Chapter Seven

South to Mt McKinley & Anchorage

Thursday July 2, 2009

    We slept in until 0830; one year ago I would never have dreamed that I could 

sleep that late.  We had a very leisurely breakfast then went shopping for a few 

necessities.   We departed Fairbanks at the crack of noon!  The skies were 

crystal clear and the temp was 68 degrees.

    The trip from Fairbanks to Denali Park (125 miles) was pretty uneventful.  

The Parks Highway is in super condition with a speed limit of 65 MPH along most 

of its distance.  There are a few curves that are posted at 40 – 45 MPH & that 

is what I entered at.  Most of the time, I only drove at 55 MPH, pulling over 

for traffic that was trying to go the posted speed (or faster).  We were not 

interested in how fast we could get from point A to point B, but rather seeing 

what was in between point A & point B.  About midway, there was one of the 

darkest rain clouds I have ever seen looming in front of us.  We contemplated 

stopping and donning our rain suits, but decided to wait a while.  Amazingly, 

the cloud went over the highway before we got to it, another great day for 

riding!   Unfortunately, we saw no wildlife on this leg of our journey.  The 

scenery made up for no wildlife!  Again, there are no more words that I know of 

to be descriptive of this vast wilderness.  I only hope that the pictures that 

we have taken will be a lasting perception of what we have experienced.

    We arrived at a small settlement just north of the Denali Park entrance 

about 1300.  We drove on through this tourist trap to the Park entrance.  After 

talking to a couple of the bus drivers, we decided to take an early shuttle bus 

to Eielson.  We purchased our tickets and went about our way to find lodging.  

One of the places recommended as tourist friendly but not price gouging was the 

Grizzly Bear RV Park & Cabins.  We found the owners very friendly and the prices 

not out of line with the local economy.  We rented a cabin with a spectacular 

view in any direction one wished to look.  It was very difficult to work on the 

Journal and sending pictures while sitting on the porch with this magnificent 

view.  As a matter of fact, I did not make a single entry this evening.

Friday 3 July 2009

We arose at 0400 to prepare for our Denali tour.  Leaving the cabin at 34 

degrees we rode the bone chilling 8 miles north to the Park.  Leaving that 

early, there was no problem finding a good parking spot.

We boarded the bus and the driver informed us that this was a shuttle bus & he 

had no requirement to narrate the trip.  He then asked if anyone would like the 

trip narrated and there was a resounding “YES”.  He stated that he would have no 

problem doing that, and that he has been doing this for eight years.

Private vehicles are only allowed to travel 15 miles into the park.  This bus 

took us 66 miles into the park, to Eielson Point, which is 35 miles from the 

base of McKinley.  The 66 mile trip took 4 ½ hours on very winding gravel roads 

with up to 9% grades, some of which were straight up on one side and straight 

down (a long ways) on the other.  We were informed that if we saw an animal all 

we had to do was yell “Stop” and he would stop.  Binoculars and a camera with a 

good telephoto lens are a must!

Along the way, we saw and photographed Dall Sheep, Coyotes (with very luxurious 

fur), Caribou, and nine Grizzly Bear with cubs.  We also photographed a Red 

Eagle (which is larger than a Bald Eagle).  We photographed a number of ground 

squirrels that during the winter hibernate, with their body core temp falling to 

30 degrees.  This is the only mammal on earth that can survive being frozen!

This was the perfect day for seeing Mt McKinley; there was not a cloud in the 

sky and no haze.  It is reported that this type of weather only presents itself 

20% of the time.  A lot of visitors to the park are not able to see the entire 

mountain.  It is most often shrouded in clouds or haze.  We got some great 

photos from varying distances, the closest being 35 miles away from the summit.

    Mt McKinley is the highest mountain on the North American continent.  

Measured from the 2,000 ft lowlands near Wonder Lake to its snowy summit at 

20,320 ft, the vertical relief of some 18,000 ft is greater than that of Mt 

Everest.  Temperatures during storms can fall below -95 degrees and winds of 

more than 150 MPH have been recorded.  I do not know what the wind chill would 

be, but I am sure that you would be frozen if you stopped to figure it out.  The 

summit was first reached in 1913 and not scaled again until 1932.  Today, about 

1,200 people a year try to scale the mountain, only 50% make it.  There have 

already been four people perish this year who were attempting the climb.  Denali 

National Park covers an enormous area of 6 million acres.

    After returning to the visitor’s center, the temperature had reached 90 

degrees!  We tried to find a place to eat that was air conditioned, but no one 

in Alaska has air conditioning!  We finally found a place with outdoor dining 

that at least had shade.  Then we returned to the cabin and just sat on the 

porch enjoying the view.

    I had a great desire to fly around the mountain in a small aircraft.  After 

much conversation, we decided to not do this.  Vickie is terrified of small 

airplanes after a ride in one over the Grand Canyon in 1992.  I still to this 

day have fingernail marks on my leg after that very turbulent ride!  She tried 

to get me to take the flight by myself, but I just did not think I wanted to go 

without her.

Saturday July 4, 2009

    We headed toward the village of Talkeetna which is 125 miles to our south.  

You do not reach Talkeetna by accident, it is twelve miles off the main highway 

and the road ends there.   There were no clouds in the sky, but there was a very 

heavy haze which prevented distance viewing.  We stopped a couple of times to 

photograph Mt McKinley from the south.  The mountain was barely visible.  

    We have met and spoken with people from many different countries and nearly 

every State.  Everyone is extremely friendly and it really surprises me how many 

ask if they may take a picture of our trike and trailer.  We have not stopped at 

a single place where someone did not approach us to talk about our ride!

    We got to Talkeetna around 1600, and drove around town just to see what was 

there.  We selected a place called “Chinook Winds” with cabins to stay at right 

downtown.  The interesting thing about our trip so far is that we have made no 

reservations for lodging, other than Coldfoot.  We have had absolutely no 

trouble in finding a place to stay and have not been turned down because of no 

vacancy, other than the Military installations at Fairbanks.

    There are no fireworks displays in Alaska on the 4th of July!  It never gets 

dark enough to see them.  The sun sets at about 0100 and rises at about 0330.  

The nights never get dark, it only gets about as dark as 30 minutes after sunset 

at home, one can see very clearly.  I did however hear a few firecrackers being 

popped.  They do celebrate the 4th of July, but mostly with parades, dances & a 

lot of partying.

    I had Reindeer sausage pizza for the evening meal and Vickie, being the 

adventurous person she is had a Chef’s Salad.

    Talkeetna is famous for its float planes and bush planes.  There are 

outfitters that will take you hunting or fishing as deep into the wilderness as 

you wish to go.  There are several flight seeing tours, but they are more 

expensive than our flight from Fairbanks to Barrow.  It also serves as a jumping 

off point for Mt McKinley climbing expeditions; climbers are transported to 

Kahiltna  Glacier on specially equipped ski planes.  There are several river 

tour boats.  The Susitna River & the Chulitna River merge here.

    Other than that, Talkeetna is a major tourist trap town. There are a lot of 

gift shops that sell some native souvenirs’ and a lot of souvenirs’ made in 

China!  Watch what you buy.  Vickie gave me a start, when she refused to pay the 

$5.00 for a simple chocolate bar.  Those of us who know her also know how 

important chocolate is to her daily caloric intake.

Sunday July 5, 2009

    We were awakened by the tour train leaving town at 0700.  I got up and sat 

on the porch to work on the journal while watching clear skies and 50 degree 

temperature.

    As we were leaving town, I noticed a place that offered sled dog rides.  We 

stopped and the proprietor came to talk to us.  He advised that due to the heat, 

he could not take us on a ride.  He said that temps above 55 degrees were too 

hard on the dogs.  He had a rubber wheeled sled in which he gave summer time 

rides.  We were informed that this is how he got the dogs paws toughened up for 

the Iditarod; he runs this race annually.  The original Postal trail begins in 

Seward, but the race now starts in Anchorage and goes 938 miles to Nome, Alaska.  

I got tickled when I saw over one of the dog houses a sign that read “ Caution 

“Strange Dog”.

    We saw a free carwash sign in Wasilla; just north of Anchorage, being held 

by a teenage girl and decided to have the bike cleaned up.  It turned out that 

they were the Alaska State High School girl’s basketball team with players from 

all over Alaska.  They were trying to raise money to go to a Championship 

Tournament in Chicago.  There was one girl who knew the names of the players on 

the OU girl’s basketball team!  I gave them $25.00 for their efforts.  

     I attempted to make reservations at Elmendorf AFB and Ft Richardson.  All 

that was available was Sunday and Tuesday.  I did not feel like staying in a gas 

station restroom on Monday just to get the military rate.  I finally called the 

Air Force Camp at Seward and reserved a cabin for two nights.  Anchorage was one 

of the places that we were going to spend a couple of days at, but after getting 

there, it was just another big city.  We went on to Seward 125 miles to the 

south.  The scenery from Anchorage to Seward changed dramatically from what we 

have seen so far.  We saw what have to be the tallest Spruce trees in the world, 

towering some 150 ft in the air.  As we drove around the Turnagin Arm of the 

Cook Inlet, we saw vast mud flats while the tide was out.  The difference 

between high and low tide here is 33 feet.  There were signs warning of the 

danger of the Mud Flats that said they reacted more quickly than Quick Sand.  

Each year, there are several people who ignore the warnings and venture onto the 

Flats then consumed by the mud.

We did not think about the traffic at the end of a long holiday weekend.  

Fortunately, it was all coming to meet us.  From Anchorage to Seward it was 

bumper to bumper not moving very quickly; sometimes stopped completely.  Since 

there is only one road from the Kenai Peninsula to Anchorage I wonder if the 

good fishing was worth fighting the traffic.   The weather was great, sunny, no 

wind, and upper 70’s; a bikers dream.

    The cabin we reserved was great.  The Air Force knows how to treat military 

personnel.  It had all of the amenities one could ask for & was located near 

town.  The most interesting about this cabin was the toilet seat and lid!  It 

made me think of my cousin-in-law, Bill.  Bill ties his own fly fishing flies.  

The seat & lid were made of a clear acrylic material & suspended in the acrylic 

were several fishing flies; a very unusual novelty.  I could almost feel the 

hooks sticking me in the backside the first time I used it.

    We did not get there until 1930 so there was little accomplished this 

evening.  Since the room is non-smoking and the weather so temperate, I sat 

outside at a picnic table and made journal entries.  

I could not help but notice the amount of fish caught today.  There is a fish 

cleaning station here on the camp grounds.  They also have a vacuum packaging 

machine and a quick freezer.  I was told that once you cleaned your fish, they 

would vacuum pack them and freeze them for $1.25 a pound.  There was an endless 

stream of fishermen taking advantage of this service.  There must have been over 

a hundred large trash bags of fish processed this evening.  I talked to one 

gentleman who had to quit fishing because he had reached the limit on Silver 

Salmon, Halibut & Cod.

Monday July 6, 2009

    We were told that there was Wi-Fi; however you have to sit in the office 

lobby in order to get a connection.  I was not real keen on sitting in a lobby 

just to get an internet connection.

    I got up this morning at 0600 and went outside.  I could barely see the 

mountains on the other side of the harbor because of fog.  I sat outside and 

made entries in the journal, hoping the fog would soon lift.  Around 0900 it had 

only got worse.  I found out later in the day, it was not fog, but smoke from a 

forest fire in Russia!  Vickie got up about 0915 and sat with me for a while.  

Our riding boots had begun to look like we had been on a two week field march.  

She wiped all of the bugs that we had collected during this trip and I applied 

some shoe polish.  I am sure glad that spit shine days are over, these boots 

would never take a spit shine.

    We rode thru town just to get oriented and find out where things were.  We 

attempted to gather information on the Ferries headed southbound, but amazingly 

no one could provide that info.  We stopped at the Visitors Information Center 

and even they could not tell us.  While there, we met another couple on a Gold 

Wing from Missouri.  They were very helpful in providing Ferry info; however, I 

did not like what they had to say.  Although our maps show ferries leaving 

Seward, we found that there is no ferry service to here.  The closest place is 

Whittier, 90 miles to the north.  Well I says to myself that is not too bad, but 

then they advised that there is only one ferry per month and the last one left 

on June 29th!  They also stated that they had made reservations in February and 

were nearly unable to get a spot.  Mistake #2, looks like we may be riding 

further than we thought.  I tried the 800 number but could never reach anyone, 

will try again in the morning.

    We visited the Bering Sea Life Museum.  It houses displays of birds of the 

sea and mostly all of the aquatic sea life.  There were fish tanks with all of 

the species of fish (except Whales) that live in the Bering Sea.

    It reached 85 degrees today.  We decided to eat at one of the local seafood 

places, but it was almost unbearably hot in the restaurant.  I was sweating 

profusely and Vickie was glowing (ladies don’t sweat).  I had a bowl of homemade 

Clam Chowder and fresh Halibut with a glass of wine, Vickie had of all things a 

salad, but did also order the fresh Salmon.  It was a very tasty meal.  The ole 

belly pulling on the eyelids thing happened again and we went back to the room.  

I quite successfully completed a two hour nap.

     I got up and brought the computer outside, then started making journal 

entries.  The smoke from the Russian fire seems to be diminishing. I can now see 

the mountains and a couple of Glaciers to our east.  It is difficult to 

concentrate with such beautiful scenery all around.

    While sitting here, I observed a rather large boat, probably 45 – 50 ft pull 

into the campground.  I was a pretty nice looking boat with around twenty feet 

of cabin space.  The thing I thought unusual was they parked in an RV spot and 

were using the boat as an RV!  Nothing wrong with that, I just never thought 

about it.

