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Wild and free--that was our theme for this 

adventure. Our first trip to Alaska. The plan was to 

take the Alaska ferry system as foot passengers from 

Seattle to Skagway and back. Reservations on the 

ferry take a lot of planning. Marilyn Staley secured 

the staterooms for us on Jan. 3. Since there are only 

90 rooms on the Columbia, it takes pre-planning. 
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Then there is the kindness of friends, George and 

Maxine Carter of Seattle who offered to put our car 

up for a week. Since they do not have a double car 

garage, it took a bit of maneuvering, I'm sure. 

We left Astoria at 9:30 a.m. armed with a picnic 

lunch which we enjoyed at a rest stop on I--s. 

Arrived Seattle 1:30 and drove to Carters where we 

spent the afternoon catching up on our visit Ivar's 

took them to the Captain's Table and had a 

marvelous meal with 

plenty of time to 

board at 6 p.m. 

When we stepped on 

the ferry, time not 

only stood still, it 

went back an hour. 6 

p.m. Seattle time 

became 5 pm. Alaska 

time.  

The M.V. Columbia is 

the flagship of the 

Alaska ferry system. 

It is the largest. Built 

by Lockheed,  keel 

laid in 1972 and 

launched in 1973. It is 418 feet long and 85 feet 

wide. It holds 184 standard vehicles and 971 

passengers. There are 63 officers and crew. It travels 

1,168 miles to Skagway via northbound route, and 

1,317 miles via Sitka, our return route. Total miles 

2,485 miles. 
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Maxine and George came aboard to see the state 

roam, and we all approved. We turned on the full 

moon, and started out at 7 Alaska Time. We 

explored the ship, tried to remember what each deck 

was for, and found our room # 123 was on the same 

deck as the purser, so we could always head for him 

and we were home. The room had upper and lower 

bunk, bathroom with shower, sink and closet.  

We tucked ourselves in. 

August 8 

We slept fitfully--not because of the beds, but 

because of excitement. We had breakfast at the 

snack bar where they made delicious hot mush every 

day.  One day, 7 grain cereal, then cream of wheat, 

oatmeal and Roman Meal. We ate cereal every day 

because it was so tasty. As we sailed past Vancouver 

Island. We had been back to the snack bar for hot 

rolls and coffee. This could be a real hazard--eating.  

 

There are many choices for viewing. Comfortable 

seats at the bow, like theater seats—very 

comfortable. They were the best seats in the house, 

and we found ourselves playing musical chairs to 
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work our way to the front row, where we watched 

the breathtaking scenery.  

Emerald isles, steep-walled fjords, beautiful blue 

water, rows and rows of mountains each in a 

different shade of blue and green, fish boats dotted 

around in the bays, no towns, and all day long the 

same fabulous natural beauty of the untamed land.  

By noon of the second day, we hit Queen Charlotte 

Island straits. Rough water. We were getting lunch 

when the P.A. system announced we were 

experiencing open ocean, and please do not walk 

around if you don't have to. We heard a crewman say 

it was the roughest crossing all season. 

We went on deck and watched the spray like Susan 

and I did on the little boat to Tillamook Rock 

Lighthouse. It was exciting. No feeling of nausea. In 

fact, we decided to go to the bar and have a beer. 

Why not?  

About 5 we passed Bella Bella. Went back to the 

cabin to change for dinner. This is our night for 

dining in the dining room. Have to try it once, at 

least. It was buffet night. It was $10.00 for beautiful 

buffet of baron of beef, fish soup, baked red snapper 

in a yummy sauce, mixed veggies, roll, salad bar, 

and jello for dessert. Everything included in the 

$10.00. It was very nice. We had a table for 2 by the 

window. Good deal. 

August 9 Sunday 
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slowed to a stop, and everybody watched about a 

dozen whales jumping around. 

The captain invited folks to the 'bridge to see his 

"office". Nice guy.  

Kelsey Bay 3:30. Across from Vancouver Island. 

Went across Seymour Narrows and the captain 

reminded us that is where they blasted Ripple Rock 

in 1958. We went down to see the video of it. Largest 

non-nuclear explosion ever. 

Ripple Rock was an underwater, twin-peaked 

mountain in the Seymour Narrows of the Discovery 

Passage in British Columbia, a part of the marine 

trade route from Vancouver and points north. 

Aug 14 

Arrive Seattle 6:30 Seattle time. Carters there to 

greet us and take pictures. They took us home to 

their house for a delicious breakfast, and by 10:30 we 

were on our way to Astoria in our cute little car.  

Happy, Healthy, and experienced in what Alaska 

can offer the traveler. 

Nice to be home--wonder how the kids are. 

 

 

## 
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formal dining room was called the Sea Glory. It is a 

reading day. Cloudy. Thankful our trip up was clear. 

Invited Jill to have lunch with us. 

Ketchikan. This is where you go to the misty Fiords. 

The land rises 1 inch in a year, creating new real 

estate. There are 40 miles of roads on this island--

Revilla. Since we had taken the Grayline tour on the 

way up, we took a walking trip thru town this time 

and walked to the Silver Lining Fish cannery to buy 

Maxine and George a present.  

 

Got smoked salmon. Sailed at 3:30pm. Saw Jill and 

said Goodbye Learned of a terrible accident that 

happened when we were on our walk. A helicopter 

and a float plane collided, killing 2 from the 

helicopter. We heard all the emergency vehicles. 

Since there is no way to get to the air station except 

by ferry, the ambulance had to be ferried across the 

water to get to the accident. 

August 13 

Woke up at Bella Bella at 6 a.m. Cloudy. The ship 

had their weekly fire drill--crew only. Saw videos of 

gold and glaciers. Just as the movie ended, the 

captain announced sighting of killer whales. He 

 4 

Woke up at 5. 

Showered and 

breakfasted and 

ready for our first 

port. Arrived 

Ketchikan at 8 

a.m. Off loaded 

and went directly 

to the Grayline 

Tour. $5.00 each. Good girl guide named Christine. 

She was very informative. Ketchikan has 162 inches 

of rain per year. Founded on fishing and lumber. 

Alaska loggers clear cut. No reforesting. They had 

permanent logging camps. 

Louisiana Pacific Pulp Mill next on tour. 950 

employees. Make pulp only and export it for variety 

of uses. The founding of the city is dated 1887 the 

year commerce began; though white men arrived on 

Revilla Island in 1883.  

 

The gold rush of 98 

ballooned Ketchikan’s 

population and they 

incorporated in 1900.  

They have a tidal 

range of 23 feet with 

average of 14 feet. 

Here, you take a ferry 
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to get to the airport. That is the only way you can go.   

Greater Ketchikan is 22 miles long, 3 blocks wide 

and 5 inches deep. The barometer is Deer Mountain. 

If you can't see it, it is raining, if you can see it, it is 

going to rain. The state ferries are called Blue 

Canoes, and a sourdough is anyone who has survived 

a 200 inch year's rainfall or paid a year's taxes. 

On to Bight Totem State Park. Started in 1930 by 

CCCs. A delightful path through a rainforest path to 

an area where there are replicas of totems of the 

Tlingit and Haida Indians. Poles carved from red 

cedar and painted.  

We came to a Haida clan house--the one you always 

see on the travel books. It is a real house-you can go 

into it. It has a round hole for a door.  

 

 18 

pushed, so we explored the blockhouse on top of the 

hill, cemetery, and tried to get into the Russian 

church, but couldn't. 

Since it was our anniversary, we decided to eat in 

Sitka, so we popped into a restaurant and had lunch. 

A tourist came by as we were leaving, so we asked 

them to take our picture in front of the restaurant. 

There was a sign in front that said: 

He may live without books--what is knowledge but 

grieving  

He may live without hope-what is hope but deceiving 

He may live without hope-what is passion but pining  

But where is the man who can live without dining. 

That's us. 

Took the bus back to the ferry, had a rest and set 

sail at 6:30. Went up to the recliner lounge to watch 

Jill's movies on how Alaska was obtained, and a good 

one on eagles, narrated by Attenborough. 

August 12 

Slept through the narrows. Darn. Should have 

gotten up at 3:30!  Arrived Wrangell 7:30 a.m. Went 

ashore for a few minutes. Overcast.  

Ate breakfast at the snack bar. The eating stations 

on the ship were the Snack bar was called Port of 

Call. Cocktail lounge was Gilded Garter and the 
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During World War II, army troops were stationed 

here to supply materials for Alcan Hiway. Left 

Skagway 9:30 p.m. 

August 11--Our 47th anniversary! 

C1oudy-overcast. First unfunny weather. Slow start! 

Missed breakfast. We are now sailing on the San 

Andreas Fault. Back down the Lynn Canal past 

Juneau, then the Chatham strait to peril strait, then 

down the narrows to Salisbury Sound, where we 

again felt the ocean swells.  

The ferry lands 7 miles from Sitka. You are forced to 

take a bus to town or choose a tour bus that takes to 

to town and around a little more. We took the tour 

bus. 

 

Sitka at 2 o'clock. Our driver was not the best, but 

took us to Sheldon Jackson Museum for 15 minutes. 

We needed an hour.  

Hustled thru the totem pole park, the college and 

museum and bussed down town to the Centennial 

Park where some folks saw the dancers. Seemed too 
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At the top of some totems, there is a carving of a 

man wearing a hat. On his hat there are rings, 

which designate how many potlatches he has given.  

At the potlatch, the host gives away everything he 

owns, knowing when he is invited to go to a friend's 

potlatch, he will do the same. There was a carving of 

a man with 3 rings on his hat, looking very forlorn. 

Alas, he had given his potlatches, but hadn't been 

invited back to any. His pole was bare. 

Prices are high, here, as they are/ in all Alaska. 

There is no road that goes all around the island. In 

the area there are about 15,000 people. A new mall 2 

years old boasts of a McDonald's which was well 

received. They longed for junk food. Silver Lining is 

their Josephson's canned salmon.  

Cannery workers earn $5.00 an hour. How do they 

live? A Big Boy hamburger is $6.50, fish and chips is 

$10.95. We were hungry, so went to the Landing and 

had a good waffle $7.55 plus tip.  

Jill Eckberg, Tongass National Park naturalist came 

aboard at Ketchikan. She is a marvel. Her mind is a 

book. She knows the Tongass Nat'l Park like a story, 

and tells it well. She has 73 different talks about 

everything from Eagles to Camp Grounds. Amazing 

gal. She must weigh almost 100 pounds, and every 

inch of her is professional.  
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Her first lecture was outside on the fantail. People 

gathered around her, and she carried a p.a. system 

and answered 1 million questions every day.  

Outside, on this deck, and up one deck on the 

solarium was the camp ground. 

Hundreds of young people and others pitched their 

tents on the deck, or used the deck chairs for beds. 

They are all experienced, and know how to stake out 

their spots, where they guard the chairs with a lot of 

fervor.  

We were smart—we brought our own camp stools. 

They were useful when Jill had her lectures. 

Otherwise, we kept moving around and finding seats 

both inside and on the decks. 
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the trail showed the sacrifice for gold. Horses died by 

the dozens, boats were destroyed in the water and 

the poor men made many trips across, since they 

were required to transport enough food and 

provisions for a year.  

The narrow-gauge White Pass and Yukon Route 

Railroad connects Bennett, British Columbia at the 

south end of the lake with Skagway further south 

We attended a film at the National Park building 

which was the old train station. It is a good film. 

Can't believe men would suffer like that for gold. 

 

Skagway puts out a walking tour map, but you can 

see all there is of Skagway in one glance down the 

street. There is the Arctic Brotherhood building--

most photographed building in Alaska, the Golden 

North Hotel with its large gold dome. The dome 

appears to be Russian, but it isn't. It was built by a 

carpenter from Montana to show the illiterate 

visitors where the hotel was located.  
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room until 111 was ready for us. 111 is smaller, 

farther forward, and the window was to a part of the 

deck that held lines, so no passengers could travel on 

the deck outside our window. It’s 1141 miles from 

Seattle. 

 

Skagway reminded me of Virginia City. A little 

hokey, but we joined in the spirit and had a beer at 

the Red Onion Saloon. It was hot, and dusty.  

The town has 600 population. Most of them work in 

gift shops it seemed. They concentrate on the gold 

rush image with wooden sidewalks and false-front 

buildings. It is the spot marking the Klondike Gold 

Rush and the Chilkoot and White Pass trails to 

Dawson City. From Skagway, the path led over the 

Coast Mountains to Lake Bennett about 40 miles.  

Lake Bennett was the beginning of a system of 

interconnecting lakes and rivers that would float 

prospectors to Dawson on the Yukon. In winter, 

steps were chopped in the snow and the image of the 

long black line of prospectors trudging single file up 
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Jill said The Tongass National Park is the largest in 

the U.S. The forest is 65% hemlock and has Sitka 

spruce. Prince of Wales Island is the 3rd largest 

island in the U.S. They participate in animal 

exchanges. Elk from Jewell Elk Preserve have been 

transplanted to the Tongass, but only 28 out of 40 

have survived. 

Wrangell is the next 

town. We arrived at 5 

and left at 7:30. It is 

the gateway to the 

Stikine river country. 

Near the mouth of the 

Stikine R. is a ledge 

of garnet. It is the 

property of the Boy 

Scouts, and children are allowed to remove the 

garnets and sell them to tourists.  

We took the walking tour, by making our way up to 

the museum. This is the first modern school house 
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which they built in 1906. It is small, but has a 

considerable amount of Indian basketry and is noted 

for its petroglyphs. 

People could make rubbings of them, and this 

seemed to be the chief thing to do in Wrangell. It 

was hot. After doing the museum, we headed down 

town for ice cream, which we found along with fellow 

travelers.  

They just happened to be the farmers from Whidbey 

Island that were driven off their farm because of St. 

Michelle winery developed the loganberry liquor 

winery. 

Now--comes one of the most thrilling parts of the 

voyage, Wrangell Narrows. It is between Wrangell 

and Petersburg.  

 

It is 22  miles long, and within those 22 miles, there 

are 73 aids to navigation. It looks like an obstacle 

course of red and green lights. It seemed as though 

we were always turning, and sometimes it seemed as 

though the stern and bow were out of the channel.  
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a time to drink it in. It was a precious experience. 

The Presbyterian chapel was built in 1958. We loved 

it. Left Auke Bay at 9 a.m. 

Next stop--Haines via Lynn Canal.  

Haines means end of the route. Jill told of seeing 714 

eagles at one time out at an eagle preserve. We saw 

a few, but never very many at once.  

 

We didn't dock at Haines proper. Our dock was a few 

miles away. We arrived at 1 p.m. and sailed at 1:30, 

so there was no time to off load. Although they say 

Haines is the connection to the hiway, Haines 

Junction is yet 159 miles away. If you want to drive 

from Haines to Skagway, it is 350 miles. 

Skagway at 3:30. 

This is the turnaround spot for us. Sorry to get here, 

but we had some time in Skagway to explore. Since 

we were to transfer from state room 123 to 111, we 

had to pack up everything and put it all in a storage 
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the largest city in North America in area. It is 3108 

square miles. 25,000 population. The State-owned 

ferry is called the Alaska Marine Highway System 

(AMHS). Juneau is one of only four state capitals not 

served by an interstate highway.  

Our guide told us the state tree is Sitka spruce, state 

fish is salmon, gem is jade, mineral is gold, flower is 

Forget-Me-Not and the bird is the Ptarmigan. The 

University of Alaska is in Auke Lake area.  

It is a dreamy setting for a college campus with little 

Auke Lake right there.  

We drove thru the campus--all buildings blend in to 

the natural setting--but the climax of the trip was a 

stop at the Chapel by the Lake.  

 

It is a log cabin, built of 48 foot spruce logs and hand 

split shakes with a belfry, but when you step in, it is 

like you are in the most heavenly spot in the world.  

The varnished logs frame a perfect view of Auke 

Lake, and the fire weed was blooming and it formed 

the lower border of the scene. We sat on the pews for 
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We were up front or on deck the whole time. 

Fascinated with the expert navigational skills of our 

captain and his men. He announced that with the 

low tine, there would be only 6 feet of water under 

the keel. 

The average width is 2 mile, but in some places it 

was about as wide as a football field. The tide meets 

in the middle. It comes in from both ends.  Aha! 

Those fancy cruise ships can't negotiate these 

narrows. That is a plus for our ferry system. Hooray 

for us! There are 70 shipwrecks along here, though. 

Did you wonder about changing the light bulbs on 

the navigational aids?  They install 6 bulbs in series, 

so if one burns out, the next one comes on.  

Down on a lower deck (no passengers), 2 men were 

stationed who were the bow watch. They 

communicate with the bridge by voice--don't have to 

use machines. They even could throw the anchor if 

necessary. We traveled about 10 knots.  
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Since it is light later in Alaska, we were able to 

watch this phenomenon until we arrived at 

Petersburg at 10 p.m. We didn't get off at 

Petersburg. 

Aug. 10 

Woke up at 5am to get ready for Juneau. Arrived at 

6:30 at Auke Bay. Cruise ships dock at Juneau, but 

state ferries go to Auke Bay. This is where we were 

to call Margaret Fitch at Lena Cove. We did. It was 

earlier than she expected, and was in bed. We urged 

her not to get up, and we hurried out to the parking 

lot at the terminals and got aboard the Grayline 

Bus. Most everybody else went on the city bus. I 

guess it was cheaper. Anyway, Sam and I were the 

only tourists on the big 50 passenger bus with a 

private escorted tour of Auke Bay. $8.00.  

 

He took us to Mendenhall Glacier, escorted us all 

around the walkways by the visitor information 
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station. He told us Mendenhall is a 12 mile river of 

ice that descends to sea level from a 1500 square 

mile ice field in the Coast mountains behind Juneau. 

It is 13 miles north of Juneau.  

It was formed during the Little Ice Age of the 17th 

and 18th centuries. It has retreated 4 miles in the 

last 230 years. Ice bergs were floating in the lake, as 

they crack off the glacier. Glaciers are blue because 

of enormous pressure.  

There are 38 glaciers in the Juneau ice field. 

Mendenhall is the most accessible. It is 12 x 150 feet 

x 12 miles. It takes ice 150 years to go from top to 

bottom. 

Steep Creek near the glacier parking lot is a good 

place to see spawning salmon, and we stopped the 

bus and watched the show. Just like Big Creek but a 

lot closer to the fish.  

 

Our driver was a honey. Fellow from Seattle who 

drives for Grayline in the summer. When asked 

about the Alaska flag, he recited a long poem about 

it---8 gold stars in the shape of the Big Dipper on a 

blue field.  

Then he sang us a little song about Alaska, and told 

us Auke Lake means little lake in Indian. Juneau is 




