Chapter Eight

Whittier, points North & South

Tuesday July 7, 2009

    We got up around 0830.  While Vickie loaded all the “Stuff”, I tried again 

to call the Alaska Marine Highway System but all I could ever get was a 

recording.  We fueled up and headed toward Whittier.  I had been to see the 

Portage Glacier in 2002 when I went to Anchorage with the Marksmanship Training 

Unit out of Little Rock, Arkansas.  The Portage Glacier is just south of 

Whittier.  I was amazed at how much the Glacier had receded.  It was over 

one-half mile further back than it had been only six years ago!  I really hate 

to admit it, but maybe Al Gore is right about ONE thing.

    In order to get to Whittier, one must go through a two & one-half mile train 

tunnel.  They have laid diamond tread steel plate between the railroad tracks 

and of course the tunnel drips water all of the time, making the steel plate 

very slippery and treacherous especially for two wheel motorcycles.  I did not 

have any problem, as the bike and trailer fit between the tracks.  The tunnel is 

only one way at a time, so we had to wait for 45 minutes before we could enter.  

Motorcycles must enter after all other vehicular traffic.  I asked why, and was 

told that when a bike goes down because of the slippery conditions they will 

have rescue access from both ends of the tunnel.  I was told that there were 

several bikes each year that slide off the steel plate and slide into the groves 

for the railroad track.  That was a real comforting thought!  While waiting our 

turn to enter the tunnel, we met a couple of fellows on “Crotch Rockets”.  These 

guys were not youngsters (I later found out that one was 68 and the other 79). 

They were both wearing T-shirts that said “Old Geezers Motorcycle Gang”.  I 

thought that they were really cool shirts and asked where I could buy one.  The 

replied “You have to join our club, if you can meet the requirements.”  The 

requirements were you have to be over 60, you cannot ride a Harley or a BMW and 

you have to learn the secret hand shake.  The secret hand shake is two people 

with trembling hands attempting to shake hands.  After Three attempts they 

finally connect and shake hands.  The secret part of it is three attempts, any 

less and you are not an Old Geezer!  They then explained that they were not a 

Club, but a Gang, because people are not afraid of Clubs but are fearful of 

Gangs.  I successfully completed the initiation, paid my dues and became an 

official member of the “Old Geezers Motorcycle Gang” Alaska chapter.  T-shirt is 

coming.

    We finally reached the ferry terminal and it was confirmed that the Ferry 

only runs once a month and the next one was not leaving until July 29th.  Now, 

this is a beautiful place, but I did not want to spend another three weeks here.  

The person at the ticket counter was not really helpful in making reservations 

for us at another port.  He said that we just need to get online and do it 

ourselves.  Thank you very much!

    We went on toward Anchorage.  The weather was perfect, except for the smoke 

from the forest fires.  We were advised that there are over sixty fires burning 

in Alaska and due to a high pressure system, the smoke is going nowhere.  Since 

we are taking the same road out that we came in on the scenery has not changed 

in the last two days, so I will not try to describe it again.  When we got to 

Anchorage, we hit the 5:00 traffic.  Rather than try to find a place to stay, we 

pressed on to Palmer, AK.  We found a nice Motel, nothing fancy, but had 

everything we needed except Air Conditioning.  It had set a record high today of 

88 degrees and was less than comfortable in the room.  They did bring us a box 

fan but there was only one small window that would open.  Sleeping in front of 

the box fan made me think of trying to sleep in front of a 2,000 watt hair 

drier!

    We got up at 0600; I was successful in making ferry reservations from Haines 

to Juneau where we will spend three days.  I also made ferry reservations from 

Juneau to Prince Rupert where we will get back on the road and travel through 

British Columbia back to Washington State.  I had not sent any photos for 

several days so I finally got those sent out.  We did not get on the road until 

1100.  We made it about 500 yards before we found an outstand restaurant to eat 

at.

    We traveled only another twenty miles and ran across a Musk Ox Farm.  We 

took a tour of the farm where Musk Ox are commercially raised for their “under 

wool”.  This is the wool under their hair that in the wild is naturally shed in 

the summer.  On this farm, the wool is combed out during the beginning of 

summer.  This wool called Qiviut (pronounced KIV-EE-UTE) is eight times warmer 

than Sheep’s wool, will not shrink and is less than half the weight.  Because 

only 5 pounds a year can be harvested from each animal, it is not very cheap!  

One fellow asked if the meat from the animals was sold.  The tour guide replied 

“We make more money off of the wool than we could from the meat”.  The wool is 

sent to Native Alaskan villages where it is spun into yarn of 80% Qiviut and 20% 

silk; then garments are hand knitted by approximately 200 Native Alaskan 

knitters.  

    We traveled to Gakona, AK and located a cabin that was not very expensive.  

It is a Mom & Pop operation and the proprietors are extremely friendly.  There 

are only five cabins, but they each have a full kitchen and will sleep eight 

people.  They are stocked with non-perishable groceries and soda; each labeled 

with garage sale style stickers as to how much they cost.  You just leave your 

money in the cabin on the honor system.  One of the rules posted in the cabin is 

“Children under the age of 14 are not people and will not be allowed in separate 

quarters.  They may however stay with their parents if the parents can stand 

them”.

    We prepared the best we could prior to this trip for the mosquitos.  We have 

found that the OFF brand of wipes work better than any spray we have tried.  I 

purchased a Thermo-Cell mosquito repellant device powered be propane and used it 

for Deer hunting last year.  This thing works great for mosquitos, black flies 

and No-see-ums.  I have been sitting outside; where I can get an internet 

connection and smoke for about three hours now and have not been bothered once 

by bugs.

    There is a song called “Silence is Golden”.  As I sit here in the Spruce 

forest the aroma is very pleasant and there is no noise, no telephones ringing, 

and no airplanes flying overhead only peace with oneself.  I do not think any 

amount of Gold is worth this experience.  Each time I hear that song, I will 

think of Alaska and my beautiful young bride of forty years sitting here with 

me.

Wednesday July 8, 2009

    When we got up and around, the proprietor of the cabins brought us two FRESH 

homemade cinnamon rolls, they were great.

    The skies were cloudy, very humid and the temp about 50.  Smoke from the 

fires had obliterated the mountains, but we began to ride.  With visibility 

limited to about ¼ mile, there was really nothing to see.  I did not feel 

extremely well and my hands and feet had begun to swell.  I was not my best day 

of this trip.  We rode about 250 miles to Beaver Creek in the rain; I could not 

take any more so we got a room.  I immediately crashed and slept for about three 

hours before Vickie woke me to take a shower.  She helped me take a shower and 

changed the dressing on my elbow, after which I went back to sleep, totally 

exhausted.  Vickie being the every dutiful wife washed all of our clothes, as we 

had exhausted the entire supply.  What would I do without her?  At each of our 

stops, she unloads everything we need for the night, takes my boots and socks 

off, helps me bathe, makes sure I take my medicine, bandages the wound on my 

elbow, and then she takes care of herself.  I can no longer get on or off the 

bike by myself, so she also helps me do that.  When we stop for gas, she gets 

off and fills the tank.  When I took a liking to her 41 years ago, little did I 

know what an Angel I had chosen as a life partner!

Thursday July 9, 2009

    We got up and hit the road without even a cup of coffee, hoping to find a 

restaurant within a few miles.  About 75 miles later I spotted a Café/Gas 

station.  We stopped and were prepared to eat breakfast, but the place was owned 

by an elderly couple who were trying to retire.  The no longer served breakfast 

but did have coffee and cinnamon rolls.  They were very nice people and as full 

of Bull as I am.

    Further down the road I saw a sign advertising fresh lake trout.  My 

appetite was whetted!  We stopped and had the largest piece or trout that I have 

ever seen and it was just as good as my appetite had imagined.  Vickie had a 

steak, but neither one of us were able to finish our meal.

    I spotted two Black Bears and turned around.  Vickie was able to get some 

good photos.  One of them was jet black and the other a cinnamon color.  For 

those who are not familiar with bear, Black Bear is specie, not a color.  Black 

Bear range in color from almost dirty blonde to jet black with different shades 

of brown mixed in.  They range in weight from 200 to 350 lbs, much smaller than 

a Grizzly.

    We stopped for the night at the Westmark Inn in Beaver Creek, during a heavy 

rain.  The rooms were adequate for sleeping and at my age, that is all I cared 

about!  This Log Cabin Inn was built in the 1930’s and has 174 rooms.  Each room 

has only one electrical outlet, no coffee, no microwave, no TV, no internet and 

with the type of construction it would be nearly impossible to add these 

amenities.  It is situated near Kluane Lake.  This is the largest lake in the 

Yukon Territory.  We must have traveled at least 25 miles along its visible 

shoreline until it disappeared into the vast wilderness.

Friday July 10, 2009

    When we left this morning it was overcast and 50 degrees.  Having already 

traversed this section of highway coming up, I was not extremely excited about 

going over it again.  Much to my surprise, they had not improved the highway 

condition even a little.  The trip to Haines Junction from Beaver Creek was less 

than eventful, with the highlight being arriving in Haines Junction.

    We arrived so late, that I began to think we would not get a room.  At the 

very last Motel that was in town, we were able to get a room.   While waiting 

for Vickie to get the room, another couple on a motorcycle pulled up and was 

trying to find lodging.  I began talking to the fellow and found that they were 

from Ohio.  We wound up getting rooms next to each other.  We talked for hours 

about everything one can imagine.  Since FM radio reception is almost 

non-existent up here, we both were glad that we had MP3 players.  I commented 

that I had downloaded over 500 songs and thought I could recite every verse of 

every song.  He offered to let me download all of the songs that they had on 

their MP3, which I did.  Vickie and his wife got along famously and we found 

that we all had much in common.  He asked to be added to my distribution list 

for this Journal.  So I do not forget these wonderful people, their names are 

Terry & Joni Anderson.  They are headed a different direction than we are, but 

hopefully our exchange of information will be helpful to us both.  While we were 

talking, a group of tourists from some part of middle Europe, I never could 

understand which country, wanted to take pictures of the motorcycles.  One lady 

was able to communicate that she found to be the worst part of our food was the 

white bread!  Too mushy she said.  No white bread is available in the part of 

Europe she is from.

    I had planned on catching up on e-mail and the journal this evening, but 

there was just too much friendliness to spend my time in front of a computer.

Saturday July 11, 2009

    When we got up, the skies were overcast and temp 45 degrees.  Before I could 

get the first cup of coffee down, it began to rain.  What a lovely day I thinks 

to myself.  Oh well this is part of motorcycling.  Vickie got all the “Stuff” 

loaded and we decided to eat breakfast and kill some time.  We went to the 

restaurant and it was closed!  OK, empty stomach, cool temps and rain, we hit 

the road.  It was not long until the blue sky showed itself and the sun began to 

warm the countryside.  It wound up being a great day for riding, a little cool, 

but otherwise great.

    We had the highway all to ourselves, I do not think we met or were passed by 

more than a dozen vehicles on the way to Haines.  I slowed to 45 MPH even though 

the speed limit was 60, just to take in the scenery and watch for wildlife.

    The closer we got to Haines, the larger the trees got.  I have no idea how 

old some of these trees are, but there are Spruce that are over 24” at the base.  

One of the things we noticed was the number of dead Spruce trees.  We found out 

that the Spruce Bark Beetle bores holes in the bark, deposits larvae and the 

tree is dead in less than a week.  Spruce Beetles do not attack any other 

species of tree; there are thousands and thousands of trees dead from this 

beetle.

    We arrived in Haines and procured quarters at “The Captains Choice Motel”.  

Our room overlooks the port where our ferry will dock.  Haines is the nesting 

place for a large number of Bald Eagles.  During the nesting season there is the 

largest concentration of Bald Eagle here than any place in the world.

    Tomorrow we plan on touring the town, getting our ferry tickets and just 

chilling out.  

Sunday July 12, 2009

    We got up when the alarm went off (meaning I had to Pee real bad).  There 

were only a few wispy clouds, temp @ 74 degrees, a 3 - 5 MPH breeze and the 

smoke seems to be getting lighter.  What a glorious day!

    I put captions on some of the pictures for this chapter.  I am not trying to 

bore anyone with vacation photos.  I deleted 44 photos just from this album, and 

over 500 from previous albums!  I am trying to keep only the best, thank GOD for 

digital cameras.  You can take as many as you want then delete the crummy, 

duplicate or out of focus ones.  I think Vickie has executed well in the 

photography department.

    We went to pick up our boarding passes at the Ferry Terminal and glad we 

did.  There was a construction zone requiring a 45 minute wait.  I am sure glad 

to know that so we will not be late and miss the Ferry.

    We ate lunch at the Pioneer Café, where I had a Halibut Taco Wrap & Vickie 

staying with the familiar had a Chicken sandwich.

    We visited Ft Seward (what is left of it).  It was named after William H. 

Seward the Secretary of State who arranged the purchase of Alaska from Russia.  

Construction began in 1903.  The Officers Quarters sat on a hill overlooking a 

six acre Parade Ground.  The compliment of soldiers reached a high of 241 

enlisted and 14 officers in 1921.  Its remoteness and primitive environment 

classified Ft Seward as a foreign duty post.  Soldiers earned double credit for 

each year served there.  The Fort served as a training base during World Wars I 

& II.  It was an R&R center for troops who served in the North Pacific Theater 

during World War II.  At the end of the War, it was declared surplus and 

decommissioned.  In 1947 some Veterans purchased Ft Seward and it became known 

as Port Chilkoot.  Their post war dream was to operate small businesses within a 

cooperative of the Fort.  In 1970, by popular vote, Port Chilkoot became a part 

of the City of Haines.

    We watched diligently for Bald Eagles, but have not seen one yet.  The 

largest concentration (over 3,500 birds) is in late October and November when 

the late Salmon run begins.  We did however see an abundance of Ravens.  These 

look a lot like the Crows back home only on steroids, they are huge!

    We went and washed the bike and trailer, where we discovered an abundance or 

rock chips in the paint on both.  Oh well, I guess anyone can own a new “Rig” 

and keep it looking that way if they do not ride.  At this point of our “Alaskan 

Adventure”, we have ridden 6,500 miles!  The rock chips will not win any prizes 

at a bike show but add Character and memories to our “Ride”.

    After stopping at the grocery, we returned to our room.  Vickie began 

repacking for our Ferry trip to Juneau and I made Journal entries.  This is the 

first place on our trip where we have had to pay for internet service.  It has 

been free or not available and I am trying to finish this chapter and get it 

sent out before heading to Juneau.

