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Alaskan Adventure
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Words by John Howell

Mo other state in our great nation iz as rugged as Alaska-there's something about
the fierce nature of the land that beckons to the truly adventurezome. Around
every turn, adventure iz waiting. The farther you explore, the more vou're met
with magnificent mountain views, crystal-clear lakes and rivers, and awe-
ingpiring natural glacierz. And the countryzide iz teaming with wildlife. Sit 2til in
the woods for a =pell and you're bound to 2ee a moose, a stray wolf, or possibhy
even a bear. And no matter how prepared you may think yvou are, when vou see
one of the aforementioned critters, you can't help but be in awe (that iz, unlezs
it's a Grizzly with a nazsty dizposition, at which point vou'll forget the awe and
=tart looking to make a hasty retreat).

For thiz izzue you're holding in vour hands, Keith Mulligan (our resident photo
guru} and | decided to head north to Alaska, where the =un ghines strong
throughout the day and night. During the summer menths the sun just barely dips
belowr the horizon around 4:00 am or =0, and then it quickly pops back up. At itz
darkest hour, it's barely darker than dusk. Thiz would allow uz to ride day and
night if we wanted to.

Keith and | agreed upon a weekend tour with Alagkan ATV Adventures

(wrww .alaskaatvadventures.com) and then booked our plane ticketz. What we
didn't know was just what =ort of epic adventure we were about to embark
upaon.

Day One-Knik Glacier and Talkeetna B-25 Bomber Crazh Site

We met our guide, Tim Cook, early Friday morning, and immediatety we felt at
home with him. He 2poke with such pas=ion for the land and had such
enthusiazm for the ride ahead that we knew we were in good hands. Qur first
day of riding started just west of Anchorage, where we walked atop sections of
ancient ice at the Knik glacier. We planned to finish the day’s ride atop the
neighboring Talkeetna mountaing, where we would be 2couting out the wreckage
=ite where a B-29 bomber went down in a =torm over half a century ago.

Tim unloaded his Honda Rancher AT quads at the start point near Knik glacier.
After weaving through a network of densely wooded trailz, we dropped down
into a massive =and wash and =started riding toward our destination. Along the
way we had to croes through streams and rivers (Tim would always dizmount
and wade through the water in chest-waders to make sure it wag passable). Not
leng into the ride we had our first wildlife encounter-only this one wasnt moving.
We found a dead moos=e in the middle of a wide-open dry creek bed. "Look at the
tracks,” Tim ghouted over the hum of hiz Honda's engine. "Thiz one must have
gotten surrounded and taken down by a pack of wolves.” It reminded us that we
better watch our step along our adventure.

Five miles out from the glacier, we noticed a distinct change in the air
temperature. "That's the glacier,” =aid Tim. "We're getting closer” Az we
continued up the creek, a amall plane buzzed us, very low to the deck.
Amazinghy, he landed in the dry creek bed in front of us-yet another common
pccurrence in Alaska that simphy fascinated us.

We rode on for another ten minutes or 2o until we reached the foot of the glacier.
It was unlike anything | had ever seen. When we shut the machines off, there
was only serene silence punctuated by the popping and groaning of the
centuriez-old ice ahead. There was a heavy melt going on, which made it
impozzible to get to the baze of the ice. Luckily, we were =till able to hop about on
huge chunks of the glacier in the temporary lake in front of us. When we first
jurmped on the ice, the water around it bubbled and hizzed as the glacier chunk
would crack and hift under our feet. it wags a bit un=settling at first, because we
didnt know what it was going to do, but it was =0 exhilarating that Keith and |
continued to hop from ice floe to ice floe like little kids.

We stopped for lunch and looked out at the glacier-there couldn’t have been a
more picturezque backdrop for our meal. We then saddled up and headed back,
traveling over a whooped-out 2and wazh at 50 mph to add =ome additional
excitement to the ride. it wasnt ag if we needed any more, though-the experience
now =itting behind us was a thrill of a lifetime.

We headed up to the Talkeetna mountaing traihead to finizh our first day's ride-to
=ee the bomber zite. We started around & pm. and it was =still perfecthy light out.
Tirmn figured that by the time we wrapped up the ride, we would have been at it for
close to 17 hours. t was certainly a long day in the =addle.

Thiz ride wag congiderabhy faster. Tim must have 2ensed that Keith and | wanted
to tackle the mountain trailz with more speed-the three of uz weaved between
deep rain ruts and jagged rocks all along the trail. Keith and | would jockey for
position behind Tim, racing past each other using alternate lines up hillz and
through creek crogzings. Keith would =plash through a gtream and blast me with
water, I'd return the favor by giving my engine a few extra revs while in the mud
in front of him.

When we got to the top, our giddiness was replaced by solemn respect as we
gazed out upon the plane wreckage. Tim told us the pilot and crew were on a
miz=ion when bad weather forced them to fiy lower than uzual. If they had onhy
flowwn S0 feet higher, they would have =ailed right over the top of the mountain
and continued on northward to finizh their miszion. Instead, they clipped the
mountain and the ensuing fire raged for three days.

Az we traversed back down the mountain in gingle file, a massive rainbow =piked
out of the gathering clouds. {t was almost az if Mother Mature was 2aying,
“Welcome to Alaska-heres a little gift for the end of vour day.”

Day Two-Girdwood area

We had a conziderably subdued day of riding planned for our 2econd day (we
onhy planned to hit one area and then spend the rest of the day checking out the
local scene in town). We headed out to an area near the town of Girdwood to
look for King Salmon that were =tarting to =pawn and head upstream-theze are
the big 2uckers that can get up to 20 pounds! Tim was quick to point out that thiz
area alzo has a plentiful amount of bears, and that we should be on the lookout
for them. Now, | have never ridden in an area where | had to keep an eve out for
wildlife that could 2at me, =o | found my=elf looking around often. Any time your
guide has handguns, rifles, and shotguns with him, vou know there’s a reason.

Twenty minutes into our ride, we came to a traihead, where we dizmounted and
hiked into the water. Along the path Tim told us stories-one guch tale was about
hiz friend who iz the oldest living man in Alazka to kill a bear with hiz bare hands
(u=ing a knife, he accidentalty hit its jugular}. He reas=sured us that, in the past
few years, only a few people have been killed by bears in thiz area. Comforting
words indeed.

We got to the river after hiking down a cliff and =potted the =salmon =truggling to
get upstream. There must have been 30 or 40 fizh =sitting in one pool right before a
large waterfall. | was if they were all summoning up the energy to make the mad
dash up the raging water. Occasionalty a fizh would leap out of the water and
make a big 2plash as it fell back into the ghallow pool. We watched, waiting to
=ee if any of the fizh would make . | alzo found myself watching and waiting to
=ee if any Grizzlies would be joining us for a late afternoon snack.

Day Three-Girdwood and Gold Mines at Hatchers Pass

Tim 2aved the best for last. We started our final day with a quick ride at Girdwood
again before reaching a secret location Tim had set aside for our last ride.

At the start of the trailhead at Girdwood, Tim locked up the brakes on his quad. He
motioned for us to come up and check =omething out in the dirt alongzide him.
There was a mazssive bear track in the middle of the trail. Keith put hiz hand next
to the paw print-it was eazily three or four times the =ize of hiz hand. "That's a
big bear,” exclaimed Tim. "We'd better keep our eyes peeled.” Only two days
before, not far north of us, an older couple was killed by a Grizzhy (they had a
gun but didnt have the time to use it). B's rare for bears to attack humans, but i
vou're in their territory, vou'd better watch yvour back.

We rode cautiously, and the morning was incident free. We =aw the occasional
bear track, zome steaming piles of bear crap (Tim told us that the bear must stil
be nearby), and we =aw the occasional critter here and there. We even zaw a
mother quail with itz young fleck. They ran in front of our machinez for a while as
if they were going on the ride with us. After a minute they tucked tail into =ome
brush and flittered away.

We did a quick loop =couting for bear and moo=se, but no =uch luck. Tim then told
us of our next destination. "rm taking you to go explore abandoned gold mines at
high altitude, " he =aid. | was ready to explore the abandoned mine =hafts in the
mountainzs at Seward.

When we arrived at the base of the mountain, | was =omewhat...uninzpired. | had
=een tons of mountaing, and this didn't look too =pectacular. | couldnt 2ee what
was =0 special about this place.

After riding up =teep fireroads for the good part of a half hour, our Hondaz'
engines gasped for air. The altitude turned what started out as a leisurely third-
gear azcent into a =econd gear "looking for more power” kind of ride. Around
three-quarters of the way up, we =stopped for a quick break. When we turned
around to look at what we just rode up, words escaped my mouth that | dare not
print in thiz family magazine. Keith and | just looked at each other in shared
silence, equaltly amazed at what was sprawled out in front of us. Tim =miled and
=aid, "I didn't want to hype up thiz gpot too much...| figured I'd let it speak for
itzelf.” The view was beyond words.

We continued up the mountain to the gold mines. We stopped and learned along
the way about the Alaskan gold rugh and the life of a miner. | was all fascinating
=tuff and we were eager to check out the man-made caverns in the side of the
maountain. Equally interesting wags the change in terrain. When we started at =ea
level, it was =uper luzh and green. Az we climbed out of the tree line, around

4 000 feet, the mountain scenery changed and everything started getting really
mossy and =pongy with =parze shrubs and buzhes. Beyond that, az we got
clozer to the minez, the mountain transitioned into pure craggy rock and looge
=late.

We got to the top and Tim pointed out a emall blip on the side of a cliff. "See that?
he asked. "That used to be a house built into the side of the cliff.” We broke out a
pair of kinoculars to =ee it properly. The house was parially collapsed on the side
of thiz nearty vertical wall of rock...nearhy 10 to 15 stories up in the air Whoever
lived there and mined the rock had =ome pretty big =tones of hiz own.

Tim pointed u= around the =ide of a cliff and instructed us to "head up the hil
about 100 yards or 20 until you =ee the first mine =haft,” while he waited below.
We huffed and puffed, gasping for oxygen like our Hondaz had earlier. We made
it to the first mine. it had collapsed, but there were a few more still open above it.
We made our way up to the next one, and it was partially open. The entrance
was on itz way to collapsing-debriz littered the entrance, almost closing off the
tunnel to the outzide world. | peered inside the dark narrow passageway, but
Tir'z words rang out in rmy head: "Don't go in-they can be unzstable and | haven't
had a chance to check to =ee if they're =afe.” Maybe it was the number of
adventurous events that had already transpired, or maybe it was the look on
Keith's face =aying ™ ou're out of your mind,” but | went in anyway. | could barely
=& an old wooden timber propping up the tunnel on the inzide-that was the goal
that | had to reach. Once | made it (creeping along slowly =0 as to not disturb the
=sleeping mine), | 2lowly headed back towards daylight. 'd be tying if the thought
of thouzands of pounds of rock crushing me didn't pop into my head. A= | exited
the =haft, | smiled at Keith and =aid | could now go home feeling like a true
adventurer.

While driving back home, we aw an eagle =oaring overhead, a moo=e just chilin’
on the =ide of the highway, and even a few =stray mountain goatz. Now Alaska
was just showing off... | can honesthy say that my time up in Alaska was one of
the most adventurous ATV experiences ['ve had in my life. If you're looking to
make some life-long lasting memories yvourself, Alazka ig a tough ride to beat.

Sidebar 1
Alazka Fast Facts

Alazka i=zn't just =ome cold block of ice to the north of us. Here are a few tidbitz of
info on the 459th state that yvou may not have known (=ee, did yvou even know it
was the 45th state?).

_ In 1867 United States Secretary of State Wiliam H. Seward offered Russia
57,200,000, or two centzs per acre, for Alaska. Many Americans called the
purchaze "Seward's Foly."

_ Joe Juneau’s 1880 discovery of gold ushered in the gold rush era.

_ In 1943 Japan invaded the Aleutian lzlands, which started the One Thousand
Mile \War, the firzt battle fought on American =oil zince the Civil War.

_ Alaska officially became the 45th state on January 3, 1855,
_ Alaska accounts for 25 percent of the oil produced in the United States.
_ Mearly one-third of Alaska lies within the Arctic Circle.

_ The Ala=ka Highway was originalty built az a military supply road during VWorld
War Il.

_ The =state boasts the lowest population density in the nation.

_ Ala=ka iz a geographical marvel. When a =cale map of Alaska iz superimposed
on a map of the 42 lower states, Alaska extends from coast to coast.

_ Alaska iz the United State's largest state and iz over twice the size of Texas.
Meazuring from north to =outh the state iz approximatehy 1,400 miles long, and
measuring from east to west it is 2, 700 miles wide.

_ 17 of the 20 highest peaks in the United States are located in Alazka.

_ AL 20 320 feet above =ea level, Mi. McKinley, located in Alaska's interior, is the
highest point in Morth America.

Sidebar 2

We hooked up with Alaska ATV Adventures for our trip, but there are a few
other companies that offer guided tourg. Check out the following web sites and
=ee which one best 2uits your needs.

Alaska ATV Adventures: hitp./falazkaatvadventuresz.com

Explore Tourz: hitp/fwwow exploretourz.com

ATV Alaska: hitp:/fwrww atv-alazka.com

Alaska Outdoors: www.alaskaoutdoors.com

Princess Lodges Hotels: www princesslodges. com/denali-atv-adventure. htm
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