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  Southeast Traveler Basics

  There are ten million acres of forest in Southeast Alaska: 1,000 islands, 10,000 miles of shoreline, 50 to 70 major glaciers, as many as 5,000 brown bears, perhaps 20,000 to 25,000 bald eagles, and slightly more than 70,000 people. The people have left their mark here or there upon the land but on the whole have had little visible effect. When you visit this land of cascading glaciers and forested islands, you will look upon a part of the earth that has changed remarkably little in the past 1,000 years. The deep green fjords that you travel by cruise ship or ferry appeared largely the same to the Tlingit and Haida Indians who plied these shores in their cedar canoes. Now, as then, stands of giant spruce and hemlock reach toward the mountain peaks, while thickets of wild berries run rampant over the land.

  We of the twenty-first century, contemplating matters from the womblike comfort of our heated living rooms, think of Southeast Alaska as prohibitively cool and wet for aboriginal dwellers, but the early Native residents knew it for what it truly is: a temperate and hospitable land. The rain forest provided an environment that was pleasantly cool most of the time and seldom so cold, even in winter, that a fire and some animal skins could not provide adequate warmth within the walls of a planked enclosure.

  The forest and the sea provided all the food that could be wanted, and it was easily gathered. The Tlingit and Haida Indians did not need to range far to feed their people: They went down to the mouth of the salmon stream and harvested the required amount of fish. For a change of pace, they sent a line down to the bottom and brought up a halibut. Or a snapper. Or a crab. Salmonberries, blueberries, nagoonberries, crowberries, cloudberries, thimbleberries, cranberries, currants, and more grew in profusion.

  The land provided food, shelter, fuel, and transportation. There were no lions, tigers, or crocodiles to prey on helpless humans, not a single poisonous snake or insect. There was only the occasional grizzly or the icy water that could snatch a precious life in moments.

  Southeast Alaska is still a hospitable land. Those of us lucky enough to live along this forested coast know that the land continues to provide food, fuel, shelter, and spiritual solace in generous portions. The cold, clear waterways—so beautiful to gaze upon—still provide the only certain link between communities. Water is our lifeline.

  The waterfront atmosphere enjoyed by all Inside Passage towns is a unique aspect of Southeast Alaska. There are few places in the world where the toot of a ferry heralds an important event, but in Southeast Alaska an entire population relies upon these slow and steady boats for supplies and transportation. An automobile takes you only about 30 miles in most Southeast communities. Only one road south of Haines or Skagway connects with the outside world, at Hyder, a community of one hundred people at the head of the Portland Canal. The water is our highway. You will find the true Southeast Alaska down at the docks, where fishing boats are unloading salmon, ferries and cruise ships are off-loading passengers, and tugs and barges are delivering appliances and automobiles to a grateful population.

  When to Go

  No matter what month of the year you make your trip, you probably will not be able to escape some of the soggy weather that keeps Southeast Alaska so deliciously green. There is no dry season in Southeast. Statistically speaking, May and June are the sunniest months of the year and October the wettest, but picking the right time to travel in Southeast is a little like betting on horses—you can study the racing forms all you like, but you still need a measure of luck. Traveling in May gives you the added advantage of beating the crowds, but temperatures can be in the fifties and below. Many areas will be recently emerged from the winter snow cover, and the scenery may not be at its prime. For most people, June is the best choice, followed by July and August.

  More and more visitors are venturing into Southeast in winter for a less conventional view of the country. Besides the weather, the obvious disadvantage to winter travel is that many exhibits, shows, and excursions (including Glacier Bay) will be unavailable. Cruise ships do not travel the Inside Passage in winter, so you must fly or take the Alaska state ferry. Winter sports enthusiasts, however, find Southeast at its best in this season, when the snow transforms alpine meadows and open muskegs into vast, sparkling playgrounds for snowshoes and cross-country skis. Eaglecrest Ski Area in Juneau provides downhill skiing and snowboarding for all skill levels. Winter is also the time to view the world’s largest gathering of bald eagles at the Chilkat Bald Eagle Preserve near Haines, to see the various Southeast communities in their everyday dress, and to take advantage of lower fares and guaranteed staterooms on Alaska state ferries.
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  What to Bring and Wear

  Southeast Alaska is a casual place, where formal dress has little practicality. The most important factor for residents and visitors alike is comfort, which means dressing to stay warm and dry. Southeast Alaska can be damp and cool—with temperatures in the fifties even in summer. Wet plus cold makes an unpleasant, even dangerous, combination. You will not enjoy walking around to see the sights unless you are adequately dressed.

  Alaskans find that dressing in layers offers the optimum protection against the elements. Whatever time of year you visit, your most important article of clothing will be something to keep you warm. For example, wear a wool or fiberfill coat over a layer of moderate weight, such as a cotton turtleneck and sweater. Or, choose a warm underlayer—a heavy wool sweater, polyester fleece pullover, down or fiberfill vest—and top with a lighter jacket or windbreaker. Your outermost layer should be water-repellent. If your jacket or coat does not offer sufficient protection, bring a fold-up poncho or raincoat for rainy days. If you will be traveling in the shoulder seasons, equip yourself with a set of ultra-lightweight long underwear (such as silk) in case you need an extra layer.

  Footgear should be comfortable for walking in wet conditions. Good choices include rubber- or crepe-soled walking shoes, athletic shoes, lightweight day-hikers, and rubber-soled moccasins. Rubber rain boots are always in fashion in Southeast Alaska. Bring a rain hat and also a warm hat and gloves for shipboard and for sightseeing around glaciers, even in summer.

  Other items to consider bringing include a folding umbrella, insect repellent, and sunscreen. Good binoculars are a must. Cruising along the quiet waterways of the Inside Passage, you will want to look closely at eagles, whales, glaciers, fishing boats—so many things. And if you are at all interested in catching these images on film, now would be a good time to purchase that 75–300 mm zoom lens you have been thinking about.

  Using the Alaska State Ferries

  Although the territory and the state of Alaska operated the tiny ferry Chilkat (fifteen vehicles, seventy-five passengers) earlier between Juneau and Haines, the Alaska Marine Highway System began regionwide service in 1963, when the motor vessels Malaspina, Taku, and Matanuska came on line—the first of the popular state ferries. Each of the blue-hulled ships was outfitted to carry 108 cars and 500 passengers on the regular service between Prince Rupert (British Columbia) and Haines/Skagway.

  At present the Southeast fleet has expanded to five mainline ferries (the three original vessels plus Columbia and Kennicott) and four smaller ships: LeConte, Fairweather, Lituya, and Aurora. (NOTE: Aurora is presently assigned to runs in Southcentral Alaska but is scheduled for Southeast sailing from late August to the close of the summer season in October.)

  When the summer ferry schedule for 2008 became public in late February 2008, travelers noted a number of important changes from the scheduling patterns of years past. The most notable difference was the reduction of weekly sailings between Bellingham, Washington, and Ketchikan, Alaska, from two weekly round-trips in the summer to one weekly round-trip year-round. Service from Bellingham is usually provided by the ferry Columbia (499 passengers).

  Having been reassigned from the Bellingham run of past years, the Malaspina (499 passengers) has been freed up to operate on daily summer three-port runs connecting Juneau, Haines, and Skagway.

  Also of note, the summer schedule now calls for monthly (formerly twice-monthly) trans-Gulf service via the ferry Kennicott (499 passengers) from Southeast to Southcentral port Whittier and vice versa. It also stops at the northernmost Southeast community of Yakutat when traveling in each direction.

  Other mainline vessels of the fleet, Matanuska and Taku (499 passengers each), sail south to Prince Rupert, British Columbia, then north to Ketchikan and other principal ports: Wrangell, Petersburg, Sitka (less frequently), Juneau, Haines, and Skagway. The Taku additionally makes calls to the Tlingit community of Kake.

  The popular fast ferry Fairweather (a twin-hulled 250-passenger catamaran) provides speedy (35 knots per hour) nonstop service each week in the summer, traveling from Juneau to Sitka and Petersburg, its newest destination.

  
    
      
        	THE SOUTHEAST FLEET

        ALASKA MARINE HIGHWAY SYSTEM
      

      
        	
          Vessel

          Name

        
        	
          Service

          Speed, Knots

        
        	
          

          Length

        
        	
          

          Passengers

        
        	
          

          Vehicles

        
        	
          

          Staterooms

        
      

      
        	
          Aurora

        
        	
          14.5

        
        	
          235 feet

        
        	
          250

        
        	
          34

        
        	
          0

        
      

      
        	
          Columbia

        
        	
          17.3

        
        	
          418 feet

        
        	
          499

        
        	
          134

        
        	
          103

        
      

      
        	
          Malaspina

        
        	
          16.5

        
        	
          408 feet

        
        	
          499

        
        	
          88

        
        	
          73

        
      

      
        	
          Matanuska

        
        	
          16.5

        
        	
          408 feet

        
        	
          499

        
        	
          88

        
        	
          108

        
      

      
        	
          Kennicott

        
        	
          16.75

        
        	
          382 feet

        
        	
          499

        
        	
          80

        
        	
          109

        
      

      
        	
          Taku

        
        	
          16.5

        
        	
          352 feet

        
        	
          499

        
        	
          69

        
        	
          44

        
      

      
        	
          LeConte

        
        	
          14.5

        
        	
          235 feet

        
        	
          250

        
        	
          34

        
        	
          0

        
      

      
        	
          Fairweather

        
        	
          32

        
        	
          235 feet

        
        	
          250

        
        	
          36

        
        	
          0

        
      

      
        	
          Lituya

        
        	
          11.5

        
        	
          181 feet

        
        	
          149

        
        	
          18

        
        	
          0

        
      

      
        	
          INTER-ISLAND FERRY AUTHORITY

        
      

      
        	
          Prince of

          Wales

        
        	
          15

        
        	
          198 feet

        
        	
          160

        
        	
          30

        
        	
          0

        
      

      
        	
          Stikine

        
        	
          15

        
        	
          198 feet

        
        	
          190

        
        	
          30

        
        	
          0

        
      

    

  

  With the advent of the latest scheduling, the Aurora (250 passengers) appears on the Southeast scene in the last half of August, providing service for the balance of the season to and from Juneau, Hoonah, Tenakee, and Angoon.

  The LeConte (250 passengers) serves a number of smaller villages and communities, including Tenakee, Hoonah, Angoon, and (twice monthly in May through August and three times in September) the tiny fishing community of Pelican. The 149-passenger Lituya provides twice-daily ferry service during the summer season between Metlakatla and nearby Ketchikan five days a week: Thursday, Friday, Saturday, Sunday, and Monday.

  Online reservations are available for all of these routes at www.FerryAlaska.com or travelers may call (800) 642–0066.

  The main-line vessels operate just like regular passenger ships except that transportation, not luxury, is their aim. They feature functional staterooms, deck chairs, movies, video games, observation lounges, cocktail bars, and dining rooms. There is elevator and wheelchair access to cabins.

  If you do not want to pay for a stateroom, you can doze in a reclining chair or spread your sleeping bag on the floor. All ships are equipped with a heated, glassed-in solarium on the top deck, an ideal spot for sleeping outside without getting wet. Coin lockers and public showers are available, too, and you can rent a towel, pillow, or blanket on the larger vessels. The smaller ferries have no staterooms. Overnight passengers stretch out in the lounge chairs in the solarium, or on the floor.

  The meals aboard the ferries are self-service (the Columbia offers both restaurant service and cafeteria meals). In general, the self-service fare tends to be plain but adequate, ranging from sandwiches, salads, fresh fruit, and yogurt to hot entrees such as pasta and seafood, as well as the standard burger and fries. Travelers from the Lower 48, especially families with children, will probably find the meals expensive. It will help to carry aboard your own supply of fresh fruit, snacks, and sandwich makings. Passengers are welcome to bring food aboard any of the Alaska state ferries.

  In summer U.S. Forest Service interpreters are onboard the main-line ferries to point out sights along the route, answer questions, and enhance your enjoyment of Alaska’s scenic wilderness.

  Fares are charged from the port of embarkation to the port of debarkation. There is only a slight increase in the cost of your trip if you stop over along the way. Passenger and vehicle fares are reduced during the off-season, roughly late March through April. Depending on the season, discounted rates may also be available to senior citizens.

  You can design your whole trip around the state ferry system if you are willing to plan in advance. You can leave for Alaska from either Bellingham or Prince Rupert and stop at ports along the way to Skagway, and back. Another option is to drive the Alaska Highway to Skagway or Haines and travel south to Prince Rupert. Get off and spend a few days in each town; then resume your trek on another ferry, provided you have made reservations if you have a vehicle or want a stateroom. With judicious planning, however, you can schedule your travels so that you make virtually every leg of the trip in the daytime and do not need a stateroom at all. In this case, foot passengers will need reservations for passage only if traveling during a heavy traffic period such as the weekend of the Southeast State Fair in Haines in late July or the Little Norway Festival in Petersburg in May.

  You can use the small vessels to make side trips from the major communities and investigate what most tourists miss. Take a day trip aboard the Lituya from Ketchikan to Metlakatla; you can go over and back from Ketchikan in one day. Go to Tenakee Springs and spend a few restful hours in the hot sulfur baths, or go to Angoon on Admiralty Island and watch the tide boil through the narrow entrance of Kootznahoo Inlet. (See “Angoon,” Chapter 9, for additional information.)

  Or, for a change of pace, book passage to sprawling Prince of Wales Island aboard one of the vessels of the Inter-Island Ferry Authority. IFA is an independent organization (not a part of the Alaska Marine Highway System) created by communities on Prince of Wales Island in a coalition with Wrangell and Petersburg. Each of the 198-foot sister ships offers a forward observation lounge with comfortable reclining chairs, a children’s play area, a “quiet room,” food and beverage service in each vessel’s restaurant, and a solarium. The ships have a vehicle capacity to accommodate 30 standard autos. The 160-passenger Prince of Wales came on line in 2002 and now operates early May through mid-September on the Inter-Island Ferry Authority’s Northern Route from Coffman Cove to Wrangell and to Petersburg’s South Mitkof Terminal, which is 25 miles by road from town. Departures are every Friday, Saturday, and Monday. The 200-passenger Stikine arrived on the scene in 2006 and operates daily year-round trips from Hollis to Ketchikan and return. From July 4 through September 5 the IFA offers “Double Run Fridays” (two round trips) between the two ports. IFA’s toll free information and reservation number is (866) 308–4848. The Web site is www.interislandferry.com.

  You can take your car or camper on the ferry, but should you? If you are interested only in visiting the towns, or in taking trips from the towns, I would recommend against it. However, if you want to see more of community life, camping is a good and inexpensive alternative.

  Once arrived in each town, you will probably want to do most of your exploring on foot. If you decide to do some sightseeing outside the city center, you can always rent a car or hire a taxi. It is decidedly more expensive to take a car, and you will spend precious time waiting in ferry lines—especially if you plan to get off and on at several communities.

  Reservations for peak-season travel present something of a catch-22. Summer sailings from Bellingham are so popular that you need to reserve early, but the summer sailing schedule does not come out until mid-November, with bookings targeted for December 1. Up-to-date schedule and price information can now be found online at www.FerryAlaska.com, and booking reservations through the site is also straightforward. The Alaska Marine Highway reservations office also accepts written requests for reservations at any time, but since the schedule will not be available yet, you will have to give the approximate dates you want to travel. Telephone requests are accepted as of the first working day in December. On that date written and telephone requests are processed simultaneously, written ones in the order received. Because telephone lines are frequently “on hold,” your best chance is to send in your written request well before the first of December or submit your request through Alaska’s Marine Highway Web site noted above.

  Ideally you should begin planning your trip a year in advance by writing for current schedule and tariff information. Even though the schedule will be out-of-date for your trip, you can get an idea of the itinerary you want to work out. Then, as far in advance as possible, put in your written or online request for reservations. Keep in mind that ships departing from Prince Rupert are usually less booked than those leaving from Bellingham, and southward-bound ferries are usually less booked than those heading north. Try to be flexible in your planning and provide the reservations office with several alternative dates. For current schedules and reservations, write Alaska Marine Highway, 6858 Glacier Highway, P.O. Box 112505, Juneau, AK 99811-2505, or call (907) 465–3941 or toll-free (800) 642–0066 from both the United States and Canada. The ferry system also has an official Web site at www.FerryAlaska.com. As a last straw, try telephoning one or more of the Alaska Marine Highway terminals (see “Information Sources,” at the back of the book, for telephone numbers). Any of the ferry terminals can handle reservations and information requests; however, they usually are staffed only during ferry arrivals and departures.

  
    
      
        	APPROXIMATE MILEAGE AND SAILING TIME

        BETWEEN PORTS ON THE

        ALASKA MARINE HIGHWAY SYSTEM
      

      
        	
          Ports

        
        	
          Sailing Time

        
        	
          Nautical Miles

        
      

      
        	
          Bellingham to Ketchikan

        
        	
          37 hours

        
        	
          595

        
      

      
        	
          Prince Rupert to Ketchikan

        
        	
          6 hours

        
        	
          91

        
      

      
        	
          Ketchikan to Wrangell

        
        	
          6 hours

        
        	
          89

        
      

      
        	
          Wrangell to Petersburg

        
        	
          3 hours

        
        	
          41

        
      

      
        	
          Petersburg to Juneau

        
        	
          8 hours

        
        	
          123

        
      

      
        	
          Petersburg to Sitka

        
        	
          11 hours

        
        	
          156

        
      

      
        	
          Sitka to Juneau (traditional ferry)

        
        	
          9 hours

        
        	
          132

        
      

      
        	
          Juneau to Haines (traditional ferry)

        
        	
          5 hours

        
        	
          68

        
      

      
        	
          Haines to Skagway (traditional ferry)

        
        	
          1 hour

        
        	
          13

        
      

      
        	
          Juneauto Sitka (fast ferry)

        
        	
          4.5 hours

        
        	
          156

        
      

      
        	
          Juneau to Haines (fast ferry)

        
        	
          2.25 hours

        
        	
          68

        
      

      
        	
          INTER-ISLAND FERRY AUTHORITY

        
      

      
        	
          Ketchikan to Hollis

        
        	
          3 hours

        
        	
          38

        
      

      
        	
          Coffman Cove to Wrangell

        
        	
          2.75 hours

        
        	
          32

        
      

      
        	
          Wrangell to South Mitkof/Petersburg

        
        	
          1 hour

        
        	
          18

        
      

    

  

  You may be able to save on ferry travel by purchasing a multiday Alaska-Pass. Similar to European rail passes, the AlaskaPass entitles you to unlimited passage on Alaska ferries as well as rail and motorcoach services in Alaska and Canada. Write AlaskaPass, P.O. Box 351, Vashon, WA 98070-0351; telephone (800) 248–7598 or visit www.alaskapass.com.

  Traveling by Cruise Ship

  The number of cruise ship passengers sailing the Inside Passage during the mid-May through September cruise season increases every year. Most of the ships embark from Vancouver or Seattle and follow one of two basic itineraries: a seven-day round-trip cruise through the Inside Passage, or a seven-day, one-way cruise that takes in the Inside Passage and then crosses the Gulfof Alaska to southcentral Alaska ports. A few sailings leave from San Francisco or other West Coast ports, and a number of the smaller ships operate entirely within Southeast Alaska.

  Although itineraries differ, the typical Inside Passage journey includes stops at Ketchikan, Juneau, Skagway, and Sitka in addition to cruising Glacier Bay, Hubbard Glacier, or Tracy Arm/Sawyer Glacier. Ships stay in port from several hours to all day; you can disembark and sightsee on your own or purchase shore excursions from the ship (more expensive in most cases).

  The ships that visit Alaska come in every size and style, from traditional cruise vessels to sleek yachts or a refurbished World War II–vintage mine-sweeper or a century-old “tall ship” sailing vessel. Passenger capacity can range from mega ships (virtual floating resorts) that can accommodate up to 2,670 guests to small vessels that carry a pampered dozen. These latter folk have chosen to forgo resort amenities (swimming pools, “Vegas”-type entertainment, movie theaters, casinos, etc.) in favor of cruising aboard smaller vessels that can sail close to shore in narrow channels, bays, and inlets where the prospect of viewing wildlife and sealife is considerably higher.

  The large table that follows gives you an idea of the variety in sizes of cruise companies and cruise vessels engaged in the Alaska trade. The “Mid-size to Mega” ships sail between outside ports and Alaska. With the exception of early spring and late fall positioning voyages, the “Small Ships” operate mostly seven-night trips from communities within the panhandle. (Cruise West originates sailings both within Alaska and Outside.)

  The table does not show the many “day boats,” which operate from Southeast communities to areas such as Glacier Bay, Tracy Arm Fjord, and Misty Fjords National Monument. You’ll find many of these opportunities in Chapter 8, “Main-Line Ports of the Inside Passage.”

  Before You Go

  As a useful first step in planning your trip, request the Alaska Official State Vacation Planner from the Alaska Travel Industry Association. This free color publication introduces all the regions of Alaska and includes more than 1,100 listings for hotels, campgrounds, sightseeing opportunities, charter companies, and other services, as well as local chambers of commerce and visitor centers, state and national parks, and other government offices. Write Alaska Travel Industry Association, 2600 Cordova Street, Suite 201, Anchorage, AK 99503 or simply visit www.travelalaska.com. Another excellent planning resource is the Southeast Alaska Tourism Council Web site. The address is www.alaskainfo.org. See “Information Sources” at the back of the book for other useful trip-planning information.

  
    
      
        	CRUISE SHIPS TRAVELING ALASKA�S

        INSIDE PASSAGE
      

      
        	Companies that travel to and from Southeast Alaska

        (usually departing Vancouver or Seattle)
      

      
        	
          Midsize to Mega Ships

        
      

      
        	
          Cruise Line

        
        	
          Ship

        
        	
          Passengers

        
        	
          Feet

        
      

      
        	
          Carnival Cruise Lines

        
        	
          Carnival Spirit

        
        	
          2,124

        
        	
          960

        
      

      
        	
          (800) CARNIVAL

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
      

      
        	
          www.carnival.com

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
      

      
        	
          Celebrity Cruises

        
        	
          Infinity

        
        	
          1,950

        
        	
          965

        
      

      
        	
          (800) 437�3111

        
        	
          Mercury

        
        	
          1,870

        
        	
          866

        
      

      
        	
          www.celebrity.com

        
        	
          Millennium

        
        	
          1,950

        
        	
          965

        
      

      
        	
          Holland America Line

        
        	
          Amsterdam

        
        	
          1,380

        
        	
          780

        
      

      
        	
          (877) SAIL�HAL

        
        	
          Ryndam

        
        	
          1,258

        
        	
          720

        
      

      
        	
          www.hollandamerica.com

        
        	
          Oosterdam

        
        	
          1,848

        
        	
          950

        
      

      
        	
          

        
        	
          Statendam

        
        	
          1,258

        
        	
          720

        
      

      
        	
          

        
        	
          Veendam

        
        	
          1,258

        
        	
          720

        
      

      
        	
          

        
        	
          Volendam

        
        	
          1,432

        
        	
          780

        
      

      
        	
          

        
        	
          Westerdam

        
        	
          1,848

        
        	
          950

        
      

      
        	
          

        
        	
          Zaandam

        
        	
          1,432

        
        	
          780

        
      

      
        	
          Norwegian Cruise Line

        
        	
          Norwegian Pearl

        
        	
          2,394

        
        	
          964

        
      

      
        	
          (800) 327�7030

        
        	
          Norwegian Star

        
        	
          2,244

        
        	
          964

        
      

      
        	
          www.ncl.com

        
        	
          Norwegian Star

        
        	
          2,002

        
        	
          853

        
      

      
        	
          Princess Cruises

        
        	
          Coral Princess

        
        	
          1,970

        
        	
          965

        
      

      
        	
          (800) PRINCESS

        
        	
          Diamond Princess

        
        	
          2,670

        
        	
          970

        
      

      
        	
          www.princess.com

        
        	
          Golden Princess

        
        	
          2,600

        
        	
          951

        
      

      
        	
          

        
        	
          Island Princess

        
        	
          1,970

        
        	
          965

        
      

      
        	
          

        
        	
          Sapphire Princess

        
        	
          2,670

        
        	
          970

        
      

      
        	
          

        
        	
          Star Princess

        
        	
          2,600

        
        	
          951

        
      

      
        	
          

        
        	
          Sun Princess

        
        	
          1,950

        
        	
          856

        
      

      
        	
          

        
        	
          Tahitian Princess

        
        	
          670

        
        	
          594

        
      

      
        	
          Royal Caribbean

        
        	
          Serenade of the Seas

        
        	
          2,100

        
        	
          962

        
      

      
        	
          International

        
        	
          Rhapsody of the Seas

        
        	
          2,000

        
        	
          915

        
      

      
        	
          (866) 562�7625

        
        	
          Radiance of the Seas

        
        	
          2,100

        
        	
          962

        
      

      
        	
          www.royalcaribbean.com

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
      

      
        	
          Regent Seven Seas Cruises

        
        	
          Seven Seas Mariner

        
        	
          700

        
        	
          709

        
      

      
        	
          (800) 285�1835

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
      

      
        	
          www.TheRegentExperience.com

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
      

      
        	
          Silversea Cruises

        
        	
          Silver Shadow

        
        	
          382

        
        	
          610

        
      

      
        	
          (877) 215�9986

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
      

      
        	
          www.silversea.com

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
      

      
        	
          Small Ships

        
      

      
        	
          American Safari Cruises

        
        	
          Safari Escape

        
        	
          12

        
        	
          112

        
      

      
        	
          (888) 862�8881

        
        	
          Safari Explorer

        
        	
          36

        
        	
          150

        
      

      
        	
          www.amsafari.com

        
        	
          Safari Quest

        
        	
          22

        
        	
          120

        
      

      
        	
          

        
        	
          Safari Spirit

        
        	
          12

        
        	
          105

        
      

      
        	
          The Boat Company

        
        	
          Liseron

        
        	
          20

        
        	
          144

        
      

      
        	
          (360) 697�4242

        
        	
          Mist Cove

        
        	
          24

        
        	
          152

        
      

      
        	
          www.theboatcompany.com

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
      

      
        	
          Cruise West

        
        	
          Spirit of Alaska

        
        	
          78

        
        	
          143

        
      

      
        	
          (800) 888-9378

        
        	
          Spirit of Columbia

        
        	
          78

        
        	
          143

        
      

      
        	
          www.cruisewest.com

        
        	
          Spirit of Discovery

        
        	
          84

        
        	
          166

        
      

      
        	
          

        
        	
          Spirit of Endeavor

        
        	
          102

        
        	
          217

        
      

      
        	
          

        
        	
          Spirit of Glacier Bay

        
        	
          102

        
        	
          207

        
      

      
        	
          

        
        	
          Spirit of Oceanus

        
        	
          120

        
        	
          295

        
      

      
        	
          

        
        	
          Spirit of Yorktown

        
        	
          138

        
        	
          257

        
      

      
        	
          

        
        	
          Spirit of ’98

        
        	
          96

        
        	
          192

        
      

      
        	
          Lindblad Expeditions

        
        	
          National Geographic

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
      

      
        	
          (800) EXPEDITION

        
        	
          Sea Bird

        
        	
          62

        
        	
          152

        
      

      
        	
          www.expeditions.com

        
        	
          National Geographic

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
      

      
        	
          

        
        	
          Sea Lion

        
        	
          62

        
        	
          152

        
      

      
        	
          Majestic America Line

        
        	
          Empress of the North

        
        	
          223

        
        	
          360

        
      

      
        	
          (800) 434�1232

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
      

      
        	
          www.MajesticAmericaLine.com

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
      

      
        	
          Maple Leaf Adventures

        
        	
          Maple Leaf

        
        	
          8

        
        	
          92

        
      

      
        	
          (888) 599�5323

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
        	
          

        
      

      
        	
          www.MapleLeafAdventures.com
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  If You Want to Hunt or Fish

  If you plan to hunt or fish, you should consult directly with the Alaska Department of Fish and Game for regulations concerning the particular quarry you have in mind. Write Sport Fish Division, Alaska Department of Fish and Game, P.O. Box 115526, Juneau, AK 99811; telephone (907) 465–4180 or visit www.adfg.state.ak.us. Several types of fishing, hunting, and trapping licenses are available. In general, a fishing license is required for anyone sixteen years or older fishing in fresh or salt water. For nonresidents of Alaska, five types of license are available: a one-year license ($145), fourteen-day license ($80), seven-day license ($55), three-day license ($35), and one-day license ($10). Licenses are available at most sporting-goods stores in Alaska. You must also purchase a King Salmon stamp for $10 to $100 (depending on the number of days) if you intend to fish for kings (chinook).

  
    HIKING BASICS

    Most trail guides recommend rubber boots for many of the Panhandle’s paths for good reason. The rainy climate can make for some muddy, swampy trails. It’s also a good idea to pack rain gear whenever you venture into the woods.

    If you are a novice hiker, it makes sense to contact the local visitor bureau for the names of guiding services that offer hikes in the area. In Juneau, Gastineau Guiding (1330 Eastaugh Way, Suite 2, Juneau, AK 99801; 907–586–2666; www.stepintoalaska.com) may be the most active. The city also sponsors hikes on local trails Saturday and Wednesday mornings. Check with the Juneau Parks and Recreation Department for the hike schedule (call 907–586–0428 for twenty-four hour hike information or check out the hiking program online at www.juneau.org/parkrec/hike/). Hikers bring their own food and gear on these journeys.

    NOTE: Before going out on a hike in Southeast Alaska, hikers should be sure they are equipped with rain gear, extra food and water, a compass, a map of the route, a first-aid kit, and a fire starter. It’s also important to let other people know where you are hiking and when you plan to return, in case troubles develop.

  

  Hunting licenses and appropriate tags are required for nonresidents of any age. Fees are $85 for a one-year hunting license, or $185 for a one-year combination hunting and sportfishing license. Tag fees, seasons, and bag limits vary with the species, so check with the Fish and Game Department in advance. Those wishing to hunt brown bear, mountain goat, or Dall sheep must be accompanied by either a registered guide or an Alaskan blood relative who is over age nineteen and either a parent, grandparent, sister, brother, child, or grandchild. This rule is strictly interpreted and enforced. Visitors from other countries should check with the Fish and Game Department for special regulations pertaining to them.

  To receive a list of all currently licensed Big Game Master/Registered Guides submit a request for the list plus a $5 check or money order (U.S. funds) made payable to the State of Alaska. Upon receipt a list will be forwarded. Address requests to: Division of Corporations, Business and Professional Licensing, Big Game Commercial Services Board, P.O. Box 110806, Juneau, AK 99811-0806.

  For the fisher, hunter, or wildlife viewer the Alaska Department of Fish and Game Web site is a veritable treasure trove of valuable information—some of it free and printable from the site, some of it bound and available for a reasonable fee. Visit www.adfg.state.ak.us/ and you’ll find, for instance, “Wildlife Notebook” reports about more species of fish than you ever knew existed in Alaska (longnose sucker, sheefish, and slimy sculpin to name only a few), as well as shellfish, amphibs, and reptiles (including turtles!). Too, there is information about numerous birds, plus Alaska’s small and big game animals including (no kidding, this is actually there) Santa’s Reindeer R.t. saintnicolas magicalus.

  
    FAVORITE HIKING TRAILS

    Looking for a memorable hike in Southeast Alaska? Here are a handful of favorite trails throughout Southeast:

    Perseverance Trail in Juneau. The trail is built on the remains of an old mining road that ventures into the Gold Creek valley and Perseverance Basin behind downtown Juneau, where gold used to be mined. The trail crosses Gold Creek several times and joins up with the Granite Creek and Mount Juneau Trails.

    Rainbow Falls near Wrangell. This steep trail runs nearly a mile up to the falls, through tall trees and forest. The falls are picturesque, and when the skies are clear, this spot offers good views of some of Wrangell’s surrounding islands. At the falls you can hook up with another trail that takes a hiker to Shoemaker Hill, which overlooks the water. There is a U.S. Forest Service shelter here. The trailhead for both routes is about 4 miles from town on the Zimovia Highway.

    The Chilkoot Trail out of Skagway. This 33-mile trail is laden with history of the Klondike Gold Rush. One hiker who celebrated the 100th anniversary of the original stampede recalled: “I first hiked the Chilkoot in 1997 in a race that reenacted the 1897–98 Klondike Gold Rush. We carried fifty-pound packs over the Chilkoot and then paddled across Lakes Bennett, Tagish, Nares, Marsh, and Labarge as we followed the footsteps of the Klondikers. Once past the lakes, we paddled the Yukon River to Dawson, Yukon Territory. In all, it took us eight days, about twice as long as the winners took. Even so, the day we spent racing over the Chilkoot was my favorite, and it’s a place I’ll continue to go back and hike.”

    Oliver’s Inlet Tram Trail on Admiralty Island. This mile-long trail is interesting because you can use the tram car to carry your kayaks from Oliver’s Inlet to Seymour Canal. The excursion on the tram is something. At the end of the tram trail, the state Division of Parks has a public-use cabin that it rents out. Oliver’s Inlet is about 5 miles from Douglas Island, across Stephens Passage.

    The Totem Walk in Sitka. This trail is about a mile long. The draw here, besides the great coastal views, is the sight of eighteen totem poles in Sitka National Historical Park, spaced along the forested path. The park is the site of the Tlingit and Russian battle of 1804.
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  Of special note: An eighty-two page guide to watchable wildlife throughout Southeast Alaska has been compiled and published by the Alaska Department of Fish and Game and the U.S. Forest Service. Called Alaska’s Inside Passage Wildlife Viewing Guide, this richly color-illustrated book is available at local Southeast bookstores for $5.95. Or, in Juneau you can receive a free copy by visiting the ADF&G headquarters at 1255 West Eighth Street in the capital city.

  The Alaska Department of Fish and Game publishes free sport-fishing guides for various locales, as well as a fishing atlas of Southeast Alaska, Salmon Holes and Halibut Hills, printed on weather-resistant paper, which sells for $12.

  If You Want to Camp

  There are federal, state, or city campgrounds in all the major Inside Passage communities. A list of campgrounds is included in the Alaska Official State Vacation Planner, or you can write the appropriate chamber of commerce or visitor bureau. In addition, you can camp almost anywhere in the Tongass National Forest (which encompasses much of Southeast Alaska). Exceptions include sensitive areas such as archaeological sites. No permit is necessary to camp for up to twenty-one days or to build a fire, but you should be cautious about fires, even in the rain forest. Many serious fires have been caused by campers who mistakenly thought the rain would put out their campfires for them. Use the same precautions you would camping anyplace else. Also be extremely wary of bears anywhere in the Tongass. Do not camp on known bear paths, and do not leave food in or near your tent.

  There is a Forest Service office in almost every community along the Inside Passage.

  For a wilderness adventure at a bargain price, consider renting a U.S. Forest Service recreational cabin. There are more than 145 from which to choose in the Tongass. Most are situated in remote locales: along saltwater inlets or freshwater lakes, accessible only by floatplane or boat. One, a converted railroad caboose, can be reached by rail from Skagway. A couple are wheelchair accessible. All cabins have a wood-burning or diesel stove, wooden bunks, and a table. Firewood is provided but not stove oil. Many lakeside cabins are supposed to be equipped with a skiff and oars, but you should not depend upon either. For other equipment and food you are on your own. In fact you are on your own, period, once the plane leaves. So plan accordingly. Cabin rental costs can range from $25 to $45 per night depending on time of the year and user demand. This covers your entire party, but you can spend $200 to $300 or more for round-trip transportation from the nearest town. Cabins can be reserved the day of your arrival or up to 180 days in advance for a maximum stay of seven nights (in summer).

  The U.S. Forest Service has contracted with a vendor to handle cabin reservations, which can be made online at www.recreation.gov or by calling toll-free (877) 444–6777. This is the preferred reservation option, but in a last-minute pinch a local Ranger District Office may be able to accommodate you. For a map of cabin locations and other information, write U.S. Forest Service, P.O. Box 21628, Juneau, AK 99802-1807; call (907) 586–8806; or visit www.fs.fed.us/r10/.

  The state Division of Parks also has four cabins for rent in Southeast Alaska, including two reachable by short hikes along the roadside in Juneau. Another cabin is on Grindall Island near Ketchikan, and another is on Admiralty Island near Juneau. Most rentals for the state cabins in Southeast Alaska run $25 or $35 (non-peak or peak). Point Bridget rentals are $35 to $45. For information on state cabin rentals, write Department of Natural Resources, Public Information Center, 550 West Seventh Avenue, Suite 1260, Anchorage, AK 99501-3557 or call (907) 269–8400. The state parks system’s Internet site at www.dnr.state.ak.us/parks also offers cabin information.

  Viewing Wildlife

  The Inside Passage abounds with wildlife: humpback and orca whales, bears, eagles, otters, deer, and more. The glossy brochures marketing Alaska destinations imply that you will see these creatures, up close and personal, practically at every turn. The truth is that you may see some spectacular wildlife displays, but you will probably not see as much wildlife as you would like, or as close as you would like, unless you travel into the more remote areas of Southeast. If you cruise the Inside Passage by tour ship or ferry, you will certainly see bald eagles—more, in fact, than you can imagine—and plenty of other birds. You will very likely see humpback whales, orca, and porpoise, although they may be in the distance. If you are very lucky, you may see a bear or black-tailed deer feeding onshore.

  If wildlife viewing is a priority, you need to consider travel options that take you away from urban centers and heavily traveled waterways to places where wildlife congregates. This doesn’t mean you have to go it alone in the wilderness. Wilderness lodges, simply as a function of their isolation, generally offer excellent wildlife-viewing opportunities, as do smaller cruise ships and excursion vessels that travel the lonelier inlets and fjords. These include day trips to such locales as Tracy Arm near Juneau, overnight excursions into Glacier Bay or around Admiralty Island, and longer Inside Passage cruises. Finally, guided wilderness or nature trips offered by reputable companies such as Alaska Discovery take you safely into the wild country to observe the Southeast Alaska habitat and the creatures that live there.

  There are three major designated wildlife-viewing sites in Southeast Alaska, where animals can be observed in their natural habitat under conditions that optimize safety for both animals and humans. They are the Stan Price Bear Sanctuary at Pack Creek on Admiralty Island, the Anan Wildlife Observatory near Wrangell, and the Chilkat Bald Eagle Preserve near Haines.
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  Lesser known (but it shouldn’t be) is the Fish Creek Wildlife Viewing Area platform about 3 miles north of Hyder on Salmon Glacier Road. The big draw here is seeing/photographing black bears and brown (grizzly) bears feeding alongside each other on abundant pink and chum salmon. Best viewing time: from the middle of July through early September.

  Travelers seeking information about watchable wildlife should obtain the book Alaska’s Inside Passage Wildlife Viewing Guide. (See the “If You Want to Hunt or Fish” section earlier in this chapter for details.)
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  The Lay of the Land

  If you look at a map of Alaska, you will see that the Southeast region consists of a narrow strip of coast wedged between the Pacific Ocean and the Canadian border and a multitude of sizable islands that lie offshore. The rest of Alaska is positioned far to the north in a distinctly separate chunk. The awkward shape of the state has been likened to that of a frying pan, which is why Southeast Alaska is frequently called the Panhandle.

  Most of Southeast Alaska, whether island or mainland coast, is covered with either permanent snow and ice (10 percent) or with dense rain forest of spruce and hemlock (45 percent). The only exceptions are the alpine zones above tree level that are snow-free in summer, the marshy estuaries, and the river valleys that cut through the mountains to the sea.

  The Panhandle

  The Panhandle extends from Dixon Entrance, which separates the Queen Charlotte Islands that lie in Canadian territory from their Alaska counterparts, to Icy Cape, on the western edge of Malaspina Glacier—a distance of some 600 miles. The mainland strip and the islands offshore average 120 miles across and are bounded by the Coast Mountains and the border between the United States and Canada, which follows the line of the mountain peaks. These Coast Mountains are actually part of the Pacific Mountain System that continues along the coast to the north to take in the Saint Elias Mountains near Yakutat, the Chugach Mountains that border Prince William Sound, the Kenai Mountains that extend southward from Anchorage, the Kodiak Mountains on Kodiak Island, and the Aleutian Range. In total this mountain system wraps 1,000 miles around the Pacific Coast. In Southeast the most rugged of the Coast Mountains are those of the Fair-weather Range, which forms the western edge of Glacier Bay, separating the national park and preserve from the Pacific Ocean. Mount Fairweather rises to 15,300 feet, one of the highest mountains in Southeast Alaska.

  The coastal mountains extend into the Pacific Ocean to form a complex arrangement of mountainous islands called the Alexander Archipelago. Close to 1,000 in number, these islands constitute a major portion of the land mass of Southeast Alaska and contain four of the major communities in the area (Ketchikan, Wrangell, Petersburg, and Sitka) and most of the smaller ones as well. Several of the islands are more than 1,000 square miles in area. The largest is Prince of Wales Island, across Clarence Strait from Ketchikan, with 2,770 square miles.

  Separating the islands from the mainland and one another is a veinlike system of waterways that has come to be known as the Inside Passage. Many of the waterways are fjords—narrow, deep, sheer-sided troughs that were scraped out by advancing glaciers thousands of years ago and subsequently flooded by the sea. Some, such as Chatham Strait and Lynn Canal, follow faults that formed millions of years ago. The Inside Passage has served as a transportation and communication network since humans first settled in Southeast Alaska. Even now, there is no road system to connect the communities along the Panhandle, and the waterways have taken the place of highways.

  The rugged face of Southeast Alaska was carved during the Great Ice Age one million years ago. During this era, the Pleistocene, thick plates of ice covered all of the Panhandle except the very tops of the highest mountains and extended miles into the Pacific Ocean. Glaciers flowed down the natural drainage courses in the Coast Mountains, scouring the trenches into deep, narrow channels as they moved. When the Ice Age ended some 10,000 to 15,000 years ago, Southeast was frozen in place. As the climate warmed, the ice receded and ocean water flooded into the glacial trenches to form the fjords we see at present. There followed other periods of cooler climate when the glaciers surged forward once again. The most recent was the Little Ice Age, which culminated in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Now all but a few of the glaciers continue to retreat.

  Glacier Facts

  A glacier is an accumulation of snow and ice that continually flows from a mountain ice field toward sea level. Glaciers are formed when successive snowfalls pile up, creating pressure on the bottom layers. Gradually, the pressure causes the snow on the bottom to undergo a structural change into an extremely dense form of ice called glacier ice, a process that may take several years. Once the ice begins to accumulate, gravity causes the mass to move downhill. Glaciers usually take the path of least resistance, following stream beds or other natural channels down the mountain. As they move, they scrape the surface of the earth, picking up rocks and other sediment on the way. The ice and the debris carve a deep U-shaped valley as they proceed down the mountain. If they advance far enough, they will eventually reach the sea and become tidewater glaciers that break off, or calve, directly into salt water. Alaska is one of only three places in the world where tidewater glaciers exist (Scandinavia and Chile are the others). Other glaciers, called hanging glaciers, spill out of icy basins high up on valley walls and tumble toward the valley floor.

  Glaciers are in a constant state of flux because of increases or decreases in precipitation and temperature. Minor changes can cause significant buildup or reduction in the accumulation of snow on the glacier. When the buildup of glacier ice is greater than the amount lost to melting or calving at the terminus, the glacier will gain ground and is said to advance. If the reverse is true and the ice melts faster than new ice accumulates, the glacier will lose ground and is said to retreat. Some glaciers are simply in a state of equilibrium, the new accumulation roughly equaling the degree of loss. Glaciers can stay in a state of equilibrium for years. Regardless of whether a particular glacier is advancing, retreating, or in a state of equilibrium, the ice continues to flow down the mountain at a measurable rate. Only the total length of the glacier is affected.

  The surface of a glacier is interrupted by fissures that develop as the mass moves downhill. It also accumulates a dark layer of dirt and rocks and other debris that falls from the valley walls. This sediment, called a lateral moraine, usually occurs in two distinct dark stripes, one on each side of the glacier. When two valley glaciers meet and merge into one, the inner lateral moraines merge into a single medial moraine that can be seen in the middle of the new superglacier. The moraines of some glaciers are so prominent that they look like asphalt highways from the air.

  Glaciers are not blue, although they certainly look blue, especially where a new wedge of ice has just calved from the face. The blue appearance is attributable to a trick of light: The molecules of ice absorb all the colors of the spectrum except blue, which is reflected outward. The blue color is more noticeable on overcast days.

  Glaciers exist only in areas that provide the heavy snowfall needed to accumulate into glacier ice. Most of the glaciers in Southeast Alaska are born out of two massive ice fields in the Coast Mountains: the Stikine and the Juneau ice fields. The Stikine Ice Field, which starts in the mountains north of Wrangell, has spawned at least a dozen sizable glaciers, many of which can be seen from the water. The best known is the Le Conte Glacier, which empties into salt water at the head of Le Conte Bay, between Wrangell and Petersburg. The Le Conte is the southernmost tidewater glacier in North America. Although the glacier was in a state of equilibrium from the 1960s until 1994, it receded about half a mile between the winter of that year and the spring of 1996. It appears now to be stable again. In any case, it continues to flow downward into the sea and discharges icebergs into the bay.

  The Juneau Ice Field consists of approximately 1,500 square miles of ice and snow sprawling in back of Juneau, over the border into Canada, and north nearly to Skagway. The ice field has produced more than thirty glaciers, including the famous Mendenhall. The Mendenhall Glacier measures approximately 13.5 miles long, 1.5 miles wide, and 30 to 40 feet high above water level at the face where it terminates in a deep lake. Below the surface of the water it descends an additional 220 feet. The glacier is retreating at the rate of 100 to 150 feet a year.

  Reached by highway north of Juneau, the Mendenhall is one of Alaska’s most accessible glaciers. A splendid view can be had even from the parking lot. The Forest Service operates a visitor center and maintains trails to the flanks of the glacier. A self-guided nature walk illustrates features of the glacier-carved terrain.

  Other glaciers visible from either the highway north of Juneau or from the water include Lemon Creek Glacier, Herbert Glacier, and Eagle Glacier. None of these glaciers descends to tidewater. Presently some 260 square miles in size, Taku Glacier is the largest from the Juneau Ice Field. Forest Service experts say that the Taku now appears to be stabilized and “digging itself in” at the terminus, growing as much as 13 feet thicker a year.

  The twelve tidewater glaciers of Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve course out of the massive Saint Elias Mountains. As recently as 200 years ago, when Captain George Vancouver charted the Southeast Alaska coast for England, glaciers completely filled the area now known as Glacier Bay. The various glaciers that flow into the bay have retreated to the point that the bay presently measures 60 miles long. Presently the Johns Hopkins and Grand Pacific Glaciers on the west arm of the bay are slowly advancing; the others in the area are stabilized or retreating.

  Traveling up Glacier Bay is like taking a trip back in time: The farther you proceed toward the active glaciers at the head of the bay, the more primitive the plant forms become. A retreating glacier leaves behind a deposit of rock and other sediment that was scraped along its advancing path. This deposit, called glacial till, is composed chiefly of ground-up rock with little or no organic content—only limited organisms such as lichens and mosses are able to establish themselves. With time, however, such low-growing pioneer plants as dwarf fireweed and dryas gain a foothold and begin improving the soil for other species. Next come low shrubs and broadleaf trees such as willow and alder, which improve the soil still further. Finally evergreens take root and develop into the common spruce and hemlock forest of Southeast Alaska. At present, established forest exists only at the entrance to Glacier Bay, where the land has been ice-free the longest.

  Despite the barren environment left in the wake of receding glaciers, a surprising number of organisms exist on or near the ice. Scientists report more than seventy species of wildflowers growing in the vicinity of the Juneau Ice Field. A variety of insects thrive there, too, among them the snow flea, a species seemingly impervious to heat, cold, and moisture. Small black glacier worms, called ice worms, live off the algae that grows on glacier ice or on other organic matter that falls onto the ice. First noted in Alaska on the Muir Glacier in 1887, the ice worm is the only species of earthworm known to inhabit snow and ice.

  The Weather Forecast

  Contrary to popular belief, Southeast Alaska enjoys a mild climate: cool in summer and moderate in winter (the average winter temperature is 33 degrees Fahrenheit). The sea provides a warming influence in winter when the water is warmer than the air, and a cooling influence in summer when the air is warmer than the water.

  In every season, the ocean pumps quantities of moisture into the air. The moisture is gathered by storm clouds borne across the Pacific on the jet stream and released as rain and snow when they contact the steeply rising slopes of the Coast Mountains. In winter the dense cloud cover over coastal Alaska also acts as a layer of insulation to retain the heat generated by the land and water. In summer the effect is reversed, and the clouds insulate the cool landmass from the sun’s rays.

  The temperature varies little from one Southeast community to another. The average year-round temperature is 45 degrees Fahrenheit, with the coldest weather usually in January and the warmest in July. Besides being moderate, the temperature is also quite constant in Southeast, normally varying fewer than ten degrees in the course of the day. In winter temperatures usually range from the high teens to the low forties. In summer the mid-fifties to the mid-sixties is the norm, although the thermometer can soar to the eighties on a sunny day.

  Extreme temperatures can occur in winter, too. For example, in Juneau the winds usually blow out of the southeast. But occasionally they blow across the ice fields of the Coast Mountains and rush down the glacier valleys in gusts of more than 100 miles per hour. This bitter wind, known as the Taku, occurs in clear, cold conditions, and it sends the windchill factor plummeting.

  Although temperatures vary little from place to place, precipitation varies quite a lot. Most of Southeast Alaska is a rain forest, averaging more than 100 inches of rain and snow a year (as a rule of thumb, 10 inches of snow is the equivalent of 1 inch of rain). But the southern third of the Panhandle is rainier than the rest. Ketchikan usually takes credit for being the “liquid sunshine” capital of the state with an average yearly precipitation of 152 inches (three times that of Juneau), but the record is actually held by Little Port Walter, near the southeast tip of Baranof Island, at 221 inches of precipitation a year. Things become drier as you move north: 110 inches in Petersburg, 56 in Juneau, and only 26 in Skagway. In winter most of this precipitation falls as snow. In the northern part of the Panhandle, much of the snow stays on the ground and accumulates, even at sea level. In the mountains Southeast is able to produce more than 200 inches of snow a year, which is what fuels the pretty glaciers.

  Southeastern residents, then, experience a predominance of cool, moist days with overcast skies. May is usually the driest month and October the wettest. Winters, not at all unpleasant, produce moderate temperatures and lots of snow for skiing and sledding. Snow typically begins falling in late October. Heavy snowfalls can accumulate as late as April.

  What drives southeasterners “Outside” for periodic respites is the gray cloud that seems to hang overhead for weeks at a time. When the cloud moves on, however, and the sun reappears, the beauty of the lush, green forests and the snowcapped mountains blots out all memories of overcast skies and winters that endure through spring.

  The Waters

  Alaska is a land of enormous tides, and Southeast is no exception. The height of the tide increases as it moves over the continental shelf and squeezes up the narrow passages of the Alexander Archipelago. The tide reaches as high as 21.2 feet in Haines, at the north of Lynn Canal, and falls to as low as –5.0. In Juneau the tides can reach highs of 20.7 feet and lows of –5.0 feet. At Sitka the range is more moderate, from 12.9 feet to –2.9. Most days there are two high tides and two low tides within every twenty-four-hour period.

  The large tides cause powerful currents as the water ebbs and flows through the tight waterways. In Wrangell Narrows south of Petersburg and Sergius Narrows en route to Sitka—two of the most scenic stretches of water along the Inside Passage—the current has been clocked at more than 8 miles an hour. If you are traveling by canoe or kayak, the tidal currents can prove dangerous. Always check the tide table before starting through a narrow channel and talk with local residents about the conditions. Make the passage when the tide is slack—either high or low—and not on the change, and don’t camp too near the waterline. Tide tables are available at most sporting-goods shops in Southeast.

  The temperature of the water kills. Though warmed by the Japanese current that keeps Southeast ports ice-free in winter, the coastal water is too cold to support human life for more than a few minutes. The surface temperature of the water varies from place to place, but the range is typically as follows: winter, 42.5 to 45 degrees; spring, 45 to 47 degrees
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  Everlasting Days and Nights

  
  
  

  Annual Celebrations, Festivals, and Special Events

  January

  Alcan 200 Road Rally, Haines. A snow-machine race from the U.S./Canada border.

  Polar Bear Swim, Wrangell.

  February

  Festival of the North and Wearable-Art Show, Ketchikan. Month-long arts, music, and drama festival.

  Tent City Winter Festival, Wrangell (first weekend in February). Food and craft fair and contests celebrating gold rush days.

  Winterfest, Juneau. Outdoor events and family activities.

  March

  Coffman Cove Salmon Derby (March through July).

  Buckwheat Ski Classic, Skagway (late March). Amateur and professional Nordic ski races.

  April

  Alaska Hummingbird Festival, Ketchikan.

  Alaska Folk Festival, Juneau. Weeklong series of free concerts and workshops with Alaska folk musicians.

  Gathering of the People, Sitka. Cultural exchange that attracts Alaska Native dance groups from across the state.

  Garnet Festival, Wrangell.

  International Mini Folk Festival, Skagway.

  May

  Celebration of the Sea Sea Art Walk, Ketchikan.

  Boardwalk Boogie Folk Festival, Pelican (five days starting Memorial Day).

  Classic Car Show, Juneau.

  Muskeg Meadows Annual Golf Tournament, Wrangell.

  Little Norway Festival, Petersburg (third weekend of May). Folk dances, contests, Norwegian food celebrating Norwegian Independence Day.

  Salmon Derby, Haines (last weekend in May, first weekend in June).

  Salmon Derby, Ketchikan (late May, early June).

  Salmon Derby, Petersburg (Memorial Day weekend).

  Salmon Derby, Sitka (late May, early June).

  Salmon Derby, Thorne Bay (mid-May through mid-July).

  Salmon Derby, Wrangell.

  Sitka Salmon Derby (continues in June).

  Juneau Jazz & Classics Festival. Ten-day schedule of performances and workshops by visiting national artists.

  Great Alaska Craftbeer and Homebrew Festival, Haines. Craft-beer and home-brew judging, tasting.

  June

  Celebration, a biennial (even-numbered years) festival held in Juneau to showcase Southeast Alaska Native traditions and customs. Attracts more than 4,500 dancers alone (plus families, friends, and other participants), swelling the visiting throng to 10,000 or more.

  Sitka Summer Music Festival, Sitka (three weeks). Chamber-music performances by visiting national artists.

  Sitka Writer’s Symposium, Sitka. Guest writers and lecturers.

  Kluane to Chilkat International Bicycle Relay (mid-June), staged by Haines cyclists. Relay teams pedal 160 miles from the Yukon to Haines.

  Gold Rush Days, Juneau. Gold panning, logging events.

  International Days, Hyder (June 30–July 4). Joint Independence Day celebration with Stewart, British Columbia.

  Ride Yukon, a Harley-Davidson motorcycle ride from Whitehorse, Yukon to Haines (overnight) and Skagway via Haines Highway, state ferry, and South Klondike Highway.

  July

  Independence Day celebrations, communities throughout Southeast Alaska.

  Prince of Wales Island Fair and Logging Show, Thorne Bay (late July).

  Southeast Alaska State Fair and Bald Eagle Music Festival, Haines. Four-day regional fair with exhibits and events.

  Salmon Derby, Craig-Klawock (July–August).

  August

  Summer Beer Festival, Ketchikan.

  Blueberry Arts Festival, Ketchikan.

  Golden North Salmon Derby, Juneau (three days).

  Flower and Garden Show, Skagway (third weekend in August).

  September

  Klondike Road Relay, Skagway. Ten-person relay teams running from Skagway to Whitehorse.

  October

  Seafood Fest, Petersburg.

  Oktoberfest, Petersburg. Arts and crafts fair and quilt show.

  Alaska Day Festival, Sitka (around October 18). Five-day celebration of Alaska Purchase, featuring costume ball, parade, reenactment of transfer ceremonies.

  November

  Holiday Fest, Sitka (November through January). Various holiday festivities including Russian Christmas and Starring.

  Juneau Public Market (Thanksgiving Day weekend). Mega arts, crafts, and merchandising fair.

  Bald Eagle Festival, Haines. Three-day event celebrating the peak of the winter gathering of eagles.

  Sitka Whalefest. Educational lectures from biologists, experts, and speakers, along with a trade fair and concert.

  Winter arts fair, Ketchikan.

  December

  Winter Art Walk, Ketchikan.

  Festival of Lights and Christmas tree ceremony, Wrangell and Petersburg.

  Gallery Walk, Juneau. Evening gallery showcase and Christmas festivities.

  Pickled Herring, Smoked Salmon, and Pickled Seafood Contest (held at Sons of Norway Hall), Petersburg.


  About the Author

  Mike Miller

  Mike Miller began his career by joining the staff of The Alaska Sportsman, a magazine published in Ketchikan (now Alaska Magazine and headquartered in Anchorage). Since then, in the course of more than a half-century, he has authored countless travel features for newspapers—among them the New York Times, Chicago Tribune, Miami Herald, and Toronto Star—plus Alaska Magazine, Field and Stream, several AAA publications, airline in-flight publications, and TravelAge West, a travel agent publication. He has also published a number of Alaska guidebooks, including this one.
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