Planes & Boats & Trains … 

Notable sayings:

I saw it in a Documentary …

Severe Calm

BWANA BAWB

I’m special … in an ordinary way

Ship’s Clock – three four-hour increments (12, 4, 8), chimes on half hour, 8 bells = end of 4 hour shift

Damn His Eyes

Joy For Sale On Brigid’s Bed

Goddamit Matthew

It’s Easy If You Know How

Skinny Dick’s Halfway Inn
Saturday 6/6/09 … Naweedna to Anchorage … 

Translocation Day

Before the trip started, I found myself sort of mentally walking through the process of getting there. As you probably know, we don’t fly much. In fact, the last time we flew was six years ago when we went to AK with Brian and Amy. Before that, well it was at least a couple decades. Nope, not much for the flying thing … unless it is something monumental like a trip to AK. Anyway, I was thinking that we would be going from Rochester to Minneapolis to Anchorage without ever setting foot on the ground. That just seems incredible … and … almost true.  

When we booked our flight, we told the agent at AAA to get us the best connections for the lowest fare – regardless of time of day. She amazed herself by finding daylight flights that were cheaper than the red eye like we did last time. Okay, sign us up … and set us up with window seats; we want to see the terrain this time. 

A quick perusal of our tickets revealed one of the drawbacks to long, daylight flights: they leave early. We were told to be at the airport one to two hours before departure. We also needed to allow an hour for getting to the airport. That meant we had to get up at … wait for it … THREE AM – truly the butt crack of dawn. We were driving down Naweedna’s driveway at 4:30 and arrived at the airport a little after five. 

We planned to leave the car in one of the airports lots – the Economy Lot – and take the complimentary shuttle over to the terminal. We pulled into the lot, picked up our ticket and parked the car where the attendant directed us to park. The shuttle arrived behind us as soon as I pulled into a slot. Whoa, way too fast for neophytes. The Senegalese (?) driver quickly threw our baggage in the rack and handed me piece of paper with some undecipherable-by-me notations on it. I handed it to Janie and never saw it again until we got back from AK. 

We were flying Northwest (NW), and the check-in was complicated by the recent NW-Delta merger. Do we go to the NW desk or the Delta desk? We saw no NW desk, just a desk with a blank space where the NW sign should be and way down below eyesight, a red sign that directed NW passengers to go to a Delta desk. Got our bags checked, our tickets processed, and were off to go through security. There was a sizable backup, so they opened up a new line just as we were ready to go through. I was the first with the new guy. I’d been telling myself NOT to try humor with these security people, but I just couldn’t help myself. I sauntered up to the uniformed black man and said, “You opened up just for me?” He gave me a scowl like you’d expect from a guy just starting a long shift at this ungodly hour. No more attempts at frivolity for me. I stripped and walked through the detectors. Oh, not supposed to strip, just take off my shoes and empty my pockets of metal objects? But my zipper is metal … that’s okay? How was I supposed to know? What about my fillings? Oh, no problem, eh? Okay, I’ll put my clothes back on. What if I’d had a penal implant or a rod up my ass? Just go through … you want me to just get away from you? Hmmm, I feel the same way. Hey, you gotta gun; use it. Why do the masses have to suffer for the sins of the few? Don’t want to talk about it. Okay, okay I’m movin’ on … I hate authority. 

We were scheduled to board at Gate 2 – Rochester is a fairly small airport –big only in its own mind. The waiting area spanned both Gates 1 & 2 and there were several people already gathered. We noticed that there were two NW planes parked outside and a flurry of activity between pilot and service personnel behind the counter in the waiting area. Finally, a woman announced that our flight would be boarding at Gate … a seemingly long pause … one and a half. What? It turns out there was some problem with the actual boarding ramps so we had to take the stairs down to the tarmac. Once there, we walked, in the open air mind you, over to one of those old-style portable step things, which we climbed to get on board. 

Ah, but before all that happened … we kind of thought that if you were first to board, you’d be sitting in those confined spaces with the stifling air for the longest time. Thus, we sort of hung back and let most of our fellow passengers go first. When it got down to just a few of us, we popped in behind a guy who looked like he knew what he was doing. When we got down to the tarmac, there were no other passengers to follow, just a bunch of Orange Stick guys and baggage handlers. We were between two planes, both of which had portable steps and open doors. Which one is ours? The guy we were following paused a moment and headed for the plane on the left. We heard someone yell, “Over here.” We did an about face and headed toward the other plane – with a total lack of confidence. It turned out to be just fine, but we’d gotten off to a somewhat unsettling start. First, my conjecture about flying to AK without setting foot on the ground (paved or otherwise) was kaput and then there was the confusion over Gate 1.5 and which plane to board. Then I wondered if our baggage was equally confused. Yeah, seasoned travelers we are NOT. 

We were in the air, it was daylight, let’s look out and watch the world go by. Wait, what’s that? The wing? OMG, we were seated Smack Dab In The Middle of the right wing. Nonetheless, we were able to get a good view of Niagara Falls as we winged our way to Minneapolis, a NW hub. We’d taken similar Rochester to Minneapolis to Anchorage flights back in 2003, so we sort of knew what to expect. The next physiographic feature we were able to identify was Lake Michigan. Then the terrain started showing that familiar rectangular road pattern so characteristic of the prairie. Next we saw the skyline of The Twin Cities. We came in on the north side of town and the airport is on the south side. Thus, we took a complete loop around the city center. It was especially well displayed because the plane was banking with us on the low side so the whole image was nicely displayed between the edge of our little window and the wing.

These connector flights utilize small planes. This one had something like 70 seats and they were all full. When I sit out in the meadow and watch the jets leaving Rochester, I get the feeling that I’m looking at one of those aluminum cigar tubes with wings. That’s what they look like, and that’s what they feel like when you’re in one. These are amazingly small seats when you consider we Americans have been Super-Sized into a 30% obesity rate. Fortunately, on this flight, it was just Janie and me in our aisle, and we are doing our part to keep the obesity rate down to only 30%. Wonder what it will be like on the bigger plane when we have to share with someone else. 

The Minneapolis airport has changed a lot in the last six years. It has gotten much larger and, well, for want of a better word, more sophisticated. We had three hours before our next flight, so we decided to walk the airport and check out possible places for some breakfast. This place is like a shopping mall. There were shops, stores, and restaurants of virtually every description. Did you know there are Fox News shops? We certainly didn’t. We treated them like the plague they are … even walking on the opposite side of the corridor. 

Whew, this place is so big, we got kinda tired by the time we found the gate from which we were to depart and then amble around looking for a place to eat. Tired enough to settle. We saw a menu displayed outside a Chili’s and discovered some breakfast entrees. Okay, this will do. Janie got French toast and I ordered the Breakfast Taco. The waitress, as she is trained to do, asked if we’d like sausage. Unfortunately, I didn’t hear Janie’s response, so both of us ended up with sides of sausage. There must have been a pound of it. Holy crap, and I mean that in the best sense, what a lot of meat – and we can’t take it with us – externally. Amazingly, we both managed to peck away at it until if finally disappeared. You know what, it was actually pretty good. Especially when dragged through some of Janie’s excess syrup. Ummm, I could use a little of it right now …

We’d been told that complimentary food service had been discontinued. That’s just fine with us; who needs to eat again after such an indulgent breakfast? But what about liquid refreshments? We weren’t interested in alcoholic beverages or even pop/soda/liquid sugar; rather, we were concerned about water. I couldn’t imagine them charging you for water but every one of the gazillion places that sold water had a sign saying how much cheaper this water is than it will be on the plane. So, just to be safe we purchased a bottle of water. Now how much do you suppose you’d have to pay to buy … WATER? You all probably know, but we are new to this since we make our own with our built in RO system. We shopped around and discovered that there was a brand and pricing agreement for all the shops. I don’t recall the maker, but I certainly remember the price: 25 oz for $2.25. Okay, that doesn’t sound too bad until you do the math. $2.25/oz works out to $11.25/gallon. Jesus Christ, I’m paying more than twice as much as I’ve ever paid for gas. That’s just ridiculous … plus it was a really ill-designed bottle that we had to toss once we were done with it. Nope, couldn’t even recycle it.

It was raining in MN when we arrived. I felt sorry for the Orange Stick guys out there in the wind and rain. What exactly is it that they do anyway? In this age of technology, do we really need these likely drug-addled, hung-over young men waving their Orange Sticks to tell the pilot where to park the plane? Aren’t they like the brakemen, firemen and caboose guys of our railroad past? 

Our next plane was much larger. We had a six hour flight with 172 of our new, closest friends-we’ve-never-met ahead of us. When we found our seats, we discovered our aisle companion was a youngish man of average proportions. We took up residence in the two seats next to the window, which, as you might expect, were over the wing. As it will turn out, all of our assigned seats were on the right side of the plane … and above the wing. Hey, it was raining anyway. Maybe it will clear up when we get to the Canadian Rockies and we will be able see a little something between the edge of our window and the very expansive surface of the wing below. 

In the meantime, I distracted myself by calculation how much the airline was making on this flight. There were 174 seats, all of them occupied. I don’t know how much they charged for this portion of the flight, but it must have been between $500 and $1,000. That means they were grossing anywhere from $87,000 and $174,000 for what, something like an 8 hour commitment? Why are they having such economic difficulties? Obviously because not all flights are so fully packed or expensive, right? Whose fault is that? Oh, look there are some mountains …

The Rockies slowly gave way to the Wrangell-St Elias range. If you Zoom in, select Satellite, turn on Photos you will see pretty much what we were seeing … only a lot better, because the Google photographer was not seated over the wing. Glaciers, lateral moraines, medial moraines, aretes, cirques, bergschrunds, horns, ice fields, crevasses … all the stuff we used to show in GSci100. We flew over the heart of the range, and if you follow along on a trajectory toward Anchorage, you will see the Copper River Delta and Prince William Sound (PWS). PWS was cloud covered when we passed over. However, we didn’t figure that out for a long time. The clouds were low, just over the water. They were probably experiencing fog down on the sound. From above it looked just like the ice fields we’d been looking at, only much larger. I just couldn’t believe there were ice fields that large. Eventually, we caught a good view of the ground-fog lapped up onto a mountain side. Ah, they ARE clouds, NOT ice fields. Whatever, it was an impressive display … as was Anchorage as we banked and flew in over Fire Island on our way to Ted Stevens Anchorage International Airport – yeah, THAT Ted Stevens. 

We arrived a few minutes ahead of schedule, but B’n’C were already there to greet us. Their now familiar system is for Char to take up residence at the baggage claim area (we could throw her a curve by only bringing carry on) while BAWB stands by the car out in the pick up area. Sure enough, there was broadly grinning Char trotting over to greet us. We did a group hug while jumping up and down – sort of strange for 60-year-olds I expect. I excused myself long enough to claim our bags. I was relieved to find them – as we were making the flights, I’d been joking with statements like, “Wonder where our bags are now?” They made it, but they were among the 25% or so that are opened for inspection. I could tell because the little handle cushion Janie had made for my bag was missing and the zippers were arranged differently – not centered like I always leave ‘em – go figure, eh? I took the time to search the contents for the technology I’d stashed away inside. It was all there and we were ready to meet BAWB at the car.

Hey, I know that car. B’n’C flew into Buffalo back in, 2003. We picked ‘em up and brought them over to Naweedna. One of the purposes of their trip was to buy our car – the Ruby Mica Pearl Subaru Outback. BAWB had AK plates and all. After we had our visit, toured the area, and took a trip over to see Mikey & Mare, B’n’C headed out in their new-to-them car that they had immediately christened Carmen – after OSU’s alma mater, Carmen Ohio. They had arranged visits with various people and places in OH, MO, AZ, and CA. Although they had planned to leave Carmen in Seattle so they’d have a car on their frequent visits, they were having such a good time, they opted to drive Carmen all the way to AK. BAWB likes to point out that they averaged less than a hundred miles a day, so you can do the math yourself. Suffice to say, it took them months to get from Naweedna to Mizewell – a whole set of tires worth of driving. 

The point of this story is that BAWB was standing beside our old car. We greeted him with another round of jumping and hugging, and then we greeted our former vehicle. I gotta say, it looks much better than it ever did when we owned it. When we went to put our bags in the rear, we were greeted by a cargo area nearly full of beer, wine, a cooler with precious meats and cheeses, and a ton of muffins and breads – all from Costco. We are going to eat and drink well …

A few words about Costco. B’n’C are connoisseurs of all things fine. They are not your ordinary purchasers of the least expensive stuff that will serve the purpose – especially when it comes to food and drink. They are avid – almost rabid – promoters of Costco’s services. We were convinced of that on our last trip, and the love affair has only gotten deeper in the last six years. We are converts and have been since our first exposure – Costco hotdogs are delicious. However, we do NOT have a Costco in WNY. Nor do we have an Ikea, but that’s a different story. Every home-prepared meal we had was exceptional, and our comments always went something like this: “Wow, this is really good. Let me guess, from Costco?” “Yep.” Damn, who do some people have all the luck? 

Back to Carmen, BAWB has an old Caravan that he uses as a utility vehicle to haul things, mostly between home and boat. He got vanity plates for it that say, “DUNNO”. Now if and when anyone asks him for his license-plate number, he just gives them with a blank look and says, “DUNNO.” That’s our BAWB. Well, the story continues. He got new plates for Carmen that say, “WATZUP”. The idea is that when both vehicles are in their two-car garage, they can have a conversation: “WATZUP?” “DUNNO.” 

Car Photos:    Photo     Photo
On the way out of Anchorage, BAWB remembered a bakery that just opened up. He knew about it because it’s owned by a former park ranger he knows, Jerry Lewanski. It is called Fire Island Bakery after the big island that sits out in the bay west of Anchorage (Map). BAWB thought is was just over here … somewhere … well, look-a-here, there it is. Brand new and lookin’ good. What the hell, let’s go see what’s bakin’. What was bakin’ was a whole lot of very good looking stuff – exotic stuff that I can’t possibly remember the names of. Jerry came out from the back and started slicing off samples of various hunks and chunks of delightful-looking goodies. Guess what? They tasted even better than they looked. Of course we bought a bunch of stuff without regard to the several trays full of Costco stuff in the back of Carmen. We ended up have a delightful brunch of Fire Island Sticky Buns on our first morning in AK (with extra sticky goo of course). But I’m getting ahead of myself. 

After leaving the bakery, and between bites of our on-our-way-home ‘snacks’, B’n’C announced that they were selling Mizewell. Shock and horror. Actually, it makes a lot of sense. The house is of the age that maintenance becomes an issue. They have the boat, which also requires a fair amount of attention, so the additional work and expense is getting to be a bit much. The house is a bit larger than they need, and they spend as much time on the boat, Clementine, as possible. After years of boating and still hungering to do more, they’ve decided to give living on the boat year-round a shot. If that proves untenable, they will rent a condo or apartment somewhere. Whatever, they’ve decided to part with Mizewell, and it has just been put on the market. I took a bunch of parting pictures of Mizewell knowing that we would not be seeing it again. Unfortunately, I forgot to take inside pictures, so you will just have to take our word for it, it is very well designed and appointed, as you might expect. 
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Our day was capped with a delightful meal washed down with a bottle of Crios Torrantes. Never heard of it? Me neither. It was delightful and we are going to be looking to get some for ourselves when we get back. We yapped away for some time – words liberally lubricated with wine – until Janie & I realized the time. It never gets dark in AK this time of year, so it is very deceiving – hey, it’s not even dark yet; pour me another glass, please. That can lead to a long night and a very slow next day. We know from experience. Thus, we opted for bed a little after eleven. We’d been up for twenty of the last twenty-four hours. I think that is enough. 

But what a day it has been. Six years in the making, twenty hours of wakefulness, eight hours of flying, over four thousand miles traversed, four time zones crossed, a gazillion smiles experienced, and we were happily ensconced in Mizewell, their future ex-home, with our past, present, future, and hopefully never ex, dear friends. Whew!

Sunday 6/7/09 … Chugiak … 

Sticky Buns & Technology Do Mix

The next morning dawned – can it dawn if it never gets dark? – clear, crisp and sun drenched. Ah, the Great Country in all its glory. We poured our coffee and took up residence out on the newly painted deck where the sticky buns and extra goo had already been laid out. Ummmm, good grits, y’all. We munched away while gabbing about this and that and gazing out at the fantastic scenery. Mizewell, 23110 Sumac Drive (switch to Satellite), is located on the boundary of the Chugach National Forest, so they have wilderness in their backyard. 

Photo    Photo
This was to be Technology Day. I unpacked the Passport, connected it to BAWB’s computer, and started updating his Maxtor. Once that got started, we had the rest of the day to pursue other technological fantasies like finding an MP3 player for Clementine. While Clemmy is motoring along, they have lots of power. However, when they anchor and turn off the engine, they are at the mercy of their storage batteries. BAWB has been fighting this power problem for years. He’s installed enough batteries to start seven D-9 Cats on a cold AK morning. However, he just can’t run computers and amps off AC for very long and still have the frig and other convenient necessities work. What to do, what to do? 

They’d been using a SONY boom-box with a 4 disc carousel, but that unit no longer works after the internal rain (story in a later entry) … and … all the compilation CDs they spent so many hours making delaminated in the flood (yet another story – some people have all the fun it seems). Even if the boom-box and CDs did work, why would anyone want to be limited to just four CDs when you got 55k tracks? Not me, for sure ;-)

The batteries produce DC power, so you have to convert it to AC if you want to run an AC device. Why not eliminate the middleman and get a DC player? Hmmm, where would you find such a thing? Wait, how about an automotive unit? They are all DC. Now we need one with a USB port that will accept an external HD. We started searching the web and found that such things actually do exist. The ones we found seemed to be for playing movies and games in the car. They had small LCD screens and were touch sensitive. Great! How much do they cost? Not so great … the damned things were in the $1k range. 

Hey, we don’t need to watch movies on it, and we don’t need the convenience of a touch screen. What they got with USB connectivity that is more reasonably priced? Nothing shown on the web sites. Hey, let’s do the old fashioned thing and call ‘em up. They always want to talk to potential customers. BAWB called and got connected with a very knowledgeable tech guy. BAWB described his problem, and the guy said, “What you need is a …” They went through the power requirements (minimal) and the USB connectivity. The tech wasn’t too sure it would work with a WD Passport drive, but he knew it would work with a Thumb Drive. Okay, where can we go see one and how soon? Well, we had some things to do around the house today, but tomorrow …

B’n’C’s friend Peter called and said he was biking over and just wanted to see if they were going to be home. Sure, come on over. Peter & Chrissie are the people who provided B’n’C with their current feline: Roscoe P. Catt. As you might expect, Roscoe is not your typical cat. You can tell he is ‘different’ as soon as you see him. He just doesn’t carry himself like a normal cat. He is friendly but extremely independent. He is quiet – none of that yelping some cats do when they aren’t getting their way – but he knows how to get what he wants. Yeah, he is his owner’s cat for sure. 

Eventually, Peter & Chrissie drove up the drive. Drove? I thought you were biking over. Well, it turns out Peter had a problem with his pedal, so they came over anyway just to see if Mr Fixit had the necessary part. Peter is an avid biker … in AK. There’s avid biking and then there’s avid AK biking. He owns a composite Mt bike with very exotic parts. Still, he thought BAWB might have the screw thingy he needed. Now BAWB could have said, “Oh, I had one of those, but I sold it in the garage sale last week.” He could have said that, but he didn’t. He said, “Oh my, how exotic; nope, never saw one of those before.” 

We got to talking and learned that Peter is from Detroit Lakes MN. Hey, that’s in northern MN – just a few miles east of Fargo. We sometimes go through there on our way to ND. We spent some time talking about PHC and the prairie in general. Small world, eh?

The day progressed slowly and eventfully. It was a nice relaxing day; just what we needed after the whirlwind of yesterday. We were getting our AK roots set in and things were working out just fine. BAWB stirred up a bunch of Scallops Flambé for dinner and we settled in for some more great eats, delightful drinks, and entertaining company. Does it get any better? Well, if not, it gets just as good … everyday. 
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Monday 6/8/09 … Chugiak – Anchorage … 

Ripping Day

The file transfer had finished overnight – although there never really was any ‘night’ so I should say “while we were asleep”. I spent most of the morning getting the CD ripping organized. B’n’C had already packed most of their favorite CDs, so I was picking through the few hundred left in the cabinet in the computer/entertainment room. I found several targets of interest and proceeded to start the ripping. 

It takes several minutes to do a CD. What to do while waiting? Oh, I could see about setting BAWB up with MusicMatch and loading some playlists for them. Oh, they are running IE7. MusicMatch will not run with IE7 installed. No problem, I’ll uninstall IE7 and replace it with IE6. I’ve done that before. 

Guess what? BAWB’s version of Windows would not let me uninstall IE7. Furthermore, when I went to a MS site where they had IE6 for downloading, it wouldn’t even let me download IE6. I just couldn’t believe it. I went to my notebook and was able to download IE6 just fine. Okay, I thought, I’ll just copy the downloaded IE6 to BAWB’s machine and install it. That’ll show those yahoos. Ooops, foiled again. The IE6 still wouldn’t install on his machine. Damn.

Okay, they need some sort of music file manager. What about MediaMonkey? I have that on the Passport. I’ll just install it on his machine and show him how to use it to manage the music database. That worked. Unfortunately, I’m not that well versed in the operation of MediaMonkey, so I had to spend some time learning the ins and outs. There are a lot of things I like about MediaMonkey (thanks to Bruce for telling me about it). One of the biggest plusses is that it is only for music files. Thus, all the other media controls and such are not cluttering up the works. If I were starting over now, I’d be using MediaMonkey for sure. 

I also played the IE7/6 game on BAWB’s notebook with the same confounding results. I put MediaMonkey on it also so it would be set up just like the desktop. BAWB doesn’t know what’s going to happen to the desktop when they move to the boat where the notebook is the main technology hub. Now he can practice on either and use the notebook when they make the big move. 

We headed to Anchorage mid morning. We were going to the boat on Wednesday, so there was some more stuff to acquire in preparation. AND … we wanted to go look at some of those MP3 players … AND … we wanted to get BAWB a Passport …. AND … maybe some Thumb drives … AND … oh, there are so many things for boys big and small to get into.

We saw a moose. Yep, a real live moose trotting along the moose fence bordering AK-1 we took to Anchorage. Although moose are even more common in AK than deer are in WNY, we’ve only seen one moose on each of our trips to AK – both along the same stretch of highway. We know there are lots more … you can see the evidence in the smashed windshields and dented fenders of the local cars. Hell, even BAWB has had several moose encounters … the one in his septic tank … and one with a drunken Hells Angels motorcycle guy, but that’s a story for another time.

We had to drop some of the bulky stuff going to the boat off with some friends, Gregg and Eva (or is it Ava?). Gregg is a super nice guy … as were all the people we meet up there. He’s retired from ‘real work’ and now spends his productive time on his commercial fishing boat, which is docked in Cordova, just a couple slips down from Clementine. Gregg & Eva have a condo in Anchorage. It is a real nice place down a dead end street, bordering a stream. It was the stream that caused all our problems. BAWB drove in the logical, efficient way only to find some road construction blocking our way to Gregg’s. You see, there are two seasons in AK: winter and construction. This is construction season – you have to do it when you can. 

Normally, they would just block one lane at a time, but this being AK with its high priority on getting the work done when weather allows, both lanes were blocked – sidewalks as well. We poked around some of the adjoining streets looking for an alternate passage, but the damned creek turned them all into dead ends. We could see Gregg’s street just over there; but we couldn’t get just over there no matter how we tried. We say an Anchorage policemen coming home for lunch, so we flagged him down, thinking he could tell us how to get over to Gregg’s street. He whirled around and led us out to the closed street. Okay, we thought he’d be able to get us through but, no, he came to the same conclusion we did: you can’t get there from here. He thought a bit, checked a map, and then told us we’d have to go back out, get another main connector and come in from the other side. We wished him a pleasant lunch – and maybe a nooner – and followed his directions.

Gregg has a big ol’ truck, so we lashed B’n’C’s cumbersome stuff to the bed, visited a bit, and then headed off for some shopping. Wait, is that a for sale sign? It sure is. Which one of the condos is it? We whirled around and sought out the vacant property. It was in a building just like Gregg’s but across the street. Hmmm, has possibilities – if the boat thing doesn’t work out. 

We first stopped at Best Buy to look at MP3 players. Guess what? They didn’t have anything that would do what we wanted. We asked who might, and the salesgeek said, “Safe & Sound just down the road on the left.” We were off in a hail of henshit. The safe part of Safe & Sound has to do with security alarms. The sound part has to do with … just what we were looking for. The very nice young sales guy gathered the info from us and pointed out a couple Kenwood units that would do the trick. One was significantly more expensive, so we asked why. Well, it has lots of features for attaching iPods and iPhones, neither of which do B’n’C own. But they could … 

It turns out that only the very expensive Kenwoods with the LCD screens would access external HDs. The other, more standard Kenwood car unit, had USB jacks and may be able to access external HDs (probably not) but can for sure do Thumb drives. Okay, we can do Thumb drives. BAWB wrote down the particulars and made sure they had ‘em in stock. He planned to mull it over until Wednesday when we pretty much have to drive by the shop on our way to Whittier and onward to Cordova. If all the pieces fall into place, we’ll pick one up then. Okay, we are certainly on the right track … how about some lunch?

Our next stop was … Costco. We grabbed a cart and tootled over to the technology section. Yep, 3 8Gb Thumb drives for … I can’t recall the price but it was very good. And then a stack of 500 Gb WD Passports for $100; one of them jumped right in our cart. There were lots of other things to look at like iPods and such, but we managed to limit ourselves to the Passport.

We proceeded on to the grocery part of the store and efficiently went through our list of requirements. Once our ‘work’ was done, we started getting serious about lunch. When B’n’C find themselves in Costco at lunch time, they do one of two things. If it’s a weekend, they roam around from sample table to sample table tasting the offerings. By the time they are done with the many, many sample tables, they are satiated … and have a cart full of the best stuff. Everybody wins. 

This, however, was not a weekend, so there were only a few sample tables available. That meant we were relegated to B’n’C’s second solution for dining: the Costco Snack Bar. Okay, this is an absolutely unbelievable snack bar. I stood there dumbfounded. They feature pizza, hot dogs, and Polish sausage. B’n’C swear all of it is exceptionally good, and I had no trouble believing them. What I did have trouble believing was the price. We settled on the Polish sausage. You get a good-sized sausage, sauerkraut, and a refillable drink for … are you sitting … $2. Two Bucks! Not only do you get all that, you also get to ladle on as much of the many, many condiments you want. We smothered – literally smothered – our sausages in chopped onion, relish, and mustard or catsup. Okay, they were cheap, but were they any good? You bet. This was one of the best sausages I’d ever had … and certainly the cheapest. I don’t recall the price of the pizza, but it was equally low. Costco rules. 

It was a burp-filled trip back to Mizewell; every bump in the highway served to stimulate a reminder of our lunch. We had no sooner unpacked our purchases than BAWB & I had his Passport spinning as we made it a clone of mine. We did a little more MP3 player research over a couple celebratory beers before moving out to the deck to enjoy the evening’s cool breeze and glorious sunshine … the women … and a couple more beers. Life is good up here in the Slow Lane.

After a late and filling lunch, we settled in with some Kibbles & Bits for dinner: hummus, bruschetta, cheese, bread, pickles … and wine.
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Then off to bed at a reasonable hour for adults … dreams of AK, Costco, hummus, beer, and good friends in our heads. 

Tuesday 6/9/09 … Chugiak – Eagle River … 

Packing Day

Okay, it is time for us to get serious about this going-to-the-boat thing. This will be the season’s inaugural boat outing, so there are lots of things that have to be taken over. This is all complicated by the selling the house – which things go to Clementine, storage, the dumpster? Not only were there things to take over, but there were things to deliver to locals. We spent the morning getting it all organized. While hauling boxes and such to the staging area, I discovered the box of CDs B’n’C had packed away. Thus, while the others worked, I ripped … and ripped … and ripped. As it turns out, I did a pretty good job of cherry picking on our ‘06 trip, so there weren’t that many ‘must haves’. 

When we thought we had all the necessary organization and packing under control, we loaded up some items that needed to be returned to their rightful owners … and Roscoe P. Catt. Roscoe was going to be boarded at Peter & Chrissie’s, his original saviors. As I’ve pointed out, Roscoe is not your ordinary cat. However, when it comes to be hauled off to a long forgotten residence, he’s pretty normal. Animals seem to know what’s happening – sometimes before we humans know. Roscoe was already clued in on this gig. He knew they weren’t taking him to the boat, which he loves (how many cats do you know that like to swim – in seawater?). He spent most of the trip under BAWB’s seat – we hoped he wouldn’t wedge himself between BAWB’s feet and the very important control pedals. He didn’t. 
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As it turned out, all of our appointed rounds took place on the same road: Eagle River Road, up Eagle River Valley from Eagle River Village to Eagle River Glacier. Zoom out on the map, find the river SE of town and follow the road. Switch to Satellite and/or Terrain and turn on Photos; you will see what we were seeing. The little photos along the road are most representative.
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Unlike the photo, it was a wonderfully clear, cool, sunny day and the otherwise gorgeous Eagle River Valley was even more compelling. Peter & Chrissie live in a newish house sitting several hundred yards up the valley wall on the south side of the road. They have an expansive deck with a great view across the valley. They also have a horse, some dogs, and several cats. We offloaded Roscoe and he proceeded to renew old acquaintances while we humans got the tour. I was thoroughly mesmerized by the stunning view across the valley. If I lived here, I’d never get anything done other than mopping up the spittle dripping from my gaping mouth. 

Next we went on down the road to deliver Dennis’ blower. Dennis was home watching the Penguins win the seventh game of the Stanley Cup. He came out to show us around his remodeling project. Okay, that’s exactly what this man needs. He already runs a picture frame shop and a coffee shop in Anchorage. Oh, but that’s not enough for these overachieving Alaskans. He was adding a large, two-level deck to the house. Not enough? Well, he was also redoing the interior of the house. “I don’t know why the guy put the living/dining room over there. Clearly it needs to be over here with this great view of the valley. And the kitchen is a disaster. I’m going to …” So who was this idiot that built the original house? Dennis, of course. Yeah, this guy needs more projects. Ummm, he also has a cabin off somewhere in wilder wilderness – he built that, too – and he’s remodeling it – again. Overachievers, where would the economy be without them?

Okay, it was time for dinner. We had several options and decided on Mexican. Now I suppose you are thinking Mexican seems like an odd cuisine for The Great Frozen North, but it seems there is no such thing as an odd cuisine up here. In fact, there seems to be a much greater variety than we have at home – and all of them are especially tasty. This time we opted for Chepo’s Mexican restaurant in Eagle River. Well, we certainly were not disappointed. We got a variety of items - unfortunately, I don’t remember them all. I do know Janie got the Pork Chile Verde, and I got a Shredded Beef Burrito, which was by far the simplest of the orders – I’d been wanting some shredded beef. All of it was very, very good. Hell, even the rice and beans were exceptional. Usually the side dishes are just throwaways. Not at Chepo’s. I could easily make a meal of just the rice and beans. We can’t seem to find a Tex-Mex place with shredded beef any more. Chepo’s was great – I can taste it still. 

B’n’C frequent the place, so they knew to ask for the ‘special sauce’ which was EXCELLENT. BAWB asked if Luchia, the wife of the actual Chepo, was in tonight. The otherwise cheerful waitress got a very concerned look on her face and said Luchia had to go to the hospital. Oh no, nothing serious we hope. Just as we were licking our plates, who should show up but Luchia? She immediately came over to our table to greet her old friends (and two of her newest) with a big hug. A few pointed questions later, we learned that she’ injured an ankle and that was the reason for going to the hospital. But a little thing like that wasn’t going to keep her from working and visiting with her favorite customers. Hell, she didn’t even have crutches or a cane. The only concession to her injury was a walking cast and a slight limp. What a woman, eh?

Back home, we had a couple more beers and watched some Wanda Sykes videos. We were all entertained by her Detachable Pussy routine. If you haven’t seen it … you should. I finished ripping the last of the CDs I needed and we took our road tour to bed at a reasonable hour. Tomorrow was going to be a big day and we all need to get our rest. I won’t even mention the need for beauty sleep. 

Wednesday 6/10/09 … Chugiak – Anchorage – Whittier - Cordova … 

Moving Day

B’n’C have this thing about the Noon Balloon. By that they mean, no matter how hard they try to get started early, they never seem to actually get going until around noon. You know, you just gotta have some coffee, then a bite to eat, then a gander or two at the scenery, scratch the cat, make some lists, check the Internet for important stuff, you know, things like that. The next thing you know, it’s … NOON. Hence, the Noon Balloon. Our lives are just packed, you know. 

Well today we set our goal on 10 AM. There were deadlines to make, so we had to stick to a schedule. So what was this big time-limiting factor? It was the Whittier Tunnel. The short story goes like this. Clementine is docked in Cordova. There are no roads to Cordova. You have to fly in or take the ferry from Whittier. We were going to take the ferry. To get to Whittier you have to go through the Whittier Tunnel. This is a single-lane tunnel through a ridge that separates Whittier from the Turnagain Valley. The tunnel is shared with the Whittier Train. Thus, traffic alternates according to type (vehicle/train) and direction (going/coming). There is a strict timetable and we had to coordinate that with the coming/going of the ferry. The upshot is we had to be at the Whittier Tunnel by 2:30.

Ah, but if we get an early enough start, we DALAS ((Drive Around Lookin’ At Shit) our way to Whittier … and do more shopping. Kudos to us; we were heading down the driveway at 10:17. So where did we go? Best Buy to get a Thumb drive; Costco for a final touchup on supplies; Safe & Sound to buy the Kenwood we’d looked at a few days ago; La Bodega for some more beer and wine – you just can’t have too much beer and wine, right? 

La Bodega is a story in itself. It represents a business partnership between a lovely young lady, Pam, who specializes in beers and a middle –aged fellow, Tom, who does the wine. Now, of the two, Pam is by far the most attractive. However, Tim has a lot going for him. He’s the famous Wine Guy. BAWB says you can walk in the store and say, “Wine for the boat; red and white; two months.” Tom gets a little cart and starts filling it up. Now that may sound pretty simple for landlubbers, but as BAWB points out, there’s a lot of thought involved. You can’t have wines that bruise easily because the boat is not as stable a platform as a wine cellar. You can’t have wine that is too temperature sensitive. And you can’t have wines that need a lot of aging to bring out their best attributes. In short, you need the wine Tom has put in your cart. You pay your bill, engage in a little polite conversation, load your booty in your booty, and head for the harbor. That’s exactly what we did – after a short visit to the restroom. If you are really sneaky, you engage Bob in a little conversation and distract him so Janie can pay the bill with OUR credit card. Usually Bob is the sneaky one who finds a way to pay for everything, often when everyone else is visiting the restroom. 
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One of the places we intended to visit on our last trip to AK was Potter Marsh. I’d bastardized it into Potty Marsh and claimed we didn’t need to go because, “Potty Marsh; I got that in my pants.” Well this time we couldn’t avoid Potter Marsh because the road to Whittier goes right through it. Potter Marsh is a, well, for want of a better word, marshy area on the fringes of Turnagain Arm. We got there around noon, which is not a good time to do birds. Thus, we didn’t really see much, but it was clear that this place would be really hopping in the mornings/evenings during migration. We did see an American Wigeon, some terns, and a bunch of sea gulls. 

Sea gulls! There’s no such thing as a ‘sea gull’. Those words came forcefully from the mouth of a grizzled photographer who was standing by an equally grizzled woman focused in on a tern not ten feet away. They both had Nikons and seemed to be in the business of taking wildlife pictures. We’d walked up to ‘em and asked the standard question, “Seen anything interesting?” That unleashed an avalanche of comments from the man and an equal number of grunts from the female companion. The next question that came to mind was: how do we disengage? We did so as gracefully as possible and headed on down the road while scanning the Turnagain for Beluga Whales. 

It seems Belugas feed in the shallow waters of Turnagain. However, like the Manatees in the SE, they have been abused by civilization and the sightings are becoming increasingly rare. Nonetheless, it doesn’t hurt to look, right? Here’s a link to some interesting pictures and such of the Belugas in Cook Inlet and Turnagain Arm: Link. Alas, the signs and displays are as close to a Beluga sighting as we’d get. Next time; gotta save something for next time.

We saw lots of avalanche scars, especially as the valley narrowed and the boundary slopes got steeper. In a couple of places they have avalanche prevention and protection devices. Things like platforms for mounting special artillery used to induce small avalanches in an attempt to reduce the risk of big ones. There were some specially constructed barriers to minimize the damage to the road and adjoining railroad. We didn’t know it at the time, but we were only a few hours from meeting one of the world’s great avalanche authorities – a sufficiently knowledgeable person to be able to make a living doing nothing but avalanches. 

We stopped at a pull out with a walkway studded with interpretative signs – and restrooms. Right there next to the walkway was a Yellow Warbler chortling away in the top of a Black Spruce. There were a lot of signs relating to the Beluga and a very interesting sculpture of what they look like when they breech the water’s surface: Link. 

Once we were beyond Turnagain and its stabilizing climatic influence, the snow-line lowered and glaciers began to present themselves. West Virginia may bill itself as Wild and Wonderful, but I’m afraid it is pretty tame when compared to this Wild-er and Wonderful-er country. It was at once awesome and unbelievable. I just can’t get used to the scale of this place. It is so vertical and expansive. There trees look small, but when you get up close to ‘em, they are huge. The waterfalls look like little ribbons of light on a dark background, but in actuality, they are tens of feet wide with hundreds of feet of freefall. Then there are the glaciers. You just can’t ever get used to seeing these huge masses of ice oozing their way down the mountain side. Like I said: awesome and unbelievable.

After a short side trip down the Seward Highway to look at some stunning glacial scenery, we found ourselves at the entrance to the Whittier Tunnel. It was 2:30 or 2:35, depending on which timepiece you were looking at. As it turns out, we were right on time in that we were the next to last vehicle to enter going toward Whittier. Being the last would have been cutting it a little too close so this was … PERFECT. The tunnel is a seven-mile passage through Maynard Mountain (Zoom, Satellite, Photos, Wikipedia) that separates Turnagain Arm from Whittier and PWS. Almost as soon as we exited the tunnel, we were in Whittier. You need to have a look at this place. I doubt there is another town like it anywhere.

Whittier (Zoom, toggle Satellite & Terrain, turn on Photos & Wikipedia)

There are hundreds of waterfalls and cascades within view of Whittier. Nearly all the permanent citizens live in a single high-rise building up on the valley wall. There are sidewalks that connect the high-rise to the shops and docks down at the water’s edge. However, these walks are only used in summer. The rest of the snow-covered year, the residents use tunnels. It is a very strange town, even by Alaskan standards. 

Photo    Photo
We saw the Chenega Ferry coming in, but it would be a while before it was ready for loading. What to do? Well, we haven’t eaten lately, how about some lunch? Where? Oh, the Swiftwater Seafood Cafe will do nicely (Map). This was a rustic-looking place, but the authentic ones always are – and this was authentic. You order from the menu plastered on the wall above the pickup counter, wait for them to bellow when your food is ready, and carry it out to the screened porch overlooking the bay for consumption. They had a whole bunch of seafood sandwiches and dinners … and one just for me: a half-of-a-cow burger. Honestly, it was a half pound of meat topped with cheese, lettuce, tomato, really special sauce, and a huge slice of red onion. All that and a basket full of fries. The patty was not your standard round or even square affair. Nope, it was an irregularly shaped piece of flattened burger easily bigger than my hand. It hung out of the oversized bun on all sides. Good? Hell, yes it was good. There were only two things that might have made it better: more time to enjoy it and bacon. 
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After lunch, we headed over to the parking area where the vehicles were queued for loading onto the ferry. That’s where we met up with Jill Fredston and her dog, Boaty. Jill’s boat is docked next to Clementine. She’d come in by train and had a bunch of stuff to take over to her boat, and she’d called B’n’C to arrange for them to load her stuff – and Boaty – in DUNNO for the ferry passage. By the time we got to the loading area, Jill had met up with and asked a guy with a partially loaded truck if she could load her stuff on his truck. Sure … that’s the way people are up here in Alaska – friendly and eager to help. 

We were introduced to Jill and Boaty. Boaty was put in DUNNO with BAWB who drove onto the ferry while the rest of us walked onboard – me and four women, yay! We very quickly learned that Jill is no ordinary person. First of all, she has a pleasantly melodious voice that reminds me of Jean Arthur (Gladys Georgianna Greene from Plattsburgh, New York). Furthermore, she is a world-famous authority on avalanches - famous enough to make a living at it. And that’s not all by a long shot. Jill’s a world-class rower. She started in college and has continued since. She’s rowed more than 20,000 miles in various places around the world and more than 3,000 miles around PWS. When she’s rowing to speed, she goes faster than Bob’s boat – even with his new John Deere engine. She supports this activity by being an avalanche expert and authoress; she’s written articles and books about rowing and avalanches. There’s even a National Geographic article about her. Check it out.

NG article      Books
The Chenega Ferry makes 30 knots while going between Whittier, Cordova, and Valdez. Ours was a 3 hr jaunt from Whittier to Cordova. The ferry itself reminded me of Rochester’s failed Fast Ferry. It was a weekday, and there were precious few passengers. We remarked on this and were told it was a big money-loss for the state. However, the state has to provide access to these backcountry villages, so running a ferry service at a loss might actually be cheaper than building and maintaining roads. The Chenega is fairly new and relatively plush as you can tell from the pictures. 
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The last photo above was taken to document that BAWB actually does sleep. He’s kind of tightly wound and constantly in motion: breaking things, fixing things, talking about breaking or fixing things, or eating & drinking things. Thus, to see him taking a snooze is a rare event – worthy of picturing. 

We arrived around 7 and immediately began transferring stuff from DUNNO to Clementine. 
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Jill was busy doing the same as she toted her recent acquisitions to her boat, Campanera that is docked in the next slip. We had a good view of the Campanera with the two Sea Ranger rowing shells lashed on top. It is a nice-looking boat.
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It had been an eventful day, and, after a delightful dinner and some polite conversation, we were all ready to turn in for the night … well, for the twilight that passes for night this time of year in AK. 

Thursday 6/11/09 … Cordova … 

Touring Cordova Day
We started and ended the day hauling more stuff between Gregg’s storage shed, DUNNO & Clementine. But in between, we took a tour of Cordova, had a delightful lunch, and drove to the end of two of the three roads that emanate from Cordova, turn to gravel, then dirt, then muddy ruts, then … wilderness. There are no roads that connect Cordova to the outside world. You can only get there by air – landing at Merle K Mudhole Smith Airport (Photo, Video, Wikipedia) – or by ferry, as we had done. It was an eventful day.
Before leaving the dock area, we were entertained by a family of Eagles that seem to have taken up residence in the area. We first saw them perched on a boat’s mast, then we saw them chasing around overhead; I even saw one land on a street light near where DUNNO was parked. Eagles, Eagles, Eagles everywhere … screaming and clambering about … checking out discarded fish parts and other jetsam around the docks. 

We took a little tour of the ‘city’ and B’n’C pointed out the interesting features. One of those was a grocery where BAWB and I headed to procure the end of the essential foodstuffs – or so we thought. While we hairy-legged guys were doing that, Janie and Char took a gander at the Copper River Fleece Company next door. I peeked in and discovered it totally filled floor-to-ceiling with all sorts of beautifully unique fleece things. Way too confusing for me … how would you ever choose? I headed back to the grocery where I found BAWB with a cartful of stuff – it hadn’t been ten minutes. The man is a wonder. 
I was wondering about all the exotic looking customers & clerks. BAWB said most of them were Russian, but there were a few South Pacific Islanders and South Americas. The percentage of ‘foreigners’ was quite high and a bit surprising. The Russian women were decked out in long dresses and wore hats or bonnets on their heads. They really looked exotic. Not what I expected to see in Cordova, but then again, it a working town and one of the main fishing centers in PWS. 

We all met up in a touristy shop across the street were Janie was busy buying postcards and such for making a poster of our trip. B’n’C were looking for some exotic chocolate that Jill likes, but, alas, they were out of it. We then crossed back over the street and took up residence at a table in the Killer Whale for lunch. B’n’C are very familiar with Cordova’s offerings and this is one of the better places – it certainly was convenient. It wasn’t fancy, but what it lacked in ambiance, it made up for in quality. I got a soup/sandwich entrée: half a club and bowl of chili with a side of sweet potato fries. The sandwich was excellent and the soup … well it was exactly what I had been hungering for: thick, meaty chili with copious amounts of chili powder slow simmered to get to know itself. Ooooo, it was ever so good. While ordering, I’d considered upgrading to a bowl. I felt we’d been eating a lot so I just went with the standard size that came with the entrée. Oh my, good thing I didn’t super-size it. That would have been enough chili for all of us – and the tables on either side. Gotta remember everything is bigger in Alaska. 
After lunch, we drove out Lake Avenue along Eyak Lake to the end of the road (Map: Zoom IN until the roads show up; follow along on the north shore of Eyak Lake). It was marvelous scenery. We were sandwiched between the lake and a mountain ridge covered with spruce, alder, and a few hardwoods. BAWB pointed out a place where a recent avalanche had swept a swath of trees into the lake. Unfortunately, it had also taken a cabin and its resident. Those are the risks you take when you live on the edge of wilderness. When we got to the end of the road, we took a short walk out along the marshy end of the lake where we saw two Great Blue Herons feeding in the shallows. Reluctantly, we headed back but then stopped at a small pond where our attention was captivated by an adult Eagle in a tree. While we were looking at the adult, we noticed an immature Eagle perched in a tree right behind us. More Eagles … oh my. 
When we got back to town, we drove right on through and out New England Cannery Road, which borders PWS. Not surprisingly, this road ends at … the New England Cannery. The cannery is no more, but some of the buildings have been converted into an inn (Orca Adventure Lodge) that caters to the wealthy who want to fish in the summer and ski in the winter. The skiers are taken by helicopter to the glacier-girdled peaks where they ski down on fresh snowfall. We’ve seen documentaries showing people doing just that. Now we’ve seen an actual place where they do such things. “I’ve saw it in a documentary” became a standard line for the rest of the trip. Obviously, we watch too many documentaries at the expense of actually doing something or going someplace. Hey, finally we ARE someplace – and what a place it is!
Before heading back to Clementine … and another grocery stop, B’n’C wanted to see this three-story garage an acquaintance was supposed to be building. Note this is a three STORY garage not a three CAR garage. Gotta remember everything is bigger in Alaska. We headed up a mountain road to their house, but saw no sign of a garage. We had just given up when the lady of the house, TJ, and her dog Hank drove up (nearly everyone has at least one dog … a big dog … none of those yappy lapdogs up here in The Great Country). 
“Hi, Bob, how you doin’?” 

“Well, we have these friends from NY, and we wanted to show them the famous three-story garage.” 

“Oh, that; that’s down on the lower road.”

“Oh! Okay, we’ll check it out.”

Off we went down from the top to the road that goes along the base of the ridge and there it was … an actual three-story garage. The owner, Tom (?), runs the container dock in Cordova, so he has access to big equipment and know-how. Tom had been talking about this project for a while, and when the materials came available, well, he decided to move on it. When they replaced the old ferry dock with a brand new one, Tom scarfed up some of the old pilings and heavy oak-planking. The pilings were put to use as the verticals for the garage. Steel I-beams support what will be poured concrete floors – three of ‘em, remember. The oak planking is going to be used for siding. Hell, why am I trying to describe this; have a look at the pictures and you can see for yourself. You can just make out the house up above. The extra large top is going to be their deck – an extension to their already very large deck complex. In the second picture, you can see, off to the left, the ladder they use to get up to the house from the construction site. Oy! When you live in AK, you have to think BIG. Look at all that decking. 
Photo    Photo
So what are they going to use this three-story garage for? Tom plans to use the lower level as an actual garage; the second story will be his shop; and the third will be a rental … maybe for B’n’C, who knows? You may have the same question I did: how will Tom get his equipment and such to the second story? Well, you only have to remember he runs the container dock and has access to those big fork lifts. Yep, that should do it. 
After a quick stop at Cordova’s other grocery and toting some more stuff down to Clementine, we settled in for a brew and some Kibbles & Bits, as B’n’C call a light meal after a large, late lunch – ummm, chili burps all afternoon, soon to be followed by … We had just finished our nibbling when Jill came over for a glass of wine and … chocolate. Jill’s not bashful; she just popped in and said, “I want chocolate.” Apparently, chocolate is one of Jill’s vices. About the only extravagance she indulges in I’m thinking. B’n’C refer to Jill’s lifestyle as cold, wet & miserable. Jill and her hubby only recently installed a water heater. BAWB asked Jill to describe bathing before the new acquisition. Jill’s eyes glazed as she recited a memorized litany of steps: heat the water, haul the hot water to the … and so on. I concluded that Jill and her hubby didn’t want to get used to too many creature comforts because that would make their rowing outings unpleasant by comparison. Just a theory. 
Friday 6/12/09 … Cordova … 

Glacier Touring Day

We started the day with a couple errands, and then we were off down the only other road we didn’t do yesterday: the Copper River Highway, AK-10 (Alaska’s road numbers have only recently reached double digits). You really should have a look at the Map. Start at the Merle K. Mudhole Smith Airport, zoom out and follow along the road across the Copper River Delta and up to the $1,000,000 bridge (Map). Once you’ve found the road, switch to Satellite (or Terrain) so you can get a feeling for the area. Then turn on Photos and Wikipedia and have a look at what we were driving through. Check it out, don’t be lazy; I spent a lot of time getting these links, so use ‘em ;-)
We used to have a map exercise in GSci100 that was based on the Copper River Delta quad. I’ve always wondered what it looked like on the ground. Now I know. This was like a day in fantasy land for us. We crossed the actual delta, the branches of the braided river, and had great views of misty ridges and lofty glaciers. It was difficult to believe that it was real. We stopped at an information kiosk to learn a little more about the area. Then we continued on past Sherman Glacier & Sheridan Glacier (Map: Zoom, toggle Satellite/Terrain, Photos). These are important names for a boy from central OH. Sherman was from Lancaster and Sheridan was from Somerset, just a few miles away. 
If you are following on the Map, you will see where the road crosses the mass of braided streams. That’s where the road is frequently flooded. Today, we found ourselves driving along on dry gravel surrounded by water. There were frequent culverts passing under the road. The water was just roaring down those passages – wouldn’t want to be a clastic grain in that torrent. Once we passed through the major portion of the braids, the road turned north toward the $1,000,000 Bridge – our destination. The bridge spans the Copper River as it issues out of Miles Lake at the end of Miles Glacier on the east and scours the terminus of Childs Glacier to the west. You probably won’t go to the Wikipedia entry on the map, so I’m going to copy it here.
The Miles Glacier Bridge, also known as the Million Dollar Bridge, was built in the early 1900s fifty miles from Cordova in what is now the U.S. state of Alaska. It is a multiple-span Pennsylvania-truss bridge which completed a 315-kilometer (196 mi) railroad line for the Copper River and Northwestern Railway, built by J. P. Morgan and the Guggenheim family to haul copper from the old mining town of Kennicott, now located within the Wrangell - St Elias National Park and Preserve, to the port of Cordova. It earned its nickname because of its $1.4 million cost, well recouped by the about $200 million worth of copper ore which was shipped as a result of its construction. Work began in the 1950s to convert the old railbed, shut down in 1938, to a road. This work was halted when the bridge, and much of the highway under construction, was damaged by the Good Friday Earthquake in 1964.

After copper mining ceased, the $1,000,000 Bridge became the original bridge to nowhere. Ah, but it isn’t nowhere when you are surrounded by raw, overpowering glacial remnants. It is very odd to see a meander of a river storming out of a glacial lake scouring the front of another glacier, but that’s exactly what’s happened here. The terminus of Childs Glacier represents a cut bank for the Copper River at this location. The undercutting results in lots of calving. There’s a large campground here with nearly new shelters and picnic areas; all of them on the river bank opposite Childs Glacier. There are lots of signs warning about the calving causing tsunami-like waves to wash up on the shore. Again, scale is a problem. One sign said the river is 1200’ wide and the exposed end of Childs is 300’ high. Remember these numbers when you look at the photos. 
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We met up with a National Forest employee who was about to fix a footbridge that had been damaged by last winter’s snow drifts. He allowed us to go into the otherwise closed off pavilion that offered a good view of the bridge – and some historical information. 
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The ranger’s name was Dana and he was very friendly and informative. He asked where we were from and, when we told him, he chuckled and told us he’s from Caledonia NY and went to Paul Smith’s Forestry School in the Adirondacks back in the 70’s. We asked him if he remembered Rich Kilbury, but he said he didn’t remember much at all about those years. Must have been a close friend of Rich’s, I’m guessin’ ;-)
What did we see other than devastatingly beautiful scenery? We saw snow … lots of it. It was the dregs of last winter’s collection and some of the larger drifts were still intact and burying the Alder along the road. It looked pretty weird. We also saw some birds. Eagles, of course, but also Horned Grebes, Pine Grosbeak, Trumpeter Swan, Northern Shoveler. Oy, what a country.
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We returned from our fantasy-land trip kind of late but still with time for some last minute shopping. Hey, we’re leaving tomorrow so … well, you never know what you might need, right? We had planned to dine on some of the excellent, hand-thrown pizza from the local pizza shop – they actually deliver to the boat. However, when we called, we got a recorded message saying they were closed until Monday because XXX was sick. Damn … but then, I don’t think we need any food prepared by someone who is sick, right?  Hey, we got enough food on board to feed a small army – and some people who know what to do with it.
While we were enjoying some of B’n’C’s bounty, we noticed 3 middle-aged guys slowly walking down the finger and peering sheepishly into Clementine’s windows. BAWB went out to see what they wanted.

 “Your name Bob?”

“Yeah”

“Jill said you knew about boat furnaces …”

It turns out these guys had pulled into the docks last evening in a new-to-them boat. One of them was named Bob and BAWB started referring to the trio as Bob, Daryl and his other brother, Daryl. They didn’t seem to be too familiar with boats and such. Anyway, BAWB said he’d stop by tomorrow to have a look at their problem because the two Daryls seemed to be burning on low wattage when it comes to things marine. This is totally ironic because … well, read on and you’ll find out.
Saturday 6/13/09 … Cordova to Bob’s Bite, Sheep Bay, PWS … 

Launching Day
But first … gee, Clemmy feels a little cool this morning; let’s turn on the furnace. Oops, the furnace isn’t working. Gee, just a few hours after poking fun at three guys with a bad furnace, ours goes out. Ironic, eh? Well, that would be a prime example of B’n’C’s operating philosophy: God Punishes Fat Mouth Remarks (GPFMR). 

The next few hours were spent tearing out the furnace and its exhaust system. BAWB has a backup, of course; two in fact. So once he replaced the necessary piping and such, he put in his backup furnace and, viola, all was ready to go. But first, he felt obligated to go see Bob, Daryl & Daryl about their furnace problems. We learned that they had just invested $10k in a new furnace installation and it isn’t working. BAWB had a look-see and suggested that they should contact the people that installed the equipment; they should be able to help solve the problem. Hell, for $10k, they might even fly in and fix it. 
A bit more discussion followed, and the next thing we knew, BAWB was hauling an armload of food to Clementine – with instructions for me to go get another boxful he’d left on the dock. I went to get it and found a ratty ol’ box full of fish parts. Hmmm, could that be the box? If so, we don’t want it. I looked around a bit and saw another box farther down the dock. Yep, that’s the one. When I got back to Clementine and reunited the ‘leavings’, BAWB was telling the story. 
Bob, Daryl & Daryl were all leaving the boat for a couple months; they had all this food left over and, well, BAWB had been so good about looking at their problem, they gave it all to him. More food, that’s what we need: big hunks of cheese, lots of vegetables, and four HUGE steaks … along with an assortment of other goodies. Glad I didn’t get the box with fish parts. Oh, I almost forgot, they left BAWB the key to their boat so he could have a look at the furnace when he gets back after dropping us off at Whittier before our flight home. Another thing that is bigger in Alaska is trust in one’s fellow man. Meet someone one day, give him the key to your God-only-knows-how-expensive boat the next day.
It was getting a little late, but we wanted to get out on the water, so I went up to Baja Taco to pick up some lunch while the rest got things ship-shape for lunch and launch. After lunch, Char & I went to the fish packing place to get some ice after which we met Clemmy, BAWB, and Janie down by the boat launch – Clementine was on the move. 
One other stop was the fuel dock. Clemmy has to eat, too. The fuel dock was high, the tide was low, the attendant, and, more importantly, the fuel hose, was 10-15’ above our heads. The attendant dropped the hose down, BAWB filled the tanks, and then the attendant lowered a basket in which Janie put our credit card – we get to pay for something; yea! 

Photo
It was three o’clock and we were off on our great safari across PWS. We immediately began to see things: a Sea Lion headed toward Cordova with a real sense of purpose; several Sea Otters; Marbled Murrlets; several Eagles; Double Crested Cormorants; Black-legged Kittiwakes. 
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We were heading to Sheep Bay where B’n’C had discovered a cozy little cove they call Bob’s Bite. They prefer to anchor in quiet bays where they can be all alone and surrounded by (serene)ery. Once anchored, the steady in/out of the tidal flow causes Clemmy to slowly rotate, so if you just sit still, a 360 degree panorama gradually unfolds before you. It’s magical and enhanced by the perfectly flat water afforded by the protected anchorage. Just perfect for eating, socializing, and drinking. 
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So what did we dine on this evening? Well it was BIG MEAT provided by Bob, Daryl & Daryl. They had given us four super-thick steaks. We had a look at the hunks of raw meat, then we looked at each other and said, “Two should do it.” They sure did. BWANA BAWB grilled them on his removable grill and we dug in … oh, there was a side salad to go with it and a really nice bottle of Red Pillar wine. 
Photo
Sunday 6/14/09 … Bob’s Bite, Sheep Bay, PWS to McPherson Passage, PWS … 

Water Safari
Okay, we BALASing on PWS. Maybe we should wash the windows so we can get a better view. Hey, we should also unpack the Kenwood and start conjecturing about how to best set it up. You just can’t have too many diversions, right? 

Photo
We also unpacked the Thumb drive and stated planning a playlist for when we get the Kenwood connected. Hmmm, how are we going to wire it up … look at all the wires in the overhead panel. 
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Oh, look, a Sea Otter with a young one on her chest.
Photo
Oh, look, over there, a whale “boil” just off the side of the boat, but we never saw the actual whale. Back to work, er, play.

Oh, look, over there, Dall Porpoise: Pictures Facts. Yep, we are ‘on the water’ and cruising for wildlife. Does it get any better?
The Dall Porpoise are fairly large (up to 7 ft & 400 lb) and colored like Killer Whales. Like other porpoise, they seem to enjoy swimming through the bow wake. Clementine isn’t a fast boat, in the 5 knot range, so they can easily outmaneuver her. That’s exactly what they were doing. We could see them coming from a ways off; they headed straight for us, and when they caught up, they crisscrossed in front of us. They’d dive over and under each other, do barrel rolls, and come back for another pass. They look very muscular and powerful. They surfaced with an audible explosion for breath before diving. They were so fast and maneuverable, it was like we were at anchor. What a marvelous display.
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We were motoring across open water heading toward McPherson Passage (Zoom out, turn on Photos & Wikipedia, toggle Terrain) and seeing lots of Bull Kelp. The large, yellowish stalks with their bulbous flotation growths had been torn loose and were floating on the open water. The first one I saw looked exactly like a piece of hose lost from a ship. I found myself wondering what would happen if we struck such a thing. A bit later in the trip, we learned that it was actually just the kelp. Hey, I’m a landlubber, y’all. 
BWANA BAWB found a nice anchorage in an embayment within an embayment – he likes to scare me with the shallowness of the water – Clemmy only draws about five feet, so it’s really okay. We enjoyed yet another great meal – this is getting to be a real habit – wonderful libations and more swinging at the anchorage with the (serene)ery displayed as we enjoy the evening.
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The quiet water was only broken by jumping smolt and the Harbor Seal that came to investigate who’d invaded his realm. I really get confused by the totally flat water in these protected bays. I feel like I’m on a lake and not an arm of the Pacific Ocean. The surface of the flat water is only disturbed by the inquisitive seal and jumping smolt. Very relaxing and peaceful. ZZZZ …
Monday 6/15/09 … McPherson Passage, PWS to Hidey Hole, PWS … 

Hidey Hole Revisited 
The morning silence was punctuated by a singing bird. When Janie went out on the Poop Deck to have a look she was greeted by a Varied Thrush. Our first viewing of a Varied Thrush came on our other AK trip. It must be an important west coast bird because it graces the cover of Sibley’s Western Birds – front and back. 
We saw the Harbor Seal again as well as a bunch of Double Crested Cormorants and a pair of Black Oystercatchers chasing a Raven from their nest site on a small island.
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Once underway, we also got a glimpse of a Horned Puffin group fly just off our port side. 

We were motoring across more open water, headed for a wondrous spot called Hidey Hole. On the way we crossed paths with the Chenega Ferry and the Statendam cruise ship. 
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The Statendam was conducting emergency drills, so the passengers were all lined up wearing their orange lifejackets while someone bellowed instructions through the PA system. It looked pretty strange. We noticed a couple of people who were not participating – delinquents, I suppose. They were taking pictures of us while I took a picture of them. Seems fair. 
BAWB decided to set out some shrimp pots just before we entered the narrow passage back to Hidey Hole. B’n’C had shrimped successfully here before and were hoping for similar luck this time – our next meal depended on it. The water was all of 400’ deep and that means 400+ feet of rope for each of the two pots. There better be some good results for all this effort. Not that we would go hungry if we didn’t catch anything – there was still a bunch of Bob, Daryl and Daryl’s largesse to consume.
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We entered the passage to Hidey Hole after dropping the pots and their buoys. We saw three Eagles soaring along the ridge line – ah, Hidey Hole is once again Eagle Approved. BWANA BAWB dropped anchor about where we’d anchored six years ago when we visited with Brian & Amy – maybe this was where the-child-they-insist-on-calling-Nick-but-we-all-know-as-Clem was conceived. Ha!

Hidey Hole puts on quite a display when the tide is low and the water is quiet. The granite is highly fractured and weathers into rounded forms with distinct angular boundaries. Those shapes are accentuated by the tide-line stains and various plant growths. Thus, when the water is mirror quiet, you get a kaleidoscope-like reflection of the already wondrous imagery. It is like a psychedelic show without the bad drug trip. Oh, a little red wine really helps the experience. 
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We’d no more than dropped anchor when a Rufous Hummingbird flew into the Poop Deck to check out Char’s recently potted flowers. I queried, “What do hummingbirds eat up here?” It wasn’t but a few minutes later that BAWB had the dinghy in the water and we were headed toward shore to see the masses of wildflowers growing in amongst the trees and moss. They were too small to see from the boat, but once we were closer, there were lots and lots of ‘em. It was beautiful. So captivating that I neglected to take any pictures – but I can use the Internet resources to show you some of what we saw: Bunch Berry, Shooting Star, Starry Cassiope (AK Mountain Heather), Chocolate Lily, Rusty Menziesia, Subalpine Daisy … the Hummingbirds have plenty to feast on I guess.
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It was fairly low tide, so, just to hedge our bets for dinner, we collected a bagful of Mussels from the cracks in the granitic rocks that make Hidey Hole so unusual. 
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Once ashore, we were able to get a good picture of Clementine from afar without other nearby boats obstructing the view. 
Clementine: 40x14 with a cruising speed of around 5 knots and consuming in the order of 1 gallon of diesel/hour. She’s a sturdy and comfortable vessel. I think we’ll keep her. Better make that, I hope B’n’C will keep her and we’ll come back to enjoy her company soon ;-)
After we returned to Clementine, BWANA BAWB put the Mussels in a bucket of PWS water, weighed anchor, and headed out the narrow passage to check on the Shrimp pots. Well, they were doing good, very good indeed. Char counted 106 ‘volunteer’ dinner guests.
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After they were cleaned – decapitated as BAWB puts it – by the women folk [Photo], BAWB cooked ‘em up and made curried mayonnaise and garlic-soy for dipping. He also cooked up a couple Costco sausages for me. You see, I have this allergy thing when it comes to seafood. Sometimes I can eat it, but more often, it doesn’t agree with me so well. Besides, I’m not a true aficionado of seafood – or even freshwater fish for that matter – so it is sort of wasted on me. More for the others, I always say. Besides, the Costco sausages were marvelous – especially when dipped in the curried mayonnaise. 
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Tuesday 6/16/09 … Hidey Hole, PWS to Head of Eaglek Bay, PWS … 

Cascades & Waterfalls Day
We reluctantly left Hidey Hole and headed toward Eaglek Bay. Eaglek is derived from Eagle, so it was no surprise that we were treated to an abundance of Eagle sightings. They were on our left, right, above … Eagles everywhere, well, almost everywhere. 
BAWB had put the Shrimp pots back after we removed the ‘volunteers’, so we stopped to see what the night’s activity had brought. We must have gotten most of the adventurous ones yesterday because there were only about 50 this AM. Ah, but they will make a nice lunch.

We passed by Columbia Glacier – not enough time to go up there and play tag with the icebergs – but started seeing some of its residue in the form of the calving glacier. Hey, we need some ice for the cooler. Let’s snag a piece, shape it and use it to keep our cheeses and veggies cool. Could there be a better use of a rock hammer?
Photo     Photo
After hours of scanning, we finally caught a glimpse of a Black Bear working the shoreline. It was a fleeting viewing, but the best we’d had.
We took a short detour up Cascade Bay (Zoom out, Terrain, Photos) to see Cascade Bay Waterfall. The guide books say this is the largest waterfall in PWS. Well, it certainly isn’t the longest, so by large they must mean water volume. Nonetheless, it is certainly impressive, even by AK standards.
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We headed into yet another small cove tucked away in Eaglek Bay (turn on Photos, Wikipedia, Satellite/Terrain) and dropped anchor for the night. We were immediately greeted by a Sitka Deer standing on a nearby bluff. We saw it, or one just like it, the next morning. 
The terrain looked like Hobbits should be trundling about in the deep, green moss that mantled the surface between trees, both living and dead, festooned with mossy beards. We opted to take a dinghy ride to shore and have a look-see. 
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What we saw was … more flowers, both of the expected pretty vegetable type and one left by a black bear. This time I remembered to take pictures.
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The bear scat wasn’t all that fresh, and when Char dug into it with a stick, we could see its fibrous consistency. That suggests Black Bear because Brown Bear are more carnivorous than the omnivorous Blacks – that’s what BWANA BAWB says anyway.
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Again, we were at anchor in a quiet bay and the slowly changing tide swung Clementine around so our views were constantly changing … and it is never dark. Every visage was glorious, but this one of a gnarly old tree caught my imagination.
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Wednesday 6/17/09 … Head of Eaglek Bay, PWS to Waterfall Cove, PWS … 

Steamy Dick Day
It had been misty and cloudy since we left Anchorage. Not really bad weather; pretty much what I’d expect for AK in fact. This AM was especially misty and damp. When I arose and was preparing to take my morning pee of the swim step, I noticed steam rising from my, well, member. Hey, Steamy Dick, that’s me. Alas, it wasn’t as amazing as the last trip when a pair of Loons zoomed under the boat while I was performing my morning ritual. Now THAT was truly amazing. However, this was impressive enough to christen the day as Steamy Dick Day. No, I don’t have a picture ;-)

However, when I related my experience to the assembled masses, B’n’C told us about a restaurant about half way between Anchorage and Fairbanks. Apparently, the owner’s name was Dick and he had a somewhat emaciated physique. So here you have an inn being run by a skinny guy named Dick about halfway between two prominent landmarks. What would you name such an establishment? Well, what else but Skinny Dick’s Halfway Inn. 

Hey, it’s Wednesday and time for Char’s world famous French toast brunch – made with Costco bread and covered with Costco syrup, of course. Check out the photo and see if you can answer this question: Why is it that B’n’C always seem to be color coordinated? Hmmm?
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We took some time to get the Kenwood more formally wired in. I’d put together a couple memory sticks of music for our listening enjoyment, but having it playing through the built-in speakers is a lot better than those itty-bitty ones on the computer. 
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Hey, what you wanna hear? I Can’t Get My Ass in Gear had been one of the first tunes to come up; later we heard Are Ya Havin’ Any Fun? Hell, yes, we are. Janie & Char picked out some CDs and DVDs for us to rip. I’d already done a lot of the CDs but we only recently discovered the DVDs. Bog, the Ripper, goes to work. Finally, something I can do ;-)
Photo     Photo
We were trolling for bear as we chugged along heading for Waterfall Cove. Didn’t see any ursine beings, but we did see lots more Eagles. They were separated by what you might expect to be the radius of their territories. When we spied one, we’d look for a second, and would frequently find it perched nearby. Seeing Eagles became so commonplace that finding a pair became the goal, and once that became equally common, we challenged ourselves by trying to find their nest. That proved to be much more difficult … nearly impossible in fact. Whatever, we’d become Eagle jaded it seems. Ah, but that is Alaska … so much to see … so much to be awed by … so much … wait, what’s that over there?
We noticed a hoard of gull-like birds hovering around a lump off our bow. Gulls tend to flock around whales because the behemoths stir up water and bring edibles to the surface. We went over to investigate. What we discovered when we got a bit closer was a large, barren rock festooned with Kittiwake nests … and a few Herring Gulls waiting for an opportunity to steal an egg or nestling. The old nests were composed of brown, decaying flotsam the birds had collected from the water’s surface – we’d watched them flying in with beaks full of debris earlier. The newer nests were constructed of fresher, green material. All of them were streaked with guano, which washes off and feeds marine life below, which feeds the Shrimp, and the Shrimp feed us, and we feed ... 
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Another, smaller bare rock was festooned with a bunch of Harbor Seals who were busy sunning themselves. They are just the cutest things … as long as they don’t breathe on you. 

We also got a good view of a couple of Arctic Terns. As you can see from the images, these are long, sleek terns that are amazingly graceful. They’ll be flying along, spot a target, do a roll, and dive right in after a meal. They pierce the water like arrows. Amazing.
Uh oh, breaker, breaker … BAWB monitors channel 16, the common channel for all radio communication. If you want to speak with another boat, you make the announcement on 16 and ask them to tune to some other channel so you can talk. Well, this morning the Coast Guard made an announcement on channel 16. It was an ominous announcement for us. Mount Redoubt had erupted before we left for AK. Volcanic ash is not good for jet engines, so Anchorage airport was closed for a bit until the ash plume settled. Flights normally landing in Anchorage were diverted to Fairbanks and passengers were bussed down from there. We learned later that one jet trying to land in Anchorage had ingested some ash and lost its engines – both of them. The pilot was able to get them going again and made a safe, if harrowing, landing. 

Well, now the Coast Guard was telling us Redoubt was venting again. Thus, our scheduled departure on Saturday may be in jeopardy. This was a good news/bad news situation. Sure, we’d love to have our trip extended. Hell, we don’t really need to be home for another week or so. We wouldn’t even mind being bussed to Fairbanks to catch a flight home; there’s some marvelous scenery to be enjoyed on that trip – even packed in a bus with several of your new, best friends you’ve never met. However, the more likely possibility of being stranded in the airport for a day or two was not that appealing. So we need to contact the airline and find out what’s happening. Oops, we’re out in the middle of PWS … with no cell phone coverage … and, therefore, no Internet connection. Ah, the outback, eh? BAWB had a plan. We are not that far from Whittier.  Whittier has cell coverage. Tomorrow we will nose into the fjord they call Whittier Channel (or Whittier Arm) and see if we can get within cell phone range. Ah, but that’s tomorrow. Let’s get back to today.
As it turns out, this was the opening day of Salmon Season. When we were at Childs Glacier, we learned that there are fish weirs equipped with remote sensors that count the Salmon in the rivers, the Copper River in this case. The authorities tabulate the data, and when the numbers reach some magic threshold, they announce The Opening, which means you can now legally go out and catch your Salmon limit. Well, The Opening was announced early this very morning. All those working boats that we’d seen in the harbors were now out seeking their fortune. 

It was a misty, somewhat drizzly day - just like you might expect here in The Great Country. We were making our way along Esther Passage on our way to Waterfall Cove. A quick glance at the map will reveal that Esther Passage is relative narrow passageway that the Salmon seem to use as a shortcut to get wherever it is that they are going. The narrowness concentrates the fish … and that attracts those that make a living catching them. Thus, we had to thread our way through a maze of Salmon boats and their extended nets. It was pretty interesting – once we made it through. My lack of experience in such things resulted in some white-knuckle moments. Fortunately, BWANA BAWB has done this sort of thing before, so it was a pretty standard practice for him. 
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Maybe I should describe these fishing boats. Most of them are entirely aluminum. In fact they look a lot like they were cast of Al. The sternpickers and bowpickers play their nets out from either the stern or bow, respectively. The nets are a few hundred yards long and festooned with equally-spaced white buoys. The sternpickers play out the nets by motoring forward, whereas the bowpickers backup to set their nets. Once the nets are in place, the boat will motor along the up-fish side of the net in an attempt to scare the Salmon into the net. Then they reel the net in and pluck the unlucky fish and throw ‘em into the refrigerated hold. Once the net is completely hauled in, they run like the devil to the next likely spot and do it all over again. Sound like fun? Hey, a guy’s gotta make a living, right?
We continued on to Waterfall Cove where, to our amazement, we encountered our first ‘neighbor’. Let me say a few words about the isolation we’ve been immersed in. I’ve already noted that we were out of communication with the ‘civilized’ world and have been since leaving Cordova. Each day, as we motored along, I kept looking at the shoreline and seeing a whitish rock thinking it was a cottage. You see, most of my experience with water comes from land-locked lakes like the Finger Lakes. As you all know, just about every such lake is ringed with cottages – all set cheek to jowl so there’s almost no public access to the water, and its water birds. In the spring, we find that very frustrating when we drive over to Conesus Lake to look for migrants. We can see them out there on the lake, but we can’t find a place to park were we can conveniently scope them out – unless we park in somebody’s drive and look out between them and their neighbor. It sucks.

Well, Alaska isn’t like that at all – at least not here on PWS. On the whole ‘cruise’ we only saw one house, and that was one BAWB took us to see on purpose. My mind is so polluted with cottage-lined bodies of water that it kept making cottages out of rocks. I never did get used to the isolation. It was as amazing as the scale. Things are just BIGGER and more natural up here in The Great Country. I’d have to spend way more time up here to change my imagery. Hey, there’s an idea …

So here we were in Waterfall Cove with a neighbor. The boat was a commercial fishing boat – a sternpicker. We wondered why, on The Opening, he was placidly anchored out here in Waterfall Cove. We conjectured that he might have motored a long distance and opted to rest up for a big day tomorrow. We also considered the possibility that he was just sitting in the majestic site, toking up and having a good time. Whatever, we never saw the boat’s captain, and he was long gone by the time we got up the next morning.

Photo     Photo
Even before we cozied up to our night’s anchorage we flushed out a group of Common Mergansers. They are the most common water bird on Pine Creek in Pennsylvania, and we’d just had some good viewing on our May trip. It was like seeing an old friend again. Apparently, this was ‘their’ bay because we saw them coming and going all night and they were still there the next morning – unlike our fisherman neighbor. 
We were also scoped out by the resident Harbor Seal. They are so cute. Some seem to be much lighter colored than others. They swim along, then stop and poke their head up to see what the hell it is that’s invading their otherwise peaceful bay. Just us tourists … thanks for showing us your cute, bewhiskered faces.

We had our usual evening beer. However, on this particular evening, we decided it was time to shuck the Mussels and add their little, de-shelled bodies to some linguini. Hey, this is something I can do. BAWB & I shucked and then CHEF BAWB cooked up a delightful dinner for us. 
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I was fascinated by the deep gorge across the bay from our anchorage. We’d anchored a distance from the neighboring boat, so we didn’t have the best view of the more than 30 waterfalls for which Waterfall Cove is named. However, we did have a good view of a deep gorge just across the embayment. The steep walls were avalanche scarred and melt water was gushing out into the bay. There was a notable delta formed at the mouth of the disgorging stream … and an old back stump that each of us in turn tried to make into a bear – several times. The scene was a powerful reminder of the rawness of this deceptively beautiful terrain. Any one of these features would constitute its own park if located in the lower 48. Awesome stuff, y’all. 
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Thursday 6/18/09 … Waterfall Cove, PWS to Surprise Cove, PWS … 

Thar She Blows – Double Meaning Intended - Day
It’s Thursday. It only takes a little counting backward to arrive at the sad conclusion: our pleasure cruise is nearing its end. The plan was to get within cell range and to find out if Mount Redoubt fallout would extend our trip. If not, we would have one more anchorage before B’n’C dropped us off in Whittier tomorrow. In Whittier, we would catch the train to Anchorage, spend the night in the airport Comfort Suites, and fly out for Minneapolis and home on Saturday. Yep, the trip is winding down … civilization awaits. 
But first, let’s enjoy our penultimate day on PWS. We were headed to our last anchorage in a neat little place called Surprise Cove (Zoom, Photos, Terrain), which, surprisingly, isn’t located near Surprise Glacier. B’n’C joke that naming features in AK is simple. For example, Eagle River drains Eagle River Glacier, and passes through the village of Eagle River. We experienced several of these genetically related naming examples: xxxx Glacier, xxxx River, xxxx village. Surprise Cove seems to be the exception. 
On land you DALAS (Drive Around Lookin’ At Shit) and on the water you BALAS (Boat Around …). Well, today was a total BALAS day – or Ocean Safari as I took to thinking of it. As we were motoring along toward Surprise Cove (Satellite/Terrain, Photos), we noticed an Eagle on the nearby shore.  BAWB detoured over for a better look. As we got closer, we could see the Eagle was working on a very large fish it had caught and managed to drag ashore. The fish was easily as large as the bird, so the Eagle couldn’t possibly get it airborne. Thus, it was resigned to have its brunch right there in full view of the ‘tourists’. In the binos, we cold see the toothy head of the fish flopping up and down as the bird plucked out the succulent – to it – strips of flesh. It was being very ‘picky’ about its meal; it would throw away more than it gobbled down. Hey, with such a large meal, you can be, shall we say, picky. Ravens waited patiently in a nearby tree.
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We headed down to Granite Bay State Marine Park (Zoom, Photos, Satellite/Terrain). B’n’C had never been in this particular embayment, so we took some time to explore. Wow, what a beautiful spot. Hey, check it out for yourself. Click this link and scroll down the MANY Alaska State Parks (Link). Then click the Granite Bay link and have a close look at the topo map to see where we were, then scroll down and take a gander at the pictures – that little white dot in the first one … might be us. As we slowly made our way around the innards of the embayment, BWANA BAWB identified several delightful future anchorages … next time we will make this a destination. This being a State Park, you’d expect there to be camping facilities – and there were. We saw a wooden tent-platform just above tide line. Hey, we could … naw, things are way too comfortable on good ol’ Clemmy. We’ll stay right here and look at the surrounding scenery as Clemmy slowly rotates in the ever-changing currents. Yeah, that’s the retired man’s ticket … all day ticket … all night ticket … THE ticket.

We motored over toward Whittier … only to get close enough to get a cell phone connection. Once we turned the corner around a long arete, our signal strength indicator lit up. Okay, time to make THE CALL. BAWB, who likes to deal with work-a-day people, dialed NW Air and was run through a maze of questions posed by a computer-generated voice. The connection was weak, so BAWB had to yell “No, No, No, Nooooo, goddammit, NOOOOOOOO.” He eventually got through to a living person – only after telling the damned mechanical device, “I hope this is being recorded.” The living person on the other end was located somewhere in the lower 48 and was amazed to learn that there was a volcanic eruption that might affect flights to/from Anchorage. She excused herself while she checked with someone who might actually know what we were talking about. When she came back on, she said, “No, there don’t seem to be any delays.” 
By that time, we were able to get the computer connected to the Internet and saw that all flights in/out of Anchorage were on schedule. Hmmm, guess we will have to go home after all. While we were connected, we also tried to find out when the Anchorage train leaves Whittier. Well, that proved to be a bit of an adventure. The information on the web and in the recorded message at Alaska Railroad only listed arrival times – no departure times. Hmmm, how long will it take a train to go from Whittier to Anchorage? Figuring back, BAWB guessed it would leave Whittier around 6:30 in the evening. Well, either it will or it won’t; we can’t be too concerned about it now … it’s only Thursday and all these connections happen Friday & Saturday. Carpe diem, right?
Compass Rose directed us on down PWS toward our next anchorage at Surprise Cove State Marine Park (Scroll Down). Oh, I should explain that Compass Rose is the stuffed parrot BAWB has attached to his chart table in the pilot house. It’s all part of his pirate thing – he has a nose/earring, eye patch, and … a cannon … a small one, but it makes a big boom. Anyway, Compass Rose is quite the site – she inspired confidence – her and the several thousand dollars of navigational technology around her.
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After learning all we were going to learn about planes and trains, we were off on another BALAS safari. The first exotic thing we saw was a flock of White-Winged Scoters and Surf Scoters. They seem to hang out together. What’s more, they didn’t seem to be too flighty, so BAWB slowly approached their little flotilla so we could get a better look. These birds have pretty amazing b/w patterns on their heads. The White-Winged Scoter has a mostly black body, which makes the white ‘comma’ around the eye stand out. The Surf Scoter is also mostly black, but it has a large white patch on the back of the head, another on the forehead, and a very distinctive white patch on the bill … with a big black dot in the middle of it. Check out these close-ups:    White-Winged        Surf.
Our little diversion over to check out the Scoters allowed us to see something we’d been looking for the whole time: WHALE. Its presence was marked by a flock of circling Kittiwakes looking for an easy meal. It was a solitary Humpback spouting between feeding dives. BWANA BAWB put ‘er in low and we slowly edged closer for a better view. While scanning around trying to predict where the whale would surface next, we noticed a pair in a tandem kayak also watching. Wouldn’t you know, after a long dive, the whale surfaced right next to the kayak. I would been scared sh**less, but they just cheered and took pictures. The whale was not breaching, so we never saw the flukes – I’ll bet they had “Bite Me” on them (you have to have read Christopher Moore’s book, Fluke, to get the humor – I recommend you do). However, we got some good views … of the spouts … and a little of the back. 
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We pulled into Surprise Cove, anchored, and greeted our host – the ubiquitous Harbor Seal. There were some AK-size Skunk Cabbage on the shore along with many of the wildflowers we’d been seeing when we were close enough to discern their colorful forms. 
We spent some more time tweaking the Kenwood setup. You know, that manual is really complicated. You pretty much have to play around with the menu settings – get them all screwed up – before you can understand the amazingly poorly transliterated instructions in the manual. Oh, THAT’S what they mean. Now how do I get back to the default settings? Oops … oh, well, when B’n’C move to the boat and live there 24/7, he will have plenty of time to undo my screw ups ;-)
Let’s see, what should we call this new music player? How about “Ken”? No, maybe something more formal like “Kenneth”. After all, it will be playing a lot of classical stuff – along with WBOG’s gut-bucket tracks. Ken or Kenneth, whatever, it is a major leap forward in filling Clementine with music every waking hour of the day/night.
It came as no surprise at all that Surprise Cove was very picturesque. 
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The rocks that showed at low tide appeared to have been laid up by a stone mason. 

Char broke out the OSU cups for our evening libation. All four of us are OSU alums – back in the day. We’d hoped Mikey would be able to join us. That would have made it a total OSU fest – Go Mother Bucks.
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We feasted on the last of the Costco tortellini. 
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Just as we four turned in, we heard the plaintiff call of a Loon – let’s say it was a Red-Throated Loon. 

Friday 6/19/09 … Surprise Cove, PWS to Whittier … and on to Anchorage … 

Put It On Ice Day
Today we experienced what BWANA BAWB calls Severe Calm. Even the more open parts of PWS were nearly flat water. The sky was clearing and glorious sun was shining down on us. What a way to end our cruise.
We were headed to Blackstone Bay (Zoom, Satellite/Terrain, Photos). Along the way, BAWB spotted a Black bear sidling along the shore looking for a lagniappe meal. We got to watch it for a lot longer than the first one we saw. However, all too quickly we lost it in the thick underbrush lining a small ravine. They are survivors for a reason you know. 
We saw more Eagles. Is it possible to get bored with Eagles? Yep, they are just too easy to find. We were even bored with finding them in pairs, and we’d long since given up trying to find nests. Jaded? You bet, but that’s AK for you. It is overrun with Eagles. To impress us at this point, it would take an Eagle feeding with a bear while a wolverine danced and a seal clapped alongside. 

Hey, wait, did someone say Wolverine? We saw one. It was a really good view. The damned thing was sauntering along the shore without any regard to our presence whatsoever. It didn’t seem to be the least bit concerned about us; its main focus was any edible target of opportunity. Now Wolverines are fairly large (up to 3’ & 70 lbs). However, when I first saw it bounding along on the rocks, I thought it was a squirrel. This is a product of my natural tendency to think about things in the context of home … and … a good example of the scale problem we encountered in AK. This is a very big country and the things you see are actually much larger than they appear to be. 
Shortly after entering Blackstone Bay, BAWB sidled over to a quiet spot and dropped anchor. Next he dropped a shrimp pot. What the heck, may as well see if we can get lucky while we have … BRUNCH. There were just enough shrimp left over from our previous catch for one person. Hmmm, what will the others have? Anybody like corned beef hash & eggs? Yeah, put my name at the top of THAT list – if the hash is fried up nice and crispy with plenty of catsup on the side. Janie isn’t a hash fan, so she was left with the shrimp, which she consumed with glee and cast the inedible tail fins over the side for the circling Kittiwakes to investigate. It didn’t take them long to sense the barrenness of otherwise tasty-looking morsels. We and the birds watched as the tails sank ever so slowly through the very clear water. 
The weather was just perfect, so we opted for brunch on the fly deck. I busied myself with pictures of the spectacular scenery while BAWB fried up the hash and eggs. When done to perfection, they were plated up and handed up through the overhead hatch to our waiting hands and mouths. Yum.
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Have a look at the map (Blackstone Bay – Zoom in, Satellite, Photos) and you will see why we were going there: Glaciers galore. Zoom in a little, switch to Satellite and have a look-see. In the true AK tradition of naming things, Blackstone Glacier is at the head of Blackstone Bay. One of the tributary glaciers is Tebenkof. It was particularly stunning. The island in the middle of the bay is Willard Island. That is most appropriate because Char’s maiden name is … wait for it … Willard. In fact, Char’s grandfather Willard has an entire building named in his honor at Kansas State: Willard Hall. Her father was an important personage in agriculture at The Ohio State. You see, the Willards are very important people. However, I don’t think Willard Island is named after any of them, but it could be. While you are zoomed in on the map, look for the bit of land jutting out from the south side of Willard Island. That would be the emergent part of an end moraine. The water gets pretty shallow over the submerged part, but BWANA BAWB knew just were to nose Clemmy so she could make it through.
What you can’t see on the map are the kayakers who were camped out on shore about where the kayak picture is on the map. Another thing that doesn’t show up on the map is the icebergs. There were tons of them – literally. BAWB had to cut a very zigzag path through ‘em so we could circum-navigate Willard Island. 

I took lots of pictures – more than I actually posted on the picture page. Tebenkof is the first big glacier you see as you enter into Blackstone Bay. If you look at the map, switch to Satellite view; you will see it as the large mass paralleling the bay on the south side. The ice has retreated back from the water’s edge, but it is still a stunning image when viewed from water level. 
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I then took multiple images of the Blackstone Bay as we headed down. When I got home, I used a little imaging editing utility I have to stitch them together to produce this panorama.
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The dark mass in the middle-right is Willard Island. Blackstone Galcier is hidden just behind the left-most tip the island. That’s where we were headed. 

I got a picture of a tributary glacier along with a flotilla of kayakers who were out for some kayak training and, obviously, sightseeing. 
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There was a fairly well-developed horn just up ice from the tributary glacier. I tried to picture it, but the angle wasn’t the best. There was a very large (and I mean VERY large – Alaska-sized) snow/ice cornice hanging out over the valley below like a giant, white awning. I tried to estimate its size, but … I’ve told you about the scale problem, right?
Photo



The deeper we got into Blackstone Bay, the more icebergs there were. We also started seeing several, as in SEVERAL, Sea Otters. At one place, we counted six of ‘em all kinda floating around together. We also got a good view of a River Otter as it porpoised along with a real sense of purpose – I’m going over there. Whole flocks of Kittiwakes were perched on the larger bergs; the rest were soaring around over our heads. They are very pretty birds with their soft, white heads and black-tipped wings.  There are two varieties (Black-Legged and Red-Legged), but we only knowingly saw the Black-Legged ones. 
After crossing over a semi-submerged Blackstone end moraine, we got a clear view of the glacier and all its icebergs. 
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The fjord walls on the other side of Willard Island are steep and not so heavily glaciated. What they do offer are some truly spectacular cataracts and waterfalls. If you look at the map (Blackstone Bay), you will see the ridge that separates Blackstone Bay from the Whittier Channel is mostly barren. Zooming in reveals some of the larger cataracts, and turning photos on will let you access some of the pictures. You can also access the non-professional images I took. Any one of these cascades would be a National Park if located here in the east.
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All good things must come to an end. We motored out of Blackstone Bay, took a hard left and started up Whittier Arm. It was time to bid our amiable hosts goodbye and catch the train to Anchorage … so we could catch a plane home tomorrow. But first, remember that Kittiwake rookery we saw from the ferry on our first pass through Whittier? Well, BWANA BAWB took us over for an up close look at what must be one of the largest rookeries in … well, at least in the Whittier area … and certainly the largest one we’ve ever seen.
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I was feeling a little sad, so I popped back into the pilot house and found myself presented with a nice parting shot: We’ll Be Back.
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Whittier has a town slogan: There’s Nothing Shittier Than Whittier. That’s because all but a handful of the residents live in a high-rise that could hardly be less stylish. They get from the high-rise to the businesses, shops, and dock by way of sidewalks (in summer) and tunnels (the rest of the year). Because Whittier is not far from Anchorage and connected by a nice paved road, most of the boats in the harbor are pleasure craft owned by Anchorage residents. Thus, there is a transient, tourist sort of feel to the place. The easy accessibility to Anchorage means the big cruise lines dock here and their terminals make up the largest buildings other than the high-rise. There is one very elegant hotel/restaurant, The Inn at Whittier, and that’s where we docked Clementine so we could off load our stuff, ourselves, and have a nice last meal. BAWB pulled up to the right-most, light-colored (because it is practically bfand new) aluminum pier and we tied up.
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Then we went inside to the dining room and set up around the left-most table in the picture. We did a round of Alaskan Brewing Company brews and ordered some fishy and beefy entrees; there was a lot of banter with the waitress and locals. All of that was followed by an almost teary trek to the train station. I should tell you that the Whittier Train Station is actually an open-sided tent-like structure. I’d gone up there a bit earlier to see if arrival/departure times were posted and found … absolutely nothing. It was as like, if you don’t know, you’ll just have to wait to find out. On the way back to meet the others, I stopped in a couple of establishments to ask about arrival/departure times. The first place gave me a printed schedule … with time of arrival in Anchorage but nothing about Whittier other than there is a train that comes – at some time – and leaves – at some other time … usually a bit later. The nice lady in the second place I stopped to ask actually knew the answer to my question. She said, the train arrives sometime around six and leaves a half hour after it pulls in. People are pretty causal about such things around here apparently. She did say that we’d know when it arrives and a few minutes before it leaves because it toots its whistle. Well, we’ll be wetting ours inside a bar, so we probably won’t be able to hear it. Thus, before we ordered our beers, we told the waitperson to be sure to tell us when the train arrives – your tip depends on it. 
After lunch – or was it dinner – we took the sad trek up to the train station where we found the Alaska Railroad Diesel Multiple Unit (DMU) ready for boarding. We were surprised to find that it wasn’t a train in the traditional sense and that there were several people waiting to board. We didn’t have tickets, so there was a little anxiety about being able to get a couple seats. Not to worry. Sixty-five bucks apiece will get us at least a standup accommodation. The whole system has changed since BAWB last rode it. He remembers that you could frequently ride for free if you schmooze the conductor. Not now; not on this NEW DMU unit. We were on board and waving to “Mom & Dad” standing on the platform below. The conductor closed the doors behind us while he processed our credit card for the payment. A blondish, middle-aged woman came up and started banging on the door. 
I said, “There’s a woman wanting to board.” 
The conductor looked up and said, “Is that our Julie?”
I Dunno, but eventually, he did, because he went over and let her in. As it turns out, there’s more to the Julie story. But that will have to wait for just a bit while I introduce the last two pictures. 
We’d been using B’n’C’s camera for picture taking, and I’d returned it to them before we boarded the train. Thus, there was no way for me to take pictures of the train or B’n’C standing there waving goodbye. As you might expect, once the train doors were closed for the final time, B’n’C headed back to Clementine. What we didn’t know was that BAWB undocked, took a picture of the Inn and then motored on up the bay and took a couple pictures of the train as we headed to the tunnel. Then he sent them to us in an email and I offer them to you here.
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The train ride was, well, a trip. We left Whittier at 6:45 PM and were expected to arrive in Anchorage at 9:15 PM. The whole thing seemed amazingly slow and casual. It was a one-man operation, and although the info for the Alaska Railroad Diesel Multiple Unit (DMU) states it is capable of astonishing speed (110 mph), this particular trip was conducted in S-L-O-W motion. 
Map – Zoom out, switch on Terrain, Photos, Wikipedia and follow along on our train ride. 

We pulled out of Whittier, past the end of the channel where we saw B’n’C waving from Clementine – and taking pictures as we found out later. Then it was through the Whittier Tunnel and on to Portage Lake. The shallow end of Turnagain Arm came into view as did the Seward Highway (AK-1). We expected to stop in Girdwood – the train schedule lists a departure time – but we just kept on trainin’ – ever so slowly. There must not have been any passengers to pickup or drop off in Girdwood today. 

As you can see on the map, the tracks hug the mountain’s edge. Be sure to check out the steep slopes capped by old glacial valleys. There are lots of avalanche scars and we understood them a lot better now than we did on the way out. Jill has a never-ending job describing former avalanches and predicting future ones. When we got to a particularly narrow and overgrown passage, the train stopped. It hadn’t been doing much more than creeping along in this stretch, so the stopping wasn’t like a screeching halt or even indicating some sort of emergency. We just sort of ground to a halt right there in the middle of nowhere. Why? Well, I sort of needed a pee, so I got up and headed down to the Men’s Room. On the way I asked someone what was going on. 

They said, “Julie is collecting flowers for her daughter’s wedding tomorrow.” 

I said, “Oh.”

They said, “See the pretty vase full she got earlier?”

Yep, there it was: A glass vase standing about three feet tall and filled with wildflowers. It was actually quite attractive – did I mention they were wildflowers? Julie was out filling another plastic bag with more. So you see, things are pretty casual up here in the North Country. Did the flower collection cause us to arrive late in Anchorage? Nope, we were actually a couple minutes ahead of schedule. I suppose skipping the stop in Girdwood made up for the flower collecting. 
Even at the slow speed, the train ride was a Rock’n’Roll experience. There was a lot more jostling and jiggling than the worst days on Clementine. In fact, as I try to read my notes it jotted down on the train, I’m reminded of my undergraduate days when I’d fall asleep while taking notes … you know, those illegible scribbles that trail off on a wiggly diagonal into the far margin. We’ve all done that, right? 

In the narrow passages, the RR and the highway occupy the only flat land between Turnagain and the bounding ridge. That allowed us a good view of the weekend traffic. It was not terrific. When we drove down a week ago Wednesday, the traffic was very light. Today, Friday, it was like I imagine LA or Atlanta to be – nearly bumper-to-bumper congestion – trucks with big boats in tow; RVs of various sizes; passenger cars loaded for bear … or, in this case, salmon. 

We shared the immediate area on the train with a family of three teenage girls, French-Canadian mother & blue-collar father. They were ALL taking pictures with various phone-cameras (kids) and big Nikon (father). I gotta say the Nikon looked out of place in his burly hands and casual dress: stretched out, gray sweatpants and sleeveless, about-to-pop-due-to-his-girth tank top. They were nice enough, but a sort of crude introduction back into the real world. 
I don’t expect any of the pictures turned out too well because they all had their flashes on and were taking pictures through very reflective glass windows. I had made that mistake on Clementine and was rewarded with a picture of a flash. They were very interested in wildlife and being totally uninhibited, they willingly shared their discoveries with all the rest of us. They saw Artic Terns, which the called sea gulls; a bear, which was more likely a moose; and a mature & immature Eagle, which the mother loudly announced: “Look, there’s an Eagle … and a young one. Later they get their yellow heads.” Yellow heads? Did I hear that correctly? Hunh? Who knew? 

They also saw Dall Sheep. Alas, we did not. But we didn’t need to because we got a running commentary: “Look, sheep … up there … I see his butt.” 

I don’t want to leave you with a negative feeling regarding our traveling companions. They really were quite refreshing. It was just the culture shock I was experiencing that made it stand out so in my mind. There were going to be many more shocks to my system as the next 24 hours unfolded. 

One shock I was feeling was SEA LEGS. I’d experienced this on our last trip, and I was very much looking forward to seeing if it happened again. It did. It’s a very strange feeling and pretty much irrational. Irrational because we were not in anything like a heavy sea. In fact, most of the time, we experienced Severe Calm. So, apparently, it doesn’t take much rolling to reset your balance system. B’n’C say they don’t get sea legs anymore, so I guess it’s something you get used to. Actually, I kind of like it except it causes me to walk around like a drunken sailor. I also experienced a rolling sensation in bed that lasted for the better part of a week after we got back. Ah, but I’m back to my landlubber self now … and looking forward to the next time.
Back to the train ride: We started seeing more and more houses as we passed through the outskirts of Anchorage. I noticed a grassy strip paralleling the RR. It was something like 50 yards wide, fairly smooth and continuous. As I followed it along, I started seeing houses lined up along the other side of the grassy strip. Then I saw small, single-engine planes parked behind the houses. They were all lined up facing the same way – one for each house. There were lots of ‘em – 20, 30, 40 – I lost count. Eventually, it dawned on me that the grassy strip was their ‘airport’ and these were commuter planes. After the shock of being so stupid wore off a bit, I started to wonder how they handle air traffic control. I mean, what happens if one plane is taking off when another is trying to land … and what about wind direction? Oh, it’s just too much to think about up here in this unique-to-me Great Land.
We had a reservation at the airport Comfort Suites and BAWB had suggested that we call to arrange for the shuttle bus to pick us up. We did that shortly after getting on the train. Unfortunately, we got a very friendly but, as we would learn later, somewhat vacant new-receptionist. I gave my name and asked to confirm our reservation. I then said we will be arriving on the Whittier-Anchorage train around 9:15 and asked if we could have the shuttle pick us up. Then came the curve ball. The receptionist said, “Sure, we’ll have someone there when you arrive. Which station will you be coming to?” Which station? I didn’t know there were different stations. As far as we know, we’ll be coming into THE station. Well, it turns out that they are GOING to be opening a new station at the airport, but currently there is only the main, downtown station. The new receptionist missed the GOING to be part and said, “If you arrive at the airport, just walk upstairs and the shuttle will be there. If you arrive at the downtown station, just call, and we’ll send Erin over to pick you up.” Okay, so much for having the shuttle waiting when we arrive – we don’t know where we’ll be … yet. No problem, it’s a nice evening; we can stand around and … talk to Gene.

The Anchorage Depot is old and, therefore, interesting. It was sort of late, so there wasn’t any hustle or bustle; we just grabbed our bags, got off the train on the track side, walked through the lobby, and come out on the road side at the pickup area. There was a full-size tour bus idling right in front of the main entrance. Some fellow passengers had cars parked in the adjoining parking lot; others were picked up by cabs, friends, or other commuter vehicles – none of which said Comfort Suites on ‘em. Now that we knew where we were, we called the nice, new receptionist and informed her of our location. She said Erin would be right over – fifteen minutes, tops. There we stood taking in the fresh evening air and the sedate skyline of Anchorage. It was really pretty pleasant – glad it wasn’t raining though.
No one was getting on the nice big bus, so after a bit, the driver got out and ambled inside the station. When he came out, he waked over to us and said, “You aren’t with a tour are you?” Nope, not a formal tour anyway. We then explained what we had been doing and what we were waiting to do. He had a nice shiny name tag with Gene engraved on it. He also spoke with a southern drawl, so I said, “You’re not from around here are you?” Well, Gene has lived in AK for nearly 40 years. However, he was originally from AL and has driven the AK Highway a few times going home to visit family. He was a military man; he’s retired and doing this bus gig just to get out of the house from time to time; he’s traveled nearly all the roads in AK; he’s done the fishing/hunting stuff. He just sort of disgorged an outline of his long and eventful life. It very interesting and served to fill the time until Erin arrived. 

Ah, Erin – a petite young woman driving a very large van with Comfort Suites emblazoned on it. She was bubbly and welcomed conversation. We described what we’d been doing the last couple weeks. She was especially interested in our taking the ferry from Whittier to Cordova. “Very few tourists get that far – to Cordova. I’m from Cordova, and we never see many tourists there.” Well, we are not your ordinary tourists, dear. We are with seasoned AK travelers who know their way around and around PWS. They dock their boat in Cordova and are planning to live there full time soon. Erin was impressed. When we got to the train ride to Anchorage part of the story and told her about the confusion over which depot we’d be arriving at, Erin said, “Oh, she’s new. The airport station isn’t open yet. I’ll have to tell her not to confuse the customers.” Erin continued with a capsule history of just about everything we passed en route. When Erin found out we were academic types, she told us that she’s working on her bachelor’s degree in business and hopes to continue on into cosmetology, which has always been her goal. Cosmetology? Okay, if that’s what makes you happy. She was just a delightful young person. Very personable and open. 

I tell you, these AK people are extremely friendly. A person could get used to this.
I never really got used to lack of civilization out on PWS – that’s not entirely a bad thing. It helped mitigate the shock I was experiencing upon my return to Anchorage. Our vivid images of the wild were being swamped by the more familiar trappings of civilization. The transition started when we got on the train and reached a climax the next day at the airport. We are back in ‘society’ with all its rumpled and grumpled excesses of copious consumption, bad nutrition, and ineffectiveness. It isn’t fair to compare these modern-day ‘conveniences’ with the clean environs and unhurried days we spent on Clementine. Some of the former is necessary so we can do the latter. Nonetheless, the rapid transition without time for necessary decompression is a bit of a shock to the system. 

Erin deposited us at the Comfort Suites entrance, we checked in, and were in the room by around eleven. After repacking our bags (why call them suitcases – we don’t have suits in them), we hit the bed. It was a HUGE bed with SIX pillows. Yo, where you at, honey?

We’d left a wake up call request for five. That would give us something like five hours of sleep. Nighty night.

Saturday 6/20/09 … Anchorage to Rochester and Naweedna … 

Of course, we woke up BEFORE the 5:00 wake up call – 4:50 actually. Anxiety is a marvelously mysterious thing. We took a quick shower, dressed, and headed down to the lobby to catch the shuttle to the terminal at 5:45. We were informed by the older, male driver that Erin wasn’t working today. He thought she had the day off to do something with her kids. Kids! Erin has kids? Who knew? She seemed so young. Oh, I suppose it would be pertinent (or impertinent) to mention that this is the Ted Stevens Anchorage International Air Port – yeah, THAT Ted Stevens. 
Our flight didn’t leave for a couple hours – we had been told to arrive an hour or two before departure and Anchorage is a very busy airport, so we opted for the two hour option. 
Hey, time for some breakfast. After breezing through security, we found ourselves in what seemed like a shopping mall. There were gobs of stores, shops, eateries and drinkeries – some open even at this hour of the morning. We settled in on a Starbucks. This was my first – and likely last – visit to a Starbucks. We nixed the coffee/tea – too long in a confined space for that – and settled in on a bagel (me) and muffin (Janie). We found a seat to enjoy our treats. I slathered on the Philly Cream Cheese and took a bite. Not what I expected. It was dry and pretty tasteless – it isn’t a good bagel if the only flavor you sense is cream cheese, right? Janie had the same reaction. So much for Starbucks … maybe the coffee’s good, but we’ll never know. 
Our fellow passengers seemed a little grumpy. Maybe it was the early hour or hassles of modern life (or both). Or maybe they were upset about the end of their vacation. Whatever, they were not the friendly, carefree people we’d become accustomed to being around. Hey, most of ‘em are not from AK in any sense other than they are about to leave for home – like us. 
Just before boarding, Janie discovered that she was missing her fleece jacket. It was black and likely got lost on the black conveyor belt at the surprisingly dark security check area. We hurried back there and spoke to a nice security guy who looked but didn’t find a black fleece jacket in the things-people-left pile. Oh well, it was old anyway. (Actually it was so brand-new it had never been worn, but Bog didn’t know that). On our way back to the gate, Janie noticed something hanging from a rail outside one of the shops. It was her jacket. Apparently, she’d dropped in on the floor; someone picked it up and hung it in a conspicuous spot hoping the owner would recognize it. It worked. 
Boarding time … all passengers on flight xxxx bound for Minneapolis board at gate yyyy. That’s us. We got in line and crammed in the plane with 175 of our new, closest friends we never want to meet. Ugh, this is civilization? The wide open spaces of the airport had been replaced by the aluminum cigar-tube of the plane – crammed in like sardines in a can. 
This was the first flight I’d ever seen a movie shown. There were little LCD screens that dropped down from overhead – not Oxygen masks. In my case, the closest one was at too high of an angle for my omni-focals; the others were too far away for my old eyes. The movie was a forgettable Renee Zellweger offering and didn’t seem to be worth watching anyway – it would have to be watched because we didn’t purchase earphones. Hey, why watch a movie? We can do that at home. There’s daylight and some marvelous scenery to look at. Wait, why is it all white down there? It can’t be snow. Oh, that’s the wing. Yep, once again we got seated just above the wing. We could only see out a narrow gap between the edges of the window and wing. We could call it W-W Viewing. Whatever, what little we could see was still pretty spectacular. That Wrangell-St Elias range is rugged and festooned with glaciers. I swear, some of them looked just like the pictures I used to show in GSci100 – they probably were.

Shortly, after some complimentary water and cookies (made in Belgium) and a little nap or two, we were over the Canadian plains. Ah, the familiar rectangular grid of roads dotted with small, round lakes – probably full of Walleye. We had an all-male flight crew. They were noticeably more efficient than any of our other flight attendants. Don’t know if that was necessarily related to their maleness – a couple seemed to be a little gender confused. I think it was more likely due to the fact that Northwest is under transition since being acquired by Delta. Everyone has to be on his/her/its toes for job security reasons, I suppose. 
As those of you who fly know, the seats are, shall we say, less than generous. We were fortunate to not have any aisle companions that were of the large body type. In fact, we were joined on both of our long flights by young to middle-aged, moderately-sized male companions. Both of them completely immersed themselves in their personal entertainment hardware: Netbook, Notebook, and the ubiquitous iPhone – or they slept like the seasoned travelers they probably were. The shorter flights from Minneapolis to Rochester were on smaller planes with only two seats on a side. Thus, in those cases, we were our own companions – like it usually is.
We arrived in Minneapolis some six hours later with a couple hours to kill before our connector to Rochester. We had sufficient time for a bite to eat. Now, where and what would it be? We’d had some time in Minneapolis on the flight out, so we were familiar with the layout. Besides, we were now seasoned travelers ourselves, so we knew the routine. First you have to find your gate and verify that the flight is still scheduled and on time. Once secure with that, you find your eatery and order up a nice meal that you can enjoy at your leisure. That was our plan. Well, we thought we remembered a nice restaurant from the trip out, but neither of us could remember its name. We scanned the directory a couple times hoping to recognize it. Nothing. Okay, let’s just pick a wing and search it for a suitable place. We settled in on the wing with our gate on it. That narrowed the field to about four restaurants. We checked ‘em all out and found that the four really reduced itself down to one: the Itasca Grill.  
We seated ourselves at one of the many empty tables and ordered up a couple of Minnesota’s state fares: Walleye platter and a BBQ sandwich special. I’m kidding about the BBQ being a state dish, but the Walleye, certainly is. The food was passable, but not quite what we’d become accustomed to at Château B’n’C. 

On the flight up, we’d notice the guys with the orange park-it-here sticks. The Itasca Grill was located on a doorway connecting to the tarmac and, it seems, frequently used by the orange-stick guys to hit the conveniently located restroom. Now who do you suppose chooses to be an orange-stick guy as a lifetime occupation? Nobody, that’s who. These were all young and very skinny young men who were obviously weather beaten and brain addled by the roar of jet engines they are exposed to on a daily basis. Nope, I don’t suppose there are many 20- or 30-year retirees from the Orange Stick guys. I give ‘em 5 years tops; then they have to move on to the USPS loading docks. Jet fumes, fickle weather, and high sound levels will leave you with dazed eyes, leathery skin, and pieces of brain trickling out your nose – and apparently an inability or lack of desire to over eat.

When we arrived in Rochester International Airport (I think that’s funny ;-), we found it literally dead – certainly compared to Minneapolis and Anchorage. The few shops were closed; there were almost no other passengers milling around; and few people waiting to meet recent arrivals. It was very, very quiet. Some of that had to do with the fact it was 10 PM, but, hey, 10 PM in Anchorage, well, that’s just another busy time. After all, it isn’t dark and the Anchorage Airport never seems to sleep day or night, light or dark. Nope, we are now in sleepy ol’ Rottenchester and it shows. 
We, along with the rest of the passengers, followed the overhead signs leading us to the baggage claim area. We all gathered around the first one we saw with a NW flight listed, although it wasn’t our exact flight number. After all, there weren’t that many planes or people, so this must be the place, right? Some of us, yeah Janie & me, took the time to check out the other baggage claim area. Only one other had a NW flight listed and it didn’t have our number either. Okay, we’ll stick with the pack. Besides, it’s down by the restroom and I have to … once inside the men’s room, I discovered a flight arrival/departure display – nice touch, don’t you think? There was our flight and the baggage claim location listed. It was the one we had all been gathered around. After finishing my business, I joined the others at the carousel #1. Shortly, a tall, thin black man dressed in an official airport uniform ambled over to our assembled group and said, “NW xxxx? Your baggage claim is down there at carousel #4.” He turned elegantly, in rhythm and pointed to the opposite end of the baggage claim area. But carousel #1 one says NW yyyy … He very calmly looked in our collective eyes and said declaratively, “Carousel #4. Down there.” 

Okay, now what. None of us could believe him, and I’d read the screen that clearly said #1. But this man so authoritatively pointed to #4. It was late, we were all tired and just wanted to get home. We collectively turned and started walking like a bunch of Zombies toward the other end even though we were certain it was wrong. Certainly this was just some sort of cruel joke for the entertainment of skeleton crew watching through the overhead security-cameras. Sure enough, shortly after arriving at #4, the bags started being pooped out of the rubber-flapped anus, sliding down the stainless steel chute to the whirling carousel swirling around very much like a flushed toilet. I looked around for the black man and saw him standing over in the corner wearing a self-satisfied smile. I think he even nodded in my direction. Yeah, you da man, dude.
We had focused our full attention on getting to this point – successfully completing the flights and collecting our baggage. It was like, once we get our bags, we’re done; we made it. Then the realization sank in. We aren’t done. We have to get our car. Fortunately, the little guy from Senegal – or wherever – that picked us up had mechanically handed me a slip of paper with our parking location on it. Janie had squirreled that away with all our other ‘important’ papers and we both completely forgot about it – until this very moment. Do you still have it? Can you find it?

Janie rummaged around in her pack and eventually pulled out this piece of paper with some unintelligible-to-us information. Geeze, I hope this gobble-de-gook means something to someone. Okay, we have the precious slip of paper, now what? We need to find the shuttle that will take us to the parking lot. Hmmm, there’s an Airport Shuttle sign above that door. We walked to the door, opened it and found ourselves standing under the roof covering the drop-off/pickup area. Not a sign for the shuttle in sight. What do we do, just stand here waiting for it to show up or what? 
Shortly, a couple we recognized from our flight came out and walked across the road to one of those bus shelters. Hmmm, wonder if that’s where the shuttle comes? As we were walking over to join them, we saw the shuttle coming. It stopped at the bus shelter and the four of us got on. Easy if you know how, right? I handed the Cameroonian – or whatever - driver the magical slip of paper and asked, “Does this mean anything to you, like where our car is or something?” He looked up at me, flashed a mouthful of pearly-white teeth and said, “Yes, sir.”
The other couple looked up and said, “Oh, do we need that paper? I think we lost ours.” Ha, who’s the seasoned traveler now? The driver said no problem, he’d find their car for them. It turns out they were in the same lot, but I don’t know how or even if they found their car because we were first to be deposited since we had the magic piece of paper. We took the transit time to talk a little bit with the other couple. They were from Honeoye Falls and were just returning from a trip to Seattle. Nice folks.

It was dark – our first darkness in two weeks – and raining. The driver pulled to a halt, turned around and looked at me. Oh, this is our car? Yes. Okay, let me tell you that this shuttle thing is amazingly efficient. When we parked here two weeks ago, there was a shuttle right on our heels. Now the driver had pulled in exactly the same spot. However, I didn’t know that, so when I got out – in the dark and rain – I was totally disoriented. We were surrounded by a sea of cars and there was no way for me to know that he had actually stopped right next to ours. In fact, the car was on the other side of the shuttle so I couldn’t see it anyway. He asked what kind of car, and by the time we got out a description, I’d gotten myself oriented. I walked to the other side of the shuttle and there it was in all its dark red glory. 

We’d cleared the last hurdle. Or had we? We threw the bags in the back and got in the car. Now what? Key in ignition, turn, it started. Good. Now I need lights … fumble, fumble … lights. Now wipers. Damn, the car wipers and RVan wipers are exactly opposite. Which is this … car … must be here … do I rotate or flick up or down? Rotate … flip, flap … wipers running. This was the first time I’d been in charge of our conveyance since parking the car two weeks ago. I was going through a mental check list of things to do: engine running, lights on, wipers flapping. Okay, we are ready for lift off. I put it in reverse and gave it some gas. Nothing. What? Did I forget to do something? The parking brake is off. Why won’t the damned thing move? I tried it again. There was a loud pop followed by a deep groan as we lurched backward. Okay, we are mobile – sort of. You see, it had been raining in Rochester nearly every day we were gone and our nice, shiny disk brakes had rusted. Once we broke the rust seal, we were good to go, though it took a little time for the flat spots in our tires to round themselves out.
Driving at night is not something I do very often. Driving at night in a pouring rain is even less common. The fact that it was late with little traffic helped a great deal. We got home around midnight, and I needed a bit of a decompression. I got myself a nice beer and we sat on the porch looking out over the dark meadow. We were home. Now what?

After thoughts …

How quickly they forget … it’s been a month since we returned. Can it be that long? Yep, sure has. The decompression is nearly complete. It is amazing how quickly the old routine comes back. We are now in full Naweedna mode. Just like the last time we returned from The Great Land, we were (un)impressed by what used to be significant local topography. When I go to get the morning paper, I take a short ride down Crossett and look out over the valley. I have a clear view of the Perry Hill and, on a clear day, I can even see the Mt Morris Dam at the north end of Letchworth SP. Now, when I look out over that terrain, I think, “That used to be impressive.” I can still faintly remember the grandeur of AK mountains, and when I look out over our valley, I can imagine the clouds being snow-capped mountains surrounding PWS. That’s a big difference and one I hope to keep in my leaky memory for as long as I can. 
Ah, but change is what vacations are all about. We changed our routine; we changed our visual impressions; we changed our underwear. Now we will change back to the more familiar, and when that becomes too much of a routine, we will change by taking another vacation. Where to next? Hmmm, haven’t been to New England for a while … stay tuned ;-)
SOLD … 
Got this from Char shortly after we returned:

Thursday, July 02, 2009 12:30 PM

After we departed Whittier, we went back to the same anchorage that we stayed in the night before, and talked about what fun we had. We got back to Cordova on Wednesday the 24th. We got a few things done on the boat, but there is still lots and lots of work to do there. Bob had an interesting discussion with Matthew and his dad. Matthew actually paid us some money — some, and not happily, but that incident is over, for them. We arrived back home on Sunday evening, the 28th. 

While we were in Cordova, our real estate person, Eva, called and asked if she could show our house.  We reminded her that we weren't finished with working on the house, that we had left in a flurry with guests, and told her to make the call whether or not to show it. Another agent in her office had clients who hadn't been able to find what they wanted, and Eva suggested Mizewell.  They looked, and they made an offer which we accepted the day we got home.  We went directly from the ferry to Eva's office. We are set to close and be out at the end of July, barring any glitches from here forward.  They don't have a house to sell and have financing arranged, so we don't see any problems, except getting the work done and the stuff out.  The buyer and the real estate people were here Tuesday evening to get a guided tour. They are a nice couple and we had quite a lot of wine and quite a lot of fun. They seemed to be very excited about the house, very complimentary about it, and that made us feel good, of course.

So, we're going to be really busy for a month! Then, we'll to back to the boat and be really busy again. I'm having the laser procedure on my eye next week, so we'll have to see about follow-ups, etc. We will rent a room from our friends Peter and Chrissy while not on the boat. After the summer, dunno. 

Off to buy more paint, pick up more boxes, pack more boxes, and more boxes, and . . . .

Love you--Char 'n' Bob

So there you have it, we were the last official visitors to stay in Mizewell. It was a good’un; there will be more, I’m sure ;-)
