as they were released for 
harness, the jumped into one of the boats 
on the river bank. 

A few minutes later, we stopped to 
admire a small herd of reindeer on the 
opposite bank. 
 
Genetically identical to the North 
American Elk, the European version has 
been domesticated. 
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To the West of Fairbanks, the Chena River 
joins the Tenana River. While the Chena 
River is relatively clear, the Tenana is 
loaded with silt. The two rivers run 
alongside each other for quite a distance, 
as the two bodies of water merge 
together. 
 
The Tenana also brings with it logs and 
fallen trees from upstream. A quite 
different harvest comes upstream as 
salmon swim against the current to reach 
their spawning grounds. The fish wheel 
(see below) is an Athabascan device for 
catching salmon as they swim upstream. 
The current tuns the wheel which scoops 
up fish and deposits them in the 
equivalent of a "keep net". 
 
The Athabascans are not alone in looking 
for the salmon. Just upstream from the 
fish camp there is an otters' den on the 
bank of the river. 

Alongside the fish wheel is the 
Athabascan fish camp, where Dixie, an 
Athabascan was waiting to demonstrate 
the filleting and curing of fresh salmon. 
 
The salmon is first removed from the 
bones and then hung over a wood fire to 
be smoked and then dried. 
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Not exactly a true Indian Village, Chena 
Village is a series of exhibits of the 
Athabascan way of life. We had already 
seen several of the people doing the 
demonstrations along the way. 
 
Despite the artificial environment, this 
was not simply an opportunity to fleece 
the tourists. There was no souvenir shop 
and no cafe to, in fact no opportunity at 
all for people to spend money. 
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We were split into groups to spread the 
crowds and then herded around the 
various exhibits. Our guide was a rather 
embarrassed Athabascan student from 
the University of Alaska at Fairbanks. She 
did a competent job of explaining the 
various exhibits, starting with this 
demonstration of the use of furs and the 
grass roofed hut. 

 

 
 

 
 

Next stop was the reindeer enclosure, 
where we heard about the role of the elk 
in the Athabaskan way of life. (These 
were the same reindeer we saw from the 
boat earlier). 

The exhibition of local crafts included the 
impressive fur coat, which had been 
made by Dixie (the same person who 
demonstrated the salmon filleting). 
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Our final exhibit featured some of the 
dogs we had seen earlier. Despite the 
heat, we saw the kind of clothing that the 
dogs wear when racing and the little 
"socks" that they wear to protect their 
feet. 

We spent around 75 minutes at Chena 
Village before reboarding the Discovery III 
for the return trip. The group on shore 
represents the entire staff of the village. 
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We were promised a demonstration of 
bush flying and we were not 
disappointed. The whole strip could not 
have been more than 80 yards in length. 
 
The small plane used only about half of 
the strip before getting airborne and after 
a single circuit, the plane landed and 
stopped in an equally short distance. 

Back at the dock we heard the story of 
the pipes that had been used to construct 
the mooring. These are length of pipeline 
left over after the construction of the 
Alaska pipeline. 
The Binkley family wanted to buy a small 
amount to construct their new dock. They 
were told that the minimum length they 
could buy was 3 miles. They used a few 
hundred feet in the construction and 
stored the rest in various places, 
wondering what to do with it. 
 
The Alaska pipeline discovered that they 
needed to replace part of the pipeline. 
The Binkleys were happy to sell them 
some back, but the minimum amount 
was just under 3 miles. 
 
After a browse around the shops, we 
were on our bus to get lunch back at the 
hotel before the afternoon tour. Despite 
the number of identical coaches, we 
didn't have the slightest problem locating 
ours. 
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After a break for lunch back at the 
Fairbanks Princess, we were back for the 
second part of the Binkley Family tourist 
attractions in Fairbanks. 
 
But first, we visited the Alaska Pipeline. 
We were promised a stop by what the 
locals call the 8th wonder of the world on 
our trip from Valdez to Copper River, but 
the driver missed the turning. The 
pipeline is interesting but this one visit 
was enough. 
 
Our guide was at pains to stress the 
security of the pipeline. It has survived 
gunshots and heavy impacts. More 
importantly it has survived the Alaskan 
climate. The pipeline carries crude oil 
from the oil field in Prudhoe Bay, inside 
the Arctic Circle down to the year-round 
ice-free port at Valdez. The oil is pumped 
from the ground warm; the pipe is heavily 
insulated to keep that heat in. What heat 
does escape is radiated through the fins 
on the H beam supports, so that it does 
not thaw the permafrost into which the 
supports are set. 
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Our main target for the afternoon was 
the Eldorado Gold Mine. This is actually a 
working gold mine, but the majority of 
the profit comes from tourists rather than 
gold panning. 
 
On arrival, tourists are herded onto a 
small train (see below) and taken through 
a "permafrost tunnel" in which a miner 
tells the story of searching for and digging 
out gold and then a few seconds later 
appears out of the ground to show off his 
camp. 

 

 

 
 

 

At the end of the (short) train ride, there 
is a gold panning demonstration. A few 
tons of water are allowed to gush down 
the panning track carrying "pay dirt", 
excavated from a mine, hopefully 
carrying gold. We were shown how the 
residue is swirled around in a pan to 
cause the gold particles to sink to the 
bottom and water is used to wash the 
mud and grit away. 
 
We were then shepherded into a large 
shed and given our own bag of pay dirt. 
After panning for a while, everyone was 
left with some flakes of gold. Sue has a 
locket with what is claimed to be around 
$40 worth of gold flakes in it! We paid 
them for the locket! It's one way to 
extract money from an uneconomic mine 
and it was fun. 
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Finally it was back on the train for the 
short journey (maybe 200 yards) back to 
the car park. While we were waiting one 
of the staff was entertaining us with his 
guitar. Later he turned up at the hotel bar 
to do the same thing. 

 
 

 

 

In the evening, we relaxed around the 
hotel. There was an entertainer in bar .. 
who turned out to be the same person 
who was playing at the Gold Mine in the 
afternoon. 
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Friday 8th August 2003 – Fairbanks 
On Friday, we were on our own. All that was 
included in our package was the overnight 
accommodation. 

 

 

 

 

Pioneer Park 

After breakfast, we took the shuttle bus to 
Pioneer Park. The weather was absolutely 
fantastic as all of the photographs show.  

Entering into the park at around 11am, we 
were struck by the absence of people. In 
fact, it did seem that we were the only 
people there. The shops and cafes were just 
starting to open. 
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The SS Nenana, a stern-wheeler which 
operated on the Tenana river for more than 
20 years in the first half of the 20th century 
dominates the park entrance. Sitting in a 
dry dock, the steamship can be viewed from 
all angles and most of the deck area is open 
for inspection. 

 

 

 

 

 

The Gold Rush Town is made up of original 
wooden buildings relocated from the city of 
Fairbanks. The colours are claimed to be 
authentic. There is a plaque on each 
building giving the original location and a 
brief history. 

Now, the buildings are home to a wide 
range to souvenir and craft shops, and 
cafes. 
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Just to the right of the entrance is a vintage 
railroad car. 

Known as the Harding Car, it was a saloon 
used by President Harding when he visited 
to knock in the golden spike that completed 
the Alaska Railroad. It has unfortunately 
been stripped of all interior fittings. 
  

 

 
 

The crow perched on the antlers above this 
craft shop looked extremely realistic, except 
for the fact that it didn't move much. In fact 
it is stuffed and sits like this all day, every 
day. 
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We were the only passengers on the vintage 
train. 

For our fare, we had two complete circuits 
around the park. 
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Around lunchtime, a few people started to 
arrive, mostly women with children visiting 
the children's playground. 

There were several museums within the 
park area. We did not actually visit any of 
them, but passed by as we walked around 
the park. 

Around 2pm we waited for the shuttle bus 
back to the hotel. It stopped at the wrong 
place and went before we could reach it. It 
took us more than an hour to get the bus to 
return! 
 

 

We returned to the hotel after lunch to pack for our return home (we had to leave the hotel at 4am for our flight 
home via Los Angeles), before getting an early dinner in the bar are setting off for a flight to Fort Yukon, north of 
the Arctic circle. 
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For our last evening in Alaska we decided to 
take a light plane across the Arctic Circle to 
the community of Fort Yukon. These tours 
are not available during the day, because 
the planes are used for scheduled trips to 
places like Fort Yukon, with passengers and 
mail. They take advantage of the long 
summer nights for tourist trips. 

We were picked up from the hotel at 
around 6pm and taken the short distance to 
the general aviation area of Fairbanks 
International Airport. While we were 
waiting for take-off, the Marketing Director 
of Warbelows Aviation gave us a rather 
confused talk about aviation in the bush 
and the community of Fort Yukon. 

Finally, we boarded one of three planes 
headed for Fort Yukon. The other two took 
off from the short runway; for some reason 
we taxied past the floatplane pond to the 
main runway. From our position low on the 
ground in a light plane, the runway seemed 
enormous. 

For the flight out, I sat in the co-pilot's seat, 
which provided a great view forwards, but 
somewhat restricted to the sides. 
 

We took off and turned towards the North 
East. Very soon after take-off we passed by 
this active Gold Mine. 
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There is a range of mountains between 
Fairbanks and Fort Yukon. We just skimmed 
across the ridges, keeping a careful look out 
for other planes which might be "hiding" in 
the valleys.  

One of the highlights was passing just above 
a flock of Dall Sheep on one of the ridges. 

Beyond the mountains, the terrain was 
pretty flay with a lot of surface water. Our 
pilot weaved backwards and forwards trying 
to locate on the bears that are known to 
inhabit the area, but we were out of luck. 

After just under an hour in the air, we 
landed on the gravel strip at Fort Yukon. 

At Fort Yukon International Airport (there 
are flights to Canada), we picked up a 
packed meal and climbed aboard a vintage 
school bus, with a local Athabascan as 
guide. 

First of all we were taken to the banks of 
the Yukon River, where a crowd was 
gathered to welcome the arrival of the body 
of a local who has drowned a few days 
previously. 

Unfortunately, we did not have time to wait 
to join their celebrations, but we were able 
to enjoy the mellow evening sunshine over 
the broad river. 
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The "Kids Don't Float" initiative provides life 
vests for kids at places where they might be 
boarding boats. 

From the river bank we were given a tour of 
the town and an explanation of the local 
economy, which is heavily based around 
federal payments because of the lack of 
local employment. 

When we arrived at the airport in Fairbanks, 
we were given postcards, complete with 
stamps, to send from the post office at Fort 
Yukon. Here we see one of the tour guides 
posting out cards to Cathy and Jenny. 
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The sun was still shining at 9:30 when we 
arrived back at Fort Yukon airport for the 
flight back to Fairbanks. 

We took off at around 9:50pm for the 
return trip, perfectly timed to watch the 
slow sunset as we flew back. 

It was just about dark on arrival at 
Fairbanks. Back at the hotel, we were able 
to look forward to about 4 hours sleep 
before the flight back to the UK.  

 

 
 

 

 

 


