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The last frontier state of Alaska is a land of re-
moteness, wilderness, wildlife and adventure. 
With such vast terrain and so much to see, it can 
be hard for first time visitors to know where to 
start. While exploring on your own by rental ve-
hicle offers maximum flexibility, countless tour 
companies offer choice itineraries, from land-
based and cruise-ship tours to adventure trips 
and fly-in lodges for sport fishing. 

Traveling solo, I opted for a “grand slam” tour 
with John Hall’s Alaska, a longstanding, family-
run business based in Minnesota. Highlighting 
iconic attractions in our nation’s largest state, the 
weeklong tour combines travel by motor coach 
on Alaska Scenic Byways, train and day cruises. In 
addition to scenery and wildlife viewing, the tour 
emphasizes the essence of Alaska and its rich cul-
tural heritage. 

Veteran tour guide John Gailey, well versed in 
Alaskan history, shares stories of the pioneering 
spirit and self-sufficient nature of Alaskans, and 
he includes a visit to Anchorage Museum and 
the Smithsonian-affiliated Arctic Studies Center. 
We learned about gold mining, fishing and sled 
dog mushing as well as the extreme challenges 
of building the Alaska Highway (opened in 1948) 
and the 800-mile-long manmade wonder — the 
Trans-Alaska Pipeline, completed in 1977. 

Beginning in Anchorage, our group of 23 tour 
participants traveled south to Prince William 
Sound and Valdez, then north to Fairbanks, loop-
ing back through Denali National Park and the 
quaint town of Talkeetna. I enjoyed being in the 
company of other travelers, while the solo experi-
ence allowed me to focus on individual interests 
and finding amazing photo opportunities. 

Highlights
» Stan Stephens Glacier and Wildlife Cruise, 

Prince William Sound
We boarded the Valdez Spirit in the port town 

of Whittier after a hearty breakfast at the Fat Mer-
maid, famous for French toast casserole and rein-

deer sausage. Prince William Sound, surrounded 
by plunging mountains, glaciers and barrier is-
lands, features scenic fjords and abundant wild-
life including whales, sea lions, otters, eagles and 
puffins. The area is regarded as largely recovered 
from the 1989 Exxon oil spill, with most indig-
enous wildlife rebounded to pre-oil-spill health. 
Our narrated cruise took us up close to the cool 
blue ice of Meares Glacier and alongside salmon 
fishing boats, as we watched the netting and intri-
cate collection process. 

» Wrangell St. Elias National Park, “crown of the 
continent”

With 13.2 million acres of wilderness, America’s 
largest national park is marked by dramatic land-
scapes and home to mammoth mountains (nine 
of the 16 highest U.S. peaks are here) and glaciers. 
Though road access is limited, a key attraction at 
the interior is the historic town of McCarthy and 
Kennecott Copper Mine, once holding the richest 
copper ore concentration in the world. The im-
pressive park visitor center is a worthy stop, offer-
ing an overview of the natural history and wood-
land hiking trails along scenic bluffs. 

» Fairbanks — a glimpse into Alaskan history
Once the hunting and fishing grounds of na-

tive Athabascan inhabitants, Fairbanks was es-
tablished in 1901 with the discovery of gold and 
later experienced a second boom as supply point 
for building the pipeline. We learned about the 
Chena River fishing and fur-trapping heritage on 
a boat excursion with the touristy but captivat-
ing Binkley’s Discovery Tour. The boat also stops 
at Trail Breaker Kennel, home of sled dog racers 
David Monson (Yukon Quest champion) and the 
late Susan Butcher, four-time winner of the Idi-
tarod. We watched a demonstration of off-season 
training, followed by a visit with the puppies and 
lunch with the Butcher/Monson family, all ac-
complished mushers.

» Denali National Park and Preserve 
Celebrating its 100th anniversary this year, De-

nali is Alaska’s best-known gem, where visitors 
come to see the famous peak, formerly called 
Mount McKinley, as well as the big five: bear, Dall 
sheep, moose, caribou and wolves. Founded in 

1917 for the conservation of wildlife, namely the 
Dall sheep, the protected parkland was expanded 
from two million to six million acres, and recent-
ly renamed Denali National Park and Preserve. 
Meaning “the great one,” Denali is the Athabas-
can name given to North America’s highest peak, 
at 20,310 feet. 

Day-trippers travel by park bus along the 
92-mile-long dirt road, and overnight visitors can 
stay in the historic gold mining district of Kantish-
na at the end of the road. Our tour included a two-
night stay at Denali Backcountry Lodge, known 
for offering a mix of nature and nurture — with 
activities ranging from yoga, blueberry picking 
and gold panning to mountain biking, hiking and 
fishing at nearby Wonder Lake. 

A dawn departure afforded the long hoped-
for views of Mount Denali (it is said that only 30 
percent of visitors to the area see the peak, often 
enshrouded in clouds). We also got a close look 
at a grizzly who rolled in a gravelly pothole and 
provided us good photo ops from the safety of our 
bus.

» Alaska Railroad — half the fun is getting there
Spectacular scenery is a given when traveling 

Alaska by train, and the stretch from Denali Visi-
tor Center to Talkeetna aboard the double decker, 
glass-domed Denali Star offers some of the best. 
A year-round railway stop, Talkeetna hails back to 
frontier days with historic log cabins, a roadhouse 
and early mining-era structures. 

Our journey ended with a stay at Talkeetna Alas-
kan Lodge, a luxury accommodation offering na-
ture trails and activities including flightseeing by 
air taxi and glacier-top landings. The grand slam 
tour provided a great introduction to the wonders 
of Alaska, and adventures such as flightseeing and 
glacier trekking, along with exploring other clas-
sic railway routes, will draw me back for another 
visit. 

In addition to discovery tours, John Hall’s of-
fers themed itineraries including Three Bears 
Tour, Klondike Gold Rush, Winter Wonders, and 
optional cruise packages. For more on tours and 
pricing, visit www.kissalaska.com
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Mount Denali in early morning. 

TOP: A trapper’s cabin at Chena Village. A grizzly scratches his back in a pothole. Moose are one of the “big 5” to see.

Alaska Railroad connects destina-
tions from the southern terminus of 
Seward as far north as Fairbanks.

Trail Breaker Kennels, home of mushers 
David Monson and the late Susan Butcher, 
four-time Iditarod champion.


