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North to Alaska:  A Travelogue Wherein Scott McGee and I Motor from Portland, OR to Anchorage, AK.  April 2002
Day 1: Portland, OR to Cache Creek, BC
We left Debbie’s driveway at 9:50 am and headed up I-5 past Seattle and Bellingham and on to the border.  We were driving Scott’s 1986 Toyota van, which was packed from the floor to the ceiling. 

Customs was a little tenser than the last time either of us crossed into Canada, the effect of 9-11 no doubt.  Everyone was packing a side arm and wore a full length flak jacket.  Not much smiling going on, but we did manage to get a grin out of both of the gals we talked to.  Scott’s worse fear was that we would have to unpack the van, but that never happened.  We charmed our way over the border.  Some kid driving a brand new pickup wasn’t so lucky.  He was getting the third degree, as there seemed to be a little question about who owned the truck he was driving.  Better him than us.
Digression:  No road trip to Alaska would be complete without a copy of The Milepost, and of course, we had one, a 1995 edition.  And what, you might ask, is The Milepost?  To quote from the front cover of our book, it is “the bible of North Country travel, with mile-by-mile logs and detailed maps of all Northern highways.  Ferries and cruise ships, including Alaska State Ferry schedules and the Inside Passage.  Trip planning help, the best guide to food, gas, camping and lodging, what to see and do, on every road and in every town.  The Only All-The-North Travel Guide.”  And this doesn’t begin to do the book justice.  Where else could you be informed of every turnout, whether it is paved or graveled, and if it has a trash can?  The book covers Alaska, British Columbia, Yukon Territory, North West Territories, and Alberta.  It is approximately 8.5” by 11” in size and is an inch thick.  Our copy is now well worn.
The area north of the border consists of broad green valleys, flanked by steep, forested mountains, topped with snow caps.  We spent a lot of time driving along the Fraser River, which is billed as the best whitewater in Canada.  We must have missed something, as we only saw a couple of whitecaps.  As we went further north and away from the coast, the country gave way to semiarid high desert valleys.  The valleys were spotted with vineyards.

We pulled into Cache Creek (population 1200, elevation 1508 ft) at 7:00 pm and spent the night there.  We soon developed a theory that any town in which the population exceeded the elevation was a good place to eat and stay.  When the elevation exceeded the population, things were not so good.  Cache Creek fit the theory, being a small grubby town.  (We learned the next day that the folks in Prince George refer to it as Trash Creek.)  Our first try at a motel was rejected by both Scott and me.  It was musty, dark and old.  Both the desk clerk and the room reminded us of the Bates Motel.  Moving right along, we stopped at the newest motel in town, the Bear Claw Lodge, a log building that contained a restaurant.  And new it was.  We asked for a martini before dinner and were informed that we would have to make it ourselves.  No problem, except that when we looked over the bar, there was no vermouth and only rot gut gin.  We settled for wine with our meal.  

To Be Continued…
Day 2: Cache Creek, BC to Chetwynd, BC
Departed Cache Creek at 7:40 am.  Breakfast consisted of coffee and a muffin, which became our routine, not wanting to take time for a sit-down breakfast.  The night before at dinner, we noted that the water was heavy with sulfur.  The only thing worse than the water, is coffee made with it.  Scott allowed that it was the worst coffee he had ever had.  

At the coffee shop, we had our first encounter with currency exchange.  Up to this point, I’d used a credit card, as I had no Canadian money with me.  Not wanting to use a card for a small purchase like coffee and muffins, I pulled out a US twenty.  The clerk’s face dropped.  She turned and yelled over her shoulder, “Mabel, they have American money.  Can you come up here?”  I volunteered to use a credit card, so she called Mabel off.  It seems the clerk had partied too hard the night before and was feeling the effects.  On top of that, her boy friend wouldn’t let her sleep, so she punched him out.  With an aching head and an aching fist, having to deal with American money was just too much for her.
Digression:  Currency exchange.  While we were on the road, the exchange rate averaged $C1.57 to the US dollar  Given the exchange rate, the trip was a bargain.  Gasoline was the only exception, and it wasn’t bad.  After running the math to get liters to gallons and factoring in the exchange rate, gas went for about $US1.60 per gallon.
The area north of Cache Creek reminded us of the country around Challis, Idaho…semi arid valleys with timbered mountains.  The only difference was that the valleys north of Cache Creek had lots of vineyards.  Further north, the drive changed to the experience one gets driving through Island Park, ID…a wall of evergreen trees on both sides of the road.

About 10:00 am, having been unable to drink much of the Cache Creek coffee, we were both feeling the need for some caffeine.  The town of Quesnel was big enough to have both a McDonald’s and Walmart side by side (they’re everywhere, they’re everywhere).  McDonald’s didn’t take credit cards, so it’s back to the US cash routine.  No problem.  The clerk punches the correct button on the computer and we get our change back in Canadian money.  (Canada has replaced the one and two dollar bills with coins.)
At 1:00 pm we pulled into Prince George (population 80,000, elevation 1868 ft.) to gas up and get some lunch.  As we pull up to the first traffic light, the dashboard on the van lights up like a Christmas tree.  Electrical problem!  We limp to the nearest service station, gas up, and as expected, find that the van won’t start.  That’s the bad news.  The good news is that Prince George has a Toyota dealership.  (Really good news, as the next dealer was 980 miles up the road in Whitehorse, Yukon Territory.)  Half an hour later after being towed in, the van is in the shop and we are off for some lunch.  Three hours later we are ready to go.  (The alternator brushes were shot, and the hardest part of the repair is getting to the engine, which is under the passenger compartment. Not one of Toyota’s better design features, which probably explains why they only made that van for a few years.)
Having been unable to get a martini the night before in Cache Creek, we located a State Store and bought our own fixings.  In the same shopping center, we found an espresso shop and tanked up.  Life is good, given that three hours before we didn’t know what was wrong with the van and when we would be on the road again.

Diversion:  There were two possible routes out of Prince George, one due north to Chetwynd, which eventually picks up the Alaska Highway.  The other, the Cassiar Highway, bears northwest and cuts a hundred plus miles from the trip.  Scott drove this route several years ago and remembers it as being very scenic and very rough.  We called the local detachment of the RCMP and were advised against taking it.  So we didn’t.  (Or to quote C. W. McCall, “If you’ve never driven Black Bear Road before, you’d be better off to stay in bed and sleep late.”)
Alaska Highway, some historical information:  The road runs from Great Falls, MT to Fairbanks, AK.  It was built in response to the bombing of Pearl Harbor.  The US built and funded the Canadian portion, and Canada maintains their portion today.  The road was built in eight months!  We couldn’t even get the paperwork done in eight months today. (I’d guess that some existing roads were used on the Great Falls end.)  It is 2355 miles from Great Falls to Fairbanks.
When the highway was built through Canada, Canada was still using miles, and didn’t change to kilometers until the mid 1970s.  As a result, many of the historical points along the construction of the highway still bear the original distance designations in miles.  Today in Canada, all distances are in kilometers and as long as one remembers to multiply by 0.6 to get miles, all is well.  At the end of one of the longer days, we see the distance marker that says 200km to the next town.  Briefly forgetting the units, “Scott and I say in unison, “Oh man, it can’t be that far.”  Then we remembered…multiply, multiply.
Moving on, we head north toward Chetwynd.  We go over Pine Pass, which has a small ski hill.  Also today, we pick up snow on the ground and are never free of snow for the remainder of the trip.  Although so far, the roads have been clear all the way.  We saw our one and only moose today, which was a disappointment, as we expected to see lots of them.  One can see more moose in residential Anchorage in a day than we saw in a week on the road.
We hit Cheywynd, BC (population 3000, elevation 2017 feet) at 7:40 pm.  The population exceeding the elevation meant we had more than one motel and restaurant to choose from.  We ate at a low key sports pub and watched a game in the Stanley Cup playoffs.  

To be continued on Day 3…

Day 3: Chetwynd, BC to Watson Lake, YT
We departed Chetwynd at 7:00 am, coffee and muffins in hand.  We took the Hudson Hope Cutoff, saving about half an hour and avoiding Dawson Creek and Fort St. John.  It was a scenic drive along the Peace River, and we saw 30 to 40 mule deer.  That really improved our wildlife count, as up to this point we had seen one moose and one pine squirrel.  

After picking up the Alaska Highway just west of Fort St. John, we made good time on lots of long, straight highway.  Today we met our only RCMP vehicle on the entire trip, and she was heading east as fast as we were west.  We were 15 mph over the limit and driving without our headlights on, a violation of BC law as we discovered upon a closer reading of The Milepost.   She never gave us a second thought. 
We met our first less-than-friendly Canadian today.  We stopped for gas at a nice lodge, and it was obvious that we were an imposition to the attendant.  To her credit, she and her husband were winter caretakers at the lodge, which didn’t open for a few more weeks.  Given the short days and the fact that the average January temperature in this part of BC is -15*F, I’d probable be grouchy too if I had to spend a winter there.

We saw a small avalanche in progress as we drove along the Toad River.  Not too surprising, as it appeared that the road was covered by avalanches or washed out by spring runoff on a regular basis.    

Observation:  Canadians, Scott and I observed, are friendlier than Americans.  The restrooms are cleaner, and there was always hot water. ( See above comment re temperature.)

Gasoline:  When we started the trip, our goal was to find the best price for gas.  Today our goal changed to finding gas at any price.  Many places didn’t open until May 1, and we were a couple of weeks early.   
Frost heaves: This country (and Alaska) has frost heaves.  They are big but generally well marked.  On one of the unmarked ones, we caught air.  And several rigs had bottomed out judging from the deep gouges in the asphalt.  No surprise, however.  Quoting again from The Milepost: The Alaska Highway is a 2-lane highway that winds and rolls across the wilderness.  There are sections of road with no centerline and stretches of narrow highway with little or no shoulder.  Dust and mud may be a problem.  Flying gravel is still a problem.  There are many sections of hardtop with loose gravel and gravel breaks along the highway.  
We arrived at Watson Lake (population 1700, elevation 2265 ft) at 6:40 pm.  Our impression was that Watson Lake was the Bates Motel of towns.  We stayed at the Gateway Motel, complete with a pizza shop attached, and no extra charge for the marijuana smoke in the hallways.  The waitress forgot to place the order for the people behind us, so we had lots of time to chat with them.  They were a husband and wife from Soldotna, AK.  He had lost his job, so they decided to take a road trip to the lower 48.  While in Arkansas, they found a stud horse they liked and were pulling it back to Alaska.  We hoped to catch up with them the next evening in Beaver Creek, but they never showed.  
To be continued on Day 4…

Day 4: Watson Lake, YT to Beaver Creek, YT
We departed Watson Lake at 6:50 am.  We were getting too efficient, as nothing was open where we could get coffee.  We had lunch at Whitehorse, YT, a town of 22,000.  Seventy percent of the population of the Yukon Territory lives in the greater Whitehorse area, which makes Idaho Falls more populated than the entire Yukon Territory.  

The town got its name from early explorers who thought the rapids on the Yukon River looked like the mane on a white horse.  The area’s history is closely tied to the gold rush.  After leaving the Yukon Territory, the Yukon River runs all the way across Alaska and empties into the Bering Sea.  River steamers made the entire trip from the Bering Sea to Whitehorse in the early days.  Whitehorse is an area we would like to spend more time exploring.  
We added to our wildlife tally today, seeing bighorn sheep on the side of …you guessed it, Sheep Mountain. Further up the road we saw a herd of free ranging bison.  We stopped for a better look and a photo.  That is when we saw the tags in their ears.  Domestic bison! 

One hundred miles from Whitehorse, we arrive at Haines Junction.  The road splits and goes north and south.  (It can’t go any further west, as directly to the west of Haines Junction is the St. Elias Mountain Range, tall, steep, glaciated, and totally covered with snow.)  Turning south, the road leads to Haines, AK, where, had we been able to book passage on an Alaska State Ferry, we would have disembarked.  At Haines Junction we turned north toward Beaver Creek, and the border.  With any luck this afternoon, we might even make Tok, AK today, which would put us into Anchorage around tomorrow.
But Tok was not to be today.  Shortly after turning north at Haines Junction, we picked up snow flurries.  Further along we hit slushy snow and miles of unpaved road under construction.  At one of the construction sites, we had to wait for a pilot car.  The flag lady at the stopping point got our award for the most unpleasant person we met in five days of traveling.  She really needs to consider a line of work that removes her from human contact.  

The further we drove, the worse the storm got.  The road was snow packed and slick, a driving wind was coming out of the west, and the visibility was nil.  This went on for two or three hours.   Our goal of reaching Tok soon gave way to staying out of the ditch and getting to Beaver Creek before everything shut down.

Eventually (it seemed like a lifetime) the lights of Beaver Creek shown ahead.  The Milepost said we would have three motels to choose from, but that was based on our arriving in the summer.  Only one motel, the 1202 Motor Inn, was open and it was doing a land office business.  (1202, as in Historic Milepost 1202 from Dawson Creek, BC.)  It was a typical North Country establishment.  The main desk and the souvenirs were in the middle of the building.  To the left were the restaurant and the lounge.  To the right was the general store.  The gas pumps were out front.  It was truly one-stop shopping.  The place was open 24x7.  The owner was a hoot and his daughter was cute.
By the time we registered and moved into our room, the storm was abating, and a cold front was moving in.  Scott wondered aloud if he had enough antifreeze in the van, the vehicle having spent its entire life in Boise and Portland, where one didn’t worry about antifreeze levels.  “Scott,” I said, “You really could have waited one more day before making that observation.”

We had our martinis and watched the news, which always came out of Seattle, or an All-Canada network.  (Every motel we stayed at had cable TV, even if the selection was somewhat limited.)

We had dinner and noted that just about every traveler on the road had stopped at the 1202 Motor Inn, their options being limited.  A father and son were dining next to us.  The kid and his mother lived in Fairbanks and the dad lived in Bend, OR.  The father and son were on their way to Fairbanks, but dad would be returning to Bend.  There had to be a story there, but we weren’t able to get to the bottom of it.

You may recall my mentioning the less-than-amicable flag lady we encountered at the construction site earlier in the day.  I was relating our experience to the immediate crowd, and from across the room comes this voice, “Oh yeah, I had a run-in with that bitch too.”  That was all it took for the remaining diners to come to the McGee corner of the room.
The father and son soon departed, which left two Aussies who were doing a video travelogue of the States, Canada, and South America, a long-haul trucker, whose only route was between Fairbanks and Seattle (ugh!), and a pipeline engineer out of Bozeman, MT.  The waitress dropped by periodically to chat and to keep us in refreshments.

The Aussies brought in their laptop and showed us some of the video they took earlier in the day, including a pack of wolves munching on a moose carcass.  They, the Aussies, not the wolves, were on their way to surf in the Gulf of Alaska near Seward…yep, that’s what they said.  (I guess they really did.  They dropped by the McGee household in Anchorage a few days after I left, and showed their footage to Mike and Scott.)  After Alaska and Canada, they were going to South America, including Chile.  In the classic Aussie accent one of them said, “But we are not driving through Columbia, because we value our lives!”

We played “Stump the Waitress”, which we did.  The Stanley Cup playoffs were in progress and Scott raised two interesting questions:  What is a “Canuck”, which is the nickname for the Vancouver hockey team?  And what does the “H” in the middle of the “C” stand for on the jerseys of the Montreal Canadians?  We never did get an answer.  Neither she nor the owner knew, and as she said, “No one else here knows because you guys are all (snowbound) Americans.”  (This is still an open issue, so yesterday I sent an email to the mayor and city council of Vancouver, BC, posing the Canuck question to them.)  Then it was her turn to stump the tourists.  Did any of us know the national sport of Canada?  We didn’t, and she said it is lacrosse.  Being the eternal skeptic, I had to check that out.  I sent an email to the official Canadian web site and was informed that Canada has two national sports, lacrosse is the summer sport and ….drum roll…hockey is the winter sport.  (And to think that one person who is reading this note told me the national sport was curling!) 
The party lasted much too long, with Scott and I heading to bed at 12:30 am.  We may have had a little too much to drink.

To be concluded on Day 5…

Day 5: Beaver Creek, YT to Anchorage, AK
We departed Beaver Creek at 7:00 am.  A few miles up the road, we hit the border and US Customs.  Getting out of Canada was a lot easier than getting in.  I think we interrupted the US Customs agent’s nap.  This border crossing is lonely duty!  It must be the place where agents who incurred management’s displeasure are sent.

Road signs:  Not one road sign in Canada was pock marked with bullets.  But, cross the border into Alaska, and it was open season on road signs, just like in Idaho.

The road from Beaver Creek to Tok, AK was solid snow floor and slick from the previous night’s storm.  We had two encounters with caribou today.  On the first we were coming down a long, icy grade and driving too fast.  (Well, I wasn’t driving too fast!)  A group of four caribou decided to enter the highway at the bottom of the grade.  It’s much easier for them to walk on he road than in deep snow.  We had a couple of anxious moments, but my chauffer handled the situation masterfully.  

On the second encounter, a herd of caribou also decided that it was easier walking on the slick road than in deep snow.  They stayed in front of us, slipping and sliding,  for several hundred yards before finally deciding to get off the road.  

We gassed up in Tok and headed toward Glennallen.  The road was still snowy for another hour or so, but we encountered no problems.  In Glennallen, we were back in familiar territory, having driven through there several times before.  The rest of the drive to Anchorage was uneventful.  

About fifty miles before Anchorage we passed a side road that let to Hatcher Pass.  The Pass got 53 inches of snow out of the storm we drove through and was closed for three days by an avalanche. Our stormy drive could have been worse.  At Palmer, forty miles from Anchorage, we picked up a four-lane divided highway, the first since we left Washington state four days ago.
At 2:15 pm we pulled up to the McGee house in Anchorage.  The trip meter on the van said we had traveled 2547 miles, and the odometer was 50 miles shy of 200,000 miles.  Toyotas, Ya gotta love ‘em!
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