Chapter Nine

On to Juneau

Monday July 13, 2009

    We were in line to board the ferry to Juneau @ 0745.  Vickie got a few 

photos of Ferry “MALASIPA” as it was coming into dock.  This is not like any 

ferry I have ever ridden; it is a very large ship like craft.  I am not sure how 

many vehicles it will carry, but there was everything from motorcycles to 18 

wheel semi’s aboard.  The parking deck was smooth steel plate polished to almost 

a glass like finish from vehicular traffic and it was wet.  I can only imagine 

what a challenge this presented to two wheel motorcycles.  Once parked, one must 

go topside, access to vehicles is not permitted once the ferry is under way.

    There are four upper decks containing everything from a full service 

restaurant, Movie Theater, gift shop and cabins one can rent.  The food was very 

good, we had lasagna, and reasonably priced.  The fantail of the third deck was 

a large area with lounge chairs; about one third was covered and heated.  On 

longer trips, people who choose to not rent a cabin put sleeping bags in the 

lounge chairs to sleep.  Although there were none on this trip, people often set 

up tents to sleep in.  Smoking is permitted on the port side of the vessel.

    We saw whales and bald eagles during the cruise south.  Getting a photo of 

these animals is nearly impossible.  The whale’s surface, blow, then go back 

down in a matter of seconds.  The eagles just seem to appear but before you can 

get them in the view finder they are too far away.  We gave up on trying getting 

a picture and just enjoyed the view.  There were several glaciers in the 

distance and a lot of water falls from the melting snow on the mountain tops.

    We arrived at Juneau about 1400.  There are no straight streets and they all 

seem to run at conflicting angles.  I am sure glad that I have a GPS on the 

bike!  We input the hotel address and the GPS talked us thru every turn right to 

the hotel.  After settling in at the hotel, I tried again to send pictures out.  

I have been having a lot of trouble with the service we are using, but finally 

got the pics sent.  Not much else was accomplished this evening.

Tuesday July 14, 2009

    Our room is on the fourth floor, giving us a splendid view of the harbor 

where the Ocean going cruise ships dock.  The harbor also serves as an airport 

for the hundreds of float planes here.  It is very interesting to watch them 

take off & land.  This is the only place I have ever seen an airplane take off 

with the wind!  They land into the wind, but I sure do not understand the 

takeoff procedure.  We can also see the State Capitol Building and the 

Governor’s Mansion.  Even with binoculars, I have not been able to catch a 

glimpse of Sara Palin.  I later found out that she does not live there.  She has 

moved the Governor’s Office to Anchorage and is living in her home at Wasilla.

    We slept in and then I worked on the journal for a while.  We then began 

trying to find bandages and medicine to doctor my elbow with.  We became very 

familiar with the town, and noted several places that we would visit tomorrow, 

but did not find what we were looking for. 

 I bought another MP3 player and spent the evening loading it with music 

provided by Terry & Joni Anderson from Arlington, Ohio.  We met this couple in 

Haines Junction.  Thank you Terry!  Radio reception through Canada & Alaska is 

very spotty, you find a good station then go over a mountain and “POOF” it’s 

gone.  I have figured out that the FM in radio stations stands for “Freaking 

Magic”, now you have; now you don’t.

I sat on the balcony trying to capture Bald Eagles on film with little success.  

I saw dozens of them at great distance, but was unable to obtain any good 

pictures.  There was one that flew within 25 yards of where I was sitting, but I 

had the camera zoomed in and could not find it in the view finder.

Wednesday July 15, 2009

    We got up kinda early for us.  Rather than the clear sunny skies and temps 

in the high 60’s that we had yesterday, the day revealed itself with very low 

and heavy cloud cover with a temp of 56 and a light drizzle.  We donned our rain 

gear and went exploring.

    We parked downtown with intention of doing some shopping.  I saw an 

advertisement for Dog Sled rides and inquired.  There are several companies that 

fly customers to a mountain top Glacier for dog sled rides, however they charge 

from $450.00 up per person!  Vickie’s fear of flying and my reluctance to let go 

of that much money kept us from taking one of these tours.  We were then told 

that there is a business on Douglas Island that gives rides on wheeled sleds at 

less than 1/4th the cost of Glacier rides.  We signed on for this adventure.  We 

were transported buy shuttle bus across the Gastineau Channel to Douglas Island 

and then up to Eaglecrest Ski area.  We were met by a Musher (The person who 

drives the sled) who trains and cares for Alaskan Husky sled dogs.  The sixteen 

harnessed dogs were all yelping, jumping and pulling at their harness’s wanting 

to get going.  We were instructed to fasten our seat belts on this wheeled sled 

contraption, this turned out to be very sound advice.  The only control the 

Musher has over the dogs is voice commands and the brake.  The sled is steered 

by a joy stick affair.  She untied the dogs and the intensity of their yelping 

and barking increased by 50%!  When the Musher released the brake, I was very 

glad to have a seat belt!  The dogs became quiet and all started pulling very 

fast; I am not sure how fast, but at first it scared the heck out of me.  When 

the dogs did not respond to the voice commands the musher would simply lock the 

brakes, get off and have a come to Jesus meeting with the lead dog.  The voice 

commands were simply Gee, for right and Haw, for left.  After a very exciting 

ride on a trail through the Giant Spruce and Hemlock trees we arrived back at 

our start point.

    One of the fellows working there was a previous Iditarod racer and has 

already entered this year’s race.  He gave us a very detailed explanation of the 

race and what was required to get not only the dogs in shape but also himself.  

This preparation is much like a year round Olympic training regimen.  He 

explained that the only help they could use during the race was a map and 

compass.  No satellite phones, GPS, any type of communication with the outside 

world and no one could help them unless it was a life threatening situation and 

that would eliminate the racer.  They cannot replace any dogs that become 

injured.  Supply points are established approximately 50 kilometers.  The daily 

caloric intake for the dogs it 30,000, no that is not a misprint I mean thirty 

thousand calories PER DAY!  The Mushers require between eight to ten thousand 

calories per day.

    Afterwards, we were able to hold some three week old Alaskan Huskies.  These 

dogs do not look like the Siberian Huskies that I had imagined.  They really 

look more like a skinny mixed bred, but we were assured that they were all pure 

bred.

    On the way back, the bus driver explained some of the flora.  One of the 

more interesting was Skunk Cabbage.  It has huge oval shaped leaves and when 

matures a large yellow odoriferous flower in the middle that smells much like a 

skunk.  The leaves are a favorite for bears to eat and they are also used to 

wrap Salmon in then cook over an open camp fire or baked with bear fat in the 

fire coals.  Another plant that was identified was wild rhubarb.  I saw some of 

this that was growing over six foot tall.  Of course there is just about every 

kind of berry imaginable growing here.  Another interesting point is there are 

no snakes in Alaska, the bus driver said, with tongue in cheek, “The misquotes 

ate them all years ago”.

    When we got back to town, we went to the Red Dog Saloon.  It has been in 

continuous operation since the mid 1800’s and houses a pistol owned by Wyatt 

Earp.  Supposedly he checked his pistol with the local sheriff, went north in 

search of Gold and never returned to claim the pistol.  It was an extremely 

interesting watering hole, with almost every kind of animal trophy imaginable 

and hundreds of artifacts from the gold rush days and gun fights.  The bartender 

started to ridicule Vickie when she ordered water, but lightened up when I 

ordered a double bourbon & water.

    We walked down each side of the street trying to find a place to give our 

money away to.  There were five cruise ships in port so the streets were very 

crowded.  Vickie finally found some “stuff” not made in China and gave our money 

away.

    We made our way back to the bike and found it surrounded by people.  Most 

were from Great Britain, some from Italy, one couple from Austria and a guy from 

Arizona, quite a crowd.  They were all asking every imaginable question about 

the bike and taking pictures.  After about an hour of this, I just said we have 

got to go and we left.

    Now, for the best part of the day.  We had the pleasure of spending the next 

two hours at the Laundromat!  I will not go into detail, because there are some 

things that a man cherishes so much that he is not willing to share them with 

anyone.  But this is definitely not one of them! 

    There has been a light drizzle all day long with temps in the mid 60’s.  

This finally gave way to a sure-nuff downpour.  We went back to the room and had 

Okie style TV dinners cooked in the microwave.

Thursday July 16, 2009

    The day started with a heavy overcast, but not raining.  We requested a late 

checkout time, because our ferry was not departing until 2315 and we had already 

done everything we could afford in Juneau.  Vickie packed our bags specifically 

for the 2 ½ day ferry trip to Prince Rupert then we packed the trailer.

    I can boast that we have ridden our bike from the start to the finish of the 

highway in Juneau!  Of course, it is only 45 miles long, but still, that is a 

total of 90 miles.  Along the way, we were able to get some pretty good photos 

of Bald Eagles.  We have seen over a ton of Eagles, for those of you who doubt 

this; I used the latest Long Range Digital Weight Estimator and Range Finder to 

verify this fact!!

    We drove to the Mendenhall Glacier and viewed its colorful blue hues in the 

ice.  There were several large icebergs floating down the Mendenhall River, and 

the waterfalls coming off the glacier were rapid, almost torrential sprays of 

white water very wide and almost hypnotizing to watch.

    We then visited a State sponsored Salmon Hatchery.  The Salmon (all five 

species) are coaxed up a fish ladder where they spawn in a controlled 

environment, protected from the environment and predators.  They are then 

released back into the wild and eventually return to this point to reproduce 

again.  There was literally thousands of Salmon attempting to get up the “fish 

ladder”.

    We had seen all that we were aware of and reported to the ferry terminal at 

1700.  Our ferry the “MATANUSKA” was supposed to leave at 2315, but we were 

advised that there had been an electrical problem which caused a one hour delay.  

I think that this is worse than the airports.  They want you to report two hours 

prior to departure, but if the departure time is delayed, you cannot leave the 

terminal once you have checked in.  I had a pretty good nap on the ferry 

terminal floor!   The ferry was delayed by about one hour because of electrical 

problems, Oh Joy!  It was a very long evening and by the time we boarded and the 

ferry cast off, it was 0100.

    Our State room was wonderful.  I spent six years in the Navy, and our room 

was better than the Captains Quarters on any of the Ships that I was on.  We had 

our own bathroom and shower and the cabin was very spacious with a table, desk 

and chairs.  We had a window that looked forward over the bow of the ferry that 

should have given us a great view.  I say should have, because it rained all the 

way from Juneau to Prince Rupert with only a few breaks.  At times one could not 

see the shore line or differentiate between the clouds and the water.  It was a 

welcome break from riding, but I had hoped to see more of the Inside Passage.

    The beds were bunk beds, but I had reserved a four berth room so neither one 

of us would have to sleep “Topside”.  They were comfortable beds and the 

rhythmatic throbbing of the twin 3,620 horse power diesel engines gave a 

sensation of sleeping on a giant vibrator.  These huge engines consume 115 GPH 

of diesel fuel @600 RPM.  There are three 560KW generators to provide electrical 

power.  After a couple of Crown Royal and water, I had absolutely no trouble 

sleeping; as a matter of fact, I had trouble staying awake.  The ferry, built in 

1963 has a length375 feet and breadth of 57 feet.  It has a gross tonnage of 

3029 and will carry 498 passengers and 108 autos. It is manned by a crew of 50.

    When we arrived at Prince Rupert at 0500 Saturday July 18, it was still 

raining and a temp of 55.  We have traveled 6,700 statute miles and 289 nautical 

miles on this trip.  There was nothing open in Prince Rupert, so we rode a 

little over 120 miles in the rain before we found a place to eat breakfast.

    To be continued in Chapter Ten. 

