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How to use this ebook:

•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.

•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.

•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.

•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.

•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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Kachemak Bay and the Homer Spit
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There is something about Alaska that has always stirred the imagination. From the first migrants who crossed the Bering land bridge during the ice ages to today’s travelers escaping the madness of city life, Alaska draws people from the world over to see its wonders: dramatic mountains and immense glaciers, rivers thick with salmon, northern lights dancing across a velvety winter sky.

First-time visitors quickly discover how vast the state is, and how difficult it is to see everything in a short period of time. Instead of trying to see it all, many choose to explore Southcentral Alaska—focusing on Anchorage, Denali, and the Kenai Peninsula. This is Alaska at its most accessible and diverse.

This guide is for those Alaska travelers who are looking for a way to kayak in front of glaciers, fish for halibut on a charter boat, explore remote backcountry areas in Denali, camp high in the alpine, and watch brown bears catching salmon on a remote shore, but who also enjoy a fine Anchorage restaurant, cycling along Cook Inlet, skiing at Alyeska Resort, or staying at a luxurious bed-and-breakfast. Spend an evening in Anchorage dining on halibut tacos and sipping a craft beer from a rooftop with Mount Denali in the distance, then the next day, take a one-hour floatplane flight to a cabin where the only sounds are singing loons and droning mosquitoes.

Anchorage is the natural focal point for visiting Alaska. Fly into the international airport and use this city of 300,000 as a base to explore surrounding areas, most notably Denali National Park to the north and the Kenai Peninsula to the south.

Let this book open the doors to this truly unique, amazing, and beautiful part of Alaska. If you haven’t visited Alaska before, you’re in for a treat. If you have, you will certainly want to return.
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10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Experiencing Denali National Park, especially on a flightseeing trip from Talkeetna.
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2 Cruising past gleaming glaciers and watching for whales in Kenai Fjords National Park.
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3 Exploring artsy galleries, hip restaurants, and the busy harbor on the Homer Spit.
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4 Watching bears in Katmai National Park.
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5 Sea kayaking on Prince William Sound.
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6 Discovering Alaska’s rich past and present at the Anchorage Museum.
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7 Driving one of Alaska’s memorable road trips: Denali Highway, Seward Highway along the shore of Turnagain Arm, and mountainous Hatcher Pass.
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8 Fishing and floating the Kenai River out of Homer.
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9 Hiking Alaska’s wilderness.
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10 Exploring the quirky small towns that are the heart and soul of Alaska: rustic Talkeetna, old-timey Hope, and winter-crazed Girdwood.



Planning Your Trip

WHERE TO GO

Anchorage and Vicinity

Anchorage is home to nearly half the state’s population, an international airport, and a multitude of cultural attractions. Especially notable are the Anchorage Museum, the largest museum in the state, and the Alaska Native Heritage Center. A paved trail—popular with walkers and cyclists—skirts the city’s shoreline, and great alpine hiking is a short drive away in massive Chugach State Park.

Head south along Turnagain Arm, with its enormous tides and beluga whales, to Crow Creek Mine and Alyeska Resort in Girdwood. There’s easy access to Portage Glacier and Spencer Glacier, and a long tunnel provides access to Whittier, the base for Prince William Sound Tours that pass a multitude of glaciers.

North of Anchorage is the Matanuska-Susitna Valley, home to fast-growing Wasilla and Palmer, which hosts the big Alaska State Fair in August. Beyond lies Hatcher Pass with its pretty alpine country and historic mine buildings.

Denali National Park

Alaska’s most loved national park, Denali National Park is 175 mi (280 km) north of Anchorage. The park’s crowning jewel is 20,320-ft (6,193-m) Mount Denali. A narrow dirt road—open only to park tour buses—runs through the heart of Denali, providing opportunities to see wildlife and amazing vistas. Hop on a bus for an all-day ride into the park.

The quaint pedestrian-friendly town of Talkeetna, halfway between Anchorage and Denali, has historic buildings and fun shops, but is best known as a base for flightseeing trips to Denali, including exhilarating glacier landings.
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Beautiful Denali Highway is a challenging and remote 135-mi (217-km) route that slices east to west along the magnificent Alaska Range. Denali State Park is virtually unknown outside Alaska, but its alpine country affords alpine hikes, cozy cabins, and fine views of Mount Denali.

The Kenai Peninsula

Extending south and west from Anchorage, the Kenai Peninsula is a recreational paradise. The peninsula is dominated by Chugach National Forest, Kenai National Wildlife Refuge, and Kenai Fjords National Park. The last of these is based in Seward, where you can join boat tours within Kenai Fjords, take a guided kayak trip in Resurrection Bay, discover diving sea lions at the Alaska SeaLife Center, or hike along Exit Glacier.

Small towns dot the peninsula, including tiny Hope, an almost-ghost town with an abundance of historic log cabins, plus great hiking trails and river rafting. Kenai and Soldotna are some of the largest towns on the peninsula, but the premier destination is Homer. Here you’ll find notable lodges, fine restaurants, informative museums, and colorful art galleries, several of which can be found along the famous Homer Spit. Water-taxi across Kachemak Bay, stopping to watch thousands of seabirds at Gull Island, before heading to hiking trails within Kachemak Bay State Park.
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lupine along Kachemak Bay in Homer



KNOW BEFORE YOU GO

Summer

Alaska is primarily a summer destination, and the vast majority of its 2.7 million annual visitors travel mid-May through mid-September, with the peak in July-August. The advantages of summer travel are obvious: long days and warmer weather, not to mention the return of salmon and the emergence of bears and other wildlife. Summer has its drawbacks, though, including mosquitoes, high lodging rates, and crowded venues. Many tourist-oriented businesses are only open in peak season from Memorial Day to Labor Day.

Spring

Because of Alaska’s northern location, spring arrives late, and much of the state does not green up until mid-May. The road into Denali National Park is closed by snow until late May, and the landscape can be bleak before leaves emerge.

Fall

Fall comes early. Autumn colors (primarily yellows on the aspen, birch, and willows, with reds and oranges in alpine areas) typically peak in early September in Denali, and a week or two later in the Mat-Su Valley and Kenai Peninsula. Days shorten dramatically by October, but longer nights also make Alaska’s famous northern lights visible.

Winter

Winter visitors come to view them, and to watch such events as the Iditarod. Denali can be bitterly cold in winter, but Anchorage and points south are typically milder, especially by mid-February, as the days begin to lengthen.

Reservations

With the right planning, an Alaskan adventure can be the trip of a lifetime. Book well ahead for shuttle bus trips into Denali National Park and for lodging around the park. Many of the larger chain hotels in Anchorage provide substantial discounts if you reserve in mid-winter for the following summer. Leave some time in your schedule to relax, even if you have just a week. Do your research by reading this guide and checking out the websites of places you want to visit; Travel Alaska (www.travelalaska.com) and Alaska.org (www.alaska.org) are particularly helpful.
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Affordable Alaska

Alaska is a notoriously expensive place to visit. It’s easy to spend $300-400 a night for an Anchorage or Denali hotel, and when you add in high fuel and food prices, car rental costs, a flightseeing trip, a day of bear-viewing, and a boat tour, you’re starting to talk serious money. Fortunately, there are ways to explore Southcentral Alaska without watching your credit card explode in flames.

• Book flights well in advance and watch for bargain airfares. Anchorage is the hub of air travel to Alaska, with all the major airlines and international flights. Check Google Flights for the best deals; you can even pull up a monthly calendar of bargain rates. Alaska Travelgram (www.alaskatravelgram.com) has tips on fares to and from Alaska.

• Take buses whenever possible. Anchorage’s People Mover city buses provide inexpensive connections to the airport, and Valley Transit buses continue north into the Mat-Su Valley for just a few dollars. Private buses are a bargain, connecting most towns and cities in the region.

• Many Anchorage and Denali hotels provide free airport or train shuttles. Hotels at the entrance to Denali National Park provide inexpensive shuttles from campgrounds and RV parks to shops and restaurants. The park has a free shuttle to Mile 15 of the Park Road.

• Public campgrounds are found throughout the region, and in Anchorage. It costs just $25 to pitch a tent at Denali’s Riley Creek Campground, or you can drop $450 for a hotel room 1 mi (1.6 km) away.

• Make rental car reservations well ahead, and check Travelocity or Expedia for the best rates. Many companies offer discounts if you have a Costco or AARP card.

• Hostels offer an inexpensive lodging option. Base Camp Anchorage, Alyeska Hostel in Girdwood, the Apiary near Palmer, and Nauti Otter in Seward are all fine choices.

• Save money by cooking your own meals. Most hotels provide in-room microwaves and small refrigerators, and many also include a decent breakfast. Cabins, hostels, short-term rentals, and a few hotels have full kitchens for guests.

• Book your hotel stay well in advance for the best rates. Although most mom-and-pop outfits don’t lower their rates for advance bookings, the bigger hotels in Anchorage and Denali often offer early-bird discounts of 10 percent or more.

• Travel in the shoulder season. Lodging rates are often substantially lower if you’re willing to visit Alaska in May or September, and prices drop even more over the winter months.
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BEST OF Anchorage

The following itinerary is how to make the most of four days in Anchorage. From there, it’s easy to explore the best of what Southcentral Alaska has to offer—head north to Talkeetna and Denali National Park or south to the Kenai Peninsula. Alternatively, you may want to save your Anchorage days for the end of your trip or do a few days on both ends since Anchorage and its airport will likely be your travel hub.

Day 1

Fly into Anchorage, get a rental car, then find your hotel and settle in. Copper Whale Inn or Oscar Gill House B&B are attractive and reasonably priced downtown options.

If you’re planning on doing some outdoor excursions, check out the gear at REI, then enjoy a lunchtime sandwich, burger, salad, or rice bowl at Middle Way Café. Get oriented by heading to the Log Cabin Visitors Center downtown and nearby Alaska Public Lands Information Center. Relax on the Town Square lawn in front of the Performing Arts Center, where hanging baskets overflow with marigolds and lobelia. Enjoy a fine seafood dinner at Simon & Seafort’s and sip a nighttime cocktail as the sun arcs across the shimmering summer sky over Cook Inlet.

Day 2

Drop by Fire Island Rustic Bakeshop downtown for delicious pastries and coffee amid the plants at adjacent That Feeling Co; you’ll think you stepped into an arboretum. Spend the day exploring the Anchorage Museum and the Alaska Native Heritage Center. If you happen to be in town on a weekend, don’t miss the downtown Anchorage Market, where venders sell crafts, gifts, food, and more. Take a stroll or bike ride on the Tony Knowles Coastal Trail past picturesque Westchester Lagoon and along Cook Inlet. There are sweeping views of volcanoes and aptly named Sleeping Lady (Mount Susitna) to the west. This paved trail is readily accessible from downtown—where you can rent a bike—and continues 11 mi (18 km) to Kincaid Park.
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Eyak, Tlingit, Haida, and Tsimshian Village Site at Alaska Native Heritage Center




TOP EXPERIENCE

Top Day Hikes

With millions of acres of wild country in all directions, it’s easy to find great day hikes in Southcentral Alaska. Even Anchorage has challenging trails just a 20-minute drive from downtown.

ANCHORAGE

• Tony Knowles Coastal Trail in downtown Anchorage.

• Flattop Mountain Trail in Chugach State Park near Anchorage.

• Crow Pass Trail in Chugach State Park near Girdwood.

• Eklutna Lakeside Trail in Chugach State Park north of Anchorage.

• Turnagain Arm Trail in Chugach State Park south of Anchorage.

• Winner Creek Trail in Chugach National Forest near Girdwood.

• Portage Pass Trail in Chugach National Forest near Whittier.

• West Butte Trail on Bodenburg Butte near Palmer.

• Reed Lakes Trail at Hatcher Pass State Park north of Palmer.

DENALI

• Curry Ridge Loop Trail in Denali State Park.

• Savage Alpine Trail in Denali National Park.

• Mount Healy Overlook Trail in Denali National Park.

• Alpine Trail near Eielson Visitor Center in Denali National Park.

• Tundra country around Wonder Lake in Denali National Park (spectacular hiking but not on developed trails).

THE KENAI PENINSULA

• Palmer Creek Lakes Trail in Chugach National Forest near Hope.

• Summit Creek Trail in Chugach National Forest near Summit Lake.

• Carter Lake Trail in Chugach National Forest near Moose Pass.

• Lost Lake Trail in Chugach National Forest near Seward.

• Harding Icefield Trail in Kenai Fjords National Park near Seward.

• Slaughter Ridge Trail in Chugach National Forest near Cooper Landing.

• Russian River Falls Trail in Kenai National Wildlife Refuge near Cooper Landing.

• Saddle Trail to Grewingk Glacier in Kachemak Bay State Park near Homer.

• Grace Ridge Trail in Kachemak Bay State Park near Homer.

Helpful hiking guides for Southcentral Alaska include 50 Hikes in Alaska’s Kenai Peninsula by Taz Tally, Day Hiking Southcentral Alaska by Lisa Maloney, and Denali National Park: Guide to Hiking, Photography and Camping by Ike Waits.



Day 3

It’s a day for hiking in Chugach State Park, so stop by New Sagaya for a breakfast burrito or spam musubi, along with a Kaladi Brothers latte, pastries, and to-go lunchtime sandwiches. Head to the Glen Alps parking lot for access to Flattop Mountain Trail—a steep climb with a big reward at the end—or the easier saunter up the Powerline Pass Trail. Flattop Mountain Shuttle provides transportation from downtown if you want to leave the driving to someone else. For a very different experience in the wild, take a helicopter flight to Knik Glacier, where you can walk atop ice in this otherworldly place. You’ve probably worked up an appetite, and the ever-popular Moose’s Tooth Pub & Pizzeria is a lively place for a pizza and brew, but be prepared for a lengthy wait.
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historic mine buildings at Independence Mine Historical State Park



Day 4

Start your day with an early breakfast at Snow City Café before heading out for a full day of exploring. Drive south along scenic Turnagain Arm, famous for its bore tides, beluga whales, and cliff-traipsing mountain goats. Stop in Girdwood to pan for gold at Crow Creek Mine and pack in a hearty lunch at The Bake Shop. For adventure, ride the Mount Alyeska aerial tram to the top and take in the vistas, hike alpine paths, blast downhill on a mountain bike in the terrain park, or step out on the Veilbreaker Skybridges hundreds of feet over the canyon.

Back in Anchorage, enjoy dinner at the convivial Glacier BrewHouse. If you still have party energy, hit Chilkoot Charlie’s in Midtown or Humpy’s Great Alaskan Alehouse downtown.

Onward Travel

From Anchorage, you can travel north to Denali National Park. Going south, Prince William Sound glacier tours from Whittier are popular day trips from Anchorage, or this could be a stop on your way to the Kenai Peninsula.


Local Cuisine

Alaska is renowned for seafood, and visitors will find salmon, halibut, and crab on menus in every small town. Below are some of the best and most creative seafood places across Southcentral Alaska.

SEAFOOD RESTAURANTS

• Kinley’s Restaurant & Bar: Coconut-crusted rockfish, seared halibut cheeks, and lobster ravioli are all hits at this upscale Midtown restaurant (Anchorage).

• Inferno Boil: Alaska’s only seafood boil restaurant is best known for Dungeness crab with fiyah curry sauce (Anchorage).

• F Street Station: This tiny downtown bar is a fantastic spot for fish-and-chips and seafood specials, but you may need to share a table with others (Anchorage).

• Simon & Seafort’s: With a splendid setting overlooking Turnagain Arm, this downtown restaurant is known for Alaskan halibut, salmon, and black cod specials (Anchorage).

• Altura Bistro: One of Anchorage’s finest restaurants, Altura serves seared octopus, king crab mac and cheese, and other favorites (Anchorage).

• The Lone Chicharron Taqueria: The menu at this little downtown Seward place is simple but delicious, with handmade corn tortillas filled with rockfish, carne asada, or veggies (Seward).

• The Cookery: This acclaimed little Seward eatery serves fresh oysters, smoky fish cakes, and a delicious pan-seared halibut (Seward).

• Swell Taco: This busy little stand on the Homer Spit has a half-dozen street taco choices, including ones with grilled halibut cheeks and rockfish (Homer).

• Fresh Catch Café: Halibut fish-and-chips, scallops, and king crab are featured on the menu at this popular spot. The waterside location on the Homer Spit adds to the alure (Homer).

• Broken Oar Oyster Bar: With a big deck facing Kachemak Bay, this small café specializes in fresh Alaskan oysters and more; try the pan roast stew with shrimp and scallops (Homer).

SEAFOOD MARKETS

• 10th & M Seafoods: This is a great place to purchase fresh salmon, halibut, clams, crab, and other Alaskan specialties. They will freeze and ship anywhere (Anchorage).

• Kachemak Bay oysters: These acclaimed fresh-from-the-sea oysters can be purchased and shipped from Kachemak Shellfish Growers Co-op on the Homer Spit (Homer).

• Coal Point Seafood: Sport fishers head here to pack, flash-freeze, and ship fish directly home. The little café serves seafood chowder and oysters on the half shell (Homer).
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Destination: Denali

Denali National Park is about 240 mi (390 km) north of Anchorage, a five-hour trip by car. The best way to travel to Denali, though, is by train, where you can relax and enjoy the scenery. The Alaska Railroad runs trains from Anchorage to Denali, with stops at Wasilla and Talkeetna in between. You can take the eight-hour ride straight to Denali, but stopping for a night in Talkeetna is highly recommended.
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bull moose in Denali



Day 1

In Anchorage, head to the Alaska Railroad depot and hop on the morning Denali Star train headed north, arriving in Talkeetna three hours later. Upgrading to the luxurious double-decker GoldStar railcar costs more, but its upper level provides better views of the grand scenery along the way; the price also includes meals and alcoholic beverages. If The Mountain (Mount Denali, of course) is out, book a flightseeing trip to the park from Talkeetna Air Taxi or K2 Aviation. Flights with a landing on Ruth Glacier are particularly memorable. As an alternative, take a speedy trip up the Susitna River on Mahay’s Jet Boat Adventures or a gentle Chulitna River raft trip with Talkeetna River Guides.

Stop at the food stands next to Fairview Inn for tasty fish-and-chips, salmon burgers, and chowder, or step inside the bar for a beer and tunes. Spend the night at the appropriately named Denali Overlook Inn, with beautiful mountain views from the deck.

Day 2

Get a crepe breakfast and espresso at Conscious Coffee or a breakfast burrito from the silver Airstream trailer that houses Spinach Bread a short distance up the street. Next, explore the funky historic buildings in town, starting with Nagley’s Store, open since the 1920s, and Talkeetna Historical Museum. Then hop aboard the Denali Star once more, where you’ll arrive at Denali National Park by late afternoon. From the train depot, take the free shuttle to Grande Denali Lodge, high atop a hill facing the park. Take the free shuttle to Panorama Pizza Pub for pizzas in a fun atmosphere, with music and draft beers plus a big deck and lawn games.

Day 3

This is your day to explore Denali National Park by tour bus (private vehicles are prohibited beyond Mile 15 of the Park Road). Reservations are necessary for this adventure, and many people book months ahead to be sure of a space. If you have time before your tour, head to Denali Visitor Center to chat with a ranger, book a guided hike, check out the 3-D map and displays, and watch an informative film about the park. Buses depart from the Denali Bus Depot and stop to watch wildlife and at Toklat River and Polychrome Pass. Most buses turn around at Eielson Visitor Center (8 hours round-trip), where you’ll get an amazing view of Mount Denali if it isn’t obscured by clouds. You could also ride to Wonder Lake and back (11 long hours) or take a shorter wildlife-focused tour on one of the park’s tan buses. You’re likely to see brown bears, moose, caribou, Dall sheep, and the occasional wolf along the way.
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Alaska Railroad train at Denali National Park




Understanding the Denali Maze

Denali National Park requires considerable planning. Here are some tips to make your trip go as smoothly as possible.

• Book your shuttle bus first. These all-day tour buses fill early, so make reservations (www.reservedenali.com) as soon as you have travel dates for the park.

• Book train travel on the Alaska Railroad if you’re traveling by train from Anchorage, Seward, or Talkeetna to Denali.

• Reserve lodging in advance, especially for the peak of the season in July-August.

• Plan at least three days and nights in the Denali area. The park is an all-day drive or train ride from Anchorage (or two days if you stop in Talkeetna). The Park Road itself is an all-day ride if you want to reach Eielson Visitor Center or Wonder Lake. You’ll want downtime to explore areas around the park entrance or to camp inside the park. The Park Road has been closed beyond Mile 43 by a landslide, so access to the Eielson and Wonder Lake is not possible until summer 2027.

• Bring a big lunch, water, light jacket, camera, and binoculars on the shuttle bus ride.

• Take a natural history tour to learn more. Although shuttle bus drivers stop for wildlife, you’ll learn much more about the park by joining one of the nature tour buses. They’re a bit more expensive, but worth it.

• Reserve a campsite at one of Denali National Park’s six campgrounds. Riley Creek Campground at the entrance is open to cars and RVs, and some other campgrounds allow limited vehicle access, but three of the campgrounds are only accessible via bus.

• Backcountry campers need to plan for wilderness conditions. There are only a handful of trails within Denali; much of the country is relatively open tundra. You’ll need a backcountry permit and a reservation for a camper bus to your starting point, and you must attend a safety briefing.

• Carry bear spray on all hikes. Although brown bear attacks are extremely rare, it’s always wise to carry “bear mace” as a precaution. Talk with rangers for safety tips when hiking in bear country.

• Rent a mountain bike or e-bike if you want to really explore the Park Road. They’re available just outside the park entrance and can be carried on camper buses. Reservations are necessary, since only two bikes are allowed per bus.

• Visit in early September, when fall colors dominate the landscape and fewer travelers crowd the shuttle buses and campgrounds.

• Try for the Road Lottery. As fall comes to Denali, the Park Road is opened to private vehicles for four days in mid-September. A total of 400 cars are allowed, with the winners chosen at random. You’ll need to apply by June 30; find details at the park website (www.nps.gov/dena).



Return to Grande Denali Lodge for a second night. The lodge has dining and drinks with a wraparound view at Alpenglow Restaurant, or for something different, Moose-AKa’s serves a traditional and meaty Serbian dinner.

Denali Park Road is closed due to a landslide at Toklat River (Mile 43) until 2027. If you visit prior to this, bus tours are far more limited and do not include the most scenic parts of the park, including Polychrome Pass, Eielson, and Wonder Lake.

If you’d like to spend more time in Denali and are on a budget, plan ahead by making a reservation at one of the park’s six campgrounds, such as Riley Creek Campground or Savage River Campground.

Day 4

Start your morning with biscuits and gravy and an espresso at Black Bear Coffee House. If you’re planning on returning to Anchorage today, take the free shuttle to the sled dog demonstrations or do a short hike in the morning (try Horseshoe Lake Trail for a chance at seeing beavers). Take the noon Denali Star train south; you’ll arrive back in Anchorage that evening.

If you can spend two full days at Denali, take the shuttle bus to Savage River at Mile 15, with two of the best park trails: easy Savage River Loop Trail and more challenging Savage Alpine Trail. To explore on your own, rent a bicycle or e-bike from Bike Denali near the park entrance. Camper buses can carry bikes for access deeper into the park. For a guided adventure, float the Nenana River with one of the local rafting companies or join a flightseeing trip with one of the fixed-wing or helicopter operations near the park entrance.
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hikers along Savage River Loop Trail in Denali National Park




Bear-Viewing

Bear-viewing is a booming business in Alaska, and visitors never forget their first sighting. Most folks choose a package trip to areas where the bears have become somewhat habituated to the presence of humans—but there are more adventurous opportunities as well.

The most famous places to see and photograph brown bears are:

• Katmai National Park: World-famous Brooks Camp (907/246-3305, www.nps.gov/katm) is one of the few places where large numbers of visitors can see bears throughout summer. Activity centers on the Brooks River and particularly Brooks Falls, where those legendary bear-with-jumping-salmon photos are taken. Air taxis in Anchorage, Homer, Kenai, and Soldotna all provide floatplane flights to Naknek Lake, just a short hike from the river. (A cheaper option from Anchorage is to take an Alaska Airlines jet to King Salmon and then hop on a floatplane to Brooks Camp.) The National Park Service maintains a campground at Brooks Camp. Lodging and meals are available at Brooks Lodge (907/243-5448 or 877/708-1391, www.katmailand.com), but you’ll need to book at least a year and a half in advance; it’s so popular there’s a lottery just for the chance at a place!

• McNeil River State Game Sanctuary: One of the most renowned places to see brown bears, McNeil River is 100 mi (160 km) west of Homer and adjacent to Katmai National Park. This state sanctuary allows just 10 visitors per day to the viewing area, and the bears get extremely close. The application process is competitive, with only 10 percent of applicants getting permission to visit McNeil. It’s managed by the Alaska Department of Fish and Game (www.adfg.alaska.gov), with complete details on access and the application process at their website.

• Denali National Park is famous for its grizzly bears, visible at long distances on the open tundra. They are scattered throughout the park, but backcountry hikers are likely to encounter them.

• In addition to official areas, air-taxi operators fly out of Anchorage, Homer, Kenai, and Soldotna on daylong bear-viewing trips. Most of these head to the outer coast, landing on remote beaches within Katmai National Park and at Silver Salmon Creek and Chinitna Bay in Lake Clark National Park (907/781-2218, www.nps.gov/lacl). These once-in-a-lifetime day trips cost around $1,500 per person.
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BEST OF THE Kenai Peninsula

The Kenai Peninsula is the Alaska most people dream about. Distances are substantial: three hours from Anchorage to Seward and five hours between Homer and Anchorage. This itinerary is jam-packed, and if you want a more leisurely pace, add days to your travels, or pick either Homer or Seward rather than both destinations. Whatever you do, don’t try to drive to Homer on a day trip from Anchorage; it’s 10 long hours round-trip. You’ll be exhausted and won’t have time to see one of Alaska’s favorite destination towns.

Day 1: Anchorage to Seward

Fuel up for a long day with a big breakfast before driving south from Anchorage on the Seward Highway. This busy road skirts extraordinary Turnagain Arm for 45 mi (72 km), passing the ski town of Girdwood before beginning a long climb into the Chugach Mountains. Stop at Alaska Wildlife Conservation Center near the head of Turnagain Arm to see brown and black bears, bison, moose, and other critters up close. Turnagain Pass, at 900 ft (275 m) elevation, is the high point on your drive and a fine place to stretch your legs and take in the splendor of this mountain-rimmed subalpine valley.

Continuing south, you’ll be tempted to pull off at Summit Lake Lodge for an ice cream beside the lake and the old waterwheel in quaint Moose Pass before reaching Seward, 125 mi (200 km) from Anchorage. Take a gander at the busy boat harbor and then visit impressive Alaska SeaLife Center to watch puffins, seals, and playful sea lions up close. For luxury accommodations, stay at Salted Roots, just south of town on Lowell Point. A less expensive but equally fun alternative is one of the Nauti Otter yurts. Once you’re set for the night, head to Seward Brewing Company for burgers, pizzas, and beer, or find something spicier at Woody’s Thai Kitchen.
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Nauti Otter cabin



Day 2: Resurrection Bay and Kenai Fjords

Get a latte and check out the artwork at Resurrect Art Coffeehouse Gallery, then head to the harbor for a half-day wildlife boat tour around Resurrection Bay or an all-day Kenai Fjords National Park trip to Northwestern Fjord or Aialik Bay. The longer trips are a better deal if you want to see calving glaciers, humpback whales, and seabirds, but ocean swells are challenging for those who get seasick. Several sea kayaking companies lead day trips in Resurrection Bay, and these are a great introduction if you haven’t paddled before.

If you prefer a land option or have more time for a second day in Seward, take the 12-mi (19-km) drive north to Exit Glacier within Kenai Fjords National Park. In an hour or two you can explore the country around this fast-retreating glacier, or opt for a challenging all-day hike to Harding Icefield, a vast expanse of ice and snow cradled between high peaks. Exit Glacier Guides leads ice-climbing trips if you’re feeling adventurous. Spend a second night in Seward and treat yourself to dinner at The Cookery; you won’t go wrong with any of the small plate offerings and daily specials. The same owners run The Lone Chicharron Taqueria if you want inexpensive and tasty street tacos.

Day 3: To Homer

It’s time to leave Seward for the four-hour trek to Homer. Drive north on Seward Highway to Tern Lake, a good place to watch the arctic terns and trumpeter swans. Sterling Highway heads west from here across the Kenai Peninsula, crossing a bridge at the head of deep-blue Kenai Lake. You’ll pass through the little settlement of Cooper Landing, known for Kenai River rafting and fishing trips. Stop at Mile 55 to watch anglers stand shoulder to shoulder for “combat fishing” during the peak of the sockeye salmon run.
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trumpeter swans at Tern Lake on the Kenai Peninsula



Soldotna is a good place to stock up on groceries and supplies at the big Fred Meyer store or get a lunchtime soup and sandwich from Odie’s Deli before continuing south on the Sterling Highway. As you’re driving, look across the inlet for views of snowy mountains and active volcanoes. Forty mi (64 km) later, you reach Ninilchik, home to the historic Transfiguration of Our Lord Russian Orthodox Church, located on a dramatic hilltop facing the volcanic summit of Mount Iliamna.

It’s another hour south to the small city of Homer, where the Sterling Highway ends. That appendage you see extending halfway across the bay is Homer’s most-famous destination, 4-mi-long (6.4-km) Homer Spit. This natural peninsula of land is capped by a busy boat harbor and a cluster of shops, art galleries, restaurants, campgrounds, and lodging at the end. Two excellent Spit dinner options are Finn’s Pizza and Fresh Catch Café, but save room for a treat from Carmen’s Gelato. Spend your next two nights at Driftwood Inn or Kenai Peninsula Suites.

Day 4: Homer

After pastries and coffee from Two Sisters Bakery, walk down the street to Bishops Beach for a Kachemak Bay stroll, then to nearby Islands and Ocean Visitor Center and the Pratt Museum for excellent introductions to the area.
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sea otter in Kachemak Bay



This is a day that could go in three completely different directions (or take three days for those with more time). If you have the cash—$1,500 per person—call in advance to book an all-day bear-viewing flight from Homer to Katmai National Park. For a less expensive option, True North Adventures guides all-day sea kayaking trips, including one that combines kayaking and a hike to picture-perfect Grewingk Glacier. The third option is to join an early morning halibut and salmon fishing charter; find one through Central Charters & Tours. You’re almost certain of getting your limit, and Coal Point Seafood will process, freeze, and ship your catch. There are plenty of dining choices in Homer, including two excellent ones on the Spit: Broken Oar Oyster Bar, where fresh oysters and peel-and-eat shrimp are obvious choices, and insanely busy Swell Taco, with flavorful street tacos on handmade tortillas, plus Alaskan draft beers.


Day Cruises

One of the most enjoyable and fun ways to see Southcentral Alaska’s wild places is by boat. On-the-water tours—from half-hour water-taxi rides to 11-hour national park tours—are available in the following places. Seward and Whittier trips are primarily on large boats holding 100 or more passengers while Homer-based boats are generally smaller.

• Resurrection Bay half-day tours depart Seward with the chance to see nesting seabirds, seals, sea otters, and whales in the rich waters of Resurrection Bay.

• Kenai Fjords National Park all-day tours head out from Seward and include Resurrection Bay along with stunning tidewater glaciers and high peaks within Kenai Fjords.

• Prince William Sound tours depart Whittier daily, passing an array of glaciers; the longer version is called the 26-glacier cruise.

• Portage Glacier tours leave from a dock on Portage Lake south of Anchorage, providing a close-up view of this large glacier.

• Kachemak Bay and Gull Island tours depart Homer and include time along the noisy cliffs of Gull Island where thousands of kittiwakes and other seabirds nest.

• Seldovia tours head out from Homer, providing access to this quiet town famous for its picturesque boardwalk, fun trails, coves, and shops. Some tours spend more time on Kachemak Bay looking for whales, unusual birds, and marine life.

• Halibut Cove tours depart from Homer and include a stop at Gull Island before arriving in Halibut Cove, a quaint village with boardwalks, the Saltry Restaurant, and an art gallery.

• Susitna River trips are by speedy jet boats from Talkeetna and include natural history and Native traditions along with Mount Denali views.

• Water taxis provide access to remote hiking trails around Seward, Whittier, and Homer. These are typically speedy six-passenger boats that can also transport kayaks and bikes.

• Sea kayak trips are led by experienced companies based in Homer, Whittier, and Seward.

• Drift boat fishing trips on the Kenai River are offered by several Cooper Landing outfitters.

• White-water rafting companies operate out of Hope, Cooper Landing, Seward, Spencer Glacier, Matanuska Glacier, Talkeetna, and near the entrance to Denali National Park. These vary greatly in difficulty and length.
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tour boat looking for whales and sea lions in Kenai Fjords National Park



Day 5: Return to Anchorage via Hope

It’s a five-hour 225-mi (362-km) drive back to Anchorage, but if you get going early enough, you can still have fun along the way. Start with a best-in-Alaska bagel and espresso from The Bagel Shop before leaving. It’s an hour and a half to Soldotna, where you can grab an espresso and waffle inside the Brew@602 train car. Then drive another 93 mi (150 km) via the Sterling Highway, Seward Highway, and Hope Highway to tiny Hope, a charming old mining settlement with quaint log buildings, a funky museum, good restaurants, and spawning salmon. An easy day hike follows the shore of Turnagain Arm to Gull Rock, or you can drive high into the mountains for alpine vistas. After your detour to Hope, return to the Seward Highway for the drive back to Anchorage.


Northern Lights

One of the prime attractions for winter visitors to Alaska is the chance to see the aurora borealis—northern lights—in action. The best places are from Fairbanks northward, but Denali National Park and Talkeetna often see aurora activity, and when conditions are right, the sky lights up across the state.

WHEN TO SEE IT

Alaska’s long summer days make aurora viewing virtually impossible, so time your visit for September-mid-April. Find a place looking north without city lights or a full moon. Auroras often occur 11pm-2am, but sometimes nothing appears when peak action was predicted, while at other times the sky erupts without warning with a burst of color and motion.

Aurora activity follows the 11-year sunspot cycle, with the most recent peak in 2026. After this, activity will decrease until 2031 before increasing again. Even in low years there are still many nights with auroras, particularly in northern Alaska.

WHERE TO SEE IT

Relatively dark places near Anchorage to search for aurora action include:

• Point Woronzof

• Glen Alps Trailhead

• Eagle River Nature Center

• Girdwood

PHOTOGRAPHY TIPS

Photographing northern lights has become easier with the advent of sophisticated cell phones able to handle extremely low light. For professional images, you’ll need a camera with high ISO capabilities and a tripod. Wide-angle lenses take in a broader expanse of the sky, and a wide aperture lets in more light. Remove any filters and bring extra batteries since they fail quickly in cold weather. A good starting exposure is f/2.8 for 8 seconds at an ISO of 3200. Use manual settings rather than automatic ones, take test shots, check the histogram for exposure, and adjust as needed.

People are often surprised when their photos reveal more colors—especially reds and blues—than the naked eye, but this is because photoreceptors in our eyes cannot differentiate colors in the dark. A night sky that we see as green streaks may be filled with brilliant reds and purples visible to your camera or phone.

RESOURCES

Many websites and apps provide useful predictions and alerts, but auroras can be fickle. Helpful website include the University of Alaska’s Geophysical Institute (www.gi.alaska.edu/auroraforecast), Space Weather Live (www.spaceweatherlive.com), and the highly technical Solarham (www.solarham.net). Alaskan photographer Todd Salat’s Aurora Hunter (www.aurorahunter.com) has incredible photos.
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