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[UPDATE: January, 2012—As I grad
dually go back
k over my old travelogues, I’ll be leaving
g the original text intact bu
ut
ng additional comments in
n boldfaced en
nclosed in brrackets to exp
pand on whatt was originallly said. I’ll a
also add some
e
addin
addittional scanned
d photos to en
nhance the oriiginal travelog
gues.]
[While it was
w just a long
g weekend gettaway, this wa
as one of my ffavorite trips o
of all time. I’d
d return to Ala
aska tomorrow
w
if I co
ould, and I’d love
l
to explorre the parts off the state I ha
aven’t been to
o. Indeed, jus
st prior to wriiting this revis
sion I checked
d
into p
prices on taking the Alaska
a Marine Highw
way (a ferry ra
ather than a c
cruise ship) up
p the Inside P
Passage. I can
n’t afford to do
o
that a
any time soon
n, but it’s definitely someth
hing I’d like to do. I’d also llike to return to Fairbanks and continue from there up
p
to the
e far northern part of the sta
ate.]
ee decades ag
go, the summerr of my freshm
man year of high
h school, my fa
amily took the trip of a lifetim
me. We made a
Almost thre
length
hy camping trip
p through pretty much all of western Cana
ada and up the
e Alaska Highw
way (then mosstly gravel) to tthe Great Land
itself. The journey took us to far away places like Yellowknife
e and Ross Riiver, and we w
were some of tthe first people
e to travel north
st-opened Dem
mpster Highway
y. We saw the
e gleaming new
w Alaska pipelin
ne, the snow-ccapped tower of
o
acrosss the Arctic Circle on the jus
Mt. M
McKinley, the im
mpossibly blue
e ice of glaciers
s, quaint ghostt towns left fro
om gold rush d
days, brilliant fie
elds of wildflow
wers, and more
e
wildliffe than I’d see
e in a Midwes
stern lifetime. [It’s amazing
g just how m uch we cram
mmed into tha
at one vacatio
on—a trip tha
at
proba
ably set my ex
xpectations fo
or sort of itineraries I’d have
e in my own v
vacations as an adult.]
I was in lov
ve with Alaska long before I ever
e
went there
e, but after visi ting as a youth
h I was hooked
d for good. As Robert Service
e
“ grips you like
e some kind off sinning; It twi sts you from fo
oe to a friend.”” I’d seen “the land where the
e
said in “The Spell of the Yukon”, “It
moun
ntains are name
eless and the rivers
r
all run God
G knows whe
ere”, “the valleyys unpeopled a
and still”, and ““the forests where silence has
lease
e” in “that great, big, broad lan
nd ‘way up yond
der”, and in addition to falling
g in love with Se
ervice’s Victorian poem, I fell in love with the
e
North
h. I’ve been to
o a lot of place
es since then, and I’ve seen
n a lot of wond
derful sights. I’ve always ye
earned, though
h, to go back to
o
Alaskka.
[This pastt fall I publicly
y performed “T
The Spell of the Yukon” at Garrigan’s fin
ne arts extrav
vaganza, a varriety show tha
at
includes faculty an
nd alumni as well
w as studen
nts. It was the
e first time I’d made a solo speech performance in my
y adult life, and
d
prised a performance I did in high schoo
ol shortly after our initial trrip to Alaska. My performa
ance was well received, and
d
it rep
prepa
aring it made me ponder ag
gain at just how
w gorgeous th
he wild north is.]
d be the year that dream wou
uld come true. From my rece
ent travels to pl aces like Engla
and, California, and New York
2006 would
(and tthrough an ass
sortment of generous bonuse
es) I’d accumulated just over 25,000 miles in Northwest A
Airlines’ World Perks program
m.
Twen
nty-five thousan
nd is the bare minimum
m
amou
unt necessary to redeem mile
es for a free trrip. With the airline in questio
onable financia
al
statuss, I wanted to use those mile
es while I could. I did some checking, and
d found that, w
while most tripss to Alaska cosst require more
e
miles than the minim
mum rate, by booking an unpopular itinerary
y (returning on the “red eye” o
overnight flightt) in an off-peak time of year, I

would be able to fly round-trip from Mason City to Anchorage for precisely 25,000 miles. A plane ticket that in cash fare would cost
more than I’d paid to go to London [just under $900 in 2006, it’s over $1000 today] would cost me just taxes—a total of just $28.
I booked the flight the day after I got back from London at New Year’s. I decided to go at Easter (mid-April this year), early
enough that hotels and car-rentals still had dirt cheap off-season prices, but late enough that the weather would not be uncomfortably
cool. [If I do take the Inside Passage, it’s likely to be at Christmas, because winter prices in Alaska are a small fraction of what
things cost in summer.] That turned out to be a beautiful time to visit the Last Frontier, a wonderfully untouristed time in what is now
a very heavily touristed place. It was fascinating to see how much Alaska had and hadn’t changed, and to see some places I’d never
been before. This was just a long weekend, a small fraction of the length of our marathon excursion back in ’77. It was long enough for
me to fall back in love with Alaska, though. Once again I had the trip of a lifetime.
The cost was trivial as trips go. Off-season Alaska is really a very cheap place to visit. I stayed in some incredibly nice hotel
rooms [some of the best hotels I’ve stayed in anywhere], ate good food, rented a brand new car, and drove a thousand miles
without putting too big a dent in my wallet. The hotels were around $50/night [and would have been around $200 in summer], the
car rental $16 a day [and would have been $70 in summer], food just slightly more and gas often less than back home. I’d been to
Omaha, a place no one will ever call a tourist destination, the previous weekend, and Anchorage (at least off season) was both cheaper
and nicer than Nebraska’s largest city. [For no reason I can figure out, second-rate Midwestern cities—places like Omaha, Des
Moines, and Waterloo—are among the most expensive destinations in America. Most of the year you can book a room for
less in New York or Chicago than you can in “the heartland”, so it’s not really surprising that Alaska was cheaper as well.]

Thursday, April 13 - Algona, Mason City, Minneapolis, and Anchorage
The reason I’d been to Omaha last weekend was to see my former student Brad Nelson, who was starting his sixth season in
professional baseball playing for the Nashville Sounds, Milwaukee’s AAA affiliate. Brad opened the year at Rosenblatt Stadium, which
is famous as the home of the College World Series. [They closed Rosenblatt at the end of the 2010 season. The team that was
then the Omaha Royals (now the Nebraska Storm Chasers) has moved to a new stadium in LaVista, at the far southwest
corner of the suburbs, half an hour from the Missouri River. Brad played at that new stadium last year, though I couldn’t
make it there to see him. I gather the place draws even fewer fans than they had at Rosenblatt. The city of Omaha built a new
downtown stadium that is used exclusively for the College World Series and just sits empty most of the year. I personally
think it would have been better to refurbish the historic stadium, but no one in Nebraska bothered asking me for my opinion
on the matter.] After leaving Omaha, Brad went over to Des Moines to play the I-Cubs. My schedule wouldn’t allow me to see any of
his games in Iowa, but I couldn’t help but think of Brad today. When my alarm went off this morning, I woke up to Brad Nelson’s voice
on the radio. The local sportscaster had gone down to Des Moines to interview him. It was the standard athlete interview, with a lot of
non-answers to irrelevant questions. I couldn’t help but think of a comment Brad made a few years ago when he was in A-ball in
California. He said that one of the most useful things he did in high school was to announce on our “Bear Facts” radio show, an activity
that I’m responsible for. He said that helped him get comfortable in front of a microphone, which is something he has to do all the time
in his career. He hasn’t used his speaking skills as directly as some other kids I’ve worked with (like one of our first announcers, who is
now the anchorwoman for the evening news in Kansas City), but I’m certainly glad he found it useful.
My flight wouldn’t leave until midday, so I had a lot of time to kill this morning. I watched an episode of Emergency (my
favorite show from childhood) [At the time Emergency was being rerun on one of the cable superstations, WWOR from New
York. I don’t think it’s broadcast anywhere these days, but I’ve since bought the complete series on DVD.] and then flipped
through the channels passing a bizarre program-length ad for something called “Yoga Booty Ballet”, a fitness program I can’t imagine
anyone would find useful. Around 9:00 I double-checked that everything was packed, and at 9:15 I set off eastward for Mason City.
The ride to Mason City was uneventful. The big thing I noticed was that gas had gone up yet again, with the standard price
9
across north Iowa now $2.69 a gallon. (It would go up another 10¢ over the holiday weekend—and another dime after that.) I had a
pleasant surprise when I stopped for breakfast at Hardee’s in Garner. A young farmer was at the counter in front of me. When he got
his food he turned around and said, “Well hi, Mr. Burrow.” It took me a minute to put together that it was Tracy Studer, a student I’d
taught and worked with in quiz bowl back in the mid ‘90s. Tracy graduated from Iowa State and has been farming for several years in
the Wesley area. We had a brief chat, and it was fun to see someone I hadn’t really thought of in years. [Every once in a while I’ll
see a former student in an unusual setting like this. Invariably I have trouble remembering who I’m talking to, and it’s always
helpful when my former students introduce themselves rather than expecting me to remember often much-changed faces
from the past.]
I drove east through Clear Lake, crossed the interstate, and headed about a mile east to the Mason City airport. I was
pleasantly surprised that the airport was having a promotion with free parking during the months of March, April, and May—a savings to
me of $20 for five calendar days of parking. [They’ve since done away with the parking fee all together.] No one was at the
counter when I arrived, but they had one of those old desk bells. I punched it, and a man significantly younger than Tracy Studer
appeared from a storage room. He checked my bag without incident, saying “Just pick it up in Anchorage”, and disappeared again.
[This was just about the time airlines were changing their policy to charge for checked luggage. I think at the time flights to
Alaska were considered “international” for luggage purposes, which allowed a free checked bag. I’m pretty sure they do
charge for them today.] I still had lots of time to kill, so I graded algebra tests while I waited.

MCW airport also serves as the bus depot for Mason City, and most of the other people who were there today were actually
waiting to catch the bus. The bus passengers were almost all elderly, and most seemed very poor. That intrigued me. I’d checked into
bus fare to Des Moines, Minneapolis, and Chicago, and without exception I found that it would be cheaper for me to drive myself than to
take the bus. (Bus fare is almost $200 from Mason City to Chicago; when I checked it was actually cheaper to fly that route than to take
the bus.) There may be senior discounts that would make it cheaper, but it still doesn’t strike me as a very practical way to travel. I
suppose, though, that for many of these people the real issue was affording to have a car to begin with.
[I’ve since taken the bus exactly once—and only because skyrocketing gas prices finally made it less expensive than
driving. Not long after that Greyhound, Trailways, and Jefferson Stages adjusted their fares, though, and again the bus
seems absurdly expensive. The one exception to that is Megabus, a company that runs double-decker buses between major
cities and college towns at rock-bottom fares. You can go from either Des Moines or Iowa City to Chicago for $20 - $25 and
from Minneapolis to Chicago for $40 - $50. What’s more, they sell at least one ticket available on each bus they run for just
$1. I’ve heard several people speak well of Megabus. Unfortunately I’d have to get to Des Moines or Minneapolis and then
park my car to be able to take that bus.]
Both Northwest Airlines and the Mason City airport advise passengers to be at the airport 90 minutes before departure, and
the airport says that in order to check baggage you absolutely must be there an hour ahead of time. They obviously don’t enforce their
own rule, though. I was the only air passenger that was at the airport the recommended time in advance, and people were checking
bags as little as half an hour before departure. It’s not like that’s really a problem in a tiny airport like MCW, but I really wish they’d just
come out and say you don’t have to be there so far in advance. [I’ve found that even at major airports the suggested times are
overly cautious.]
Security seemed quite a bit more relaxed than at other times I’ve flown recently; I guess the government must have shifted
that silly color scheme to something less nasty than orange. [One of the best moves Homeland Security has made under
President Obama is getting rid of the color-coded alert scheme.] While an elderly woman was given a hand search (I swear they
always seem to pick the least suspicious people), everyone got through efficiently.
I might have had a problem myself, had I not thought of something at the last moment. I always keep a pocket knife on my
key chain, which of course is a no-no on airplanes these days (as well it should be, I might add). Somehow hearing the plane land
reminded me that I needed to remove the knife. I ran out to the car and put it on the passenger seat with the algebra tests.
Only eight people boarded in Mason City, the smallest number I’d ever seen get on here. Surprisingly, though, there were a
lot of Ft. Dodge passengers. Normally it’s the other way around, with almost no one getting on at FOD, but a full plane out of MCW.
We did have a full plane (40 passengers, I think), but most of them had been on for a while. I ended up in Seat 5-A, which was right
over the wing. In the 1–2 configuration these small jets have, this was both an aisle and a window seat, ideal from my point of view. I
was a bit concerned to look out and see a red light flashing on and off on the engine. Everything seemed to work, though, so I guess it
must have been normal.
[Delta, which has absorbed Northwest’s destinations, has divorced Mason City and Ft. Dodge into separate services.
They’ve also reduced both to just two flights a day, eliminating the midday flight I was taking. If I were to book this routing
today I very likely would have to leave Mason City at 5:45am and then spend virtually the entire day in Minneapolis before
boarding the connecting flight to Anchorage. The plus side is that MCW is now served by larger planes. It’s also a plus (sort
of) that they even continue to offer service there at all. Last year Delta was threatening to remove all service from these,
basically playing “chicken” until Congress passed an extension on the Essential Air Service program that gives them a
subsidy for flying into small airports.]
We were scheduled for an 11:55 take-off, but everyone was on board by 11:40. They closed the door at 11:47, and the pilot
announced that “we are fourth in line for take-off”. That’s a strange announcement to make at an airport that wouldn’t have another
departure for several hours, but I suppose a controller in Minneapolis decides when flights from numerous small airports can take off.
Within just a couple minutes (and still before our scheduled time) we were in the air.
Our flight attendant was a young black woman named Katrina. Given the notorious hurricane of that name last year, I hoped
this wasn’t a bad omen. Katrina had a strange hairstyle with tight corn row braids in front and a pony tail in back. After giving the safety
speech she sat down in the backwards stewardess seat and proceeded to read a book for the entire flight to Minneapolis—not a word
nor even a single look toward any of us passengers.
The passenger across the aisle from me spent the entire flight reading, too. He was reading an article in the current Time
magazine about America’s alarming drop-out rate. Supposedly nationwide the drop-out rate is now around 30%, which certainly is
embarrassingly high. I’d read that article before leaving home, and I found it interesting that today’s St. Paul Pioneer Press had a long
feature on how Minnesota was strengthening its graduation requirements. Among other things, starting with next year’s freshmen,
students will need to take Algebra 2 to graduate from high school. What no one seemed to put together was the relationship between
stiff graduation requirements and drop-out rates. It’s easy for a legislator to want kids to take rigorous classes, but it’s a lot harder to
see to it that everyone (or even most people) succeed at them. I teach Algebra 2 at a school that mostly has “above average” students.
We’ve watered down that course so the majority of our students can be successful at it, and there are some kids even at our school that
will never take the course—nor should they. In an urban public school the percentage of kids who have no business being in Algebra 2

is a lot higher than at Garrigan. Those are precisely the people who will end up dropping out because they can’t be successful at what
the school demands of them.
Someone’s watch beeped 12:00 noon as we flew, and I heard it over the engine noise. It occurred to me that Brad Nelson
would be starting a day game in Des Moines precisely at that time. I know from talking with Brad and his teammates that there are few
things players hate more than “getaway days”. On such days they have to check out of their hotel early, get to the ballpark and wait
around, play a day game (which few players like, though most fans prefer them), and then catch either a bus (or in AAA a plane) to
somewhere else. Brad had also not started out well this year (though since heading “home” to Nashville he’s improved), so I said a
quick prayer for him. Both prayer and superstition are big in baseball. I’m not sure any player really believes either works—but they
certainly can’t hurt.
From the air southern Minnesota in springtime looks really ugly. The ground was all plowed, but totally bare. It was almost
refreshing to see the sprawl of suburbia and be rid of the nasty-looking farmland. [I never understand people who say spring is
their favorite season; it’s always damp and muddy, and the bare ground just looks hideous.] We reached suburbia around the
time we started our descent, about 12:10. At 12:14 the pilot told the stewardess to “prepare the cabin for arrival”, which for Katrina
basically meant looking up from her book and giving the plane a quick once over to see that none of us had moved or died in the past
half hour. At 12:23 we touched town, about 20 minutes ahead of schedule. We quickly pulled up to a gate, which pleased several of
my fellow passengers. Many were trying to make tight connections, including one who was actually booked on a flight that wouldn’t
leave for four hours but who wanted to catch an earlier flight that left just five minutes after ours was scheduled to arrive. Since we got
in early, he’d probably make it.
I had a long layover in Minneapolis, so I decided to leave the airport for lunch. I took the new tram from the “A” gates to the
skywalk that connects Concourses C and G. I exited past the skyway security checkpoint and took the escalators down to the light rail
station in the basement of the parking ramp. After examining the current fare options, I decided on a 6-hour pass ($3.50), which was
easy to buy and use and would be more than sufficient for whatever I wanted to do during the layover. While I was buying my pass, a
man who seemed to be having trouble with the other vending machine came over to ask how much a single fare with a transfer was
supposed to cost. Having just read all the options on the screen, I knew the cost was $1.50 and told him so. He seemed confused and
said that when he had come to the airport the fare was $2.00. I pointed out that most likely he had come at rush hour, when the fare is
higher. He bought his ticket and remarked that he had felt two bucks was a bargain fare and was amazed they would charge so little as
$1.50. I personally feel $2 is a bit steep, but I kept my thoughts to myself.
We had both just missed a train, and there was about a ten-minute wait before another would be due. While we waited, the
man talked and talked, as if he were my best friend. He assumed I was also returning from a trip and was very surprised when I told
him I was on a layover. He was shocked that I wasn’t from the Twin Cities, particularly since I knew about the light rail system and
understood how it worked. I remarked that I had used it before (actually on several occasions) and really liked being able to park in the
suburbs and avoid driving into the city. (Actually I wish it would go quite a bit further out into the suburbs, since Bloomington—where
the rail line ends—is really harder to drive in than downtown Minneapolis.) It was hard to tell exactly what the man thought of the rail
line. He obviously felt it cost too much to build (which is hard to argue with), but like a lot of Minnesotans he seemed surprised that the
line gets very heavy usage. He felt the “low” fares were the reason for this and felt they should be raised to a point where the line made
a profit. On the other hand, he also seemed to feel that it gave a bit of prestige to the city, on the theory that “world class” cities have
rail lines while second-rate cities make due with buses. That pretty much the same logic kids use when they buy designer clothes,
thinking that because good-looking, popular people shop at places like American Eagle or Abercrombie & Fitch, if they shop there then
they too will be good-looking and popular. That is, of course, the logic on which much of our capitalist system is based, but it’s probably
not the best reason for building a pricey transit system. Since they did build it, though, I certainly will use it. While it’s definitely a
stretch to call Minneapolis a “world class” city, it does have many charms. From a visitor’s point of view, the rail line makes it a lot
easier to explore the city and find out what it has to offer. [I’m definitely looking forward to the second rail line they’re building,
which will connect with downtown St. Paul. It’ll still be a few years before that line opens, but it will make almost everywhere
I’d want to go in the Cities easily accessible by rail.]
Before too long a train came. We both boarded, as did about a dozen other people. Between us and the people who had
boarded south of the airport (mostly at Mall of America), it was standing room only from that point on. I couldn’t help but notice that a
large number of my fellow passengers were Moslem women, or at least women of African or Asian descent in long skirts with their
o
heads completely covered. It was about 80 out in Minneapolis today, and I couldn’t help but wonder just how hot those outfits must be
in a Midwestern summer (or a Middle Eastern summer, for that matter). It also occurred to me that while I’ve seen a lot of traditionally
clad Moslem women in the Twin Cities, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a man in a turban in Minnesota. [That’s still true. Most of the
Twin Cities’ Moslem population are people from East Africa. Somali women do a lot of the Twin Cities service jobs, and they
wear religious garb while doing them. The check-out clerks at Mall of America and the hotel maids by the airport frequently
black women with their bodies covered. There seem to be more women among the refugees than men. What African men I
have seen mostly work at construction and custodial jobs, and they are dressed in the uniforms of those jobs—with hard hats
rather than turbans. Except for their very dark skin, they don’t stand out from other black men in Minneapolis.]
I took the train about five stops north and got off at Lake Street/Midtown station. This elevated station is in one of those
neighborhoods that might one day be trendy, but now is just one step up from seedy. I’ve been here several times before. It’s not a
bad place by day, but I probably wouldn’t want to dawdle here after dark. [Like MANY neighborhoods I’ve been to all over America,
this is one people often advise tourists to avoid. It is, however, one of the most colorful and interesting places in
Minneapolis.]

My originall plan was to walk
w
east aboutt a mile from th
he station. Afte
er only a few stteps I thought b
better of that id
dea. The carry
yon I w
was using was
s a new book bag that was very sturdy bu
ut also very he
eavy. Unlike my main suitccase, the carryy-on didn’t have
e
whee
els, so I had to actually carry it wherever I went.
w
Today’s nasty
n
heat didn
n’t make that a particularly plleasant experie
ence, so when I
saw a bus approach
h, I figured cattching it was a better way to go. I boarded
d bus #21-A. T
The destination
n sign was for some place I’d
d
neverr heard of, but I figured it wou
uld mostly run along
a
Lake Stre
eet. Fortunate ly I was right. [This is a pet peeve of mine
e about buses
s.
All th
he buses that run on Lake Street have “21”
“
as part of
o their route,, but they split in fingers at the ends tto serve many
y
different terrminals. Whille that didn’t matter for me
e
today, it w
would be a serious prroblem if my
y
destination had been furtther away.]
Abo
out five minutess later I got offf the bus at 36tht
Avenue, righ
ht outside my lu
unch destinatio
on, the midtown
Minneapolis White Castle restaurant. W
White Castle is
or less than $4
4 I two “slyders
s"
nothing if nott cheap, and fo
with cheese
e, three mozzzarella planks with marinara
a
sauce, and some pop. I won’t prettend it was a
particularly n
nutritious meal, but it was b
both filling and
d
satisfying. T
They suggest yyou buy five, ttwelve, or even
thirty of the tiny burgers, b
but for me two
o makes a nice
e
ularly with fried cheese on the
e side.
meal, particu

White Ca
astle in Midtow
wn – Minneap
polis, Minneso
ota
aged black women), I was by far th
he youngest pe
erson in the pla
ace.

hite Castle had
d a different mix
Thiss particular Wh
of people than any other I’ve ever been
n in. Today at
a
med to be the meeting pointt for all the old
d
least, it seem
men in the n
neighborhood. It was the sort of crowd tha
at
used to gath
her for breakfasst when we ha
ad a Hardees in
Algona, but they were all having a late lunch at White
e
Castle. Exce
ept for the em
mployees (who were college--

I had a lon
ng wait for a return
r
bus. [Th
hat’s another problem I hav
ve with buses
s. They tend to bunch mu
uch more than
n
s do and get off
o their sched
dules.] Fortun
nately there wa
as a bench righ
ht outside the rrestaurant, so I could wait in relative comforrt
trains
(thoug
gh it still was—
—as the old son
ng goes—“too darn hot”). Ev
ventually Bus #
#21 (no suffix tthis time) came
e along and wh
hisked me back
to the
e rail station. I took the train south
s
to 50th Sttreet/Minnehah
ha Park station
n, which is loccated literally “b
by the falls of M
Minnehaha” (as
s
Longffellow would say).
s
I exited the
train, crossed busy
y Hiawatha Avenue,
A
made a short hike
h
through th
he park
and m
to the falls. I’d visited
v
them before,
gh then it was always
a
on a we
eekend
thoug
when the park was full of people. Today
place was virtu
ually deserted, and it
the p
was kkind of fun to be alone with nature
right iin the heart of a major city. While
W
it
was sstill annoying to
o lug my bag around,
a
at lea
ast the wooded park trails
s were
coole
er. I had a ple
easant little hik
ke and
then made my wa
ay back to the
e train
statio
on.
As I waited
d on the south
hbound
platfo
orm at 50th Stre
eet, across the
e tracks
was a group of young black men
n, who
were performing a rap
r right there on the
platfo
orm. There wa
as no one else
e in the
statio
on other than them and me
e, so I
guesss you could say I had my own
privatte show—though I don’t kno
ow that
I’d ha
ave selected that genre of music
had I been given the
e choice.

Minn
nehaha Falls – Minneapolis
s

I rode back
k to the airport and went back up the escala
ators. There n
never seems to
o be much of a
any line at the sskyway security
m
it very easy
e
to do a litttle gallivanting
g during a layo
over like this. I made it throu
ugh quickly tod
day, too, though
checkkpoint, which makes
they d
detained me briefly to do a special swab te
est on my bag to
t make sure itt didn’t contain
n explosives. G
Given that it wa
as a brand new
w
bag, I wasn’t sure what
w
to think of
o that, but thank goodness itt came up neg
gative. [I’m try
ying to think what “new” b
bag that migh
ht
have been. Almos
st all my lugga
age is quite a bit
b older than this trip. I wo
onder if whate
ever I’d bough
ht didn’t almos
st instantly fall

apart, which is why I don’t still have it.] In the minor confusion of getting the bag swabbed, I almost left my passport at the security
checkpoint [something I’ve done more than once]. Fortunately the examiner made sure I took it.
I still had a full two hours to kill before the plane would begin boarding. I spent part of this literally circling every single
concourse, going from one moving walkway to the next, placing my bag down on the belt and letting the conveyer slowly propel me
along.
I was planning to have dessert as a way of using up the TCBY gift certificates I wasn’t allowed to use at the Detroit airport last
Christmas. The last time I’d been through MSP there was one of these yogurt shops on the C-concourse, but it’s not there anymore.
The Official Dining and Shopping Guide to MSP said there was a TCBY on the F-concourse, but when I got there, the stand was
wrapped in plastic and bore a big “coming soon” sign. It annoyed me that I couldn’t find a TCBY, since I had not only those scrip
coupons but also certificates for two free cones the company had sent me for complaining about the fact that their Detroit outlet
wouldn’t take gift certificates. I also had some Dairy Queen scrip certificates (though I’d have preferred to use them at home), and I
eventually had my dessert at a DQ outlet that was right next to the gate my flight to Anchorage would leave from. While the restaurants
at MSP airport don’t charge particularly more than other places, Dairy Queen is never cheap anywhere. In fact, my small Heath bar
blizzard ended up costing more than my entire lunch at White Castle. [Dairy Queen has since introduced mini-blizzards, at a lower
cost than the standard sizes. That’s really all I want for a treat, but even those aren’t cheap. That’s probably as well—it’s not
like I need more fat and sugar.]
The plane I’d be flying out on actually originated in Boston. I saw it land in Minneapolis and entertained myself watching them
load bags for the Anchorage passengers and cater the food and drink carts. As the Boston passengers deplaned, I was intrigued to
see several carrying shopping bags that said “Dubai Duty Free”. The bag would make you think these people had been to the Middle
East, but more likely that same company that was trying to buy up all the big American seaports also owns the duty free shops in
airports. I must give the United Arab Emirates credit—at least they’ve got some business to fall back on when the oil runs dry.
I was one of the first people to show up in the gate area, and it was interesting to see the other passengers arrive. A young
woman seated across from me happened to notice on the information screen at the gate that the current temperature in Anchorage was
o
36 . She immediately got on her cell phone and called her brother in Alaska, asking him to make sure he had a jacket for her when he
met her at the airport. She had started her day in Dallas, where it was 90o at 10:00 in the morning. Apparently she had packed only Tshirts, stupidly thinking it would be that warm throughout her trip. You’d think she’d be smart enough to realize Alaska is pretty much
never that warm, but I guess not.
Also noteworthy among my fellow passengers were an Alaskan native (what people used to call “Eskimo”) woman and her
young son, both of whom were extremely obese and both of whom were decked out in sweat shirts proclaiming they were returning
from Las Vegas. Flying from Nevada to Alaska via Minnesota seems more than a bit convoluted, but I suppose that’s how they could
book a cheap fare. [Northwest had a pretty big presence in both Seattle and Portland, but I don’t think they flew to Anchorage
from either of those locations.]
Alaska natives, by the way, look like Indians (or Native Americans, or First Peoples, or whatever you care to call that group
these days)—which, of course, they are. You could also say they look Hispanic or East Asian, since all of those people are basically
the same ethnicity. It did strike me that Alaska natives were on the whole taller than most Indians or Hispanic people I’ve dealt with. In
fact the main way I could tell the difference between Alaska natives and Hispanics (of which there are a surprising number in Alaska)
was by height. Weight tends to vary depending on an Alaska native’s specific tribe. Eskimos (who are more often called “Inuit” these
days) tend to be quite stocky, while groups like the Aleut and Tlinget [the Indians on the southern coast] are more slender overall.
The people coming from Vegas were definitely Eskimo, which was confirmed by the fact that they’d be transferring in Anchorage for a
flight to Kotzebue (KOT-zub-you), an almost entirely native town on the Bearing Sea coast in the northwest Arctic.
Having described the native people, I must point out that the overwhelming majority of Alaska’s population is white. That’s
been true ever since gold rush days, and today about 85% of Alaskans describe themselves as Caucasian. About 10% (about 70,000
people statewide) are Alaska natives, with the rest about evenly split between recent Hispanic immigrants and Asians who have lived in
Alaska for generations. There are almost no African Americans in Alaska, and pretty much all the black people who do live there are
either in the military or the spouses or children of soldiers and sailors.
The flight started boarding at 4:30pm. I thought I was toward the back of the plane, but two separate groups of people
boarded before my row was called—and that’s not counting exit rows and first class. My boarding pass was for Seat 32-F in this
Boeing 757 (the same type of plane that bombed the World Trade Center), a window seat on the right side of the plane. While I
normally prefer the aisle, I was hoping it would be pretty flying into Anchorage and thought a window might be nice.
I was the first to board in my row. Before long a woman and her infant daughter (Ava) sat down in the aisle seat. I can’t say I
was exactly relishing the thought of flying 2,500 miles with a baby next to me. Not long after that a young man took the middle seat and
sat his elementary-aged daughter in his lap. While infants can and often do ride free by sitting in their parents’ laps, this girl was far
older than lap age. Dad explained that the girl had her own seat, but it was several rows back and well away from his. He didn’t want
the girl sitting by herself, so he brought her up with him. Baby Ava was actually quite good, but the girl crammed in the middle with dad
was rather bratty (and wouldn’t anyone be in that uncomfortable situation). When Dad complained to the stewardess that no one would
trade seats to let them sit together, I saw my opportunity. I agreed to take the elementary girl’s seat and let her have mine. While for
me that was mostly a chance to get away from annoying kids, the stewardess felt I was being martyrly and rewarded me with $30 in

“amenities coupons” that could be redeemed for food or drinks either in flight or at the airport. I had planned to eat supper on the plane
anyway (which costs money these days), and I figured I’d probably be eating at the Anchorage airport on the return trip, so I really
came out ahead in the deal. In fact, I also got 500 free miles in frequent flyer points trading for a seat that was actually better than the
one I had given up.
My new seat was 35-A, also a window seat, but on the other side of the plane. Though only three rows further back, it was
actually quite a long ways because lavatories and a storage area separated rows 32 and 33. My seatmates were also much quieter
than they would have been three rows forward. Next to me in the center seat was a Korean man who didn’t speak English. Strangely,
his wife was seated directly behind him in 36-B. Had there not been a language problem, the logical trade would have been for the
Korean woman to have taken the little girl’s seat. On the aisle in 35-C was a very efficient businesswoman who seemed to spend the
flight “multi-tasking”. Neither of my new seatmates cried or needed their diapers changed. As it turned out, sitting on the left side of the
plane gave me a better view than I would have had in my original seat. I hope the girl and her dad were also happy with the
arrangements.
We took off shortly before 5:00 and soon reached our cruising altitude, 37,000 feet. The pilot told us we’d be flying straight
north to Winnipeg (it’s actually just slightly northwest) and then angling northwest over Saskatchewan and Alberta and up to
Whitehorse, in what he called the “Yukon Province” (it is, of course, actually a territory). From there we’d angle southwest to Yakutat
and continue due west along the Gulf of Alaska coast to Anchorage. The route was projected to be smooth and almost entirely cloudfree, and we should be arriving well ahead of schedule. When he finished telling the route, the pilot gave a special greeting to his
goddaughter in Row 23 and told her, “Your folks already know you’ll be getting in early”. He finished by telling us the local time in
Anchorage, though I and pretty much everybody else aboard knew the time he gave was actually an hour off. (It would have been the
correct time in Hawaii, not Alaska.) He corrected himself later and noted that he kept his watch set to Mountain Time, because he lives
in Denver. He’d accidentally subtracted three hours from that rather than from Central Time.
My free dinner (which would have been $5 had I paid for it) certainly wasn’t much. I had what they called a deli sandwich. It
consisted of shaved ham and two slices of Swiss cheese on an extremely hard roll. It was so dry I actually got hiccups trying to
swallow the thing. Fortunately some ginger ale put them to rest. (Soft drinks were the only thing they served that was free.) [It was
actually a combination of the ginger ale and long periods of holding my breath that did the trick. I probably spent close to an
hour with the hiccups.] There were no side dishes whatsoever—no chips, no salad, no cookies, nothing. The only extra was a tiny
packet of “dijonaisse” spread that barely covered the bun and did nothing to relieve its dryness. Had I thought quicker, I could have
ordered both the sandwich and a “snack box” ($3) or a bag of trail mix ($1), since the total for all of them would have been covered by
one of my three $10 vouchers. I didn’t think quick, though, so all I had was the lousy sandwich. [That was pretty dumb on my part.]
I spent most of the flight reading a fascinating book I’d found on Amazon.com. Cold Crime is a tale of famous Alaskan legal
cases. (I’d read its companion volume, Murder at 40 Below while waiting at the airport for the return flight.) I was familiar with exactly
one of the cases they recounted, the murder of an Anchorage call girl that the Discovery Channel’s The New Detectives had reenacted.
It was interesting to read of the others. Like any crime book, it made the place in which it was set seem very dangerous. There has, of
course, always been a frontier aspect to Alaska, one that still remains to some extent even today. It certainly isn’t a place that requires
any special precautions, though.
From my window seat I could see the climate change rapidly as we headed north. Each time I looked up from my book it was
obviously colder outside than it had been before. It was 80o in Minneapolis, but by the time we passed Bemidji there was ice at the
edge of the lakes. In central Canada the lakes were still frozen solid, and there were patches of snow here and there on the ground.
[Looking out at the changing weather and landscape was probably the most memorable thing about this flight.] Then we
reached some of the most fantastic scenery of the trip, the St. Elias Mountains that mark the triple border between British Columbia, the
Yukon, and Alaska. Wrangell—St. Elias National Park in Alaska and adjacent Kluane National Park in the Yukon together form a
United Nations World Heritage Site, so named because of their unique geography and the wildlife that is preserved there. These are
some of the highest and most rugged mountains in the world, all the more dramatic because they are also very near the coast. In
winter, though, they don’t really look like mountains from the air. I’m used to seeing snow-capped mountains, but I don’t really think of
snow-covered mountains. That’s what these were, though. From the air they looked more like sand dunes than mountains, just peaks
of white with not a rock nor a tree to be seen anywhere.
I couldn’t help but think as we flew over these mountains that this was the very route prospectors had to pass through to reach
the Klondike back in gold rush days. It became immediately evident why the area is called White Pass, and I suddenly had a much
clearer understanding of Robert Service’s “white land locked tight as a drum”, “cold, deathlike valleys”, and “cold fear that follows and
finds you”. It’s hard to even imagine what those old time miners endured.
We reached the coast closer to Valdez (val-DEEZ) than to Yakutat, and we followed the shore for about an hour into
Anchorage. Unlike most coasts, Alaska’s doesn’t really have a beach or floodplain. Instead the mountains start at the shore and just
march inland. [They’re recent, volcanic mountains, and in this harsh climate it takes longer for vegetation to break down the
rock into sand. Margaret and I would see similar scenery along the coast of Iceland on a later trip.] It really is spectacular to
see waves crashing right up against lofty, snow-covered peaks. Shortly before landing we flew out over the gulf and turned
northeastward, flying over Turnagin Arm, an iceberg filled tidal basin that lies just west of Anchorage. Anchorage’s airport is positioned
a lot like LAX in Los Angeles, right next to the ocean and well south of the city proper. On our final approach we saw the city sprawling
across the “Anchorage bowl” with the modern downtown skyline in the distance. Lots of Alaska’s buildings are sheathed in mirrored
glass, and in the bright sun they created a rainbow prism all over the city.

We landed at 7:40pm, about 25 minutes ahead of schedule. It took quite a while to unload all the passengers, so it was
pushing 8:00 by the time Row 35 got to leave. Even so it seemed bright as noon outside. Less than a month since the equinox, the
days have already lengthened dramatically in Alaska. Also distorting things is the bizarre time zone most of the state uses. Until the
mid 1980s Alaska used four different time zones, and when it was midnight back home it would have been just 8pm in Anchorage.
About twenty years ago they consolidated things. Now pretty much every place anybody lives in Alaska uses the same time zone, the
zone that used to be called “Yukon Time” but now is called “Alaska Time”. (The Yukon switched to Pacific Time at roughly the same
time.) For most of the state this means the clocks are set an hour later than nature would normally dictate—and two hours later when
they “spring forward” for Daylight Savings Time. That means both sunrise and sunset come later than you’d normally expect.
ANC airport is officially called Ted Stevens International Airport, named after the Senator-for-Life and President Pro Tempore
of the Senate whom Alaskans affectionately call “Uncle Ted”. This enormous work of engineering is one of numerous examples of how
Stevens has used his seniority (he first took office in 1970) to funnel federal funds into what otherwise would be a politically irrelevant
state. The airport looks brand new, and it’s clear no expense was spared in building it.
[Not long after this Stevens would face serious—and not particularly surprising—corruption charges. He was found
guilty, and the case was on appeal when he ran for re-election in 2008. That led to one of the closest elections in Alaska
history and Alaska’s first Democratic senator in decades. Aided by the “early voting” push from the Obama campaign,
Anchorage mayor Mark Begich beat longest-serving Republican senator in history by less than 3,000 votes out of about
325,000 cast. While Stevens was convicted of financial irregularities, that wasn’t the end of the story. The indictments had
been brought by the Republican-controlled justice department under President Bush. Strangely, after President Obama took
office, an investigation headed by a Democratic justice department found that there had been serious prosecutorial errors
and gross over-statements of the allegations against Stevens. They found prosecutors had purposely withheld evidence that
likely would have resulted in a “not guilty” verdict. While it wasn’t outright said, the strong implication was that Stevens may
have been singled out for investigation because the moderate old-timer wasn’t “the right kind” of Republican by modern
standards. Attorney General Eric Holder ended up voiding the convictions and dropping all charges against Senator Stevens
in 2009. Not long after that, however, Stevens died suddenly in a plane crash while flying to a hunting lodge in western
Alaska.]
Signs all over the airport tell you ANC is the largest cargo airport in the world. In addition to being the port of entry for
th
countless supplies to the 49 State, Anchorage, there is also a huge warehousing industry around the airport. They use Alaska’s
cheap land and naturally cold climate to store things (like electronic supplies) that can then be quickly shipped to places that need
them. In addition, ANC serves as the international hub for both UPS and FedEx. When someone in Iowa sends a package to Paris,
Calcutta, Nairobi, or Sydney, it will first travel to Anchorage.
It’s interesting, though, that while the cargo area at ANC is enormous, as a passenger airport it’s really not all that big. Back in
the days before trans-Pacific flights were possible, Anchorage was a major refueling center. Today, though, most of the passenger
traffic at ANC is headed to or from Alaska, rather than in transit to somewhere else. The city of Anchorage is a little bit larger than Des
Moines, and its airport feels a lot like DSM. It’s not a small-town airport (definitely larger than Mason City or even Cedar Rapids), but
it’s certainly not a major hub. The only passenger airline that has a hub of any sort here is Alaska Airlines, which flies from Anchorage
to small outposts all over the state, as well as hourly service to their real hub in Seattle. [Alaska Airlines also offers frequent direct
flights between Anchorage and Los Angeles, Honolulu, and various points in Mexico.] Pretty much every other airline on earth
flies from one to five flights a day (more in summer, less in winter)—good service to everywhere, but nothing that would cause
congestion. The fact that ANC has separate domestic and international terminals makes each individual terminal seem even smaller.
When I walked out of Gate B-11 and onto the concourse I was greeted by an enormous stuffed Kodiak bear. Being from a
school whose mascot is the Golden Bear, I certainly felt properly welcomed. The beast at the airport was the first of numerous works of
taxidermy that I’d find in some of the strangest locations all around the state. Bears were by far the most common stuffed statues, but
there were also moose, caribou, and various birds. Alaska is blessed with abundant wildlife, but an amazing amount of that wildlife
seems to be stuffed and displayed indoors.
I made my way down the concourse and into the main terminal building. I used an immaculate restroom and then claimed my
luggage. (An advantage of being toward the back of the plane was that my bag was already on the carousel when I arrived.) I then
followed signs down two escalators and through a long tunnel to the underground bunker that houses ANC’s rental car desks. (I
expected to find Dick Cheney behind the desk.) A tanned boy with a “surfer dude” voice was manning the Alamo desk when I showed
up. He was unable to serve me because he was helping a couple who had left to get their luggage. The couple returned with more
luggage than I could imagine anyone could possibly need for any length of trip. Their main bag stood nearly as tall as the woman
(probably four feet tall—seriously), with width and depth proportionate to its height. It can’t possibly have been able to be checked
without additional fare. In addition they also had three other checked bags, each the size of a standard large suitcase, plus a roller-bag
carry-on for each of them. The woman also had an enormous purse, and the man had a gym bag. I was not traveling nearly as light as
I usually do (that I had checked anything confirmed that), but I had nothing compared to these people.
Eventually another employee (a young Alaska native man) came to the counter and helped me. The couple with all that
luggage apparently had just gone up to the desk to rent a car, with no reservations of any sort. I didn’t even know that was possible,
but it seemed to be no problem for them. (Of course, maybe those bags were stuffed with money.) I do nothing without reservations,
and mine had been confirmed and re-confirmed. Even so, I got an “upgrade” I really didn’t want. I had reserved a car in the “economy”
class, something that to me seemed only practical with gas well over two bucks a gallon. I got what they called “compact”, a Pontiac G-

6. Given that the other choice would have been an SUV (which they’d have given me at the same rate I had booked for the compact), I
suppose the G-6 was small. I can’t say I cared much for it, though. In addition to not getting particularly good mileage (low 20s), it was
awkward to get in and out of. Also, everything about it was electronic, and most of the electronics were less than user-friendly. (It was
a pain just to unlock the thing, and don’t even get me started on the radio.) The only redeeming feature was that it had an analog
instrument panel, which at least made it easy to keep track of my speed and the other vital statistics of the car. [Sometime before too
terribly long I’ll be in the market for a new car. I’ve actually looked at some already, but I can’t say I’m terribly impressed by
most of what’s available. One of the biggest problems is that carmakers seem to think it’s de rigeur that everything be
electronic. To me that just seems to make for more potential problems—and also make things more confusing.]
The rental cars at ANC are stored in a parking ramp, which makes good sense in a place with the kind of weather Anchorage
has. (The locals will tell you their climate is actually milder than Chicago’s, but we Midwesterners know better.) [It actually doesn’t
get all that cold in January or February in Anchorage—below zero is very unusual. Winter stretches on a LONG time, though,
to the point that it was still chilly in April.] The clerk gave had me sign a couple of papers, gave me the keys (sort of—there was a
key, but mostly I was supposed to use an electronic fob instead) and a wad of papers, and a card he said I mustn’t lose as I’d need it to
get out of the ramp. He said “you know where the cars are” in a voice that assumed I did know. I assured him I had no clue where they
were, and he gave me some vague directions. It actually wasn’t too hard to find the car, which had a specific place number in the ramp
(F-17), but getting out of the ramp was something else again. Once I finally did find the exit, I gave the ticket to the parking clerk (a
young Hispanic woman), who swiped it. The electronic sign said I owed $24.00, but she just waved me through. I don’t know if Alamo
has to pay that parking fee or not. If they do, they’re basically making nothing off this rental. I paid only $48 (plus a plethora of taxes),
and that would barely cover depreciation for the mileage I put on the car—let alone their employees and other overhead. [They would,
of course, rent the same car at a much higher rate in summer. Since it was in their inventory and since they had to have
employees at their desk, renting it out in the off-season was basically pure profit to them.]
I was a little worried that no one checked my rental papers at all before I left the airport property.
Every other time I’ve
rented a car, there’s always been someone at a very secure exit who double checks that the papers are in order and usually notes the
mileage and any damage there might be on the car. Fortunately this car had no damage. In fact it was brand new. When I pulled out
of space F-17, it had exactly 284 miles on it. I’d return it with 1265, so I paid Alamo less than 5¢ a mile for the distance I drove.
Counting gas and taxes, driving in Alaska cost me a total of about 18¢ a mile, which is still pretty cheap by today’s standards.
Most Alaskans would pay more than that to drive. While larger than my preference, the Pontiac was tiny by Alaskan
standards. This is a state of SUVs and RVs. Pretty much nobody drives a traditional car here, and if they do it’s either a forty-year-old
Cadillac or a souped-up Japanese sports car. No one seems to give a hoot about gas mileage here, and on the whole they seem to
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think $2.61 (the price for gas in Anchorage) is very reasonable. I’d love to know just how much gas gets burned up in Alaska. On a
per-capita basis, it’s got to be among the highest amounts anywhere.
I suppose this is as good a time as any to comment on driving in Alaska. While it wasn’t hard exactly, it was certainly different
than driving anywhere else. The most annoying thing about Alaska’s roads (and particularly its city streets) is a lack of paint. From the
airport I exited onto Minnesota Drive, a semi-expressway that people treat as six-lanes wide, even though most of the time there are no
lane markings at all. The lack of paint is probably a side effect of the Alaskan climate. For all I know, they may repaint the stripes
annually, but seven months of salt and studded snowtires wears it off.
Another product of the climate is frost heaving. Pretty much every road in Alaska (and every street in Anchorage) is made of
asphalt, but in many cases frost heaves have left the surface far from level. On the rural roads they send out heavy roller trucks to
smooth things out, but the city streets are mostly left as they are—making you feel you’re on a tilt-a-whirl as you make your way down
the street. (The frequent earthquakes they get here only add to the fun.)
There’s one other annoying aspect to driving up north: speed. Surprisingly the problem is actually lack of speed. Alaskans
almost universally drive slowly, both in town and on the highway. I don’t know how many times I’d be two or three cars back at a traffic
light, only to barely make it through the light on what at home I’d think was a fairly long green cycle. Other times I’d be driving on
straight, flat roads in the middle of nowhere and come up on someone driving about 45 mph. That was almost always a guarantee that
we’d immediately enter a long series of gentle curves—nothing that would warrant slowing down, but enough to form a no passing
zone. Back home we joke about elderly people who drive like that (though actually most of the older folks I know are speed demons if
anything), but in Alaska there aren’t a lot of senior citizens. I suppose everyone must just be enjoying all that scenery—but it they live
here, I’d think they’d have a lifetime to enjoy it.
Minnesota Drive alternates between an expressway with exits and a busy street with stoplights. In one of the street sections I
stopped at the Spenard (spu-NARD—a neighborhood in west Anchorage) location of Carr’s Quality Center. Carr’s is one of two
supermarket chains that dominate the Alaskan market, the other being Oregon-based Fred Meyer. I’d bought a Carr’s gift card through
the Garrigan scrip program [actually a Safeway gift card, but it worked at numerous different stores], and I figured I might as well
do some shopping and avoid the pop and snack machines at the hotel. Owned by Safeway, Carr’s has an extremely upscale feel to it.
Every aisle was carpeted, something that to me seems silly in a grocery store, and they featured the sort of foods they cook with on
TV’s Food Network. Carr’s reminded me a lot of the Dominick’s stores in Chicago (which also happen to be owned by Safeway) or of
Dahl’s in Des Moines. [I don’t think Dahl’s even exists these days, but it was a similar store.] It makes even the nicest Hy-Vee
look middle class.
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hall. This would certainly be a
good t ime to do tha
at renovation. This hotel (w
which has 180
rooms and charges o
over $200 a nig
ght in high sea
ason) had just a
couple dozen guests tonight. Theyy probably werren’t losing any
money,, but it was d
definitely not the winter “crrowd” that was
paying for all that new
w carpet.
—Ship Creek
Comfort Inn—

My room w
was lovely. It was a large room with two
o
queen beds and a ve
ery pleasant ba
athroom. I eve
en had a “wel-

come gift” on my bed when I arrived, a bag of microwave popcorn and a bottle of water. Last summer I stayed at a Courtyard by
Marriott in that had those amenities available in the room, but charged if you actually used them. In fact the bottle of water that you
could buy for 50¢ in a convenience store cost a full $4 in that Oklahoma City hotel. Here a note with the gift said both the water and the
popcorn were complimentary and were simply there to thank me for my business. I didn’t really want or need either one, but it was a
nice touch. If I ever should be back in Anchorage, there’s a good chance they’ll get my business again.
I hiked around the creek for a while, returning about sunset—which is 9:45 in Anchorage in April. I then watched the TV news.
Iowa was in the news twice tonight. First they had sketchy coverage of a tornado that had hit the Iowa City area. I’ve got lots of
relatives in Iowa City, and I knew my sister would be visiting down there this weekend, so that definitely got my attention. Most of the
coverage dealt with some sorority that I’d never heard of, so it was hard to say just where the thing hit. I’d find out later my relatives
were safe, but it hit very close to my Uncle Harvey and Aunt Max’s home. The other Iowa news was about the mumps. Iowa has had
an explosion in mumps cases this fall, with nearly a hundred times the normal number of reported cases. The current theory was that
two people who flew into Cedar Rapids may have been the main cause of spreading the mumps. Having just spent a long time on a
closely confined and very crowded plane, that wasn’t exactly news I was thrilled to hear.
The disease Alaska itself was worried about was the bird flu, something almost every “expert” felt would probably enter the
state this month. Birds that inhabit the Aleutian Islands migrate there from places like Vietnam where bird flu is now endemic, and most
health officials were convinced that rural Alaska was the place bird flu would probably strike first in America.
The other health concern was about people who surf on icebergs. You read that right. Apparently it has become quite popular
for college-aged boys to go out into Turnagin Arm and ride the waves on the little chunks of ice that float around there. It’s really no
surprise to anyone that doing so is extremely dangerous, but neither is it much of a surprise that those boys would find it fun.
Three different times during the newscast I saw the same ad. The ad was sponsored by Conoco/Phillips, one of the biggest oil
companies with Alaska connections, and it was campaigning against a proposal in the state legislature to re-design the state’s oil
revenues. I’d read later that the current “oil severance royalty” is paid in a flat rate per volume—the state government gets a certain
amount for every barrel of oil that leaves the state. Now that the price of oil is skyrocketing, the legislators want to change to a tax
structure based on a percentage of the value of the oil. It’s certainly understandable both why the state would want to make that
change and why the oil companies would oppose it. The commercial was in fable form. It showed a man having soup for lunch. When
the waitress brings the check, it is for $5.95, and the man complains that the price was more than what it said on the menu. The
waitress says that while he was eating, the price of the soup went up. He asks how she can do that, and she says, by just crossing out
the old price and writing in a new one. To demonstrate she raises the price to $6.95. He complains again, and in the time it takes him
to argue the price goes up to $7.95. He grabs a cracker and a sip of water, which skyrockets the bill to $24.95 by the end of the ad.
It may surprise many of my friends who think of me as very liberal, but I basically agree with the oil companies on this issue.
Alaska negotiated what was for them a very good deal for many, many years. (In fact, for decades that severance royalty made
Alaskan crude much more expensive than other oil, which is why we’ve never used much of it in the U.S.) While the state would
certainly make more money today on a percentage basis, they’re really not losing anything; they’ll still continue to get the same flat rate
they’ve always gotten. Indeed they may get more, simply because market conditions will create more demand for Alaskan oil. From
everything I’ve read (and it is by far the hottest issue in Alaska), it seems the folks in Juneau are just getting greedy. The oil companies
are too, of course, but at least they’ve held up their end of the bargain.
Alaskan television uses the same schedule as Central Time, so the news ended at 10:30. I flipped through channels, and
settled on “The Alaska Channel,” which is basically one endless commercial for Alaska tourism. About 11:00 I decided it was time for
bed. That was, of course, 2am back home, so it wasn’t hard to get to sleep.

Friday, April 14 - Anchorage, Kenai, Homer, & Seward
I was up around 6:40 this morning, which was before sunrise at this time of year in Anchorage. As I showered I pondered the
fact that today was Good Friday, which in addition to being one of the main Christian holy days is also one of the most tragic days in
Alaskan history. The state’s two biggest disasters both happened on Good Friday. On March 27, 1964, the largest earthquake ever to
hit North America (magnitude 9.2) shook Anchorage and the surrounding area. Between the quake itself and the enormous tsunami it
triggered, it was by far the worst natural disaster the Great Land has ever endured. Whole towns were completely wiped off the map,
and 131 people died. Then on March 24, 1989—also Good Friday—Alaska suffered its greatest man-made disaster, the Exxon Valdez
oil spill. At least half a million animals died as a result of the accident, and nearly two decades later the Gulf of Alaska’s ecosystem has
not fully recovered. I hoped that this Good Friday would not be another tragic day for the Last Frontier—and fortunately it wasn’t.
[In preparing this revision, I did a search for the news of April 14, 2006. It appears the biggest national story was the
Bush administration officially acknowledging that criticism to FEMA’s slow response after Hurricane Katrina was warranted.
Other headlines for the day included “Body found in Milwaukee lagoon”, “Woman suffers stroke on Disney ride”, “Dozens
dead in Iraq violence”, and “IRS warns of tax refund ‘phishing’ scams”. While none of that is exactly good news, there was
certainly nothing that made this day more newsworthy than any other day in recent memory. Moreover absolutely nothing of
lasting importance appeared to happen in Alaska that day.]

I went for a short walk be
efore breakfastt. My original intent
i
was to w
walk up the hill and do a bit o
of exploring dow
wntown. It was
cold out, though (ab
bout 20o), and I soon came to my senses and
a turned arou
und. I instead got in the car and drove up the hill, parking
g
my ca
ar at the cornerr of 7th and K near
n
the headquarters of seve
eral oil compan
nies. I walked around a bit an
nd eventually ccame to my firs
st
destin
nation for the day,
d
a nondescript office building at the corner of 4th and L Streets.
This unpromis
sing location h
houses what se
everal sourcess (including the
e Food Network
ess, the local w
weekly free paper) described
d as one of Ancchorage’s fines
st
and the Anchorage Pre
o eat, a hole-in
n-the-wall esta
ablishment calle
ed Snow City Café. I decide
ed to check ou
ut
places to
its prices (which were reasonable) a
and see if the place lived up
p to the hype (which it didn’t)).
w
really an
nything wrong with Snow Citty Café, but it’ss nothing you couldn’t find in
There wasn’t
absolute
ely any city in America.
A
The p
place is run byy middle-aged w
women who tie
e their hair back
with sca
arves and wea
ar floor-length cotton skirts and clunky sh
hoes. They lo
ook like they’re
e
forever stuck
s
in 1970. The décor lo
ooks like a cro
oss between a log cabin and
d an art gallery
[which is a fairly pop
pular look in A
Alaska]. The menu is broad
d, but is heavyy on vegetarian
d they’re proud
d of their organ
nic juice and co
offee. You can
n find countlesss similar places
fare, and
in colleg
ge towns and gentrifying old n
neighborhoods nationwide.
ortunate selecttion. I decided
d to go Alaskan
After scanning the menu, I made an unfo
Snow City Café
C
logo
and order an omelette filled with re
eindeer sausa
age. I should have just gone with an old
d
(ffrom their Fac
cebook page)
c
or perh
haps their sourd
dough pancake
es with local be
erries. It’s not
standby like ham and cheese
that I have any aversion to eating Rudolph; the thing just wasn’t very tasty. When I ordere
ed I pictured th
he sort of grou
und up sausage
e
often gets for breakfast
b
crumbled into the eggs.
e
Instead they’d
t
taken a solid sausage
e (much like a bratwurst) and
d cubed it. The
one o
meat had an odd te
exture and a ve
ery gamey flav
vor. I finished it, but I can’t ssay I cared for it at all. Also disappointing w
were their hash
brown
ns. I’d expectt a place like this
t
to serve homemade
h
has
sh browns, ma
ade from fresh
h potatoes (or possibly yeste
erday’s leftove
er
potato
oes). This was
s an obviously frozen slab tha
at was slightly browned
b
on on
ne side but bare
ely even warmed on the other. I ordered the
hash browns with ch
heese, and it certainly
c
appeared to be toppe
ed with shredd ed cheddar. T
The shreds had
d not melted, th
hough, and they
had vvirtually no tastte at all. On the plus side, my
m coffee and juice were goo
od, and by farr the best thing
g about the bre
eakfast was the
e
whole
e grain toast wiith homemade berry preserve
es. Both the brread and the ja
am were outsta
anding. The m
meal cost aboutt $12 ($8 for the
e
main meal and $4 for
f drinks). [A
As of January 2012 the omelet alone is $10.95.] Thatt’s on the price
ey side for bre
eakfast, but had
d
everyything been as good as the toast, I’d have sa
aid it was worth
h it. As it was, this was my m
most disappointting meal in Ala
aska.
My Catholiic friends will note
n
that I had meat for brea
akfast on Good
d Friday, for wh
hich they’ll hop
pefully forgive me. Not being
g
Catho
olic myself, it is
s of course not something I feel
f
a need to hold strictly to
o. (I could also
o have joined tthe many Orthodox Alaskans
s,
who o
observe a sem
mi-fast on Mond
days.) The res
staurant was suggesting
s
poa
ached eggs witth shrimp and caviar for a Frriday “sacrifice””,
don’t think sea
which
h strikes me as
s downright ab
bsurd. All my life
l I’ve wonde
ered how it is tthat Catholics d
afood is meat. Several of my
stude
ents over the ye
ears have aske
ed me that very question too, so they must not give their own memberss any reason fo
or the rule. The
e
shrim
mp certainly wou
uldn’t work as a vegetarian en
ntrée, so how does
d
it quality a
as “meatless” tto Catholics?
[I did a se
earch on the Lenten
L
abstinence rules in preparing thiis revision, bu
ut I’m not mu
uch more enlig
ghtened than I
was b
before. Suppo
osedly “meat”
” is defined as
s the flesh of mammals and
d fowl, but nott fish, shellfis
sh, amphibians
s, or reptiles—
—
so th
hat rattlesnake
e that “tastes like chicken” would be OK during Lent. Essentially th
hey differentia
ate warm-bloo
oded and cold
dblood
ded animals, though
t
why th
hey’d make su
uch a distinctiion no one se ems to explaiin. Some speculate that his
storically mea
at
has b
been a “luxurry” food, while seafood wa
as more plebian fare. Perh
haps this was
s true in the Mediterranean
n world where
e
Chris
stianity began
n, but the who
ole thing still seems very strange to m
me. To me an
nimals are animals, and all their flesh is
s
“mea
at”.]
p (it was the fo
ood, not the wa
aitress that had
d a problem) a
and made my way back to th
he Comfort Inn
n.
I left a fairly generous tip
The h
hotel also serve
ed breakfast, though like mos
st such places, they didn’t ha
ave much of an
nything I reallyy wanted to eatt. I was stuffed
d
with rreindeer sausage anyway, an
nd I’d be tasting
g that all day. So I just filled the travel mug
g with coffee, checked out, an
nd set off on my
way. The desk clerk
k gave me com
mplicated, but very
v
clear direc
ctions on how to
o reach Sewarrd Highway, the
e main route ou
ut of Anchorage
e south. Pretty
y much everything in Anchora
age is one-way (sometimes w
with one-way sttreets headed iin opposite dire
ections meeting
g
to the
at an intersection), and
a so it was good
g
to have both
b
the directions and a goo
od map. I foun
nd the highwayy with no proble
em and headed
d
hward.
south
Anchorage
e extends for about
a
eight miles south of do
owntown, and it’s set up like
e a lot of suburban areas aro
ound the world
d.
e’s a grid of ma
ajor commercia
al streets (like Fireweed
F
Lane, Northern Ligh
hts Boulevard, Tudor Road, a
and Internationa
al Airport Way)),
There
each about a mile apart.
a
Between
n the thoroughffares are windiing little streetss that go nowh
here. The main
n streets mostlyy meet at traffic
lights, so it was nice
e that Seward Highway (Alas
ska Highway #1
1) was a limited
d access road built to intersta
ate standards. I zipped along
g
at 65m
mph, which wa
as the legal spe
eed limit but slig
ghtly faster tha
an most of the o
other cars were
e going.
The last An
nchorage exit is
s at Huffman Road,
R
and just south
s
of there the city ends ra
ather abruptly. While it has ssprawled to fill a
d valley, it’s nic
ce that the land
d immediately south
s
and eastt of Anchorage
e proper is dessignated parkland, which keep
ps it from being
g
broad
developed. This sh
hould keep Ala
aska’s chief citty from sufferin
ng the fate of Denver, wherre the “beautifu
ul” view is spo
oiled by condos
march
hing up the mo
ountains. In fa
act, the line wh
here Anchorag
ge ends and th
he mountains b
begin couldn’t be more dram
matic. The road
d
dropss to two lanes (from six near downtown and
d four at Huffm
man Road), and
d the view changes from tackky suburban sttrips to some of
o
the m
most gorgeous scenery
s
you co
ould find anywh
here.

Alaska High
hway #1 (Seward Highway) south of Anc
chorage
The Sewarrd Highway sou
uth of Anchorage is one of just ten routes n ationwide that have been named “All-Amerrican Roads”. It
bears the title of “National Scenic
S
Byway”, and it’s not hard to figure o
out why those honors were b
bestowed. I’ve
e taken a lot of
o
also b
scenic drives over the
t
years, but I don’t think I’’ve ever driven
n a road as ind
describably be
eautiful as this.. The combina
ation of rugged
d
ntains, lush fore
est, and panora
amic seascape
es puts the Sew
ward Highway i n a class by itsself.
moun
That this road (and the railroad that
prece
eded and para
allels it) were even
e
built was
s a
miraccle of enginee
ering. The sh
horeline south of
Ancho
orage is mudfflats and quick
ksand, neitherr of
which
h can supportt a roadbed. Rising almost
imme
ediately from the shore arre the Chuga
ach
Moun
ntains, which fo
orm cliffs as high as 3,000 feet
f
right next to the wa
ater, with 10,00
00-foot peaks just
he highway and
a
railroad are
a
slightly inland. Th
sandw
wiched on an impossibly narrrow ledge, mu
uch
of w
which was blasted away from the cliffs.
Surprrisingly, it’s a remarkably go
ood road. Wh
hile
very ccurvy, the entire road can be
e easily driven
n at
55mp
ph, and length
hy portions are
e signed for and
a
safe a
at 65.
It’s really weird to see such high
moun
ntains so close to the water and
a even strang
ger
to drivve right next to
o them, literally
y in their shado
ow.
To se
ee the great mountains
m
at one
o
side and the
t
endle
ess ocean at the other put me
e beyond words
s. I
got a feeling of justt how tiny and
d insignificant any
a
an is in the gre
eat scheme of things as I ma
ade
huma
my ne
ext to these ma
agnificent work
ks of nature. [T
The
photo
o above is
s taken jus
st outside the
t
Anch
horage city lim
mit, where the
e highway is still
s
straig
ght. You can see Cook Inle
et just in frontt of
the m
mountains, and
d further ahea
ad the road ru
uns
betwe
een them.]

he Kenai Peninsula – south
h central Alask
ka
Map of th
arby volcanoe
es are highligh
hted on the we
est coast of C
Cook Inlet.)
(Nea

g to see along the cliffs were hundreds and hundreds of frrozen waterfallss. I’ve seen su
uch things befo
ore, as far south
Fascinating
as Missouri, but nev
ver so many an
nd never so late
e in the season
n. Most of the waterfalls werre in the processs of melting, b
but almost none
e
were ice free. After seeing the free
e-flowing Minnehaha Falls jus
st yesterday, itt was most intriiguing to see th
heir frozen rela
atives today.

The mounttains were still heavily snow--covered, but the
t road and itts immediate ssurroundings w
were completely free of snow
w.
was good, give
en that time aftter time signs warned
w
I was entering
e
an “Avvalanche Area””. These signs (which preced
ded pretty much
That w
everyy diagonal cliff edge) told of th
he length of the
e danger (from
m ½ to 7 miles) and cautioned
d in big red lettters “DO NOT STOP”. At this
point in the season most of the sn
now was frozen quite solid, and
a with beauttifully clear wea
ather today tha
ankfully I didn’t need to worry
aboutt avalanches.
One of the
e strangest sig
ghts on the hiighway was a scenic pull-ou
ut right in the middle of one
e of those “DO NOT STOP
P”
anche areas. There
T
are pull-outs pretty mu
uch everywhere
e along the Se
eward Highwayy, each with a more gorgeouss view than the
e
avala
last. Today I didn’t stop at a one of
o them, but sim
mply enjoyed the
t spectacularr sights that aw
waited me arou
und every curve
e as I made my
way ssouthward.
o Anchorage, I officially lefft the Greater Anchorage M
Municipality (mo
ost of which iis undeveloped
d
About fifty miles south of
moun
ntains) and enttered the Kena
ai Peninsula Borough.
B
The Kenai Peninsu
ula is a geogra
aphic feature a
about the size of the state of
o
Indian
na that separattes Cook Inlet (on
( which Anch
horage is located) from Prince
e William Soun
nd. Both of the
ese bodies of w
water are part of
o
the G
Gulf of Alaska, which in turn is part of the Pacific
P
Ocean. The two side
es of the penin
nsula look surp
prisingly differe
ent, though. I’d
d
spend
d my day seein
ng pretty much everything on the Kenai Peninsula, and it m
made for a fasccinating journeyy.
Not far into
o Kenai boroug
gh the highway
y splits. The Seward
S
Highwa
ay continues ro
oughly straightt south as High
hway #9 toward
d
the to
own of Seward
d, Alaska’s maiin year-round port.
p
(Anchora
age harbor free
ezes up in win
nter.) Highwayy #1 splits off u
under the name
Sterlin
ng Highway. Itt heads west across the interior of the penin
nsula and then down the westt coast to the rresort town of H
Homer. I began
my da
ay by turning right onto Highw
way #1.
Almost imm
mediately after leaving the Se
eward Highway
y, Highway #1 b
becomes a much duller drive. The interior o
of the peninsula
a
is much drier than itts coasts, and the
t road winds through scrub
bby forest in the
e relatively low
w Kenai Mounta
ains. It’s not ne
early as good of
o
a road
d, either. While the Seward Highway
H
has passing
p
lanes and
a frequent pu
ull-outs, the Ste
erling Highwayy is basically tw
wo narrow lanes
of asp
phalt without a shoulder. Forrtunately it’s only about seven
nty miles acrosss the Peninsula
a at its narrow middle, so I didn’t have to pu
ut
up witth it for long.
The west coast
c
of the Ke
enai Peninsula is one of the most
m
heavily po
opulated areas in Alaska. Aftter cutting acro
oss, the Sterling
g
Highw
way dumps outt in the “twin cities”
c
of Soldotna (sole-DOT-nuh) and Ken
nai (KEE-nigh).. Together witth their environ
ns, these towns
are home to about 40,000 people
e. Though thes
se cities date from Russian times, Kenai a
and Soldotna ((which exist mo
ostly to supporrt
ore oil drilling in Cook Inlet and Alaska’s biggest
b
refinerry) look brand new. Neitherr Kenai nor So
oldotna seems to have a rea
al
offsho
downtown, but they are both full of
o strip malls wiith a wide rang
ge of stores. T
The houses herre are really ve
ery nice, definittely not the sorrt
mpy homes yo
ou see in refine
ery towns down
n south. [I’d wanted
w
to see Soldotna sinc
ce meeting pe
eople from the
ere in my grad
d
of dum
school days at USM
M. Actually getting there a bit of an anti--climax, thoug
gh.]

Tesoro station – Kasilof, Alaska

e
I turned off the
main highw
way at Soldotna
a
and head
ded west to
o
Kenai. I th
hen crossed the
e
Kenai Rive
er and headed
d
south on “K
K-Beach Road””.
Originally named afte
er
Kalifornskyy Beach, KK
Beach Roa
ad could just as
easily be named for any
ess other old
d
of countle
Russian ssettlements, all
of which b
begin with the
e
letter “K”. I stopped fo
or
79 out here in
gas ($2.87
the boondo
ocks) at a run
ndown Tessoro station in
Kasilof, th
he little town
where K-Beach rejoins
the main hiighway.

There’s pre
etty constant settlement
s
from
m Kenai/Soldotn
na all the way south to Home
er, a stretch off a little over a hundred miles
s.
The w
whole Kenai Peninsula has about
a
80,000 people,
p
and alm
most all of the
em live somew
where along the
e road between
n Soldotna and
d
Home
er. There are very few significant towns here,
h
but there
e’s another hou
use carved ou
ut of the forestt every quarterr mile or so. It
remin
nded me a lot of
o Alabama—sttrange to think of Dixie in a pla
ace so far nortth, but the settle
ement pattern is almost identtical.
ods” pattern of
o settlement is
i just about my least favo
orite. I’d muc
ch rather see self-contained
d
[The “cabin in the woo
towns, with public areas that remain truly rurral. Everybody seems to w
want their own little sliver off “paradise”, tthough. Neve
er
mind that once it’s
s settled, parad
dise loses a bit
b of its allure.]

The immed
diate scenery along
a
the Sterliing Highway isn’t particularly scenic, but wh
henever there’ss a clearing in the forest there
e
was a gorgeous view across the water.
w
A string
g of five active volcanoes (mo
ost famous is M
Mount Augustin
ne, which has e
erupted severa
al
timess in the past yea
ar) line the wes
st side of Cook
k Inlet. The eru
uptions have killled off most off the nearby tre
ees, so many o
of the volcanoes
looks like an absolu
utely perfect cones rising from
m the coast. Th
hey were all co
overed with sno
ow, and they gllistened in the bright sunshine
e
ctive volcanoe
es being coverred with snow
w, but in Alask
ka they are.] I tried to get pictures of them
m,
todayy. . [It’s weird to think of ac
but no
one came out very
v
well
I saw my first
f
Alaskan wildlife
w
along th
he Sterling Hig
ghway, a big fu
urry musk ox. While this wa
as an animal m
more than large
enoug
gh to do severre damage to my car (or eve
en to an SUV), this one seem
med quite content to just forrage around in the ditch. I’ve
neverr been a big wildlife person, but
b I was please
ed to see one of
o those things I was suppose
ed to see.

or Point, Alask
ka – the westernmost place connected to the main Norrth American h
highway syste
em
Ancho
A little over an
hour south of Kasilof I
reached Ancchor Point, the
e
westernmostt place you can
drive to in N
North America
a.
There are roads furthe
er
h,
west (roadss head north
west, and ea
ast from Nome
e,
for example)), but they don’t
connect witth any othe
er
highways.
From Ancho
or
Point you can drive south to
o
Baja Califo
ornia or even
Panama and
d east to Florida
a
and Nova Scotia—even
catching the ferry to
o
nd, where you
Newfoundlan
could go to th
he easternmos
st
Rented Pontiiac at Anchor Point with sno
ow-covered ac
ctive volcanoe
es across Coo
ok Inlet

point in North Ame
erica. [Having
g been to Cap
pe Spear, New
wfoundland a
and to Key W
West, Florida, I of course H
HAD to stop at
a
hor Point. Latter I’d stop att the southern
nmost point in the United States on the
e Big Island o
of Hawaii. I’d
d really love to
o
Anch
some
eday take eith
her Canada’s Dempster
D
Highway of the Alaska
A
Pipelin
ne Road north
h to the Arctic
c Ocean.] I sto
opped briefly at
a
Ancho
or Point and mushed
m
through
h slushy snow to snap a pictu
ure that would say I’d been there. While it’’s a nice little ttown, there was
reallyy nothing to kee
ep me there, though, so I wen
nt on southward
d.
As I drove I would period
dically turn on the car radio to see what w
was on the air. The thing wa
as extremely (a
and needlessly
y)
plicated. In fac
ct, I could never figure out how
w to get it to re
eceive AM broa
adcasts, so myy listening was limited the FM
M band. Since I
comp
don’t have any radio
o at all in my ow
wn car, though
h, this was still a bit of a treat.. It wasn’t just anywhere I co
ould listen to the
e radio, though
h.
Kenai Peninsula is very mountainous, and there are vastt areas with eitther no or extrremely poor re
eception. Once
e I reached the
e
The K
west coast, though, I got dozens of stations from
m as far away as
a Anchorage—
—all crystal cle
ear. I listened
d mostly to two stations. One
e,
Y, listed its hea
adquarters as “Kenai/Soldotn
“
a/Sterling/Ninillchik/Homer”. I have no idea
a where their trransmitter was, but that pretty
KBAY
much
h covers the wh
hole of the pop
pulated area on
o the Kenai Peninsula [an a
amazingly larg
ge area for an
n FM station]. They were an
“oldie
es” station, which meant they
y broadcast the
e music of my childhood: “R
Rhiannon”, “Se
easons in the S
Sun”, “Philadelphia Freedom””,
“The Locomotion”, “Killer
“
Queen”, and “I Am Wo
oman”. Actually much newerr music is conssidered “oldies”” these days, b
but it was fun to
o
all those old ‘70s hits.
hear a
dio, on stationss broadcasting
g from Anchora
age and Home
er. This was a
The other thing I listened to was Alaska Public Rad
familiar experience. I almost neve
er listen to pub
blic radio at ho
ome, but in pre
eparing for this trip I happene
ed to come acrross the Alaska
ming. I listened
d to hours and
d hours of the show AK, a th
hematic weekly
Publicc Radio website, which archives their origiinal programm
newsmagazine cove
ering the “300 villages” of Alaska. [It was “Uncle Ted” Stevens’ sup
pport of AK an
nd Alaska Pub
blic Radio tha
at
d much of NP
PR’s budget frrom proposed
d cuts under the
t
Bush adm
ministration.] I learned a surprising amoun
nt about Alaska
a
saved
downloading AK, wh
hich I’d listen to
o live as I drove
e this weekend
d.
Among oth
her things, AK gave me a sen
nse of the truly
y bizarre politiccal climate foun
nd in the 49th sstate. It’s no g
great secret tha
at
e red/blue spec
ctrum Alaska is
s scarlet; it has
s reliably voted Republican si nce the Eisenh
hower days. W
What is less we
ell known is how
w
on the
often both Alaska an
nd Alaskans arre at odds with the national GOP.
G
This is prrobably best de
emonstrated byy the fact that A
Alaska is one of
o
most solidly pro-choice states.. A solid majority of Alaskans also oppose the Patriot Actt and the war iin Iraq, even th
hough this state
e
the m
has a
an enormous military presen
nce. There are
a also majorr differences w
with the Bush administration
n’s education policy and the
e
“dece
ency” campaign
ns that Republicans seem to favor. What Alaskans
A
are, b
by and large, iss libertarian. T
They mind theirr own business
s,
and they don’t wantt government meddling
m
in it. [At the time many of thes
se “liberal” vie
ews were pub
blicly claimed by the forme
er
or of Wasilla who
w was camp
paigning for go
overnor. Sara
ah Palin disav
vowed them on
nce she sough
ht national offfices.]
mayo
South of Anchor Point the
ere are frequen
nt
resorts,, many of whicch were closed
d until Memoria
al
Day. Others offered discount “w
winter” rates to
o
men. Traffic picked up as I neared Homerr,
fisherm
which sseems to be m
mostly a collecction of resorts
and min
nimalls. I craw
wled through th
he main part of
o
town (w
which I franklyy didn’t care much for) and
d
made m
my way to the
e Homer Spit, a long, narrow
w
peninsu
ula of sand and gravel that just out into the
e
sea sou
e
uth of Homer proper. The sspit used to be
much la
arger, but nearly half of it wa
as destroyed in
the 196
64 earthquake and about a third of what is
left hass been lost to rising sea leve
els. Today it is
literally the end of the
e road, so of course I made a
o go there.
point to
Self p
portrait of Dav
vid Burrow at the end of Ho
omer Spit, the “end of the ro
oad”
h end of mainla
and Alaska
at the south
are a
also beautiful views
v
of the mo
ountains acros
ss the bay.
ere, though
Supposedly Kodiak Island is also visible from he
I can’’t say for sure that I saw it. What
W
I did see were bald
eagle
es. Probably a dozen of the large birds we
ere circling
over the spit, oblivio
ous to me as I attempted to
o take their
es are not common even in Alaska,
A
but
picturre. Bald eagle
at lea
ast they are not considered
d endangered here. It
wasn’t the first time
e I’d ever seen a bald eagle [there are
quite
e a few near Efffigy Mounds in eastern Iow
wa], but I’m
prettyy sure I’ve nev
ver seen so many
m
of them all in one
place
e before.
he spit was a memorial to
o Alaska’s
Also on th
seafa
arers. While most
m
of the state
e’s income toda
ay comes

o
While the spit is also mostlyy a collection of
resorts,, they have an
n old time feel that makes it a
bit morre interesting than most of th
he rest. There
e

Seafarer’s M onument – Ho
omer, Alaska

from o
oil and tourism
m, historically many
m
Alaskans have earned their living from
m the ocean. T
Thousands of A
Alaskan sailors have been los
st
at sea
a, and this mon
nument paid tribute to them.

Bald eagles above Home
er Spit
From the spit
s I made my
y way to one off Homer’s biggest tourist attra
actions, the Prratt Museum. This small musseum of history
biology was the
e gift of a wealthy eccentric. [II wonder how many benefa
actors of instittutions could be described that way.] It is
and b
house
ed in a modern
n building that’s designed to look old-fashio
oned. It’s not o
one of the worrld’s great institutions, but it w
was interesting
g.
One o
of the most inte
eresting things was a display on the effect of
o the Exxon Va
aldez disaster.. If you look att a map, you’ll see that Home
er
is rea
ally nowhere ne
ear Prince Williiam Sound, yett oil washed up
p on the beach
hes here, severral hundred miles from where
e the tanker ran
agrou
und. They expllained the ongo
oing impact of the
t spill and its
s effect on plan
nts, birds, land animals, and h
human beings.
I stopped in the gift shop
p at the Pratt Museum,
M
where
e I picked up a couple of boo
oks and some postcards. Wh
hen the woman
annou
unced my total (somewhere around $15), iti seemed lowe
er than it shou
uld have been. I wasn’t certa
ain exactly wh
hat it should be
e,
thoug
gh, so I just handed her a $20 bill. She typ
ped something in the registerr, looked a bit confused, and
d announced I owed her more
e
mone
ey. I suggested
d she check wh
hat was up with
h her register, since
s
$20 wou ld easily coverr the amount sh
he said was du
ue. It turned ou
ut
that th
he register was
sn’t properly re
ecording zeros.. It thought the
e $20 was actu
ually $2, and it had similarly ccharged me 10
0% of one of my
purch
hases. She go
ot out a calcula
ator and added
d things up tha
at way (while I simultaneouslyy added them more quickly iin my head). It
turned
d out I owed arround $22, whiich was just slig
ghtly more than
n I had estimatted, but made ssense including
g tax. I handed
d her a five, bu
ut
then sshe struggled to figure out what
w
the change
e should be without her regisster to tell her. I told her the
e amount (while
e I never totally
trust my subtraction
n, I am a math teacher). She
e didn’t believe
e me, so she g
got out her calcculator again a
and subtracted that way. She
e
annou
unced the resu
ult, which happ
pened to be pre
ecisely what I’d
d said, but I do
on’t think she rrealized it. I o
often joke abou
ut young people
who ccan’t do simple
e math. This wo
oman was bey
yond middle age
e, so I guess w
we can’t just bla
ame these things on the youn
ng.
[Actually, while they may
m
or may night be more skillful, youn ger people arre almost alw
ways more com
mfortable with
h
math than their older counterpa
arts. I’ve foun
nd teaching adult
a
students
s that older w
women in partiicular often se
eem scared of
o
e never seems
s to be any rea
al reason for their
t
fear.]
math, though there
The drive north
n
from Hom
mer was much nicer.
n
Heading
g southward I m
mostly saw fore
est, with occasional glimpses of the ocean at
a
pped mountain
ns the whole wa
ay. I found alm
most every Ala
askan road wass that way, with
breakks in the trees. Northbound I saw snow-cap
comp
pletely differentt views headed
d opposite dire
ections. [This was really we
eird, but abso
olutely true. IIt was like I w
was on entirely
y
differrent roads when I travelled in opposite diirections.]
e towns in the western Kena
ai Peninsula we
ere originally R
Russian settlem
ments. I had rread ahead of time that there
e
Most of the
were several lovely old Orthodox churches
c
aroun
nd here, but I can’t
c
say I saw any of them. I can’t say I rea
ally went out off my way to find
d
them either, but I wa
as hoping I mig
ght at least catc
ch a glimpse off a dome amid the trees. No such luck.
I made my
y way back norrth to Soldotna, which is certa
ainly not a bea
autiful town but does feature good shopping. I stopped at
a
the P
Peninsula Cente
er Mall, a place
e I’d call a “sho
opping center” rather than a mall (almost a
all the businessses have outsid
de entrances, a
conce
ept that seems bizarre to me for new constrruction in a sev
vere climate). T
The anchor sto
ore of this mall is a place called Gottschalks
s,
a cha
ain based in Fre
esno, California
a, that has storres throughout the West. The
ey describe the
emselves as “A
America’s large
est independen
nt
deparrtment store”, meaning they’re one of the few places Macy’s
M
hasn’t b
bought out. I had purchase
ed a Gottscha
alk’s scrip card
d,
knowing they were the
t principal de
epartment store
e chain in Alas
ska. I browsed
d for quite a wh
hile through wh
hat for the size of town was an
amazzingly large sto
ore. Most of th
heir stock was a bit too trend
dy (which this year means a bit too ugly) ffor my tastes, but I eventually
found
d a couple of ite
ems I liked. It seemed to take
e the clerk fore
ever to apply th
he gift card, but I did end up w
with some nice
e souvenirs. It’s
a bit sstrange to think
k of clothes ma
ade in Malaysia
a and Honduras
s as souvenirs of Alaska, but I tend to buy cclothes wherevver I travel—and
I don’’t mean T-shirts
s, I mean real clothes.

Clothing, by
b the way, cos
sts exactly the same in Alask
ka as it would in
n Iowa. Much of it actually sseemed cheape
er, but that was
use I was mos
stly browsing through sale ite
ems. There re
eally is no rea son why garm
ments should co
ost any more up north, since
e
becau
they’rre basically shipped the same
e distance from
m abroad, wheth
her the final de
estination is So
oldotna or Des Moines. Thing
gs shipped from
m
Asia w
would actually travel a little bit shorter disttance to get to
o Alaska. [Actu
ually a lot of retailers ware
ehouse their imports in Los
s
Ange
eles or Seattle
e and re-ship them
t
to Alask
ka. That’s bec
cause it’s chea
aper for them to control all their invento
ory in the same
e
place
e than to have
e a separate warehouse
w
fo
or a comparattively small m
market.] If I’d have been thiinking, I should
d have actually
waited and shopped
d at the Gottsc
chalks in Ancho
orage, where I’d have saved 5% in tax. There is no state
e sales tax in A
Alaska, but mos
st
e boroughs (equivalent to cou
unties in any otther state) have
e local taxes. Anchorage is tthe major exce
eption. The on
nly taxes people
e
of the
there pay are property taxes.
nation Subway//TCBY, and I ffigured it was w
worth a try to ssee if I could unload those gifft
Next door to Gottschalks was a combin
ace was mostlyy a Subway and the clerks (high school kidss who get by on
certificates I’d been hanging on to forever. It turned out the pla
their llooks rather tha
an their smarts
s) were pretty clueless.
c
They could read, tho
ough, and theyy could figure o
out that each off the certificates
said ““TCBY’ and “$1
1” on it. I had a cone filled with blackberry sherbet
s
that wa
as excellent. T
The size was larger than I reallly wanted, but I
mana
aged to get rid of
o four of the fiv
ve certificates I’d been hangin
ng on to—and get nearly a do
ollar in change back too.
I next went into the Soldotna location of
o Carr’s Quality Center. I sspent the balan
nce on my Carrr’s card, plus a couple bucks
a
snac
cks. In particullar I got more of
o that Italian fflatbread—really good stuff. Finally I got so
ome coffee and
more to buy some additional
othing about th
used the bathroom at
a McDonalds. It intrigued me
e that there wa
as absolutely no
his McDonalds that would indicate to anyone
e
it wass in Alaska—o
or anywhere els
se for that mattter. While a lot
l of McDonallds are decora
ated with a local theme, this one was just a
generric McD’s. Their “new, bolde
er coffee” ($.9
95) was pretty good, though. [McDonalds
s has almost universally go
ood coffee. It
I
amazzes me that pe
eople pass it by
b in favor of places like Sttarbucks that charge three times as muc
ch for a product that is in no
o
way b
better.]
all Paul from th
he parking lot at
a Peninsula Ce
enter. Having heard about to
ornados in sou
uthern Iowa, I w
wanted to make
e
I tried to ca
sure tthat he and all the Iowa City
y relatives were
e OK, and I also would have
e liked to have
e just chatted. Unfortunately his phone was
on the phone, and usually th
busy. I assume he was doing something online
e. People ofte
en tell me they can’t get me o
he reason (as it
d be if someone
e tried to call while
w
I’m typing this) is that I’m
m listening to o ne of Brad’s ba
aseball games on internet rad
dio. I suppose I
would
could splurge and get a dedicated internet conne
ection, but that seems a wast e of money to me. [I still have dial-up inte
ernet six years
s
s than I was in 2006, though
h still enough tthat it could b
be difficult to c
contact me. P
Paul now has a
later. If anything I’’m online less
wirele
ess connectio
on, which mea
ans I can almost always ge
et through to his phone. T
The problem is
s, as a full-tim
me pastor he’s
s
often
n busy and nott at home.]
I put up with
w many more
e of those slow
w Alaska drive
ers as I made my way back east across th
he Kenai Peninsula. There’s
practiically nowhere to pass on the
e Sterling Highw
way, so I drove
e 40 or 45 prettty much the wh
hole way. Whille this isn’t an e
especially good
d
road, it would be perfectly safe at 50
5 or 55, and I got frankly ann
noyed following
g all the slowpo
okes.
n amazing amo
ount of traffic in
n rural Alaska. The entire sta
ate has just 70
00,000 people. In summer th
hat number can
There’s an
b April is hard
dly prime tourist time. Even
n so, traffic wass quite heavy today—as it w
was most of the
e
more than double from tourists, but
other times I drove (the main exception being when
w
I was outt early in the m
morning). I’d rread that on su
ummer weeken
nds the Sterling
g
way can be as
s congested as
s the Overseas
s Highway in the
t
Florida Keyys, with bumper-to-bumper m
motorhomes headed to those
e
Highw
resortts in Homer. Fortunately
F
it wa
asn’t that busy
y at Easter, but it surprised me
e just how mucch traffic the roa
ads carried.

Part of the intersection of
o highways 1 & 9
nea
ar Moose Pass
s, Alaska

Of co
ourse a large part of that is
that in Alaska there’s usuallyy only one way
to get anywhe
ere. The entirre state (almos
st
three times th
he size of Texa
as) has exactly
thirteen highways, which doe
esn’t make for a
o
lot of choice. When I go ffrom Algona to
Des Moines, I can pick from literally dozens
utes, all of which take roughly
of possible rou
the same a
amount of tim
me.
Indeed
d,
everyone here
e seems to have a differen
nt
“favorite” way of getting there
e. On the othe
er
hand, to get from Homer to Seward in
nly choice was to make a “U””,
Alaska, my on
driving north tto Soldotna, th
hen east to the
e
junction south
h of Anchora
age, and then
south to my destination. An
nyone else who
o
wanted to drivve between th
hose towns (o
or
between Anch
horage or Fairbanks and eithe
er
one of them) w
would have to ffollow all or parrt
of the same ro
oute. That lackk of choice puts
comparatively more traffic on
n the few roads
that do exist.

Highways 1 and 9 interse
ect north of Se
eward in an en
normous trianglle interchange that has to take up nearly a square mile of
o
he middle of it, and they built ramps conne
ecting the three
e possible directions you can
n go around the
e
land. There’s a big mountain in th
t
mostly
y two-way ram
mps.] I made my way around the ramp and
d headed south
base.. [They’re partticularly strange, because they’re
on hig
ghway #9.
The final le
eg of my drive today was eve
ery bit as gorge
eous as the firsst. I had read ahead of time a comparison of Seward and
d
er that noted th
hat both were nice
n
towns, butt Homer was across
a
from th
he mountains w
while Seward w
was in them. T
That’s definitely
Home
true. Though prima
arily a seaport, Seward is very
y much a moun
ntain town. Th
he surrounding peaks are nott extremely high (1500 – 3000
feet), but they are extremely
and even the vvalleys in the e
e
rugge
ed. In April the
ey were also snow-covered,
s
eastern Kenai Peninsula were
mostly filled with sno
ow. Fortunately the road was
s dry and clear, and I was ablle to enjoy a drrive that was bo
oth beautiful an
nd relaxing.

Forested
d area on high
hway 9 north o
of Seward, Ala
aska
(Note snow at
a the side of t he road.)
I had a pre
epaid reservatio
on at the Holida
ay Inn Express
s—Seward Harrbor. This wass, without quesstion, one of the
e nicest hotels I
Years later, I’d still make tha
at comment—iit was a truly o
outstanding h
hotel.] It’s loca
ated at the north
have ever stayed in anywhere. [Y
of central Sewa
ard, and it’s ob
bvious that its primary
p
custom
mers are cruise
e ship passeng
gers. In summ
mer thousands o
of these people
e
end o
will do
ock at Seward and stay a nig
ght there. Then they’ll catch the Alaska Ra ilroad north to Anchorage an
nd Denali (Mt. M
McKinley). The
e
hotel is within easy walking distan
nce of both the
e cruise ship docks
d
and the railroad termin
nal, and they rrun a shuttle to
o both locations
(and tto downtown Seward)
S
for tho
ose who can’t be
b bothered to walk at all. It’’s a brand new
w hotel, built in a long, narrow
w strip right nex
xt
to Se
eward’s small boat
b
harbor. All of the rooms
s have beautifu
ul mountain vie
ews, and half (including mine)) have balconie
es that look ou
ut
over tthe harbor. [I actually think
k in winter the
ey were ONLY
Y using the ha
arbor-view roo
oms. In summ
mer those carrry a premium..]
The e
exterior of the hotel is covere
ed in blue sidin
ng (interesting, since the Com
mfort Inn was ssided in green—almost nothing in Alaska is
brick, like most hote
els are here), which
w
makes it blend
b
in nicely with its surroun
ndings.
For a small town, this is a very large hottel. There are three floors an
nd about 150 to
otal rooms. A ttiny gravel strip
p of parking is in
w
in winter was sufficient for all of us who
w were stayin
ng there. Acro
oss the street iis a large lot (a
also gravel, like
e
front of the hotel, which
prettyy much every parking lot in Alaska) that has
h designated
d spaces for to
our buses and also serves ffor overflow ca
ar parking. Ye
et
anoth
her overflow lott is just north of
o the hotel, ne
ear the Alaska
a Railroad term
minal. I’d imag
gine in summer they need all that additiona
al
space
e.
My room was
w about as perfect
p
as a ho
otel room can be.
b
I had a ki ng bed with a comforter (imm
maculate, even
n though it was
white [I never follo
ow why hotels
s choose whiite linens, butt they’ve beco
ome very pop
pular in recen
nt years.]), cable TV, a DVD
D

playe
er, a small refrig
gerator, a micro
owave, a clock
k/radio, two pho
ones (one of th
hem cordless), and a coffee m
maker. There w
was a nice desk
hat I could walk
k out on and en
njoy the view. The spacious bathroom had a large tub with a massaging
g
and a recliner, plus the balcony th
showerhead, plus a wide range of complimenttary toiletries. The heat (co
ontrolled, as in
n all the hotels I stayed in up north, by a
mostat on the wall
w rather tha
an buttons by the window) was
w whisper qu
uiet, and there
e was also airr conditioning—
—though I can’t
therm
imagine it is used very
v
often. The
e room was als
so very well lit. I could adjusst things for as much or as litttle light as I w
wanted. Had I a
ol, a hot tub, a
and a full gym
m on site. I did
dn’t use any o
of those, but it’s
need for them, therre were laundrry facilities, an enormous poo
alwayys kind of fun to know what’s around. Ama
azingly, I paid ju
ust over $50 (iincluding tax) ffor this room; itt’s one of the ffew times in my
life I’d
d say a hotel was
w actually worth more than what
w
I paid. It really was a tre
eat to stay here
e.

View from balcony
y of Room 224
4 at Holiday Inn
n Express – S
Seward, Alaska
a
That $50 was
w a prepaid rate for low se
eason. They probably weren ’t losing any m
money keeping their doors op
pen in April, bu
ut
weren’t really making
m
much either.
e
They ob
bviously do ma
ake money in ssummer, thoug
gh. The price sshown on the door (which I’m
m
they w
sure nobody ever actually
a
pays, but it does ma
ake a nice com
mparison) wass $359. I felt I got a good d
deal, but the p
place was mos
st
h that much; no
o hotel is. [Mos
st likely the bulk of their ro
ooms are sold in blocks to ttour companie
es, rather than
n
decidedly not worth
rente
ed to individua
al guests. I’ve
e no clue wha
at sort of whollesale rates th
he tour compa
anies pay, butt I do know th
hat when some
e
friend
ds of mine too
ok one of those cruise/rail packages to celebrate a sh
hared milesto
one birthday, tthey withdrew
w thousands of
o
dollars from their retirement
r
fun
nd to cover the
e cost.]
I tried callin
ng Paul again shortly
s
after I checked
c
in, butt his line was sttill busy. With the three-hourr time differencce, I didn’t really
want to try very late
e, so I instead went
w
out explorring. The hote
el was on a side
e street one block east of the
e busy Seward Highway. Jus
st
to the
e west of the highway
h
was a memorial to Benny Benson
n, the designe
er of Alaska’s fflag. Benson lived in an orp
phans’ home in
Sewa
ard back at the
e beginning of the last centurry. He won a contest to dessign the territorrial flag (now the state flag) by submitting a
simple drawing of the
t
Big Dipper on an indigo background. His explanatio
on of the mean
ning of it is preserved as the
e state song of
o
Alaskka:
Eight stars of gold on a field
d of blue Alaska's flag
g, may it mean
n to you
The blue of th
he sea, the eve
ening sky,
wers nearby;
The
e mountain lak
kes, and the flow
Th
he gold of the early
e
sourdoug
gh's dreams,
Th
he precious gold of the hills a
and streams;

The brilliant stars in the
e northern sky,,
The "Bear" - the "Dipper" - and, shining high,
h
The great North Star with
h its steady ligh
ht,
and and sea a beacon
b
bright.
Over la
Alask
ka's flag - to Ala
askans dear,
The simple
s
flag of a last frontier.
o show, had done a feature on Alaska’s
AK, the public radio
flag, a
and while I don
n’t know that I’d
d have gone ou
ut of my way
to se
ee the memoria
al of its designer, since it was
w
virtually
next d
door to the hottel, it was interresting to see. There was
much
h smaller war memorial nex
xt to the Ben
nny Benson
shrine
e, and both were centered in a pleasant little
e park at the
base of a mountain.
w another
Just down the street from the hotel was
memo
orial, this one to those who lost their lives in the Good
Fridayy Earthquake.
w
virtually destroyed
d
in
Seward was
1964,, not directly by
b the quake, but
b by the tsun
nami (called
“tidal wave” in those
e days) that fo
ollowed. It was
s interesting
after seeing the earthquake memorial
m
that all around
ard I saw blue signs indica
ating tsunami evacuation
Sewa
routess. It’s not to ha
ard to figure ou
ut that the way you escape

B
Benny Benson
n Memorial – S
Seward, Alask
ka
(Note tthe snow-capped mountain
ns in the backg
ground.
T
These are EVE
ERYWHERE around Seward
d.)
from a tsunami is by
y going away from
f
the coast and up into the
e mountains. P
Pretty
much
h every road out
o of town is an evacuation route, and ap
pparently there
e’s an
elabo
orate siren system that gives warning
w
should
d a wave be like
ely to approach
h. It’s
too bad they didn’t have a system
m like that in place
p
a year ago
a
when the tragic
tsuna
ami hit south As
sia.
ok for
Having nott had lunch, I was
w a bit hungrry by now, so I decided to loo
a placce to eat. Sew
ward is definitely a small town
n when it come
es to dining op
ptions.
The o
only fast food in town is a Su
ubway (a chain that appears to exist pretty much
everyywhere in Alaska; even out in
n “the bush” to
owns like Barro
ow and Nome have
their Subway), and otherwise there were glorifie
ed bars that billed
b
themselve
es as
restau
urants serving various “ethn
nic” cuisines. In Seward, though,
t
Greekk food
mean
ns gyros, Italian food means spaghetti, and
d Mexican food
d means nach
hos. I
almosst did go into a Chinese restaurant, but I’d have
h
been the only
o
customer tthere,
and I decided I really didn’t want to call that mu
uch attention to
t myself. Insttead I
just w
walked around
d “historic” (i.e
e., dates to 1965,
1
but in the style of 1900)
downtown Seward.
In addition to a wide sele
ection of bars, Seward is well appointed witth gift
shopss. One of the
ese was even
n open until 7:00 on Friday nights in Aprril. It
intrigu
ued me that th
his place had pretty
p
much the
e exact same selection as th
he gift
deparrtment at Carrr’s. I would co
ome to find that pretty much
h every gift sh
hop in
Alaskka carried the exact
e
same bo
ooks and sund
dries. Only a few
f
local itemss (like
honor
bookss specific to the
e Pratt Museum
m’s exhibits) va
aried from place
e to place. In h
of Be
enny Benson I chose to buy
y a mug with Alaska’s
A
flag on
o it [an enorm
mous
ceram
mic mug that I occasionally
y use for hot chocolate],
c
and I also picked
d up a
T-shirrt with the sam
me design embroidered on it. (I know, I saiid I usually buyy real
clothe
es as souvenirs
s, but I liked this T-shirt.)
I walked around a bit mo
ore, passing th
he Liberty Thea
ater, a movie h
house
that iis the oldest surviving build
ding in Sewarrd and a coup
ple of churche
es. I
attem
mpted to get some money at the
t First Nation
nal Bank of Ala
aska, but the do
oor to
the ve
estibule where their ATM was
s located appea
ared to be perm
manently locke
ed.

vacuation Rou
ute sign
Tsunami Ev
with moun
ntain in backgrround

I went bac
ck to the hotel and enjoyed a most relaxing
g evening baskking in the luxu
ury of the placce. Instead of a real dinner, I
micro
owaved the com
mplimentary po
opcorn I’d gotte
en at the Comffort Inn and the
en munched on
n the Italian flatbread. I enjoyyed a long bath
and ju
ust lounged aro
ound watching TV—nothing special,
s
but a very
v
pleasant evvening. [I spe
ent a similar ev
vening at the very luxurious
s
Palmer House Hiltton in Chicag
go last Thank
ksgiving (anotther place I’d
d booked at a
an incredibly low rate), an
nd I enjoyed it
i
ensely as well.]
imme

Saturday, April 15 - Seward, Portage Glacier, & Anchorage
I was up very early this morning and made it down to the hotel’s breakfast room shortly after they opened at 6:00. I sat across
from a family from Maryland that could have been a model for suburban bliss: slightly overweight mother and father with an extremely
tall, gangly teenaged son and a prim daughter still playing with Barbies. The four of them were pouring over the Anchorage Daily News
as they ate, and they seemed to find every article amusing. I have no clue why. I read the same paper later in the day, and there was
nothing much that tickled my funny bone. I didn’t care much for the Anchorage Daily News (it’s tends toward tabloid sensationalism
and has very conservative editorials), but laughing definitely wasn’t my reaction.
I must say that breakfast was the most disappointing aspect of the Holiday Inn Express—Seward Harbor. It wasn’t that there
was anything particularly wrong with it, just that it didn’t really meet with my expectations. A couple years ago in Florida Margaret and I
stayed at a Holiday Inn Express that had some of the best cinnamon rolls I’ve ever eaten. They had those same rolls here, but the
ones that were out at 6am were obviously at least day old and seemed more like hockey pucks than pastry. There were plenty of other
breakfast choices, but none of them really excited me. I had a cup of yogurt and filled my coffee mug and then set off for the day.
Check-out took no time at all. Since my room was prepaid, I hadn’t presented a credit card at check-in and they hadn’t even
bothered making up a folio for me. I’m not sure what they’d have done if I’d have tried to play video games or rent a movie. I didn’t, so
there was no reason to deal with a bill. [I’ve been in this situation a couple of other times at hotels, and I’m always surprised by
it. Many hotels won’t even let you through the door without a credit card; even if you’re paying with cash or a gift card, they
require scanning a credit card in case there’s damage to the room. On the other hand, with prepaid stays, they often don’t
even keep any formal record at all.]
I stopped at a Texaco station on the highway just west of the hotel, where I bought some $2.81 gas. (That seemed a horrible
price at the time, but as I write this on April 22 it’s $2.89 in Algona, and everyone’s assuming it will be over $3 by Monday.
[Interestingly, as I write this revision, gas has come back down under $3—roughly the same price it was six years ago.]) The
station wasn’t actually open yet, but they had a pay at the pump system where I swiped my credit card to pay. I generally prefer those
anyway, because it makes it less likely I’ll make impulse buys at the convenience store.
The place I stopped this morning may well have been the only Texaco station in all of Alaska. By far the dominant brand up
north is Tesoro, a San Antonio-based company that owns the refinery in Kenai. Tesoro (the Spanish word for “treasure”) operates
convenience stores under the name “AK2Go” (pronounced in commercials “Alaska to Go”) as well as grimy old truck stops like the one
I’d stopped at yesterday. Their logo features the Northern Lights on a teal background. [Older stations show the big dipper on their
signs.] Supposedly in addition to Alaska they operate throughout the Mountain states, and they also supply gas to every Wal-Mart
store in the West (the ones that say “Mirastar” rather than “Murphy USA”). [In recent years Tesoro has expanded into the Midwest.
I’ve seen quite a few in Minnesota, and there’s even one in Carroll, Iowa.]
When preparing for the trip I had tried to buy Tesoro gift cards. They participate in the scrip program, but apparently they have
a policy (which, even after I complained, still isn’t given on the scrip website) that they’ll only sell the cards to residents of the states
where they have service stations. Since I didn’t have any prepaid Tesoro cards (those I did have were for Casey’s and BP, neither of
which operates in Alaska), it really didn’t matter where I bought gas. Texaco was convenient and as good as anywhere else. In fact,
while the pump this morning said Texaco, chances are I actually put Tesoro gas in the Pontiac. The Kenai refinery supplies something
like 95% of Alaska’s gasoline, regardless of the brand it says on the pump. That refinery is the major factor in bringing Alaska’s gas
prices in line with those elsewhere in America. The state actually ranks in the lower half nationwide in gas prices, partially because oil
refined on Alaskan soil isn’t charged the severance royalty.
Since I’ve already mentioned scrip several times, I should probably explain it briefly for those who may not be familiar with the
program. The program allows various non-profit organizations (like our school) to sell gift cards that people can use at both local and
national stores. You pay face value for the cards, but the merchants sell them to the school at a reduced rate—anywhere from 2% to
30%, depending on the nature of the business. The merchants usually end up ahead, not just because they attract customers (like me)
who feel they are supporting charity in the process of shopping, but also because the discount is often the same amount they’d pay for
processing a credit card transaction, and with scrip they get the money up front, rather than waiting for it. (They may also get a tax
incentive; I don’t know the technicalities of that. [They do. In fact, when corporations tell you of their vast charitable “donations”,
a lot of them are things like scrip.]) The school also benefits. In the first year we’ve had the program at Garrigan, we’ve sold over a
million dollars in gift cards and earned over $50,000 in profit. [Last year it was close to $200,000 in profit.] For us, that money
reduces students’ tuition. (Originally they were going to apply the profit from the scrip teachers bought to our retirement program, but
apparently there were legal problems with doing that.) Other schools use it for things like band uniforms or sports supplies. I find that
in addition to helping out the school, scrip also allows me to budget my money better. By buying the cards up front and limiting the
cash I spend or the times I use my credit card, I’m more likely to stick with what I actually can afford to spend. [Budgeting is probably
the biggest benefit of scrip. It’s so easy to just charge things these days, and using the gift cards reduces the temptation to
do that.]
Just north of Seward I passed a narrow road with a sign indicating it was the route to the Alaska State Corrections Facility.
That reminded me of another thing I had heard on AK. One of their episodes was entitled “Exporting Alaska” and described the various
products (more than just oil) that the state sends down to the “Lower 48” or overseas. In one segment they noted that among Alaska’s
biggest exports are prisoners, a fact that was confirmed by that Cold Crime book I’d read on the plane. It turns out that about half of

peoplle sentenced in
n Alaska end up serving the
eir time somew
where else. Th
he AK show viisited with a group of Alaska
a men who had
d
origin
nally been sentt to Seward but were then tra
ansferred to a privately run p
prison in southe
ern Arizona. T
The climate and geography of
o
those
e two places are
e about as diffe
erent as can be
e, but the main
n problem they felt was being so extremely iisolated from th
heir families. (It
could easily cost $1000 for a famiily member to come
c
just for a “through the glass” visit.) O
Other Alaska p
prisoners apparrently end up in
such far-flung place
es as Washingtton, Texas, Ne
ebraska, South Carolina, and Arkansas. Th
here are only th
hree prison faccilities in Alaska
itself. The largest is
s here at Seward, there’s a sm
maller prison att Palmer and a “pre-trial holding facility” in d
downtown Anch
horage. [There
e
are also the equiva
alent of countty jails in communities arou
und the state.]] Even those w
would be very ffar from home for many of the
crimin
nals.
Crime, by the
t way, is ano
other issue whe
ere Alaskans differ with manyy of their fellow
w Republicans. The Arizona inmates that AK
K
ostly serving liffe sentences fo
or murder. Unllike most “red” states, Alaska
a doesn’t have the death pena
alty. It also has
intervviewed were mo
some
e of the most liberal drug law
ws in the counttry, and the sta
ate tends to ig nore minor sexx crimes (an a
attitude that da
ates back to the
e
ladiess of the night th
hat followed the prospectors a century ago)). In cases invvolving drugs and/or sex, the state is often a
at odds with the
federa
al investigators
s and courts, which
w
more ofte
en take the attitude that “the la
aw is the law”. It’s an interestting conflict.
As I made
e my way north from Seward
d,
e was just a
about the onlly car on the
e
mine
high way. At one point I counted
d the mileposts
and went twelve m
miles before m
meeting anothe
er
car—
—quite a chang
ge from all the traffic I’d fough
ht
yeste
erday. Witho
out traffic, I made good time
e
weavving my way th
hrough the mo
ountains. While
e
theyy are rugged, th
he mountains a
aren’t high, and
d
even
n with the cu
urves and gra
ades are fairly
genttle. In most ca
ases I could go 50 – 60 mph
witho
out any problem. This is exa
actly the kind of
o
mou
untain road I love—easy to drrive but packed
d
with spectacular sccenery.
The first o
of several desttinations for me
e
this morning wass Portage Gla
acier, which is
arently the ssingle most visited touris
st
appa
attra
action in Alaska
a. You wouldn
n’t know that on
this April morning, though. The road to their
visito
or’s center wass plowed out, but the building
g
was closed and the place wa
as completely
y

Empty highw
way north of Seward,
S
Alaska
a
deserrted. Portage Glacier is pop
pular
becau
use it’s provid
des a bit of “the
bush”” within an easy drive of
Ancho
orage. It’s a nearby and “user
friend
dly” glacier, tha
at tourists can get
to without really making a trek. In fact
it use
ed to be literallly right next to
o the
road. That’s no longer true, though.
In the
e past fifty yea
ars it has retrea
ated
drama
atically. What’s next to the road
r
is now
w called Porta
age Lake, and the
glacie
er Is a good quarter mile away on
the otther side. Prettty much every
yone
in Ala
aska explains the retreat as
s the
resultt of global warrming, yet ano
other
place
e they are at odds with the Bush
B
admin
nistration. Unlike our Presid
dent,
no A
Alaskan would ever say clim
mate
chang
ge isn’t happen
ning. [I’d see the
same
e attitude this past summer
when
n I visited another
a
north
hern
destination, Icelan
nd.] Indeed, it has
been happening ve
ery dramatically
y up
north. Not only arre glaciers me
elting
and sea levels wiping
w
out coa
astal
Snow
w-covered Po
ortage Glacier and frozen Po
ortage Lake,
land, but much off the wildlife that
50 miles south
h of Anchorag
ge
about 5
used to inhabit the waters
w
in south
hern
Alaskka has relocate
ed further north
h. I’m typing this on Earth Day,
D
and in sal ute of the dayy the AK radio show is lookin
ng at two native
comm
munities that have coping with a warming climate. One used to be co
ompletely dep
pendent on walruses, but now there are no
o

walruses anywhere near their isla
and. The otherr relied on solid ice forming, which airplane
es could use to
o land and brin
ng supplies. In
nt seasons they’ve had to wa
ait two months
s later than in the past beforre solid ice forrmed. Long-tim
me residents w
will tell you tha
at
recen
Alaskka’s winters are
e much warme
er than they use
ed to be, and th
he summers arre slightly warm
mer as well. It’s still not a trop
pical place, and
d
even in April it’s cold
d, but it’s not all ice and perm
mafrost these da
ays either.
This morniing at Portage Glacier, thoug
gh, I could have believed A laska really wa
as a frozen w
wasteland. Porrtage Lake was
frozen
n solid, and the glacier was totally
t
covered
d in snow. It’s weird to see a glacier in win
nter, because it doesn’t so m
much look like a
glacie
er as a snowfie
eld. I saw almo
ost none of the
e blue ice that normally identtifies a glacier,, just an overw
whelming whiten
ness that made
e
me gllad I’d brought my sunglasses
s. I couldn’t he
elp but think of Robert Service
e’s lines:
The w
winter! the brig
ghtness that bliinds you,
The white land locked tight as a drum,
The
e cold fear that follows and fin
nds you,
The
e silence that bludgeons
b
you dumb.
The snows that are
a older than history,
h
woods where th
he weird shado
ows slant;
The w
The stillness, the moonlight,
m
the mystery,
m
oodbye—but I can’t.
c
I’vve bade ‘em go
Portage Glacier is one of
o several
place
es in Alaska tha
at has a “peac
ce spike”,
a sm
mall monumen
nt about 4 feet high
engra
aved with the
e words “May
y Peace
Preva
ail on Earth” in
n several langu
uages. I
saw a
about half a do
ozen of these at
a various
locations around th
he state. I’m not sure
what group sponsors them, but I certainly
can’t argue with the message.
est of the
Portage Gllacier is just we
entran
nce to the Antton Anderson Memorial
Tunne
el. Until quite recently (when
n the “big
dig” o
opened in Bosto
on) this was the longest
highw
way tunnel in North America
a, and it
remaiins one of th
he five longes
st in the
world. The tunnel was originally
y built by
the A
Army Corps of Engineers
E
during World
War II as a rail tu
unnel that wou
uld allow
easy shipment of su
upplies from th
he port of
Whittiier to the interior. Today th
he threemile ttunnel serves both rail and highway
trafficc. It has a one-lane concrete
e roadbed
with a single railroad track down the
er. They strictlly regulate trafffic in the
cente
tunne
el,
with
diffferent
fiftee
en-minute
segm
ments serving different
d
types of traffic
(eastb
bound road trraffic, westbou
und road
trafficc, eastbound trains, or we
estbound
trainss). Even highw
way traffic is se
egregated
by tyype, so poss
sibly flammable trucks
aren’tt in the tunnel at the same
e time as
cars.
The only real reason for a tourist
h the port
to go through the tunnel is to reach
w
you can catch a
at Whittier, from which
p to places like
e Valdez,
ferry or cruise ship
ova, and June
eau. I had ne
either the
Cordo
time nor the money to explore
e coastal
Alaskka, so it would have been silly for me
to payy the steep $18 toll to get to
o Whittier.
I was curious enoug
gh, though, to drive
d
up
Pea
ace spike at P
Portage Glacie
er
e “staging area” at the west portal where the
ey sort out the different kinds of vehicles. I then turned arround and mad
de my way back
to the
past tthe glacier to the main highw
way. On the wa
ay I saw a bab
by moose graziing in the ditch
h. That comple
eted the wildlife
e I’d see on the
e
Alaskkan roadside, but
b it was good enough for me
e.

Just a few miles north of
o
e Glacier another side road
d
Portage
leads e
east to the rresort town of
o
Girdwoo
od. Just inside the border of
o
Anchora
age Municipality, Girdwood is
the nom
minal home o
of Senator Ted
Stevenss (who, like all politicians
s,
really livves in Washing
gton). It is bes
st
known, though, as tthe site of the
e
a Ski Resort, tthe single mos
st
Alyeska
profitab
ble native-owne
ed business in
the sta
ate. Easter is one of the
busiest times of the yyear at Alyeska
a.
me when ski ressorts elsewhere
e
At a tim
are closing up for th
he season, the
e
here is still good and the
e
snow h
tempera
ature is warm
m enough tha
at
visitors can really enjo
oy the place. I
joined a line of otther cars and
d
headed
d up the stteep hill into
o
Girdwoo
od.
I wasn’t here
e for the skiing
g,
a sportt I’ve never atttempted in my
life. I a
also didn’t plan
n to pay $24 fo
or
Entrance to Anto
on Anderson Tunnel
T
– near Whittier,
W
Alas ka
the sce
enic tram ride
e to the top of
Moun
nt Alyeska, thou
ugh that might have been fun
n if I had money to burn. Mosstly I came to G
Girdwood to ha
ave breakfast. My destination
was a place called simply
s
“The Ba
ake Shop” whic
ch is located in the day lodge
e at Alyeska. T
This was another place I’d rea
ad about ahead
d
of tim
me that was sup
pposed to have
e excellent food
d at affordable prices. Unlike
e Snow City Ca
afé, the Bake S
Shop definitely d
did live up to its
hype.. It was swarm
ming with peop
ple this morning
g, and there was
w definitely a reason why. The atmosphe
ere is pleasant (a woodsy sk
ki
chale
et), the service is excellent, and
a the food is
s just sensation
nal. I had a th
hick slice of ha
am, an enormo
ous sweet roll, and a glass of
o
fresh--squeezed orange juice—all of which were wonderful. The sweet roll w
was especially good. While many rolls are
e overly sugary
y,
this o
one had a tangy
y, citrus flavor to it that cut th
he sweetness. The roll itself was sourdough
ns, which added
d
h, and it was fiilled with raisin
both fflavor and textu
ure to the mix. It was also driipping with mellted butter—ha
ardly a diet food
d, but really excellent. The m
meal was served
d
on old
d-fashioned Fie
estaware, that colorful stonew
ware my parents used when I was growing up—another in
nteresting touch. The roll cos
st
$3, an
nd the ham and juice were ea
ach another $2
2. That’s $7 fo
or a tasty and ffilling breakfastt. With counter service there was no reason
to tip (though they did, of course, have that jar we see far too
o often in Ame
erica), and bein
ng in Anchorag
ge Municipalityy, there was no
o
e in most resta
aurants, here a $7 tab was jus
st that—and no
ot bad for what I got, either.
sales tax. So, unlike
I drove aroun
nd the town of
o
Girdwoo
od a bit. In add
dition to being a
resort, the place also functions as a
of Anchorage proper. If one
e
suburb o
could affford it, it would
d be a gorgeous
place to live. The hom
mes are actually
quite m
modest by mountain-view
w
standard
ds, and today tthey looked like
e
they be
elonged on the front of
o
Christma
as cards—each nestled in the
e
snow an
nd surrounded
d by flocked fir
trees. Itt really is a love
ely little town.
The people who live in
Girdwoo
od and work in Anchorage
e
definitelyy have one of the mos
st
beautiful commutes in the world
d.
Separatiing the two iss the Turnigan
Arm are
ea I described in yesterday’s
notes. T
The tide (which
h is the second
d
highest in North Ame
erica, after the
e
Fundy) was rapidly coming in
Bay of F
this morrning, making the place look
very diffferent than it did just a day
Websiite photo of Girdwood in winter
ago. Bo
oth times were breathtakingly
(Except for the dim
m daylight, it looked very siimilar at Easte
er.)
eous, though. I had a much more leisurely
y drive this mo
orning than yessterday, stopp
ping at many o
of the turn-outss to gaze at the
gorge
lovelyy scenery. I pondered
p
as I drove
d
why my parents hadn’t come here w
when we visite
ed Alaska backk in the ‘70s. We made it to
o

Ancho
orage, but we never went an
nywhere south of there. I su
uppose we’d allready seen so
o many beautifful mountains o
on that trip tha
at
these
e might not hav
ve stood out so
o much. I’m not sure, though. I’d be hard -pressed to na
ame anywhere I’ve ever been
n in my life tha
at
was m
more beautiful.

Turnagin
n Arm, with the
e snow-covere
ed Kenai Mountains in back
kground, abou
ut ten miles so
outh of Ancho
orage

Rented Pontiiac G-6 at a pu
ull-out on the Seward
S
Highw
way

From G
Girdwood it wa
as just a shortt hop up to the
so
outh end of Ancchorage. I turned off at O’Malley Road, the
e
se
econd Anchora
age exit, and headed east ffor a couple of
o
miiles. My destination was th
he Alaska Zoo, a modest bu
ut
rea
g facility. Unlikke most zoos in
n cold climates
s,
ally fascinating
An
nchorage’s zoo
o is almost en
ntirely outdoorss. Needless to
o
sa
ay, they specialize in northe
ern animals. In addition to
o
wi ldlife native to
o Alaska (bearrs, caribou, mo
oose, musk ox
x,
all sheep, etcc.) they have things like S
Siberian tigers
s,
da
Tib
betan yaks, an
nd Scandinavia
an foxes. I had been to the
e
Om
maha Zoo a w
week earlier, w
when the temp
perature was in
the
e 80s. The two
o zoos have a lot of the same animals, but I
mu
ust say the furrry beasts lookked a lot more
e comfortable in
sn
now-covered An
nchorage than in sun-baked N
Nebraska.

That said, I was a bit on the
t chilly side myself.
m
I’d bro
ought my lined suede jacket a
and was wearin
ng a sweatshirtt beneath it and
d
“thinssulate” gloves. That combina
ation got me through all but a couple days o
of cold weathe
er in Iowa the p
past few years (where winters
also a
are quite a bit warmer
w
than th
hey used to be
e—whether the
e President beliieves it or not)), and I figured it would sufficce for Alaska. It
would
d have, except for a fierce wind chill today. It was about 20o out this mo
brisk wind mad
de it feel like it was well below
w
orning, but a b
zero. I enjoyed walk
king amid snow
wy evergreens to see all the animals,
a
but I ccertainly didn’t d
dawdle.
The one fa
ault the Anchorage Zoo has is
s really due to its small size. In major zoos like those I’d sseen in Minnea
apolis, Chicago
o,
New Orleans, you
y often don’t really feel like you’re in a zoo
o, so much as o
e animals aren’tt really in cage
es, but rather on
and N
on safari. The
displa
ay areas that seem more ope
en. It’s not like
e you can actua
ally go up and touch them, bu
ut you almost g
get the feeling that you could
d.
Ancho
orage’s zoo ha
ad actual cage
es, and while they were app
propriate to th
he size of the animals (you could build a whole housing
g
development inside the moose cag
ge), those mettal bars do give
e a very differe
ent feel to the p
place. I’m sure
e it’s a much more economica
al
nimals, though.. It amused me
e when I got my
m pictures bacck that because
e of the bars, th
he picture I gott of a polar bea
ar
way to house the an
in Ala
aska didn’t turn out nearly as well
w as the one
e I took of his cousin
c
in Omah
ha.

O’Malley and
a
Minnesota serve as a so
ort of southwes
st beltway aro und Anchorag
ge. I used the two roads to zip over to the
y. I followed some
s
of the sttrangest and m
most complicatted directions I’d ever seen and eventually
airporrt, my next destination today
ended
d up at the Alaska Aviation Heritage Museum.
um is located in
n three airplane
e hangars on th
he tarmac of A
Anchorage Interrnational Airporrt. In fact, I had to drive on an
The museu
actua
al airplane taxiw
way to get there. (It’s a small plane taxiway
y, but it still ma
ade for a mightty strange expe
erience.) Behin
nd the museum
m
is Lakke Hood, from which floatpla
anes still deparrt for backwood
ds destinationss that don’t havve real airstrip
ps. Dozens of floatplanes are
e
parke
ed right beside the lake. There’s no real pa
arking area for cars here, so I just parked rig
ght next to one
e of the planess (which severa
al
other people had do
one too) and made
m
my way into
i
the museu
um. [The back
kside of Anch
horage Interna
ational Airportt struck me as
s
arkably unsecu
ured, particula
arly by post-9
9/11 standards
s. It looked to
o be perfectly possible (if p
perhaps a bit d
difficult) to ge
et
rema
to are
eas of the airp
port where I had no busines
ss being at all. There actua
ally seems to be more secu
urity on the pe
erimeter of the
e
Maso
on City airportt than there is in Anchorage
e.]

Small planes
s parked nearr the entrance to the Alaska
a Aviation Heriitage Museum
m – Anchorage
e Internationall Airport
When I wa
alked in the do
oor, the girl at the desk aske
ed, “Are you he
ere for the sw
wap meet?” Sh
he seemed surprised that my
s full of people
e today, but I was
w the only pe
erson who appe
eared to be herre to see their exhibits. In the
e
answer was no. The museum was
main hangar about a dozen tables
s had been sett up, manned by
b vendors (thirrty-something men and their sons) who were selling radio
oolled model airrplanes to each
h other. I suppo
ose an aviation
n museum is a logical place fo
or such an eve
ent, but it certaiinly wasn’t wha
at
contro
I was expecting to fiind here.
The museu
um made a ple
easant diversio
on, but getting to the middle of the tarmac was almost mo
ore fun than se
eeing the place
portant part of Alaska’s
A
history, and I was ho
oping I might le
earn a lot abou
ut them. I reallyy didn’t, though
h.
itself. The “bush pilots” are an imp
Basiccally I just saw a bunch of old small planes, with
w very little explanation
e
as to what I was looking at. The area that did
d explain a bit of
o
historry was inacces
ssible due to th
he swap meet. Also the mos
st interesting th
hing in the placce, an actual ccomputer flightt simulator, was
perma
anently occupied by a father who was trying
g to teach his young
y
son to flly. I’m not sorrry I went here, but I don’t kno
ow that I’d hurry
back.
My cell phone rang while
e I was in the aviation muse
eum. That starrtled me a bit, because no o
one ever calls me on my cell
e. [That’s basically still true
e—one of the reasons I’m content to ha
ave a “dumb p
phone” while all my friends
s and students
s
phone
have upgraded to Androids and
d I-phones.] Itt turned out to be my sister M
Margaret, who was calling to find out if I’d h
heard about the
tornad
do in Iowa City
y. Reception was
w bad inside the museum, so
s I called her back from outsside on the tarm
mac. She assu
ured me that all
my re
elatives in Iowa
a City were alll right, but note
ed how close things had com
me to my auntt and uncle’s h
home. I was g
glad that it was
mostly good news, and
a we had a nice
n
visit aboutt the things I’d seen
s
so far in A
Alaska.
I made my
y way back dow
wn the taxiway
y and turned offf at the airportt exit. Then I sspent about ha
alf an hour justt driving around
d
orage. The more I explored, the better I liked this city. It’s pleasant a
and very livable
e. I especiallyy liked the resid
dential districts
s,
Ancho
which
h are pleasant and modern, but
b not nearly so
s pretentious as what you ssee in a lot of o
other cities. Ba
asically residen
ntial Anchorage
e
come
es across as an
a overgrown small
s
town. Instead of the condos and “ McMansions” that fill most ccities these da
ays, Anchorage
featurres “Brady Bun
nch” ranch hom
mes and split le
evels on pleasa
ant wooded lotss. It looks remarkably like the
e area of Mt. P
Pleasant where I
grew up back in the
e ‘70s. There’s
s not much old in Anchorage, but there’s ve
ery little that’s brand new eith
her. It all lookss straight out of
o
70s (the days of
o the pipeline
e boom), which
h made the pla
ace feel ratherr nostalgic to m
me. [Anchora
age is the type of suburban
n
the ‘7
devellopment I actu
ually like, as opposed
o
to tho
ose places tha
at seem to com
mbine the worrst aspects off urban and ru
ural living.]

Compared to most cities these days, housing is quite affordable
e in Anchorag
ge. Homes se
ell for between $75,000 and
d
$300,,000, dependin
ng on space an
nd location. Apartments (what doesn’t lookk like Mt. Pleassant in Anchorrage looks like Coralville) ren
nt
for be
etween $400 and $600 a mon
nth. [The rentts are slightly higher these days, but home prices hav
ve been very s
stable.] Those
e
costs would be a bit on the low sid
de by Midwesttern standards these days, an
nd downright ccheap compare
ed to either coa
ast. What does
push housing costs up are utilities
s and property taxes. It’s no surprise that itt costs a fortun
ne to heat a ho
ome in Alaska, though at leas
st
some
e of that is canc
celled by a lac
ck of cooling ex
xpense in summer. Also, pro
operty taxes he
ere are appare
ently among the
e highest in the
counttry. The paper noted that taxes on a $300,0
000 home in An
nchorage were
e similar to a million-dollar hom
me in Seattle o
or Portland (and
d
it’s no
ot like either Washington or Oregon
O
is know
wn as a low-tax state). Howevver, with no sta
ate income tax and no sales ttax, the total tax
bill for a homeowner is probably ab
bout the same..
a
Anchora
age looking forr a place to havve lunch. Therre were hundre
eds of possibilitties, but none of
o
I was mosttly wandering around
a
demanded
d my business. Eventually I made my wa
ay downtown to the Fifth Avvenue Mall, A
Alaska’s bigges
st
them jumped out and
shopp
ping destination
n. This mall is another thing that made it se
eem like it was still 1975 in An
nchorage. While most downttown malls back
home
e (like Old Capiitol Center in Io
owa City or the
e Kaleidoscope
e in Des Moiness) have all but dried up as sto
ores have movved to suburban
fortresses surrounde
ed by a sea of parking, in Anchorage the do
owntown mall i s still the place
e to shop. The
e mall itself occcupies an entire
downtown block, witth its two anchor stores (Penney’s and Nord
dstrom’s) and ttwo huge parkiing ramps conn
nected to the m
main building by
skywa
alks. The plac
ce is operated by Simon Ma
alls, the same mega-corpora
ation that ownss hundreds of shopping centters around the
e
counttry. Among the
eir properties th
hat I’d been to are the two big
g malls (Northp
park and South
hpark) in the Qu
uad Cities, Cro
ossroads Mall in
Omah
ha (where I’d spent
s
about an
n hour just a week
w
ago today
y), the Mall of A
America in Min
nnesota, Penta
agon City in Arlington, Orland
d
Square and Northfie
eld Shopping Towne
T
in Chica
agoland, Dadelland Mall in Miiami, and Newport Centre in Jersey City. T
They’re all huge
palacces of commerc
ce, and Fifth Av
venue in Ancho
orage is right at
a home in theirr company.
I parked my
m car in “B Street
S
Garage” and made my
y
way tthrough the sk
kywalk to the mall.
m
Since I hadn’t yet had
d
lunch, my first stop
p was the food
d court, which is located in a
e fourth floor. There were
e all the usua
al
sky-litt area on the
offerin
ngs, plus som
me local spec
cialties like ca
aribou kabobs
s.
What struck my fanc
cy, though, was a tacky-looking place called
d
Hot D
Dog on a Stick. This chain wa
as apparently founded
f
in L.A
A.
imme
ediately after World
W
War II. Th
heir signature food
f
is what we
e
would
d call a corndo
og back home, though suppos
sedly there are
e
subtle
e differences that
t
escaped me. They allso serve fried
d
cheesse on a stick (which
(
I person
nally found mu
uch tastier than
n
the ccorndog), frenc
ch fries (which I didn’t botther sampling)),
and—
—like any good California-based restaurant—freshsquee
ezed lemonade
e.

Hott Dog on a Stick logo
(scanned from the serving
g box I was giv
ven)
The emplo
oyees at Hot Do
og on a Stick (today
(
in Anchorage two coll ege-aged girlss, one Hispanicc and the otherr Alaska native
e)
wear absolutely ridiculous uniform
ms—multi-color striped outfits with oversized
d hats that loo
ok like the sort of thing people wore in band
d
back in the ‘60s. Th
he girls seemed
d comfortable wearing
w
them, though, and it certainly added
d to the fun of tthe place.
I had a hot dog on a stick, togethe
er with mustard
d (the girl seem
med surprised I
didn’t
d
want ketc
chup) and also
o some pepperr jack cheese o
on a stick. Eacch of those cos
st
$2.25.
$
I also had lemonade. Their sizes we
ere a tiny cup ffor $1.75 or mo
ore than I really
wanted
w
(three times
t
the smalll size) for $3.5
50. I went with
h large. Having
g never been to
o
one
o of these places before, I can’t say how the prices in A
Anchorage com
mpare with wha
at
they’d
t
be elsew
where. It was just slightly m
more than I wa
anted to pay fo
or lunch (mostly
because
b
there was no “mediu
um” lemonade)), but not at alll unreasonable
e. [Hot Dog on
n
a Stick really was
w kind of fu
un, and if I retu
urn to L.A. and
d happen to s
see one there, I
just might che
eck them out a
again.]
After devouring my stick food I sspent a couple
e more of the scrip cards I’d
gotten.
g
My first
f
shopping stop was att Nordstrom’s,, the upscale Seattle-based
department
d
sto
ore. While I fo und lots of thin
ngs I liked, find
ding things I co
ould also afford
d
(the
(
gift card was
w
only for $
$25) was more
e of a challeng
ge. Eventually I succeeded
d,
though,
t
and I walked
w
out the d
door with a nicce shirt and som
me underwear.

Website photo of Anchorage
A
J.C
C. Penney
sttore following the 1964 earthquake

Next I went to J.C.. Penney, thou
ugh not just a
any Penney’s store. The 4tht
th
Avenue
A
Penney’s (it backs up
p to the 5 Ave
enue Mall) ope
ened its doors in 1962 to grea
at
fanfare,
f
as the chain then had
d a presence i n all fifty statess. Just a year and a half late
er
the
t place was almost comple
etely destroyed
d in the Good Friday Earthqu
uake. At some
e
point
p
in your life
e, you’ve proba
ably seen phottographs of the
e Anchorage Pe
enney’s, with its
wall
w completely
y collapsed and
d shoes falling out onto the sstreet. It took n
nearly a decade
e
to
t rebuild the place
p
to earthq
quake-safe standards, but it was worth it to
o the company
y.
Today
T
this four-story downto
own store doe
es more busine
ess than any other Penney’s
store
s
on earth. Much of that ccomes from rurral Alaskans w
who come to the
e big city once

or twice a year to stock up on supplies. Those trips include a stop at Penney’s to pick up clothing. Supposedly Anchorage also has the
biggest-grossing Sam’s Club store in the country, also mostly due to thanks to the “bush people”.
I had no problem finding things to buy at Penney’s, and here my $25 gift card bought me a big bag of loot. I headed to the
clearance racks, where shirts and sweaters could be had for just $4.77 each. I was especially pleased to find two lightweight sweaters,
something that’s almost never for sale in the men’s department down here. I got one in grey and another in gold, and I know they’ll
both get a lot more than $4.77 worth of wear. [I wore one of those sweaters just today as I write the revision; I forgot I’d gotten it
in Anchorage.]
I window shopped at all the other stores (mostly the same stuff you’d find in any upscale mall) and made my way to the first
level of the parking ramp building, where the mall directory listed their primary “entertainment” attraction, the Alaska State Troopers
Museum. This surprisingly large collection was especially interesting after reading the Alaska crime book. They did a nice job of
explaining how forensic techniques are adapted to the unique environment of Alaska (like how you can capture shoe prints left in the
snow or how instead of cars they chase the bad guys by snow machine in the Alaskan bush). It was also interesting to see things like a
real polygraph machine (though it intrigued me there was no acknowledgement that polygraph exams aren’t allowed in court). They
also had old police vehicles and an exhibit showing how the troopers’ uniforms had changed through the years. It makes sense, of
course, but I’d never really thought of the fact that in Alaska a standard part of the uniform would be a parka with the trooper emblem
embroidered on it.
I next walked a few blocks east to the Anchorage Museum of History and Art, a fascinating institution. Built with state money
early in the oil boom and funded today mostly by the Conoco/Phillips Foundation, the place is really two museums in one: an art
museum on the first floor and a history museum upstairs.
The art exhibits are definitely not the best feature of the place. The first gallery I walked through had a temporary exhibit
entitled “Canines in Art”. While I was amused by seeing the classic velvet painting of dogs playing poker enshrined in a museum, I
can’t say I was exactly moved by the exhibit. That was followed by a salute to Alaskan architecture, a fascinating topic, given that many
people would say there is no such thing. That’s because most architecture up north strictly follows the dictate that “form follows
function”. The architecture here is not particularly decorative. However, it’s not ugly, and it does hold up well in harsh conditions. The
gallery mostly featured the work of a single architect who had designed homes, churches, office buildings, schools, shopping centers,
and every single Carr’s store (I’d never really thought of supermarkets as having architects). In fact, apparently nearly half of the
buildings in Anchorage (and thousands more around Alaska) were designed by this one man. Probably his most interesting design was
the barracks at the Prudhoe Bay oil drilling site, a collection of modules joined together and built on stilts so as not to disturb the
permafrost.
Behind the architecture gallery was a special exhibition of the work of students in the Anchorage Public Schools. Most of this
was really very good, certainly better than other school exhibits I’ve seen. There was an amazing variety of work, much of it threedimensional mixed media pieces. It would be interesting to see if any of these young people ever go on to a career in art.
The rest of the art galleries are devoted to more traditional museum collections—that is, rooms full of paintings with gilded
frames. The Anchorage Museum specializes in northern art, which makes sense, since it’s unlikely many other museums do. That
meant there were lots and lots of wildlife paintings and lots and lots of snowscapes and mountain views. None of them were
particularly inspired; indeed many of them looked like the sort of thing you’d see in “paint by numbers” kits. There’s a reason you don’t
find northern art in the Louvre or the Chicago Art Institute.
While the art galleries were mediocre at best, the history museum was outstanding. They trace the complete history of Alaska
from the days when it was connected to Siberia by the Bearing Land Bridge to the modern day. One of the most interesting parts of the
museum reminded me a lot of the Geoffrey Museum I’d seen in London at Christmastime. They have re-creations of typical Alaskan
homes through the ages, showing both how the homes were constructed and what it was like to live in them. Perhaps most interesting
was the traditional igloo, where they explained both what igloos were really like and how people came to think of them as little domes of
ice. Igloos were (and I use the past tense, because pretty much no one has lived in one for nearly a century) dome shaped, but they
were basically made of driftwood and bones covered with animal skins—not unlike the dwellings native Indians made further south.
Eskimos would purposely allow snow to accumulate on top of igloos and would pack it down tight, because the snow helped insulate
against the elements. That’s what led to the “house of snow” reputation for what an igloo is. By the way, the typical Eskimo house
today is a mobile home that came to “the bush” by barge.
Another exhibit told the story of homesteading in Alaska. (I had seen a similar display in Homer, but this one was larger and
better done.) Alaska was open to homesteaders even after World War II, and relatively large numbers of homesteaders came here
during the Great Depression. Early homesteading assumed traditional agriculture could be adapted to the north. Tales of enormous
vegetables aside, Alaska will never be America’s breadbasket (unless global warming gets much more severe). There is, however, a
surprising amount of agriculture here today. It’s mostly truck farming (the Anchorage farmers’ market would open May 1) and dairy
farming (the reason “Matanuska Maid” milk doesn’t cost twice what its equivalent does back home.
There is a large exhibit on the development of communications in Alaska. It was fascinating to find out that the first reliable
civilian telephone link between Alaska and the rest of the country didn’t open until 1971, twelve years after Alaska became a state.
They tried to place an underwater cable from Alaska to Seattle, but they found it nearly impossible to maintain, so Alaska became the
first place on earth to get its primary long-distance service via satellite.

Another fascinating display told the history of the military in Alaska. Few people realize that Alaska is the only part of the
United States that has actually been occupied by a foreign enemy. While the Japanese bombed Hawaii in World War II, they actually
invaded the Aleutian Islands. WWII was the start of an enormous military presence in Alaska that continues to this day. It appears to be
sort of a love-hate relationship. Alaskans don’t really care much for the federal presence, but they love the money it brings in.
There is a huge exhibit on Alaska’s resources, including—of course—oil. The exhibit includes a model cross-section of the
pipeline and a display on how dependent the state is on oil revenue. Fully 80% of the state government’s revenues come from oil
royalties, which allows Alaska to get by without any personal state taxes. The flood of cash that came from the initial oil boom also
endowed the Alaska Permanent Fund, an investment which for the last thirty years has paid an annual dividend to every man, woman,
and child in Alaska. The amount is not huge (about $1,000 per person per year), but it’s basically free money paid just for spending ten
months out of the year on Alaskan soil. The AK radio show noted how much Alaskans look forward to the “PFD checks”, which arrive
every October. They pay for the Christmas shopping and for getaway trips to places like Hawaii. Mostly because of the Permanent
Fund, October and November are the biggest shopping months of the year in Alaska. [Of course all those bush people stocking up
for winter are an important reason, too.] Oil’s impact goes far beyond the state budget and the permanent fund, though. About a
third of all Alaskans are directly employed by the oil industry, with another third of jobs indirectly dependent on petroleum. Oil
companies also underwrite almost all the cultural institutions in the state—including, as they carefully noted, this museum.
While it is by far the biggest income generator, oil is just one of many resources in Alaska. The Russians came here for fur
and fish, and the state gained early fame for metals. There are also large deposits of coal scattered around the state. Many experts
feel, though, that in the long term the state’s greatest resource may be water. Those glaciers and lakes lock up nearly one-fifth of the
world’s available fresh water. Around the world only Canada and Russia have larger fresh water supplies than Alaska. A number of
half-serious, half-fanciful schemes have been proposed for shipping water from the under-populated north to dry, over-populated places
further south. The museum had a model of one proposal for an undersea pipeline that would have run the length of British Columbia
and would have carried fresh water from Alaska’s panhandle to feed the California aqueduct system.
About a dozen high school students were going through the history museum when I was there. They’d obviously been given
an assignment that was a sort of “scavenger hunt”, trying to find specific pieces of information hidden among the exhibits. It was
interesting to watch them search for the answers they needed.
The final thing I saw at the Anchorage Museum was its atrium. This skylit area includes an extremely upscale café (whose
prices I didn’t bother checking out) and a temporary exhibit space. The current exhibit told the story of building the Alaska Railroad. I
don’t know that it was particularly harder to build a railroad in Alaska than anywhere else, but because it was built more recently (in the
Great Depression era), the construction was better documented. [Some would argue the better documentation was also due to the
fact that the workers were mostly American whites rather than Asian immigrants.] It was interesting to see what people endured
to build what continues to be a vital transportation link.
I also stopped in the museum shop, where I picked up a small gift for Margaret and a couple of trinkets for myself. Then I
walked outside and made my way past the Alaska Russian Orthodox Museum. I didn’t bother going in because I could see pretty much
everything there (everything from icons to samovars) through the windows as I walked by. I walked back to the parking ramp and
wound my way to the exit. I paid $2.75 for the privilege of parking for the afternoon, and then made my way southward on “C” Street.
My next destination was Anchorage’s “midtown” area, a sprawling collection of business strips extending eastward from the
airport. While I liked residential Anchorage a lot, I cared a lot less for the commercial city. Pretty much every business that exists
elsewhere in America also exists in Anchorage, most in multiple locations on various strips around the city. Rural Alaskans deridingly
refer to the city as “Los Anchorage”, and the endless strips of minimalls do look remarkably like L.A. [Particularly with its northern
mountain setting, I’d say Anchorage looks more like Seattle than Los Angeles.] My hotel this evening, the Fairfield Inn—Midtown,
was right in the middle of this sprawl.
This hotel (again sided in blue) was my least favorite of the trip, and it would have been even if it were more conveniently
located. I got off on a bit of a wrong foot right at check-in, when I encountered some of the rudest staff people I’ve ever seen in a hotel.
Given the staff’s reactions (they won’t even look at you unless you produce two forms of ID), I’d gather they get a lot of less than savory
transients passing through this part of Anchorage. I’d think that would be more of a problem across the street at the Motel 6 than it
would be here, though. Complicating my check-in process was the fact that I wanted to pay with a Marriott gift card, another purchase
through the Garrigan scrip program. That was perfectly acceptable, but the desk clerk wanted me to also either leave a $50 cash
deposit or have a credit card scanned. I was okay with doing that, so long as the clerk could assure me that my credit card wouldn’t
actually be charged. [She did make that assurance, and there were no charges. As I mentioned earlier, this is fairly standard at
a lot of hotels, but they were quite a bit ruder about it here than elsewhere.] The rule was more of a problem for a group of people
who were checking in at the same time. Their employer had paid for their rooms, but the hotel still required the deposit from them—$50
per room. The people either had no credit cards or refused to produce them, and they had quite an argument with the desk staff. I left
before they got anything settled.
I have no clue why the Fairfield Inn felt a deposit was necessary. Like most “better” hotels, this place charged for phone calls
and also had pay-per-view movies. Both of those dubious “services” could be blocked, though, and I’d think they could just
automatically block them if no deposit was left. Maybe they’ve had problems with people ripping off linens; I don’t know. One way or
another, they make it a royal pain just to check in.

I rode an extremely
w elevator up
p to the fourth
slow
floor and found m
my room. The
m
itself
w
was
perfectly
room
acceptable, practically a carbon
d
copy of the room I had in Seward
yestterday, minuss the view. I
could see mounttains off in the
e
distance from my window, bu
ut
mosstly I saw a variety of
o
construction pro
ojects in the
mediate vicinityy of “C” Stree
et
imm
and
d International A
Airport Way.
[I’m lau
ughing a biit
ding this description of the
e
read
Fairrfield Inn, which really was
s
View from my room at th
he Anchorage
e Fairfield Inn
a p
perfectly acce
eptable hotel.
usiness and sn
now-covered mountains)
m
(tacky bu
argaret and I
At Christmas Ma
read a number of reviews
r
of a hotel
h
we’ll be staying
s
at nex
xt summer. T
They ranged frrom glowing tto scathing, and it appeared
d
that tthe biggest fa
actor in wheth
her they were good or bad was how peo
ople were trea
ated at check--in. Those wh
ho got off to a
good
d start seemed
d to find every
ything else ab
bout the hotel acceptable. Those who h
had issues at tthe beginning
g found almos
st
every
ything else ab
bout the hotel unacceptable
e as well. I think my reactio
on here was siimilar. I don’tt know that the elevator was
s
any s
slower than th
hose I’ve take
en in other ho
otels. Since I was in a bad mood, it was
s an issue, though. Six ye
ears later I can
n
laugh
h about that, but
b at the tim
me anything th
hat wasn’t perrfect was anno
oying. Manag
gers in the ho
ospitality indu
ustry would do
o
well tto note that friiendliness at check-in
c
make
es all the diffe
erence in peop
ple’s entire sta
ay.]
After settlin
ng into the room and relaxing
g for a while I set out again. I drove south to Dimond Bo
oulevard, proba
ably the busies
st
streett in the city. This
T
goes pastt the main sub
burban mall (D
Dimond Center)) and every “b
big box” store you can think of. Traffic jus
st
crawled along the six-lane
s
road on
o Saturday affternoon. I ma
ade my way ea
ast to Seward Highway and exited at Hufffman Road, the
south
hernmost of th
he cross-town strips. Just west
w
of the ex
xit was a min
nimall with ano
other of Ancho
orage’s highly recommended
d
restau
urants: Taco King.
K
Surprisin
ngly Mexican is far and away
y the most pop
pular cuisine in
n this northern city, and—in sspite of its very
Anglo
o name—severral sources said
d this local cha
ain had the bes
st Mexican food
d in town. The
ey were right. M
My carne asad
da plate was ou
ut
of thiss world. In add
dition to the me
eat, rice, and be
eans, I got no less than six co
orn tortillas, and I managed to
o sample all eig
ght salsas on
their salsa bar.
b
For $5.75
5 I absolutely sttuffed myself o
on some with so
ome of the bes
st
Mexican fo
ood I’ve ever h
had. Again it was counter service, so ag
gain no tip was
required. In
n fact, here the
ey didn’t even have a tip jar ttrying to milk m
me for additiona
al
money.
So
omething interresting I noticced here and at every othe
er restaurant I
stopped at in Alaska wass that water wa
as served by default. Almostt no one serves
water autom
matically back home these da
ays. Most of the time they don’t even ask if
you’d like any.
a
In Alaska , though, they still automatica
ally give you w
water with every
meal. Here
e they didn’t e
even ask if I wa
anted anything
g to drink, but just gave me a
glass of wa
ater. Since I rreally didn’t wa
ant anything else to drink, that meant $5.75
was all I ha
ad to pay for myy dinner.
I left Taco King
g and headed up the Sew
ward Highwayy to downtown
Anchorage. I parked in th
he People Movver Building, a parking ramp tthat houses the
e
main city bu
or. The parkin
us mixmaster o
on its lower floo
ng ramp had a “Saturday nigh
ht
special” goiing on, with un
nlimited parking
g time for $2. Instead of getting a ticket from
m
a machine, I instead hand
ded $2 to an a
attendant (a young native wom
man) who gave
e
ncoded electro
onic ticket I cou
uld scan at the exit to leave.
me a pre-en
wn and seeing m
many of the sig
ghts Anchorage
e
I spent a while walking arround downtow
e
has to offer. One of the most interestiing is Resolution Point Park,, where a large
C
Jamess Cook overloo
oks the inlet th
hat bears his name. While I
statue of Captain
knew Anchorage was on Cook Inlet, I ne
ever really put it together tha
at the place was
discovered by the Captain
n Cook, a persson who I mostly think of explo
oring the south
h
Pacific. Th
here’s a lovelyy overlook in tthe park, and supposedly yo
ou can catch a
glimpse of Denali/Mt. McK
Kinley from he
ere. It was a b
bit hazy today, so I can’t claim
m
to have see
en the Great O ne. I did get a pretty view accross the inlet, tthough.
On
ne of the mosst amusing sights in downtow
wn Anchorage
e was a large
Capta
ain Cook statu
ue—downtown Anchorage
banne
er handing from
m an office building that advis
sed “RAISE TA
AXES NOW!” an
nd advertised tthe website “Ra
aiseTaxes.org””—another of

those things you really don’t expect to see in a “red” state. The website opposes a plan to dismantle the Permanent Fund and use the
money to pay state expenses. They encourage re-establishing the state income tax and starting a state sales tax as an alternative.
What is most interesting is that this site is sponsored by a member of one of Alaska’s wealthiest families, Jim Gottstein.
The
Gottsteins are half of the Carr-Gottstein Corporation, the company that recently sold Alaska’s largest supermarket chain to Safeway.
[The website apparently let their domain expire. Today raisetaxes.org basically serves advertising. Mr. Gottstein is certainly
not alone in being wealthy and supporting a tax increase. Many prominent Americans—among them Warren Buffet and Bill
Gates—have joined our current President in supporting higher taxes on the wealthiest Americans. It tends to be people one
tier down, the people those who describe themselves as middle class while at the same time flaunting their wealth
ostentatiously, who are the biggest opponents to paying their fair share to support our government.]
The most famous sight in downtown Anchorage is one of the few buildings that survived the 1964 earthquake. The 4th Avenue
Theater is an old movie house that now runs an old-time dance show in the style of the gold rush days. (Never mind that Anchorage
itself was never a gold rush town.) When I walked by about twenty people were lined up outside the door to see that show. I assume
their business is better in summer, but it may not be. The place is apparently slated for the wrecking ball—a topic of much debate
among Anchorage residents, who recently voted down a sales tax that would have funded historic preservation. Having only seen the
outside, I’m not sure if there’s much of anything worth preserving in the place or not. While I’ve heard it called “an art deco
masterpiece”, honestly from the outside it looks like rather a dump.
The dance show at the 4th Avenue Theater is one of the things the travel books suggest tourists do for a night on the town.
Another frequent suggestion is drinking and dancing at Chilkoot Charlie’s, a massive “frontier” bar on one of those midtown strips. I
ignored both of those suggestions and instead did an online search to see what was going on in Anchorage over Easter weekend. I
found out there were no sports events, nor any plays. However, I did find that the Anchorage Civic Orchestra would be performing at
the Alaska Center for the Performing Arts. I’d never heard a symphony before [actually I believe that once when I was a kid I saw
the Southeast Iowa Symphony perform at school—not that it really counts], but I thought it might be fun, so I went ahead and
booked a ticket.
It turned out I had a most enjoyable evening. While this was not a major orchestra (it’s the music equivalent of community
theatre, as opposed to the Alaska Symphony, which is regionally known), they put on a pleasant show. Their spring concert had no
particular theme (though the conductor noted all the composers had names that began with the letter “S”), but the music moved well
and went together nicely. My favorite piece was the rousing “Festive Overture, Opus 96” by Soviet composer Dmitri Shostakovich, and
the only piece I didn’t much care for was Franz Schubert’s “Unfinished Symphony Number 8 in B Minor”. (I think there’s a reason he
never got around to finishing it.)
The whole second half of the concert featured guest soloist Audrey Solomon. Solomon won the Miss Alaska crown in 2000.
She was a finalist for Miss America that year, and her classical violin skills won her the talent award in the pageant. She has also won
the Alaska Old Time Fiddling Competition, and she earns her living by playing background strings for rock groups. As a master of
those very different musical genres, needless to say, she is a very talented musician. The redhead also looks like a beauty queen,
even six years after giving up her crown. She was truly beautiful, though not in a “Barbie doll” sense. Perhaps most striking was her
skin, which was china doll white instead of the fake tan I’d expect to see.
[Partly because I’d enjoyed the orchestra concert in Anchorage so much, I made a point of booking a ticket for the
Boston Pops holiday show when I was in Beantown a few years later. Holiday Pops may well be the best cultural event I’ve
ever been to; I’d recommend that anyone who is remotely near Boston make a point of seeing it. I certainly won’t hesitate to
see other instrumental music shows in the future.]
The Alaska Center for the Performing Arts is a very nice facility. It combines three main theatres and several smaller spaces.
The theatres vary in size (the one this concert was in was the smallest) and have flexible designs that can accommodate a wide variety
of shows. The acoustics are good, and almost every seat has a good view. The only real problem is the lobby. It is spacious, but
being designed (as all of Anchorage seems to have been) in the mid ‘70s, it’s very utilitarian and honestly rather ugly. Most hideous
was the carpet, an overly busy floral pattern in light blue and orange that really called attention to itself.
The concert ended about 9:45, right at sunset. It was strange to walk out of a theatre and be able to see. I made my way
back to the parking ramp and then headed back to the Fairfield Inn. When I entered, I found a high school hockey team sprawled out
around the lobby as their coaches checked them into rooms. This is apparently a very common sight in Alaska, though it’s actually
more likely a traveling sports team would be playing basketball than hockey. High school sports are at least as big in Alaska as they
are down south, but travel is an important part of the game. Before coming here I read a long article on the website of Anchorage’s
th
only Catholic school that talked about the trials of playing basketball in the 49 State. For most schools every single game requires a
plane trip and an overnight stay, at a cost of up to $6,000 per game (paid mostly by charging participation fees to the athletes).
Because of that cost, they try to schedule most games as small tournaments, where several games can be played in a weekend.
Things like the Bethel Subway Classic (a basketball tournament sponsored by the fast food franchise in the town of Bethel on the
Bearing Sea coast) are the biggest events of the year in small-town Alaska.
The hockey team at the Fairfield Inn didn’t come from quite so remote a place. They’d driven here in vans from North Pole
(not the north pole, but a town of that name that is a suburb of Fairbanks), about 400 miles northeast of Anchorage. They were in town
for a tournament that was taking place over Easter weekend. Though their school would probably be in Class 2-A in Iowa, they’d be
playing Anchorage East (with 3,500 students) tomorrow. That’s because there are only two classes in Alaska high school sports,

basically “big” and “small”. “Small” in Alaska means very small, generally under 100 students in grades 9 – 12. Almost every rural
school is small, as is the Catholic school whose website I’d been to. “Big” means anything more than that, and is pretty much confined
to public schools in Anchorage, Fairbanks, the Kenai Peninsula, the suburban Mat-Su Valley (which I’d see tomorrow), and the towns of
“Southeast” (the area by British Columbia I grew up calling the Alaska Panhandle). Both big and small schools have to travel enormous
distances to play each other, because outside of Anchorage it’s a long way to any other school—and three-fourths of Alaska’s schools
can’t be reached by road.
I made my way back up to the room and watched the local news on TV. It couldn’t help but notice on this and other newscasts
something I’d never really thought about—Alaskans have no accent whatsoever. Coming from literally everywhere, theirs is an accent
of nowhere. They’d probably do even better than Iowans as TV broadcasters, so flat and nondescript is their speech.
Something else that stood out on the news was the weather. We’re all used to hearing an “around the state” summary of
temperatures form various towns. That summary is very different in Alaska than it is back home, though. While temperatures in Iowa
might vary by 10 or 20 degrees, in Alaska there are completely different climates in different places. Prudhoe Bay on the North Slope,
for instance, expected a high today of around 20 below zero, while Bethel was expecting temperatures around 50. Most of southcentral Alaska (including Anchorage) was looking at highs around 40 tomorrow, with an overnight low around 15o. The other weather
cities—Nome, Fairbanks, Kotzebue, Toke, Juneau, Skagway, and Attu—had every imaginable kind of weather in between.
I watched a bit more TV and was interested to see several cable networks airing the latest ad for the United Church of Christ,
the national denomination with which the Congregational church I attend is affiliated. This is a third in a series of controversial ads the
church has aired. This one shows several people being ejected (literally) from a church pew because people in the church don’t want
them around. Those who end up flying through the air include a black woman with a crying baby, a gay couple, a homeless man, an
elderly woman, and a handicapped person. A caption says, “God doesn’t reject people. Neither do we.” Then the commercial ends,
as did the previous UCC ads, with the line “The United Church of Christ – No matter who you are or where you are on life’s journey,
you’re welcome here.” All the broadcast networks have refused to air the UCC ads, even though they have aired commercials for other
churches like the Methodists and the Mormons. The implication that there might be churches that don’t welcome everybody (which, of
course, there are) is apparently too hot for the networks to handle. Many cable stations did agree to air the ads, though, and tonight I
saw my church advertised on CNN, Discovery, and the Weather Channel.
[No one outright said it, but what made the broadcast networks deny this and other UCC ads was that the United
Church of Christ is a publicly gay-friendly denomination. In the past six years gays have become much more prominent on
broadcast TV, and it would be interesting to see if the ads would be accepted by the networks today. There’s a good chance
they still might not be, though. Many people think “gay” and “Christian” are mutually exclusive, and they’re the type of
boisterous people who would tend to boycott other sponsors of programs on which those ads aired.]
… Not that the ad could have much of an effect in Anchorage. There are no UCC churches in Anchorage, and in fact in all of
Alaska there’s just one—a campus ministry at the University of Alaska in Fairbanks. Anchorage does have a single Congregational
church; in fact I drove past its grey A-frame building this afternoon when I was out exploring. Instead of the UCC, though, it is affiliated
with the National Association of Congregational Christian Churches, a much more conservative denomination that probably wouldn’t
want to be associated with the commercials.
Interestingly, this particular hotel featured both a Bible and a Book of Mormon in the bedside table. That surprised me,
because I didn’t see a single LDS place of worship in Alaska. They’re definitely not as big up north as they are elsewhere in the West.
I’ve read that most of the bush towns will have three churches—one Catholic, one Orthodox, and one any of a variety of Protestant
churches. Apparently in the late 1800s missionaries from the old “mainline” churches decided to divide up Alaska rather than
duplicating their resources. That’s why some villages will have a Methodist church, others a Presbyterian church, and still others a
Lutheran church. In south central Alaska I saw several Methodist churches, but what I mostly saw in the little villages were Catholic
and Episcopal churches. Anchorage has a little bit of everything, but is probably heaviest on those pole-building Pentecostal churches
that are sprouting up everywhere these days. Overall, though, my feeling was that Alaska really isn’t a very religious place.
[I’ve since learned that the Book of Mormon is a fixture in all Marriott hotel properties. The chain was founded by
members of the Latter Day Saints, and while they don’t witness to their faith in a public way, having the Book of Mormon next
to the Gideon Bible is standard practice in all Marriott locations.]
I continued flipping through TV channels until nearly midnight. Then I drifted off to sleep.

Sunday, April 16 - Anchorage, Palmer, & Wasilla
I was up around 7:00 this morning and made my way down to the breakfast room. Again the breakfast was rather
disappointing. I’d remembered the Fairfield Inn I stayed at in Philadelphia that had excellent coffee and pastries. Here is was stale
frozen danish and microwaved waffles. Nothing on the spread really did much for me.
Actually, it’s pretty rare that I do care a lot for motel breakfasts. I’d really rather they did away with it all together and reduced
the price of the room. I love breakfast, but I rather go to a restaurant for a real breakfast than be charged extra for stuff I really don’t
want at a hotel.

[Fairfield Inn
I
has since
e improved the
e breakfast att all their loca
ations, in partticular adding
g breakfast sa
andwiches and
d
I still ratherr have the mo
otel breakfast be optional, tthough. They
y almost alwa
ays tend towa
ard starch and
d
otherr hot items. I’d
swee
et items, while
e I’d prefer eg
ggs and meat.. It’s also rarre for a hotel to have good
d juice or cofffee; almost alw
ways both are
e
waterred down and
d less than fresh. Moreoverr there are ma
any times I’ve wanted to en
njoy a motel b
breakfast, but I’ve left before
e
the b
buffet even opened. I often think hotels plan
p
on that. They charge e
everyone for breakfast in th
he room rate, and if half the
e
peop
ple don’t eat it,, they have lotts of extra income.]
Check-out was extremely
y easy (and in
ndeed they didn’t charge my credit card). I made my wa
ay up “C” Street and stopped
d
brieflyy at a Tesoro convenience store,
s
where I filled
f
up for $2
2.619. The Po ntiac appeared
d to have a tw
welve-gallon tan
nk. Its mileage
e
wasn’t terrible, but even
e
so I think these past thre
ee days I spentt more on gas tthan I ever did in an equivale
ent time span before.
I’d seen a Country
C
Kitche
en in downtown
n Anchorage wh
hen I was drivi ng around befo
ore, so I heade
ed downtown to
o have a decen
nt
breakkfast. The plac
ce was a very strange
s
restaurant. First of all,
a it’s the onlyy Country Kitch
hen I’ve ever se
een that didn’t have a parking
g
lot. T
The place just faced out onto
o 5th Avenue, with
w its entrance on the side
ewalk. There w
was a free me
eter right in fro
ont, so I paralle
el
parke
ed (a skill I nev
ver truly mastered in driver’s ed and do as infrequently ass possible), putt three quarterrs in the slot fo
or 36 minutes of
o
time, and made my way inside.
ch nobody was inside the plac
ce when I entered. In fact, th
hey had just op
pened at 8am, quite late for th
he type of place
Pretty muc
Country Kitchen is. I cringed a bitt when I saw a sign advertisiing a breakfastt buffet for $13
3.99, but figure
ed I’d committe
ed myself, so I’d
d
pay w
whatever they charged.
c
It turned out that the
t prices on the menu were
e the same or jjust slightly mo
ore than they’d
d be at home—
—
breakkfast plates in the $5 – $8 range, with the co
offee and juice jacking
j
up the price by anoth
her $2 each.
An elderly Alaska native waitress quick
kly plunked dow
wn water and asked if I wan
nted anything to drink. I said
d I’d like coffee
e,
and sshe brought on
ne of those carrafes that keep
ps her from ha
aving to refill a
anything. I sca
anned the men
nu and pondere
ed some of the
e
Alaskkan specialties they offered (I could have had the reindee
er sausage aga
ain, and they w
were also featu
uring salmon fo
or breakfast). I
instea
ad opted for what
w
I pretty much
m
always get
g on those rare occasionss I eat at Cou
untry Kitchen—
—the skillet sccramble®. This
tradem
marked specia
alty starts with a bed of has
sh browns, topped by a slice
e of ham, topp
ped by scramb
bled eggs, topped by cheese
e
sauce
e—all served in
n a strange pie
ece of stoneware shaped like a skillet. It’s h
hard to goof up
p, and it really is quite tasty. With the coffee
e
and tip, breakfast was
w over $10, but I enjoyed iti a whole lot more
m
than anyything they had
d to offer at the
e Fairfield Inn. [This is very
y
e to what I’d call
c the ideal breakfast—th
hough I’d also
o be fine with having the e
eggs, ham, an
nd hashbrown
ns with cheese
e
close
serve
ed separately on a plate. These days pla
aces like Coun
ntry Kitchen a
are struggling
g. That puzzle
es me a bit. P
People have no
o
probllem ordering impossible la
arge steaks, all-you-can-eat
a
t chicken win
ngs, and “death by chocola
ate” desserts,, but for some
e
reaso
on they think classic
c
breakffast fare is unh
healthy.]
From C
Country Kitchen
n (where I could
d
ave gotten by on just two qu
uarters’ worth of
o
ha
pa
arking, rather than three) I headed south
an
nd then west o
on Northern Lig
ghts Boulevard
d,
a strip that decades ago
o marked the
e
An
nchorage city limits, but now
w is just barely
ou
utside of downttown. I made my way west to
o
a place I remem
mber going when we were here
e
ack in the ‘70
0s: Earthquakke Park. Jus
st
ba
no
orth of the airport, Earthquake Park is
lo
ocated on the site of the wo
orst destruction
fro
om he 1964 diisaster. This a
area used to be
e
on
ne of the poshest residential neighborhoods
in Anchorage, but that sad Goo
od Friday many
off the homes litterally fell into the ocean. In
otther places th
he land literally folded in on
itsself and burie
ed entire housses. They lefft
th
hings pretty much as they werre in ’64. When
ou
ur family came
e here 13 yearss after that, the
e
m
main thing we n
noticed was th
he uneven land
th
hroughout the area, which w
was starting to
o
be
ecome overgro
own with vege
etation. Today
it’ss hard to see even that. Ba
asically my visit
to
o Earthquake Park today a
amounted to a
pleasant walk in
n the woods. If I didn’t know
w
th
he history of the
e place, I’d havve said it looked
d
a lot like the area near Efffigy Mounds—
—
E
Earthquake Pa
ark, where land
d fell into the sea during the 1964 Earthq
quake
indeed some of the uneven lan
nd looks similarr
to the
e Indian mound
ds. They have a sign that ex
xplains the plac
ce and shows tthe contour of the land before
e and after the
e earthquake. It
ually falling hilll. I snapped a few pictures and pondered
was interesting to compare land th
hat once made
e a sharp cliff to
o today’s gradu
ense of mornin
ng joggers who
o made their wa
ay along the sn
nowy trails.
the se

While I don
n’t know that I’d want to go out
o jogging in nippy weather like this, I mu
ust say there iss one enormou
us advantage to
o
ng Alaska when it’s cold. Th
here’s no mosq
quitoes, nor an
ny other biting insects. Alaskka (and pretty much everywh
here else that’s
visitin
heavily forested) is truly plagued with
w insects in summer.
s
The mosquitoes an
nd the “no-see--‘ems” ate us a
alive when my family came up
pril, though, the
ere wasn’t an insect to be fo
ound anywhere
e, and I could go anywhere I wanted outd
doors in peace
e.
here before. In Ap
nd by the way, there
t
were no Asian
A
ladybugs
s or box elder bugs
b
in Alaska in April either.)
(…an
n. I went backk to the parking
I made my back to the wa
armth of my ca
ar and headed back downtown
g ramp by the 5th Avenue Mall.
n’t realize until I was already inside the ramp with a ticket in my hand tha
at the place wa
asn’t actually o
open. (I’d neve
er known it was
I didn
possible for a parkin
ng ramp to clos
se. [Most of the
t Des Moine
es ramps also
o close overni ght, which alllows them to get by withou
ut
s, though, the
ey chain the en
ntrances so y
you couldn’t get in if you wa
anted to. Morreover they are
e
staffing the exits. In Des Moines
mally open durring daylight hours.])
h
A security guard gav
ve me a strang e look, but I we
ent ahead and parked anywa
ay. The car was
norm
still th
here when I returned, so I gue
ess it all turned out all right.
I walked past
p
the Eagan Center conv
vention comple
ex, where it a
appeared prett y much everyy Black person
n in Anchorage
e
ska) had gathe
ered for the Gospel
G
Lighthouse’s “Celebra
ation of Faith”. At least in Alaska the Affrican American
(perhaps even Alas
munity seems to
t uphold the tradition
t
of buy
ying a new dre
ess outfit espe cially for Easte
er. Everyone at the conventtion center was
comm
dresssed to the nine
es this morning
g. [Something
g I really don’’t care for is tthe recent tre
end toward mo
ore casual dre
ess at church
h.
While
e those who support
s
dress
sing down willl tell me that God doesn’t care what we
e wear, I pers
sonally feel dressing up fo
or
worship is a sign of
o respect. I also
a
enjoy dres
ssing well, and I’ve never fo
ound dress sh
hirts or ties to be uncomforrtable.]
I continued
d past Eagan Center
C
and the
en past the pe
erforming arts center and the
e People Move
er building (wh
hich is probably
where
e I should have
e parked). Ev
ventually I came to my destin
nation, Anchora
age’s Holy Fam
mily Cathedral.. Since there w
was no UCC in
Ancho
orage, I figured
d I’d keep things fairly familia
ar (since I hav
ve taught in Ca
atholic school ffor two decade
es now) and go to mass. It’s
intere
esting that for tw
wo consecutive
e weeks I had been to mass in cathedrals. I went to Palm
m Sunday servvices at Omaha
a’s Cathedral of
o
St. Ce
ecelia (oddly th
he same patroness as Algona’s church), wh
here the Archb
bishop himself presided. The
en for Easter I was at anothe
er
cathe
edral here in An
nchorage.
[If I go to church at all when travelin
ng, it’s almostt always mass
s. That’s beca
ause Catholic
c churches are
e easy to visitt,
while
e it’s often a chore
c
to visit a Protestant church.
c
Mass is essentially
y the same no
o matter where
e you go (thou
ugh they made
e
some
e major chang
ges this past year), and the
e atmosphere in Catholic c
churches is in
nvariably reverent and insp
pirational. Too
o
many
y Protestant churches
c
mak
ke a big produ
uction out of visitors—forc
cing them to w
wear nametag
gs or introduc
ce themselves
s
publicly. They think they’re be
eing friendly by
b this, but when
w
I’m a vis
sitor it makes
s me feel selff-conscious—
—like I’m being
g
singled out as diffferent from ev
veryone else. In Catholic churches
c
it’s c
clear that visitors are welco
ome, but they
y’re not put on
n
display or made to
o feel awkward
d.]
Holy Familly Cathedral is one of the old
dest buildings in Anchorage, though interesstingly it was n
not built as a ccathedral and it
y. The central part of the stru
ucture was buillt between 190
00 and 1910 in the town of K
Knik (kuh-NICK)),
wasn’t originally located in the city
g two winters in the 1920s itt was moved by
h is located at the end of Coo
ok Inlet, 57 milles northeast of
o its present lo
ocation. During
which
sleigh
h to Anchorage
e. Additions we
ere gradually made,
m
increasin
ng the place to its present size
e in 1952. The
e massive stone
e building was
one of the few churches tha
at survived th
he 1964
quake, though
h its interior wa
as pretty much
h gutted.
earthq
In the
e aftermath of the earthquak
ke the Vatican
n created
the A
Archdiocese of Anchorage and made this ch
hurch for
the arrchbishop’s sea
at.
For all tha
at history, Holy Family Cath
hedral is
reallyy a very tiny church. It’s
s by far the smallest
cathe
edral I’ve ever been to (sma
aller even than Winona
and G
Gallup), and it would be very
y small any standard. I
doubtt it seats any more
m
people tha
an First Congre
egational
in Alg
gona (where yo
ou might be ab
ble to cram in 200
2 for a
funera
al), and I think the only Catho
olic church I’ve
e been to
that was smaller was in a litttle mountain town in
Colorrado.
Inside Holy Family is allso extremely plain by
Catho
olic standards. It would be in
nteresting to kn
now what
the pllace looked like
e before the ea
arthquake, because the
‘60s d
décor they hav
ve now is very
y plain indeed
d. There
are ssome simple brass plaques for
f the Station
ns of the
Crosss, small statue
es of the Holy Family up fron
nt, and a
crosss decorated witth native carvings hung perm
manently
over the lectern.
Otherwise everything is smooth
mediu
um-toned wood
d. It reminded me a lot of the chapel
we ha
ave at Garrigan—which work
ks fine at a high school
but diidn’t really fit in
n a cathedral.

th
downtown Anchorage
Holy Fami ly Cathedral – 5 Avenue, d

I ga
ather from both
h the priest and
d the congrega
ants that the crowd here today
was much bigger
b
than wh
hat they normallly see for Sunday mass. Th
hat’s not really a
surprise. The
T
cathedral’ss downtown lo
ocation doesn’t really put itt near much of
o
anything oth
her than hotels . They obviou
usly make a point of ministerin
ng to tourists (a
a
fact given away
a
by holy ccards with “a traveler’s praye
er” printed on them that were
e
found in eve
ery pew), but fo
or almost any resident of Anchorage there would be othe
er
Catholic chu
urches that wou
uld be more co
onvenient to ge
et to.
day, though, th
here was defin
nitely a crowd. I arrived just after 9:00 for a
Tod
9:30 mass, and I was tha
ankful I did. I found an emp
pty pew quite ffar forward, bu
ut
or
before long it and every otther pew were completely full. Before masss first the canto
and then the priest told e
everyone to sq uish together in the center o
of the pews, so
o
e could find a sseat if they nee
eded to. The p
priest also poin
nted out that the
e
more people
cathedral was
w
holding th
hree separate masses conccurrently at m
mid-morning on
Easter. In addition to the
e mass in the main sanctua
ary, there woulld be a spoken
m
in the pa
arish hall down
nstairs, also sta
arting at 9:30. Then at 10:00
mass (no music)
there would be mass acro
oss the street at Covenant H
House, Alaska’ss branch of the
e
dren. The C
Covenant Hou
use mass mig
ght have been
refuge for runaway child
b I wasn’t ab
bout to give up a seat now tha
at I had one, so
o I stayed put.
interesting, but
a
would
d have liked tto visit Coven
nant House. O
Over the years
s
[I actually
I’ve given this
t
organizattion, which o
offers shelter for homeless
s and runaway
y
youth in cities througho
out North Am erica, quite a large sum o
of money. I’ve
e
oney to them than to any other single charity, and it
i
probably given more mo
would have
e been interes
sting to see on
ne of their faciilities up close
e.]
The
e congregation
n here was b
better dressed than I’m use
ed to seeing in
Catholic chu
urches. I had
d chosen to we
ear a nice shirrt to church. I had worn the
e
same shirt in Omaha last week, and I w
was a bit on th
he overdressed
d side there. In
efinitely toward the bottom en
nd of allowable
e
Anchorage I looked okay,, but I was de
dress in this
s church. Lotss of the men h
had ties and ja
ackets (someth
hing you almos
st
never see other
o
than at w
weddings and funerals in Ca
atholic churche
es back home)),
and many off the kids were
e decked out in old-fashioned Easter bonnetts.
In their
t
bulletin an
nd on their web
bsite, Holy Fam
mily celebratess the diversity of
o
their congre
egation. That w
was definitely n
not in evidence
e at this mass.. In fact, it was
just about the whitest Ca
atholic congreg
gation I’ve eve
er seen. I saw
w one family of
o
ves, but otherw
wise everyone in the crowd w
was lily white. The cathedra
al
Alaska nativ
does a mas
ss in Spanish a
at noon, so perrhaps that take
es some of the
e diversity away
from their ea
arlier services.
e music at ma
ass this mornin
ng was quite good, in spite o
of a very wimpy
The
organ. This
s is one of the ffew Catholic ch
hurches I’ve be
een to where th
he congregation
actually san
ng, and even s ang with a bit of feeling. Th
hey weren’t exa
actly Methodistt,
ead. I even m
but at least they weren’t de
managed to enjo
oy singing the “wrong” tune to
o
“Christ the Lord
L
Is Risen Today”. [Cath
holics sing W
Wesley’s words
s to the tune I
know for “J
Jesus Christ iis Risen Toda
ay”.] The resp
ponses were fro
om the Mass of
o
Creation, wh
hich we used tto use at Garrrigan. I’ve nevver cared a lot for that music
c,
but at least iti was familiar.

Travellers’ holy card
d

e entire Archd
diocese of Ancchorage (which
h, by the way, stretches from
m
The
the Canadia
an border to th
he Aleutians a
and from Mt. M
McKinley south
h to the ocean
n;
there are also
a
dioceses in Fairbanks and Juneau) is run as a m
mission by the
e
Dominicans. Our priest this morning was a very young Domin
nican who had
d
en ordained. H
He led one of th
he strangest m
masses I’ve eve
er
obviously just recently bee
g
been to. It struck me as something closser to Baptist than Catholic, with the young
ntially sharing his testimony with us. He then started intto almost a fire
priest essen
and brimsto
one tirade on ssin, going thro
ough all the va
arious sins he had committed
d
before beco
oming a priest and chastising
g all the men iin the congreg
gation (he didn’t
seem to fin
nd women sinfful) for the various sins of tthe flesh he a
alleged we had
d
committed. None of that, of course, ha
ad anything at all to do with the Easter Day
Bible readin
ngs, but it cerrtainly did get my attention—
—even if I had
d no reason to
o
confess mos
st of the thingss he rambled o
on about. [On
ne of the pries
sts we used to
o
have on staff
s
at Garrrigan scanda
alized many of the kids with simila
ar
confessions of his sord
did past. I think the idea w
was to let people know thatt

men of the cloth are people too. Sometimes the kids would misinterpre
et things, thou
ugh—wrongly
y getting the m
message that it
i
okay to be sin
nful now as lon
ng as they reformed their ways
w
later on.]
was o
One other strange feature at this church was that they stood throug
ghout most of la
ast part of masss. Even in places where the
e
alette says to kneel,
k
everyone
e in Anchorage
e remained sta
anding. That’s what we do w
when we have mass in the gyym at Garrigan
n,
missa
but it’’s because the
ere are no kneelers there. There
T
were kne
eelers here (th ough they werre closely packked), but still e
everyone stood
d.
Also, unlike at Garriigan, people re
emained standiing after they’d
d come back fro
om communion
n. I’d heard th
hat people stan
nd through mos
st
e Orthodox worship services,, and I wonderred given the centuries
c
of Ru
ussian influencce there are in Alaska, if therre might not be
e
of the
some
ething borrowed
d from that. [M
More likely it was
w because the
t place was
s overly crowd
ded. I’ve been
n to Catholic ffunerals where
e
they behaved similarly just beca
ause it would have been impractical to kn
neel.]
ch I made my way back to the parking ra
amp. I had to walk in the a
auto exit and u
up the ramp, b
because all the
e
After churc
pedesstrian entrance
es were locked
d. Also, I could
d see there wa
as no attendan
nt at the booth
h. I had seen an “auto pay” machine in the
e
eleva
ator lobby by th
he mall skywalk
k yesterday, so
o I figured I’d try to pay that w
way. I found tthe machine all right and fed in my ticket. It
told m
me what I owed
d ($1.75) and said I could pa
ay with cash, coin,
c
or credit ccard. I put a d
dollar in the slo
ot and got out some quarters
s.
Unforrtunately, while
e the machine said
s
coins were acceptable, there
t
was no ccoin slot anywh
here that I could find. The on
nly other cash I
had o
on me was a very
v
ratty $1 bill. It was reje
ected twice, bu
ut the third time
e I tried, the m
machine accep
pted it and gavve me a quarte
er
chang
ge. It then ga
ave me a different ticket. When
W
I got to the
t
exit of the ramp, I had tto feed the ne
ew ticket into a reader by the
e
unma
anned clerk’s booth. It verified that I had pa
aid and raised the
t gate. [A lo
ot of parking rramps have sw
witched to sellf-pay systems
s
in rec
cent years, an
nd they’re almo
ost universally
y awkward to use.]
I made my
y way eastward on 6th Aven
nue, which be
ecomes highwa
ay #1, at this point called tthe Glenn Highway. East of
o
downtown, Anchora
age becomes quite
q
seedy. Before
B
coming
g here I’d seen
n websites that recommende
ed I avoid hote
els in this area
a,
use even those
e with chain na
ames (Super 8, Econolodge, Best Western, etc.) tend to ccater to the hou
urly rate crowd
d. While I didn’t
becau
checkk that out, from
m the surroundin
ngs I could certtainly believe itt.
I actually stopped
s
for a minute
m
in east Anchorage,
A
butt rather than fo
or an illicit liaiso
on my stop was to use the re
estroom and ge
et
a bite
e of lunch. I pulled
p
into a Wendy’s
W
and us
sed some more
e of my scrip tto get a bowl o
of chili and a ffrosty. The cle
erk was a black
woma
an who had diffficulties with standard
s
Englis
sh. I wondered
d if she hadn’tt turned one to
oo many pagess in her atlas—
—if perhaps she
thoug
ght she was in Alabama
A
rathe
er than Alaska.
The Glenn
n Highway becomes a six-lan
ne expressway
y just past We
endy’s, and it ccontinues as A
Alaska’s only rreal freeway fo
or
aboutt fifty miles. Fo
or the first ten miles or so the
ere exits aboutt every mile, fo
or the major north/south stripss in eastern An
nchorage. Afte
er
that a
are Eagle Rive
er and Chugia
ak, two places that used to be separate to
owns but are now just subu
urban locationss in Anchorage
e
Municcipality. Eagle River looks a lot
l like Coralvillle, with cheaplly built apartme
ents everywherre you look. The place mostlly serves as offfbase housing for Ft.. Richardson, the military com
mplex just east of Anchorage.
Ft. Richard
dson provides a break in the urban expanse
e of Anchorage
e. From the fre
eeway there’s about twenty m
miles of nothing
g
orest and swam
mp (called “mu
uskeg” up north
h) as you slice
e through gove
ernment land. Partway through the highwa
ay narrows from
m
but fo
four to two lanes an
nd a sign says “DISCHARGIN
NG FIREWORK
KS IS ILLEGA
AL IN MAT-SU””. “Mat-Su” is w
what everyone
e in Alaska calls
Valley”, the Ma
atanuska-Susittna Borough. Literally the valley
v
of the tw
wo rivers for w
which it is nam
med, this is by far the fastestt“the V
growing region in Alaska,
A
with more
m
than 100,000 people—p
pretty much alll of whom wo
ork in Anchora
age. [Mat-Su w
would become
e
onally significa
ant two years later as the home
h
of Vice Presidential
P
c
candidate Sara
ah Palin.] Ma
atanuska was o
originally settled
d
natio
by ho
omesteaders in
n the 1930s, an
nd when we vis
sited in the ‘70s
s it was still co
onsidered the sstate’s main agricultural region. There is still
some
e farming (mosttly dairy cattle) in the Matanus
ska Valley, butt today the placce is mostly sub
burban.

We
ebsite photo sh
howing part of
o the interchange of Alaska
a highways 1 a
and 2 near Wa
asilla, Alaska

The end off Ft. Richardso
on and the beg
ginning of subu
urbia is marked
d by a ridiculou
usly massive in
nterchange. T
The point of this
dible bowl of spaghetti (otherr than giving Te
ed Stevens another reason tto funnel federa
al money to his state) is to split Highways 1
incred
and 2
2. Highway #1 continues to Palmer,
P
the go
overnmental se
eat of Mat-Su B
Borough, and ffrom there goe
es northeast to Glenallen, Tok
(pronounced “toke”, where it beco
omes the Alask
ka Highway), and
a the Canadiian border. Highway #2 goes to Wasilla, a grungy suburb
that b
by some definittions is now th
he second-largest city in Alas
ska It heads more or less d
due north to D
Denali (duh-NALL-ee) Nationa
al
Park and Fairbanks
s. At Fairbanks
s it changes nu
umber, but ess
sentially the sa
ame highway ccontinues all the way to Prudhoe Bay on the
Arcticc Ocean. The split
s
of two roads—even two multilane expre
essways—reallly shouldn’t be
e that hard to a
accomplish, butt in Mat-Su they
appea
ared to level enough land to fill Rhode Island to accomplish the feat. I know from checking my odo
ometer that it w
was over a mile
e
from tthe beginning of
o the interchan
nge to its end.
I veered rig
ght at the interrchange and continued
c
on Highway
H
#1. B
Before long the
e limited accesss road ended and I was on a
ane suburban street heading
g past the beau
utiful strip malls
s of Palmer. (T
The sarcasm th
here is intentio
onal, but Palme
er was beautifu
ul
four-la
indee
ed when compa
ared to its “twin
n city”, Wasilla.))
I continued
d east, and beffore long four la
anes narrowed
d to two and I fo
found myself att the edge of th
he valley heading up into very
rugge
ed mountains. I continued ea
ast over Hatche
er Pass on one
e of the worst m
mountain roadss I’ve ever been
n on. I’d prettyy much been on
auto-p
pilot while cruising up the ex
xpressway from
m Anchorage, but
b beyond Pa
almer the steep
p grades, rough surface, and
d 20mph hairpin
curve
es demanded all
a of my attenttion. The drive
e was definitely
y the hardest I encountered iin Alaska. Forrtunately, it rew
warded me with
some
e gorgeous sce
enery. The sn
now-covered mountains
m
and the frozen Ma
atanuska (mat--uh-NEW-skuh) River sparkle
ed in the brigh
ht
sunlig
ght, and since I wasn’t in any real hurry to ge
et anywhere, itt made for a ple
easant Sundayy drive.
om time to time
e, though. Sig
gns around pra
actically every ccurve advised “SLIDE AREA
A”, and this was
I did get a bit worried fro
definitely falling roc
ck season. I passed
p
numero
ous enormous
s rocks, one att least the size of the car I was driving. With very little
e
d every time I got
g past a cliff.
shoulder, I was glad

n Matanuska River
R
near Chi ckaloon, Alas
ska
Frozen
It was espe
ecially interestiing to see tracks of snow ma
achines (what w
we call snowm
mobiles back ho
ome) all along the river. They
A
as snow
w machine trails, and you can
n tell how diffe
erent the climatte is from the ffact that even iin mid-April this
use riivers all over Alaska
river w
was frozen harrd enough to su
upport that muc
ch weight.
About half an hour east of
o Palmer is the
e “town” of Chic
cakloon, which had appeared
d on destination
n signs ever sin
nce Anchorage
e.
I put “town” in quotation marks, because
b
Chicka
aloon basically
y consisted of a general storre and a house
e where the sttore’s proprieto
or
ably lived. It ap
ppeared that att one point therre had been a motel
m
in town a
as well, but it h
had long ago drried up. Signs told me to slow
w
proba
down to 45 for Chick
kaloon, but in fact
f
that was on
ne of the fastes
st speeds I wass able to go on
n the highway e
east of Palmer.
I stopped at
a several pull-outs to snap pictures
p
of the scenery
s
and fin
nally turned arround for good around Milepo
ost 100, right at
a
Matanuska Glac
cier. This glacier, which feeds
s the river that forms the valle
ey of the same
e name is right up next to the highway. As at
a
the M
Porta
age Glacier, it was
w really kind of hard to tell it was a glacie
er in winter, wh
hen both it and everything aro
ound it were sn
now covered. It
t see, though, and it made a convenient de
estination.
was sstill interesting to

nd headed back
I turrned around an
to Palmer. I pulled off in th
he parking lot of
o
er supermarkett on the Palme
er
a Fred Meye
strip and ca
alled my brothe
er Paul on my
cell phone. I had thought while I was
getting out o
of church around 11:00 this
morning that at that veryy moment Pau
ul
would be sta
arting his 2:00 S
Spanish service
e
in Oskaloosa
a. It was long--since ended by
now, and he
e was home. We had a nice
e
visit as I wa
alked around tthe parking lott.
There was a brisk breeze, but it was fairly
ably 45o), and there was no
o
warm (proba
snow at all on the ground in
n Palmer.

Sellf-portrait of David
D
Burrow near
n
the Matan
nuska Glacierr, east of Palm
mer, Alaska

Afte
er calling Paul I went into the
e
Fred Meyer store, mostly to see if they
had a restroo
om. They did, and it was one
e
of the nicest public facilitiess I’ve used in a
long time. I also picked up a newspape
er
and some crrackers that I ccould munch on
while I was o
on the plane. Then I set ou
ut
again in the ccar.

I followed the
t Palmer-Wa
asilla Highway west
w
from Palm
mer, avoiding m
making a “Y” byy going down to
o the big intercchange. “PWH
H”
remin
nded me of the
e area I’d gone
e through last summer north
h of Dallas, Te
exas. It’s one of those place
es that’s right on the edge of
o
suburrbia, and the whole
w
area see
ems to be und
der construction
n. There’s bra
and new busin
nesses, brand new schools, and brand new
w
housing developments, but mostly
y there’s lots an
nd lots of construction.
I pulled offf at another Te
esoro convenie
ence store, wh
hich was close
er to Wasilla
than tto Palmer. (Th
he largest part of Mat-Su is un
nincorporated, and that’s pro bably where
this w
was.) In honor of my location I picked up a carton
c
of Matanuska Maid ch
hocolate milk
and a carton of Mattanuska Maid orange
o
juice (m
made with real Alaskan glacie
er water and
frozen
n orange juice concentrate). I also picked up
u some coffee
e. Tesoro’s AK
K2Go stores
featurre their own bra
and of coffee, called
c
“La Java
a”. I’m not sure
e what languag
ge they think
that’ss supposed to be, but it was pretty decent coffee. My bill
b was almostt identical to
what the same stuff would have co
ost at Casey’s or
o Kwik Trip.
After hearing countless Alaskans
A
refer to Mat-Su as “the
“
Valley”, I w
was amused
by tw
wo customers who
w were imme
ediately in front of me in line at
a AK2Go. The
ey were high
schoo
ol boys with fa
ake blond hair who punctuated their speec
ch with “dude” , the sort of
peoplle you’d expectt to see in a mo
ore famous valley down in Ca
alifornia.
I reached Highway #2 att Wasilla and turned
t
north frrom there. I th
hen crawled
throug
gh some of th
he ugliest subu
urban areas I’v
ve seen in my
y life. The Ma
at-Su Valley
make
es places like Mobile
M
and Baton Rouge seem
m beautiful. Wasilla,
W
Big Lakke, Houston,
and the vast uninco
orporated areas between the
em came acros
ss as “white tra
ash central”.
Prettyy much everyo
one here lives in
i a pre-fab ho
ome, each of th
hem placed on
n a slab in a
little p
patch of land carved
c
out of th
he woods, with a mammoth SUV
S
out front. The homes
look like palaces, though,
t
compa
ared to the bu
usinesses. Wh
hile Palmer ha
ad pleasantng strip malls, Wasilla’s
W
businesses were mo
ostly little pole buildings (the ssort of place
lookin
that w
would house a Dollar Genera
al Store back home),
h
each separated from the next by
aboutt a tenth of a mile
m of scrubby
y swamp. The
ere was even a Ramada Inn
n that looked
like itt should be a “mini storage” service.
s
Officially Wasilla ha
as about 8,000
0 people, but
otal only includ
des its incorporated city limits
s. Counting th
he unincorpora ted areas of
that to
the Susitna (sue-SIT
T-nuh) Valley, the place has over
o
75,000 pe
eople, which m
makes it quite
airbanks. Gre
eater Wasilla continues
c
for about
a
twenty-ffive miles, a
a bit larger than Fa
ous gash on wh
hat otherwise is a really beau
utiful state. I’d
d find out on th
he return trip
hideo
that th
he view to the south of Wasilla is quite pretty, but driving north all I cou
uld see were
pole buildings, pre--fab houses, and
a
lots and lo
ots of scrubby land. [While
e I’d almost
ainly have opp
posed her at any rate, I th
hink much off my opinion of the last
certa
Repu
ublican Vice Presidential
P
candidate
c
was shaped by
y my experien
nce driving
throu
ugh her home town. Wasilla really is one
e of the uglies
st places I’ve e
ever seen; I
can’t imagine whatt Mrs. Palin lik
kes about the place.]

Matanu
uska Maid oran
nge juice

Eventually I got to the en
nd of suburbia.. Not long afte
er that I saw an
nother of those
e signs telling me it was illeg
gal to discharge
e
firewo
orks in Mat-Su. That was am
musing, becaus
se just around the bend from
m there were three enormous fireworks deallers. It was the
e
sort o
of thing you see
e at the Missou
uri or South Da
akota border, but
b this was stiill well within th
he borough boundaries. App
parently it’s only
illegal to set off firew
works here, nott to buy or sell them.
t
A little way
ys north of the fireworks
f
stand
ds I came to the
e town of Willo
ow, one of thosse little mountain towns that seems to stretch
on forrever. Technic
cally, Willow is the capital of Alaska—thoug
A
gh don’t tell anyyone in Juneau
u that. Back in
n the ‘70s the sstate legislature
voted
d to move the capital
c
from a remote city tha
at can only be
e accessed by sea or air to tthis much more
e central location. They then
refuse
ed to provide any
a funding forr the move, bu
ut they’ve neve
er rescinded the
e move either. In reality, the
e effective capital of Alaska is
Ancho
orage, which has
h the headquarters of prettty much every
y state agency—
—not to mentiion the state ssupreme court. The governo
or
lives iin Juneau, and
d the legislature
e meets there—
—but that’s abo
out it.
While still part
p of the Sus
sitna Valley, Willow
W
is a pleas
sant little town.. The whole to
own—homes, b
businesses, evven the medica
al
clinic—
—seems to be made up of modern log cabins, the kind of place Margare
et and Brian on
nce considered living in. I don
n’t know if that’s
a con
nscious thing (like the require
ements that ma
ake all the bus
sinesses in Pe
ella have fake Dutch fronts) o
or if people jusst liked building
g
thingss that way, but it’s interesting.
d airstrip and a floatplane docck. I pondered
d as I drove byy these tiny terrminals whethe
er
There are two airports in Willow, a land
have federal airport security at
a the many and far-flung minor airports in A
Alaska. If they do, it seems a big waste of m
money to me. [I
[
they h
still d
don’t know the
e real answer to that. Howe
ever, my bet is
s they don’t. Most likely sm
mall planes lea
aving rural airrports arrive in
n
that s
same part of Anchorage
A
airrport where th
he museum wa
as. To contin
nue to onward
d destinations, passengers would have to
o
enterr the “real” terrminals there and go through security. They
T
used to have something similar to that at Minne
eapolis airportt,
but itt changed ma
any years ago
o (actually beffore the 9/11 attacks).
a
I’m pretty sure p rivate planes that arrive fro
om unmanned
d
airpo
orts (like the one
o
in Algona
a) go through security on la
anding at majjor airports ev
ven today, an
nd they likely use that same
e
syste
em in Alaska.]
ough scraggly forest to
I wove thro
my u
ultimate destination of the day,
d
the
turnofff for Talkeettna (the first syllable
rhyme
es with my cou
usin Hal’s name: TALkeet-n
nuh), where th
here was supp
posed to
be a “postcard” view of Mt. McKinley.
M
There
e was, though the photo I hurriedly
h
snapp
ped there really didn’t turn out very
well. I pulled intto the closed visitors
er parking lot, snapped
s
the obligatory
cente
shot of Denali (which, by the way, is the
exactt same mountain as Mt. Mc
cKinley),
and h
headed south again. Amus
singly, a
pick-u
up with Californ
nia plates follo
owed me
and d
did the exact sa
ame thing.
That Califo
ornia truck was
s one of
just tw
wo vehicles with
w out-of-state
e license
platess I saw on this
s trip, the otherr being a
Forested h ighway with s
snow banks att the side
motorrhome from Texas.
T
Suppo
osedly in
summ
mer pretty much
h all the traffic up here
near Talkeetna, Alaska
is from
m somewhere else, but in Ap
pril it was all fro
om Alaska. I’m
m sure some o
of the cars—likke mine—were rentals, but th
hey all had loca
al
platess. [The only place
p
I’ve seen
n more local cars was Hawa
aii, where abso
olutely every c
car was from the Islands.]
There are, by the way, tw
wo kinds of Alas
ska license plates. Most lookk like old Califo
ornia or Pennsyylvania plates, w
with blue letters
on a gold background. They sa
ay “ALASKA” at
a the top and “LAST
“
FRONT
TIER” at the bo
ottom, and the big-dipper flag
g separates the
e
letterss and numbers
s on the license
e code. The other Alaska pla
ates are prettie
er and celebratte the centenniial of the Klond
dike Gold Rush
h.
They are white sno
ow-covered mo
ountains with a blue “sky” at the top [som
mewhat like C
Colorado plate
es]. On these a line of black
ple” is walking up
u the middle of
o the plate bettween the letterrs and the num
mbers.
“peop
The drive northward
n
through Mat-Su ha
ad really been rather boring (basically a wi nding tunnel th
hrough the fore
est), but I could
d
tell almost instantly that the return trip would be more interestin
ng. I’m not surre what mounta
ains I was lookking at (probab
bly the Chugach
o them the whole way. I stilll had to sufferr the ugliness of Wasilla, butt the trip seem
med to go much
Range), but I had a pretty view of
quicker southbound—and it was definitely more enjoyable.
e
und 6:00 when
n I made it bac
ck to Anchorag
ge. I exited at Muldoon Road
d, the easternm
most exit in the
e city proper. I
It was arou
mber hearing about
a
this stree
et on an episod
de of Cops, and after driving along it, I could imagine a ne
eed for frequen
nt patrols. It’s a
remem
strang
ge area that se
eems to change
e very quickly from
f
good to ba
ad and back ag
gain. I passed
d everything fro
om a run-down trailer park to a
Merce
edes dealer.

I stopped brriefly at the no
orth end of Muldoon to photog
graph a sign I’d
d
seen frequently
f
on th
his trip, one th
hat said “DON’T TRASH ALA
ASKA”, this one
e
particu
ularly amusing because it wa
as surrounded by litter. The
ere are actually
two de
esigns for thesse signs. The one I photo
ographed show
wed a pleasan
nt
mounttain scene, wh
hile another sh
howed a tire, a beer bottle,, a can, and a
newsp
paper. While in
n this urban lo
ocation there w
was quite a bit of litter, for the
e
most part
p
I found Allaska to be ple
easantly free o
of roadside tra
ash. The majo
or
excepttion was at sce
enic pull-outs, a
almost all of w
which were litterred badly. Tha
at
wasn’tt really a surprrise, since non
ne of them had
d any trash ba
arrels. If they’d
d
give people a place to put their tra
ash, they’d pro
obably solve th
he problem. [IIt
occurs
s to me in wrriting this rev
vision that the
ey may have rremoved trash
h
barrels during the winter seaso n to keep the
em from being
g damaged by
y
the ele
ements.]
ad, where I tu
urned west and
d
Muldoon esssentially endss at Tudor Roa
went through
t
mostlyy upscale resid
dential areas back to Sewa
ard Highway. I
went south
s
a couple
e of exits to O
O’Malley and tthen went back to Minnesota
a
Drive. That route so
ounds complica
ated, but it’s basically making
g a belt around
Ancho
orage, though m
mostly on city sstreets rather th
han limited acccess highways.
I exited Min
nnesota at Rasspberry Road. I knew there was a Tastee
eely thought of in decades), a
and I thought I
Freez near here (a chain I’d bare
might get a treat be
efore heading back to the airport. Unfortu
unately Tastee
eFreez was closed fo r Easter, but in
n a bizarre coin
ncidence at tha
at very momen
nt
an old
dies station on the radio playyed the John C
Cougar Mellen
ncamp hit “Jack
and Diiane”, with the immortal line:
Suckin
ng on a chili do
og
Out behind the Tastee-Fre
eez …
(The song,
s
of coursse, continues with the thing
gs Jack and D
Diane do while
e
parked
d back there—
—things the prie
est this morning wouldn’t ha
ave cared much
for [th
hough probab
bly had done himself in h
his former day
ys], at least in
Jack’s case; Diane being female was probablyy all right.) I just broke ou
ut
laughin
ng as I turned around in the Tastee-Freez parking lot, an
nd I couldn’t ge
et
ead the rest off the day
the song out of my he
Since I wass in the general vicinity, I deccided to see on
ne more thing in
orage, the city’ss only Catholic high school, w
whose website I’d checked ou
ut
Ancho
severa
al times while p
preparing for tthis trip. I headed south from
m Tastee-Freez
on Jew
wel Lake Roa
ad, and before
e long I came to St. Benedict Church and
d
Lumen
n Christi (“Ligh
ht of Christ”) H
High School. W
While they havve an excellen
nt
Sc
cenic version of
o “Don’t Tras
sh Alaska” sig
gn,
websitte, it’s strange to think that a city larger tha
an Des Moiness would have a
with littter directly ben
neath it
high sc
chool quite a b
bit smaller than Garrigan. I kn
new Lumen Ch
hristi was small,
–M
Muldoon Road
d in suburban east Anchora
age
but it really hit home
e when I saw the
t place, whic
ch to my eye lo
ooked more like
e an elementary school than a high school. It also looked
d
e tiny classroom area overwh
helmed by the gym.
g
Of coursse you don’t ne
eed a lot space
e when there arre only 10 or 15
unballanced, with the
stude
ents in a class. Last year we
w graduated our
o smallest cla
ass in history a
at Garrigan (an
nd fortunately th
he smallest forr many years to
o
come
e), but our smalllest class was three times as
s large as what they graduate
ed at Lumen Ch
hristi.

Tiny Lume
en Christi High School (this
s is the whole school) – Jew
wel Lake neigh
hborhood, sou
uthwest Anchorage

So why does rural Iowa have
h
more Cath
holic school stu
udents than urb
ban Alaska? P
Percentage-wisse there’s a lot more Catholics
eason is money. The Dioces
se of Sioux Cityy has always fe
elt it is the parishes’ responsiibility to supporrt
here, but I’m pretty sure the real re
the scchool, so it’s th
he churches th
hat pay from tw
wo-thirds to thre
ee-fourths of o
our budget. Th
hat keeps our ttuition just about the lowest in
the co
ountry ($1,500 in the high school—and we never refuse anyone
a
admisssion for inabilityy to pay). In A
Anchorage, on the other hand
d,
the $5,000 tuition bill
b would be prretty close to the
t actual costt of education. Especially w
when they’re tryying to start up
p a new schoo
ol
en Christi is on
nly about ten ye
ears old), getting people to fo
ork over that m
much money wo
ould be a major obstacle. Scchools like Wes
st
(Lume
Des M
Moines Dowling
g, Dubuque Walhert,
W
and Iow
wa City Regina
a charge aboutt that same am
mount, but having developed a long-standing
g
traditiion, they can get away with it.
[Our tuition has
s
g
gone up to arround $2000 in
n
tthe past six years. Tha
at
a
and an large
e increase in
n
ttuition assisttance (thanks
s
tto things like
e scrip) have
e
rreduced the percentage of
o
o
our budget that comes from
m
p
parish conttributions to
o
a
about 50% of the total.
L
Lumen Chris
sti’s tuition is
s
n
now $5850 a year. They’re
e
s
still a small s
school, as you
u
c
can see from the picture of
o
ttheir
mo
ost
recen
nt
g
graduation
class
s.
M
Meanwhile
Dowling
g
c
charges $5145 for students
s
b
belonging to a Des Moines
s
a
are Catholic
c parish and
d
$
$7,910
for
all
othe
er
s
students.]
ourse I had to
o
[Of co
G
Google Lumen Christi while
e
w
writing this re
evision. I mus
st
c
compliment th
hem on having
g
o
one of the best schoo
ol
w
websites an
nywhere.
I
a
always
use
e
Garrigan’s
s
s
site—which I’m responsible
e
ffor—as the standard fo
or
Cla
ass of 2011 – Lumen Christti High Schooll – Anchorage
e, Alaska
c
comparison, and we do
o
have an enormous
s and truly outtstanding web
bsite. Lumen Christi’s is m
more oriented ttoward parentts than toward
d students and
d
d
an
nd information
n on the site, while we fe
eature pictures
s
alumni (the main focus of our site). They feature the documents
(thou
ugh both sites have plenty of
o everything). It’s very clea
ar real people
e put a lot of time and effortt into the Lume
en Christi site
e.
Unlik
ke many schoo
ol sites, it’s no
ot just a templlate that they filled with loc al information
n.]
[One interesting thing I found on the Lumen Christi website is
s that their sp
ports teams ha
ave corporate
e sponsorship
p,
h likely helps pay for those
e plane flights
s to distant to
ournaments. T
They have bo
oys and girls v
varsity teams in soccer and
d
which
baske
etball, a girls volleyball
v
team
m, and a co-ed
d track team. Also interest ing is that all their junior hiigh sports are
e co-ed.]
As I circled
d the parking lo
ot at Lumen Ch
hristi, I couldn’tt help but wond
der just what itt would be like to teach in so small a school.
I’d think it would be even weirder in a place like Anchorage,
A
where the public h
high schools are enormous.
The rental car contract re
equired me to re
eturn it with a full
f tank, or else
e I’d be charge
ed $7.999 (i.e. $
$8) for every ga
g
allon of missing
9
gas. So I stopped at
a a Holiday sta
ation just south
h of Lumen Ch
hristi and filled up for $2.61 . If anything I o
over-filled it, so the next rente
er
will ge
et more than th
heir money’s worth.
w
[Almostt every time I’v
ve rented a ca
ar, I’ve returne
ed it with more
e gas than the
ere was when I
got itt.] Then I head
ded back to the
e airport, which was probably about three miiles away.
There was
s construction in the airport parking
p
area, which
w
meant I wound throug
gh a strange d
detour to get to
o the rental ca
ar
return
n area. Eventu
ually I got therre, though, and
d I found the lane marked “A
Alamo”. There
e were absoluttely no cars in
n that lane, so I
pulled
d all the way fo
orward to the en
nd. I got out and took my bag
gs and went up
p to a booth wh
here a very borred young nativve man greeted
d
me byy name. His greeting
g
made me wonder if I was the only
y person sched
duled to return a car tonight. He asked if I knew what the
e
curren
nt mileage was
s and seemed surprised I did
d. He then ask
ked if the gas w
was full and ga
ave me a rece
eipt that had ob
bviously already
been printed.

The man asked which terminal I was going to (there’s a separate international terminal at ANC) and told me the quickest way
to my destination was to walk under the Alaska Railroad tracks. Another of Ted Stevens’ black holes of money, the Alaska Railroad
has a palatial station adjacent to the main terminal at ANC, with an elevated track connecting the airport with the main line. This could
be a useful link between the airport and downtown, except for the fact that trains almost never run on the line. There’s a grand total of
one train in each direction a day—arriving early in the morning and leaving the airport mid-afternoon. It might be useful for a few airport
workers, but pretty much no passengers can take advantage of it.
My first stop inside the terminal was at a restroom. I relieved myself and then spent some time doing a bit of re-packing. In
the process I became very panicked, because I couldn’t find my passport. While passports are not required for traveling within the
U.S., it’s a lot easier to show a passport at security than it is to get out a driver’s license. Also, I’m planning to accompany Margaret
when she takes kids to Peru this summer, and I’ll need a passport for that trip. I searched and searched, but I couldn’t locate the
important blue booklet.
I eventually reconciled myself to the fact that my passport had probably fallen under the seat of the Pontiac and reconciled
myself to getting a new one. I wasn’t happy, but I made my way up the escalator to the ticketing area. An employee who appeared to
be doing nothing watched me check in at a “self check-in” machine and then a different employee tagged my checked bag and whisked
it on a conveyor. It surprised me that the bag didn’t have to go through a bomb detecting machine, as at most airports. There was one
of those machines just a few steps down from the check-in area, but the bag appeared to go the other way. I guess that wasn’t a
problem, though. When I got home there was no indication that the bag had been inspected at all, but it seemed to make it okay.
There was only a short line at security. The woman who checked people’s identification cautioned everyone to take off our
shoes and jackets and told us, “Don’t put any bags in the tubs; they’re just for clothing.” I had my bookbag (somewhat less heavy than
before, since I’d purposely overpacked the check bag) and a plastic grocery bag from Fred Meyer. I removed my sneakers and my
coat and carefully followed the woman’s warning and put the two bags directly on the conveyor. When she saw that, the woman
scolded me and told me to put the grocery bag in a tub, lest it should spill all over anywhere. I politely reminded her of her earlier
warning, and she gruffly said, “Oh, that just means carry-on bags.”
They managed to X-ray everything fine, and I think they’d have done it equally well if I’d put the bookbag in a tub, too. I’d done
that in both Mason City and Minneapolis, and they had no problem with it. At any rate, I made it through security quickly and had tons
of time to kill on the “safe” side of the airport.
Just beyond security was a place that sold various Alaska souvenirs. I picked up some Alaska wild berry candy for myself and
some of my relatives. I’ve since eaten what I bought for myself. The stuff was over-priced (what souvenirs aren’t?), but it was fairly
tasty.
Also near security was a Chili’s restaurant. The only Chili’s I ever remember going to before was in Hattiesburg, Mississippi,
back when I was in graduate school. What I remember about the place was that it was basically a bar, and that’s how we treated it in
grad school. I don’t think I ordered any real food at Chili’s in Mississippi; I just had chips and drank a lot of beer.
While they served drinks, this Chili’s was much more of a restaurant. My only drink was the water that once again came
without asking. I had a what they called chicken enchilada soup, which was awesome. I also had a quesadilla that was a bit too heavy
on onions, but was also quite good. With the certificate I’d gotten for trading seats on the other plane, the meal was essentially free.
The one problem at dinner was communicating with the waitress. Like the majority of service people in Alaska, she was an
Alaska native, in this case a large, elderly native woman. She apparently grew up speaking some native language, and she definitely
did not speak English fluently. I ended up mostly ordering by pointing.
Seated at the next table were two men wearing T-shirts that said “Negative263.com”. Each T-shirt also had a truly vulgar
saying that I’ll leave out here because in my prudish opinion it shouldn’t have been displayed in public. I visited the advertised website
after I got home. Negative 263 is apparently a band, and given their T-shirts I’m pretty sure it’s not a group I’d care to listen to.
After eating I walked down to the gate, the same one I’d arrived at on Thursday. I graded some tests and started the other
Alaska crime book as I watched the flight from Minneapolis land and unload (on time, but not ahead of schedule like we were). I had
noticed the Fred Meyer bag was about to break, so I headed back to the gift shop and picked up a “souvenir of Alaska” shopping bag
($1.50) that had a lot more strength. When I reorganized some stuff into the new bag, I remembered that I had put my passport where
my passport was. Thinking I might misplace it, before leaving this morning I had put it into a plastic folder that holds my scrip cards. I
had put it there for “safekeeping”, only to find it was the last place I’d look when I actually wanted it. Oh, well, the crisis was averted,
and I don’t need to worry about replacing the thing.
The one thing I did lose on this trip was a wristband. Back on Ash Wednesday they’d passed out purple rubber wristbands to
all the students and faculty at Garrigan, etched with “+ JOURNEY WITH CHRIST +”. I’d managed to preserve mine through most of
Lent (which was, of course, its purpose), though I took it off each night because it was annoying to wear. (Why so many people do
wear things like that, I’ll never know.) Apparently I left it at the Comfort Inn the first night in Anchorage, because I never saw it after
that. Christ doesn’t seem to have abandoned me in my journey, though, since everything went pretty well on this trip. …And perhaps
the maid or another traveler will find it inspirational or at least interesting.

I went back
k to the gate an
nd sat down by
y the huge stufffed bear. I rea
ad the Sunday papers, graded a few more tests, and made
e
some
e notes to write
e this journal. It was generally overcast this
s evening, whi ch made it see
em dark before
e sunset. As it grew darker, I
couldn’t help but nottice that the airrport was very dimly lit. It rem
minded me of tthe lighting in a cheap motel—
—enough to see, but not really
enoug
gh to do anythiing. It was a bit of a chore jus
st to read the paper
p
in the bad
d lighting.
They began boarding at 9:15pm.
9
I was in the same ro
ow I’d been asssigned on the o
outbound flightt (32-C), but this time that was
in the
e first group to board.
b
I was th
he first person after the “pre-b
boarding” peop
ple to go down the jetway.
Most notteworthy amo
ong my fellow
w
passsengers on this flight were about a dozen
midd
dle school stude
ents, all of who
om were Alaska
a
They w
were from the
e Top of the
e
nativves.
Koskkokwim Schoo
ol in the villa
age of Nikolai,
which
h is basically in
n the middle of nowhere wes
st
of De
enali National Park. It’s “ou
utside the belt””,
mean
ning you can’tt get there by either road or
o
train.. The school is part of the
e Iditarod Area
a
Scho
ool District, whiich covers an a
area larger than
manyy states and iss named after the famous sled
d
dog rrace that passe
es through the area. This is a
remo
ote place. I w
went to the Id
ditarod Schools
webssite. There’s a link to the school in Nikolai,
Logo of th
he Iditarod Are
ea School Disttrict in southw
west Alaska
but ffor some rea
ason the page
e was passw
word protected.. I was intrigu
ued, though, to
o see the page
es for the “nearby” (in relative
e
termss) school in Mc
cGrath—home of the fighting
g Arctic Knights
s. It began byy showing a piicture of the scchool, complette with a line of
o
snow machines parked out front.. On exploring further, I found out McGrrath has exacttly four certifie
ed teachers forr the combined
chool, including
g the principal and
a counselor. They also ha
ave a single tea
acher’s aide, an
nd several classses are offered
d
juniorr/senior high sc
by a d
distance learniing arrangeme
ent (which appe
ears to mean correspondenc
c
ce, rather than TV) supervise
ed by teachers in Eagle Riverr.
The tiny staff makes
s sense when you
y realize there’s only 367 people
p
in McGrrath and the scchool’s enrollment makes Lum
men Christi look
big. The website lists every sing
gle student in the
t
school, an
nd this year M cGrath will gra
aduate three sseniors. In spite of their size
McGrrath fields team
ms in wrestling
g (two team members),
m
bas
sketball (a co--ed team, whicch is apparenttly fairly comm
mon in Alaska)),
volleyyball, and base
eball. The scho
ool in Nikolai is probably pretty similar.

Top of Ko
oskokwim Sch
hool
Nik
kolai, Alaska
(from the Idita
arod Schools website)

[I just
j
checked out iditarodsd
d.org again (n
not nearly as good a site as
s
lumenchris
stiak.com). T
They certainly haven’t gaine
ed any studen
nts in the pas
st
six years. Out of nine llocal schools in the Iditaro
od district, the
ey graduated a
h in Snow Valley, Grayling, and Anvik) in
n
total of thrree students ((one girl each
2011. App
parently educa
ation is only m
mandatory thrrough tenth grrade in Alaska
a,
and dropp
ping out is co
ommon in rura
al communitie
es after that. However, the
e
district only averages o
only 17 studen
nts in grades 3 – 10—sprea
ad out over an
n
er than some states. The
ese days therre are only tw
wo secondary
y
area large
teachers in
n McGrath, an
nd a couple o
of the schools
s (which are th
heoretically KK
12) have just
j
one teac
cher. Perha
aps needless to say, almo
ost the entire
e
curriculum
m now appea rs oriented tto distance le
earning. The
ese days tha
at
mostly means online cla
asses. A large
e part of theirr website is lin
nks to differen
nt
online curriculum sites,, and there’s virtually no rreference to e
extra-curricula
ar
activities these days.]

Schools lik
ke this have a serious
s
shortag
ge of teachers.. The AK radio
o show said that in many succh communitiess they turn ove
er
literally 100% of the
eir teachers ev
very year. I co
ould probably get
g a job at the
e drop of a hatt if I wanted to
o teach in McG
Grath or Nikolai.
n I was in Anch
horage, the Cap
ptain Cook Hottel downtown was
w hosting a jo
ob fair for teachers interested
d in working in Alaska. I didn’t
When
go there (I’m pretty
y much settled
d at Garrigan for
f the foresee
eable future—a
and probably ffor life [still trrue]), but it might have been
intere
esting to check out. From what I gather one
e of the reasons
s for the teach er shortage is that the compe
ensation (which
h in most cases
isn’t m
much more tha
an what public
c school teache
ers earn in Iow
wa, though hou
using is also p
provided) doessn’t make up fo
or the isolation
n.
That isolation would
d be what would
d keep me from
m even thinking
g about such a job. If someo
one told me of a
an opening at L
Lumen Christi, I
mightt be interested
d. I’d probably
y also be willing to teach att the public scchools in Sewa
ard or Girdwo
ood, but I can’t even imagine
spend
ding the whole year out in the
e bush.
[Shortly before I was hiired at Garriga
an I drove outt to Ten Sleep
p, Wyoming fo
or a job interviiew. At the tim
me I thought it
i
would
d be cool to te
each that settting, and I was
s annoyed wh
hen they told m
me on the spo
ot I would not be hired. In rretrospect, I’m
m
glad I didn’t get that job. While Ten Sleep isn
n’t nearly as re
emote as the Iditarod scho
ools (it’s only tthirty miles fro
om Worland, a
town the size of Allgona, and has
s roads that connect
c
it to everywhere
e
in North Americ
ca), it’s way to
oo remote for me. That parrt
yoming is lov
vely (which isn’t something
g I’d say abou
ut most of the
e state), but itt’s a LONG way from anyw
where else. I’d
d
of Wy
have been bored stiff
s
there, and
d I think the principal
p
who interviewed m
me knew that. Realistically, anywhere in
n Alaska would
d
e for me. If I were to trade
e jobs, I’d probably be morre likely to go
o to somewherre near Chica
ago or perhaps
s
also be too remote
upsta
ate New York than
t
Alaska.]

This particular group appeared to have three chaperones, two native women and a white man. The man happened to be
sitting across the aisle from me in 32-D. He explained that they were already on their third flight of the day. From Nikolai they’d flown
to Fairbanks, where they made a connection to Anchorage. They were taking this red-eye flight to Minneapolis, and then they’d catch
an early morning departure to Houston. At the Houston airport they’d board a bus that would take them to Galveston, Texas. Then,
after twenty-four hours of traveling, they’d finally board a Carnival cruise ship for what he called a “field trip”.
The field trips I remember from school were going places like the fire station or a park. Going on a cruise seems like
something else entirely, but the teacher assured me this was an educational experience. “We’re taking a cruise to see the Aztec ruins,”
he said. I didn’t bother to correct him with the fact that you won’t find any Aztec ruins anywhere near where you could cruise to in
Mexico (it’s most likely Maya ruins they’ll see). It was pretty clear that the real point of the trip—for both the kids and for him—was the
cruise. [Some of my trips to national quiz bowl have been more about vacation than competition, so I can hardly criticize this
school’s choice of “field trip”.]
I wasn’t exactly looking forward to spending an overnight flight with a group of middle schoolers, but these kids were really
quite well behaved. They were understandably excited at the beginning, but they settled down pretty quickly. I was intrigued that the
girl in the center seat in front of me was reading Farmer Boy, Laura Ingalls Wilder’s story of her husband Almanzo’s boyhood in upstate
th
New York. I tried to imagine what the story of 19 Century farm life could possibly have to do with life in the Alaska bush.
This flight was much less crowded than the one I had flown out on. In fact, I ended up having the entire left side of Row 32 to
myself. I switched to the window seat, mostly so I could rest my head on the body of the plane and try to catch a few winks. The pilot
made all his announcements before we taxied and told us he intended not to say anything until we prepared for landing. I had preordered food on this flight (this direction it would have been a vegetarian version of a muffeletta, the New Orleans-style olive paste
sandwich. The quesadilla was perfectly filling, so I just hid my head and pretended not to notice when the stewardess brought the cart
by. She didn’t seem to care [I think “ordering” just sees to it that a quantity of the item is catered with the flight supplies; it’s
not a contract for the passenger to buy anything], and before long I did manage to get a bit of sleep.

Monday, April 17 - Minneapolis, Mason City, & Algona
For no reason I can figure out, at some point during the night, a middle-aged man sat in the aisle seat in my row. He left again
by the time we were preparing to land.
Throughout the night we hit occasional turbulence. Each time we did the pilot would turn on the seat belt light and then make
an announcement that we should fasten our belts. That seemed to happen every time I was just about to drift off. It was definitely not a
refreshing night.
It is strange to think that the flight from Anchorage to Minneapolis is roughly the same length as from New York to Ireland, the
first lengthy flight I ever took. Having flown through the night, we landed at MSP at 5:40am, fifteen minutes ahead of schedule. We
taxied completely around the entire airport and pulled up at Gate G-20, clear at the far end of that concourse.
It took a while to empty the plane, and they were just making an announcement that it was 6:00 when I entered the terminal.
[A recorded female voice at MSP announces the time every half hour.] I wandered down to the F-concourse where I stopped at a
McDonalds for breakfast. The line there stretched well out the door, but it moved quickly. I enjoyed an Egg McMuffin, a cinnamon roll,
a fruit and yogurt parfait, and a large coffee for around $5—not a bad deal.
I wandered down to Gate B-1, where the Mason City flight would depart. I was still dead tired, but managed to keep myself
awake enough to finish grading my tests. I still had some time to kill, so I wandered back to the C-concourse where I found a Dunn
Brothers coffee bar. Coffee there cost more than half as much as the entire breakfast at McDonalds, but at least it was a good cup of
joe. When I got back to B-1, I knew I was in the right place because a man was sitting there wearing a Decker’s Sporting Goods
sweatshirt. As far as I know the only places where Decker’s Sporting Goods exists are Mason City and Ft. Dodge, the two destinations
of this flight. [I just checked online, and indeed those are Decker’s only two locations.]
I watched people in SDSU apparel board a flight for Sioux Falls at the gate across from me. Then around 8:40 they called my
flight for boarding. The gate attendant first announced “pre-boarding” (exit rows, handicapped, families, etc.), but absolutely no one
came forward. Her next announcement was “boarding all rows”.
The flight was about two-thirds full, and we left right on time at 8:55. Our flight attendant , a mousy middle-aged woman,
offered us tiny glasses of bottled water. I was still nursing the expensive coffee, so I passed. The flight southward was uneventful, and
we arrived just a little early. My luggage came quickly [as it always does in Mason City], and I was out of the airport around 9:30.
I managed to keep myself awake as I drove westward on Highway #18. I followed the Area 2 handicapped bus all the way to
Wesley, and then cruised at far above the speed limit the rest of the way to Algona. My accumulated mail arrived shortly after I got
home. I sifted through that and then napped and just relaxed. I’d have a busy week at school, but it was good to enjoy the rest of a
wonderful long weekend.

General Observations
I’m not going to haul out all the questions I’ve used in some other travelogues, but some of them do seem to fit. Here goes …

Did you like Alaska?
Absolutely. I’d go back tomorrow, if I could afford it (which I couldn’t have this time without a free ticket). With few exceptions
it’s spectacularly beautiful, and it was fascinating to see how things had changed.

What did you like the most?
There’s a reason the Seward Highway is called an “All-American Road”. While I’ve driven many other gorgeous highways
(Interstate 70 in Colorado, US 90 along the Gulf Coast, Highway 1 across the Iron Range in Minnesota, and the Great River Road here
in Iowa all immediately come to mind), there’s no road I’ve taken that is as beautiful as the trip down the Kenai Peninsula in Alaska.
Seward itself was a lovely little town, and the hotel I had there was spectacular. That all combines to make Seward the place I liked
most.

What did you like the least?
Wasilla—no question whatsoever there. I’ll post this online and I’m sure someone from there will e-mail me telling me I’m all
screwed up and theirs is a wonderful little town, but my perception of it was a nasty, hideous place filled with annoying rednecks. I don’t
like the sprawl of suburbia anywhere, and in a scenic place like Alaska it’s absolutely repulsive. I have no desire whatsoever to go back
there—ever. [This certainly hasn’t changed, and if anything my opinion of the place went down as the town’s favorite
daughter came to national prominence.]

What the deal with Alaskan politics?
This actually surprised me in several ways. I’ve grown up thinking of Alaska as an arch-conservative state, but I quickly found
and often confirmed that wasn’t true at all. I think I saw maybe half a dozen of those pro-war yellow ribbon magnets on cars in Alaska,
whereas I can’t drive two blocks at home without seeing one. In almost every other conceivable way, too, the state came across as
liberal rather than conservative. It votes Republican (when it votes at all; actually the state has one of the lowest voter turnouts in the
country), but what its real politics is libertarian—basically live and let live. The Republicans just happen to be slightly closer to the no
government ideal that most Alaskans would really like to see.
Alaska is also extremely isolated from the rest of the country (and the world), and the issues that are important here are
different than those that affect other people. For instance, global warming is a very immediate issue up north, while immigration is more
or less irrelevant.
[Sarah Palin has come to define Alaska politics nationwide. That’s unfortunate, because she’s really a very small part
of the state. She wasn’t even governor for one full term. I personally see Palin as the queen of suburban white trash. Having
seen Wasilla, it was no surprise that she’d be elected mayor there, and when you look at who’s the core of the “tea party” (a
group that seems to have more in common with little girls having tea with Barbie than with the patriots protesting in Boston
harbor), it’s easy to see why those people like her. That’s not really who the bulk of Alaskans are, though. On the whole the
state’s politics are a lot more complicated than Palin and her quick “you betcha” answers.]

What are Alaskan people like?
That’s harder to say than on some trips, because I didn’t get to see all that many people up close. Those trips where I use
public transportation allow me to spend more time with “real” people going about their business, which being in a car doesn’t.
That said, my impression was that Alaskans (at least those that are “inside the belt” in south central Alaska) are pretty straight
forward, middle-class people. Almost everyone I dealt with was pleasant, but not overly friendly—which is pretty much the way I hope
people will be. One other interesting thing I couldn’t help but notice was that there were unquestionably more men than women in
Alaska, a difference that has been true since frontier days. It’s also different that there are so few elderly people. While I saw an “old
pioneer’s home” in every town of any size, I saw practically no one with grey hair on the whole trip. [That was probably the single
most striking thing. Alaska is a VERY young state. I think many of those who have lived a lifetime there go on to retire
elsewhere.]

Are Alaskans rich or poor?
This also surprised me a bit, because my perception has always been that Alaska was a very wealthy place. Had I checked,
I’d have noticed that the state that used to be #1 in per capita income has been steadily going down the list for three decades. While
it’s still in the top ten, my sense was that it’s not a place dripping with money. That may be true, or it may be that the people just aren’t
ostentatious. I was impressed with how unpretentious the houses were, compared with what people are building back home these
days. Also, people don’t seem to feel compelled to wear the latest and most expensive clothes. It’s definitely not “anything goes”, but it
doesn’t have to be all designer goods. By the way prices, as I noted earlier, are still higher than down south—but a lot lower than they
used to be.

Going along with the wealth of Alaskans is the wealth of the state itself. Oil money made the State of Alaska very, very rich,
but also very, very dependent. The politicians are obviously just starting to realize that the oil money won’t be there forever, and many
of them are panic-stricken. While Alaska has many other resources, without oil money the place would be a lot more like West Virginia
than Saudi Arabia.

What will you remember most from the trip?
That’s a tough question to answer, but I think I’m going to say looking out at the Portage Glacier south of Anchorage. With no
one else there, I could state out at the icy landscape in utter isolation. Few things say “this is Alaska” more than that. [The Seward
Highway as a whole stands out as I look back on this trip. I’m also tempted to mention how surreal it was to be have winter in
mid-April. … And I could have picked almost anything from this trip as “most memorable.” I’ve added enough pictures to this
travelogue to nearly double its size. That’s because when I went through my photo album in preparing this revision almost
everything seemed to stand out. The whole trip was truly outstanding, one of the best I’ve ever done.]

