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a tale of two cruisesa tale of two cruises

Dear Ralph:

It was great meeting you on our fl ight to Alaska in September. You had mentioned you would be cruising on Cruise West’s Spirit 

of Endeavour. As you know we were cruising on mid-size ship, Holland America Line’s Statendam. Our vacation started in 

Fairbanks with a visit to a gold dredge site and a cruise down the Chena River. We heard stories of the Iditarod and tales of survival 

in extreme cold temperatures. We even saw the Northern Lights. It was a great start to a vacation we had dreamed of for years.

One of the reasons we chose this two-week cruisetour was for the extra time in Denali National Park. Arriving in the afternoon 

after a two-hour bus ride from Fairbanks, we headed straight into the park for a hike. Shortly after the walk, the skies clouded, rain 

poured and then cleared, leaving behind a double rainbow. What an introduction!

The next day, we boarded a bus into the park, where we saw sheep, grizzly bears (right by the bus!) and a few wolves. The 

scenery was awe-inspiring. The quaking aspens and birch had started to yellow; the landscape was dotted with dark spruce spires 

interspersed with yellow patches of quivering leaves.

On the following day, we rented a car and saw a moose on the drive to Savage River, where we took a brisk walk (and I do 

mean brisk — there was ice forming on the moving river!) Denali was in full view just before we left the park. The ranger said 

the day was a “top 10” day for the year. North America’s tallest peak is usually ringed with clouds. But there it was  — a mystical 

mountain with its white dome contrasting the foreground of green and yellow foliage. We might not have seen Denali (also called 

McKinley in the lower 48 states) exposed like this had we not booked the extended cruisetour.

We left Denali on McKinley Explorer’s domed railcars, gazing out huge picture windows as the scenery passed by. There are no 

words to describe what we were seeing. Either that, or I now understand the true meaning of “awesome.” With every twist and turn 

on the rails, we saw twists and turns of rivers and spruce groves. 

Early evening we arrived in Anchorage, and the next morning we were on the road to Seward, stopping to visit Portage Glacier 

— our fi rst glacier, and the Kenai Peninsula. While in Seward, we toured with a local naturalist, and hiked to Exit Glacier. We were 

able to get right up to it, see it, touch it, experience it. Another fi rst for us. 

We had fallen in love with Alaska on the land tour. It was hard to believe we still had the cruise to enjoy. Our fi rst true experi-

ence of the Alaskan coastline came at Hubbard Glacier. The captain maneuvered the ship so close to the glacier, that we could hear 

it “calving,” or breaking off. The glacier was 300-feet tall and dwarfed the ship. 

At Icy Strait Point at Hoonah, the Tlinget Indians were our 

hosts. This was one of our favorite stops, as well as one of our 

favorite excursions. We went on the “Remote Bush Explora-

tion and Brown Bear Search” and saw four bear “fi shing” for 

salmon as well as a bald eagle feasting on salmon. We chose 

a great time of the year (September) to see Alaskan wildlife, as 

the salmon had fi nished spawning and were beginning to die 

off, making easy dinners for the bear and eagle.

The next day, we pulled into Skagway, which sits at the 

base of the Chilkoot Pass. We toured up the mountains with 

“Yukon Bob,” stopping to talk about wild mushrooms, edible 

berries, bear “scat,” the gold rush and more. Yukon Bob was a 

great guide and ably steered us down the river in a raft to some hot cocoa and cookies, as the skies darkened and the raindrops 

began to fall. 
Our last two ports were Juneau and Ketchikan. In Juneau, we hiked at Mendenhall Glacier, and in Ketchikan, we did a river 

boat cruise showing us sea lions and waterfalls. Leaving Ketchikan, the Statendam began a slow journey through the Inside Pas-

sage, where we couldn’t get enough of the views (or the sunshine that peaked through the clouds now and then.) 

Rick and I could hardly believe our trip was coming to an end. We could easily see ourselves enjoying this same trip again. 

Alaska has been on our list of places to go for quite some time, and even though we can now say we’ve been, we’ve decided to 

leave it on the list anyway.

Sincerely,
Debbie and Rick Farr

Oak Point, Texas

Dear Debbie and Rick,

It was nice to meet you too, and I was happy to hear that you had such a great trip. I had similar experiences on my cruisetour: a fantastic story-teller in Fairbanks (her name was Mary Shields, the fi rst women to fi nish the Iditarod); the same double rainbow at Denali; and beautiful September sun on the yellow and gold foliage. I’ve posted photos and videos at www.avidcruisertv.com.Unlike you, however, I did not see the Northern Lights. I had been told that Fairbanks was a great place to see the phenom-enon and that it was even possible to request a wake-up call should the Aurora Borealis show itself during sleeping hours. I also learned that there’s a web site operated by the University of Alaska at Fairbanks that allows you to check the activity forecast for up to 28 days in advance: www.gedds.alaska.edu/AuroraForecast/. Apparently, nature’s display is quite spectacular. “I’ve lived up here for 23 years,” Cruise West tour guide Sharri Crow told me. “And I still pull over to watch the Northern Lights.”Our cruisetour group was small — only nine of us, and our “expedition leader” was a senior citizen, although not one of us could have guessed that Tom Choate was 72. He’s been on top of McKinley fi ve times (and intends to do it again when he’s 79). Tom was one of the highlights of our fi ve-day cruisetour. He holds a Ph. D. that he says basically makes him “an expert on critters” and was such an Alaskan character that one woman said to her husband shortly after meeting Tom: “I feel like we’re already in a land of wonders.” And Tom was just one of the many characters we would meet on our tour.On the same day I arrived, I visited Mary Shields, who accepts small groups of cruise passengers at her home. In 1973, Mary became the fi rst woman to fi nish the 1,049-mile Iditarod Sled Dog Race. She lives in the wilderness in a modern log cabin just outside Fairbanks, where she tends to her garden and to her team of huskies, still mushing the dogs from her command post on the sled as soon as the snow blankets the ground. 
Mary moved to Alaska more than 40 years ago, inspired by Henry David Thoreau’s classic lines in his book, Walden: “I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.” No one will be able to accuse Mary of not having lived.

Returning from Mary’s house that night we saw three moose on the highway. We would see many more “critters” the next day, as we trans-ferred by motorcoach to Denali. We arrived at Princess Denali Lodge in the area just outside the park that the locals refer to as “Glitter Gulch.” Glitter Gulch is base camp for excursions into the park on retrofi tted school busses, which typically cover 60 miles of road on a typical tour.I got to go to the end of the road, however, to Kantishna Road House, the closest outpost to Denali, and 90 miles from the park entrance. Cruise West offers stays at Kantishna Road House on an optional tour called a D-Tour. “Visiting Kantishna is the best way to breathe in the park,” Cruise West’s Mary Weaver told me just before I boarded Kantishna Air Taxi to get there in 35 minutes, instead of eight hours by bus. Our pilot even did a fl y-by of Denali, which was bathed in sunlight. I was lucky: Fewer than 25 percent of people who come to see Denali actually get to see it. That’s because the mountain is typically shrouded in clouds. 
I too left Denali on the domed railcars to Anchorage. What a contrast Anchorage was to Denali. A popular joke in Alaska is that Anchorage is only 15 minutes from Alaska. Another joke is that Juneau is a suburb of Seattle, and it was in Juneau that I boarded Spirit of Endeavour. The captain himself greeted all 102 guests. Spirit of Endeavour sails between Juneau and Seattle, and takes in cities and towns featured on many Alaska itineraries — Ketchikan, Skagway and Juneau — as well as some towns that aren’t, such as Sitka, Haines and Petersburg. Big cruise ships can’t even get to Petersburg, a small town with a big Norwegian heritage. Between towns, we had plenty of time for watching whales and other wildlife along the way, and on Cruise West’s small ships, the captain will even stop the ship and maneuver it to give passengers an up close and personal encounter with wildlife. This was my fourth trip to Alaska, and you know what? I’ve left it on my list of places to see too.

Best regards, 
Ralph Grizzle
Editor, The Avid Cruiser
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