The Alaskan Cold Rush

By MARIE P. GRADY

Somewhere in the hustle and bustle that is Pike Place Market in Seattle, where the sweet perfume of fresh lilies mixes with the pungent aroma of fresh Alaskan king salmon on ice, is a presage of the journey to come.

Earth and ocean. Flowers and frost. Alaska. The final frontier.

My Alaskan journey begins and ends in Seattle, a city which is home to both the 605-foot Space Needle built for the 1962 World’s Fair and the century-old waterfront market.  On the day before our seven-day cruise to Alaska, Pike Place offers all sorts of sustenance - from Washington state donut peaches - the most succulent fruit in the Northwest -  to something called "affirmation bracelets.''

One says this: "Let Go. Let God.''

Sailing past the majestic peaks of Alaska on this Royal Carribean cruise, I don't need a bracelet to let go and experience the majesty. It was Alaska's gold that first drew tens of thousands of settlers a little more than a century ago.

But long after the gold rush ended, the cold rush is still drawing tens of thousands of tourists. Alaska Airlines is trying to draw more Latino visitors, but judging from the numbers of excited "Miras'' I hear on the boat as the latest scenic vista unfolds, it seems that many have already discovered the allure of Alaska.

This cruise is among at least eight I have taken over the years, many to the Caribbean with some of the same friends I have vacationed with off and on for over 20 years. Not long into the trip, I earn the nickname "Houdini'' for a habit that has exasperated my mother since I was a child and which caused one man to say that the song “She’s Like the Wind’’ was written for me.

I tend to just disappear from the crowd, but the reality is I am often lingering in the moment of something that has captured me. Or, I am trying to capture it on film, which is never as good as being captured by an image in the first place. And on a cruise to Alaska, there are a thousand such moments, as stunning scenery literally floats into view every minute.
Our journey to Alaska is easily the most expensive vacation I have ever taken. Between the cruise, an upgrade to a shared balcony room, $700 worth of excursions, airfare and spending money, the cost exceeds $3,500. I initially balked at taking the trip because it was being planned at a time when I had ended a career as a newspaper executive and before I took on two other challenges - becoming literacy coordinator for Hampden County and entering law school full time.

Then I realized that Alaska was on that eternal "to do'' list. That list of things you wish you hade done decades from now when life is not only uncertain but is actually fleeting before your very eyes. 

During this trip I can cross off other things on that to-do list, such as, flying a helicopter into a glacier for a dog sled ride in Juneau; watching an orca whale take a majestic dive into the waters off Prince Rupert Island in British Columbia, and taking a train ride around hairpin turns 3,000 feet above sea level on the border between Skagway, Alaska, and Canada.

Then there's hoisting a few red ales at a bar called The Red Onion in Skagway, which was converted from a bordello that entertained miners lusting for Klondike gold. We skip a 15-minute tour for $5 of the 10 tiny rooms above the bar where the entertainment once took place. Let's face it, 15 minutes is never enough, but the history of the place inspires me to buy a book called "The Good Time Girls'' at a nearby newstand.

While short on the salacious details of the goings on at the Red Onion, it is an excellent history of the hardy souls who battled Arctic winters in search of Klondike gold and the women who mined the miners.

But back to the helicopter ride into the glacier. The Mendenhall Glacier in Juneau is among some 5,000 glaciers in Alaska, a state which is also home to 17 of the 20  tallest peaks in the continental U.S. Bigger than the state of Rhode Island, the glacier encompasses snow and ice over 4,500 feet thick in places. The glacier stretches 13 miles down to Mendenhall Lake, where its face is electric blue. It takes 200 years for this remnant of the Little Ice Age to shed some of its frosty flesh into the lake 4,500 feet below.

As our helicopter rounds the snow-covered mountain peaks, I remember the tragic headlines that greeted us as we departed from Boston just a few days before. Two couples with ties to my hometown – Worcester, Mass., -  had died in a rare plane crash on a similar sightseeing tour just a week before in Alaska. I say a prayer for them as a little camp with what appears to be tiny houses comes into view. They are dog houses that shelter 300 Alaskan huskies who yelp their welcome as we touch down and negotiate the snowy ground in the knee high boots we are outfitted with before the journey.

Under the supervision of a young guide named Mariah, we are soon off on the ride of a lifetime as dogs with names like Pete and Tuna race into the snow. Although I am bundled up in a leather jacket and hat, I am not cold on this mountain, where dozens of guides like Mariah live for four months a year inbetween racing the dogs. This time of year in Alaska temperatures are generally in the 60s and daylight lasts 16 to 18 hours, although we are told that this relatively clear day is the best weather they’ve had in weeks.

The dogs not only are racing fiends who seem to itch at the chance to run, but also are gentle pups who offer up kisses to their customers. Mariah and an Alaskan Huskie named Cupid let us hold some of the dog's puppies. Holding a tiny little Huskie in my hands, I can think of yet another career change - Alaskan Huskie handler. Yeah. I could dig this.

Juneau, which is home to about 30,000 people, is the capital of Alaska, which was sold to the U.S. by the Russians in 1867 for a little more than $7 million, or about 2 cents an acre. Juneau is also home to the Alaska State Museum, which has some 27,000 objects on display, many from Alaska's native populations, including Athabascan, Aleut, Inuptias and the Yup'ik tribes. Alaska was first populated over 10,000 years ago by tribes which crossed the Bering Land Bridge from Siberia, but it was also explored by Spaniards in the 1600s who harvested its rich timber.

Today the state is nearly 70 percent white while 16 percent are native Alaskans or American Indians. A little more than 5 percent of the people here are Latino with another 4.5 percent Asian and under 4 percent black. While Alaska’s population grew by nearly 7 percent from 2000 to 2006, just 1.1 people live in every square mile compared to 4, 737 in Springfield, Mass.
Juneau was built during the gold rush of 1880, but The Klondike Gold Rush of 1896 brought 100,000 more gold diggers, mostly men. Many perished trying to climb the icy mountains that separated them from Klondike gold, so an engineer named Michael James Heney, son of Irish immigrants who settled in Ontario, decided to do what was thought impossible: Build a narrow gauge railroad that climbs more than 3,000 feet above sea level between Skagway, Alaska, and Yukon Territory in Canada.
Our trip on the White Pass and Yukon Route railway offers up stunning scenery and hair-raising drops to the icy river rapids below. But a boat trip the next day through the narrow passage of Tracy Arm Fjord offers even closer encounters with the ice, which literally falls from two glaciers into the ocean around the ship.

Unfortunately, a blast of fog, icy air and fatigue sends me running for the covers when we awake at 6 a.m. before the ship stops to allow us to see the glaciers spitting out the ice. The motion of the boat moving wakes me up and I realize I have slept through the excitement despite an apparent wakeup attempt by my roommate, who says I grumbled when told that all I had to do was “roll over’’ to see the glacier from our balcony.

Oh well. As I snap a seal lounging on a floating piece of ice, and get snapped by a ship photographer - in all of my lack of morning glory - I realize the sights I have seen make up for the mountain with its icy base.

Despite travel guides which promise abundant wildlife sightings, the seal is the only wild thing I have seen, unless you count the image that greets me in the mirror each morning. It looks like a group of Rastafarian hair dressers have been braiding and unbraiding my curly hair all night, which displays bizarre peaks in every direction. Maybe it’s the salty air blowing in from the balcony.

This voyage will also take us to British Columbia and it is there, on a whale watch excursion, that I am captivated again, so much so that I stand outside on the enclosed ship's open-air stern for the entire four-hour trip. We see some hump back whales who are gliding in and out of the ocean, but it is the orcas who put on a real show, jumping into the air and diving before surfacing again, sometimes backwards, as if to say: "Bet you wish you could do this.''

As the ship sets sail for Seattle, we have traveled more than 1,000 nautical miles and taken planes, trains, helicopters and automobiles to see the wonders of Alaska. It is possible to do this trip for far less than what I paid, but a balcony room on the ship - which cost double a stateroom - seems absolutely essential to drink in the scenery on this journey.

And the excursions into the frosty frontier allow an up-close experience of this state's real gold, the treasures of nature.

Let Go. Let God.

I've done both on this journey, and it's been the trip of a lifetime.

