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Arctic Coastal Plain, Brooks Range and Yukon River  Basin - nor th 

Denali Park and Kenai Fjords - south 
   

August 1 – independent arrival in Anchorage, Alaska.   
 

·  Arctic Alaska  
 

Day1, August 2 –  A Naturalist in AlaskaÔÔÔÔ  in the field begins on the arctic coastal 
plain at Prudhoe Bay, Deadhorse Airport.  In 90 minutes, an Alaska Airlines jet crosses Alaska on 
a 850-km direct flight that passes over Denali Park and Mt. McKinley, the Yukon River Basin, 
Brooks Range and Arctic Coastal Plain(ACP): a twelve-day overland southbound journey for us in 
the days to come.  Our northern route along the Dalton Highway bisects two of America’s crown 
jewels: the Gates of the Arctic National Park the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge.  L 
                                                                                                             
Two nights at Arctic Caribou Inn.  
Here an eclectic mixture of oil field 
workers, biologists, geologists, pilots 
and nature enthusiasts share the 
unique setting of this arctic oilfield.  
Our rooms are simple, clean with 
carpet and hot showers.  The food in 
oil field camps is world famous.   
 
After an orientation, we’ll grab our 
binoculars and head onto the tundra 
in search of a Tundra Swan, arctic 
fox, or, if we’re lucky, a muskoxen.   
 

Muskoxen are an Ice Age 
remnant, and live only in high 
arctic ecosystems. 
 
Our activities are weather dependent.  With plenty to do, we won’t let any grass grow under our 
feet.  You are here but once, and we have tundra to explore.  Tundra mountains to fly over. 
Tundra wildlife to find.  The Arctic Ocean to step foot in.  Pingos to ponder.  Pictures to pose. 
Good food to eat.  And a few lessons in oil field geology to examine. 
 
A high arctic adventure, indeed.    
   
 
                                                                                                                           



Day 2, August 3 –summer on the tundra: 
birds and bears, permafrost and pingos 
 
Arctic Alaska’s coastal tundra is a treeless, flat 
landscape underlain with Ice-Age-old permafrost 
2,000 feet deep.  In early summer, daily weather 
patterns are influenced by the Arctic Ocean, where 
offshore it is still partly covered by packice.    
 
The optional tundra charter flight has been a 
highlight with new and captivating perspectives of 
the unique geometry of the arctic coastal plain with 
ice-wedge polygons and pingos.  Braided rivers 
flowing 150 miles from the Brooks Range have 
carried gravel for more than 100 million years.   
Longer flights take us deep inside the Arctic 
National Wildlife Refuge.  Finding wildlife from an 
airplane may yield a small herd of muskoxen, a 
solitary grizzly bear, or, suddenly, thousands of 
caribou scattered across the tundra.  The flight is 
the only way to see the only nesting Snow Goose 
colony in America.  BL 
 
 Unique to arctic landscapes, palsas are        
layers of pure ice under the tundra. 
 
Up early, our day involves driving inland on the Dalton Highway, stopping to look for wildlife and 
birds along the Sagavanirktok River floodplain.  Closer to Prudhoe, the dry bank of a small creek 
is fun hiking where diminutive tundra flowers are beginning to blossom.  The tundra flight remains 
an option.  Before day is done, we’ll board a special tour bus that takes us through the oilfield to 
the shore of the Arctic Ocean.    
 
Mammals that survive and thrive on the arctic coastal plain are adapted to long, cold winters, wind 
and snow.   Caribou calving on the ACP are the Porcupine Herd, at 120,000, ranging east into 
Canada, the Central Arctic and Teshekpuk Herds range between Barrow and the Canning River, 
at 30,000 animals each.  Muskoxen, grizzly bear, arctic fox, wolves, arctic ground squirrels and 
lemmings and voles occupy important mammalian niches. 
 
Except for ptarmigan, gyrfalcon and ravens, most bird species migrate thousands of miles from 
Asia, Africa and the Americas to reach the ACP in early June to breed, nest and raise young.  
A short after juvenile birds born in June begin collecting in groups and molting in preparation for 
the inevitable southbound migration.   
  
Global warming from decades of climate change has greatly shortened the number of days tundra 
landscapes are snow covered.  This affects nesting birds, denning polar bears, coastal Native 
village shoreline integrity and the duration of winter oil field explorations.  From the field to the 
classroom, the“ Nature of the North” ™ discussions from Prudhoe to Kenai will mix theory with 
practice: the adventure and fun of wilderness travel enhanced with science and conservation. 
 
 



·  the Brooks Range, America’s last great wilderness 
 

Day 3, August 4 – from ocean to mountains 
 
The vans loaded with food and fuel, we bid farewell to Prudhoe Bay and begin our journey south 
along the Dalton Highway, for Coldfoot Camp, on south slope of the Brooks Range, and adjacent 
Gates of the Arctic National Park. The Dalton bisects northern Alaska and was built solely to 
service the TransAlaska Pipeline and Prudhoe Bay oilfield.  Crossing the Brooks Range makes it 
the most remote, wildest road in North America.  With permanent restrictions on commercial 
development, the wilderness character and integrity along the Dalton will remain intact. 

With the arctic foothills before on the horizon, we cross a 20-mile-wide swath of wet coastal 
tundra. In the distance we can see Franklin Bluffs, reached by English explorer Sir John Franklin 
in 1826.  An exciting, colorful collection of birds and mammals will keep us keenly scanning from 
horizon skyward.  Willow Ptarmigan midway from pure white to bronzed brown.  Peregrine 
Falcons diving on Glover Plovers.  . 

Farther south, wet coastal tundra gradually shifts toward drier upland northern foothills of the 
Brooks Range.  With clear weather in this open country we can see forever, thus searching for  
grizzly bears digging out arctic ground squirrels and caribou dashing here and there, as caribou 
do. Raptors are more noticeable as the landscape becomes more varied, thus showing a greater 
diversity of s mall mammals and birds for prey.   The moth-like flight of Short-eared Owls echo a 
symphony of aerodynamics.   Yellow Wagtails bob up and down through the tundra skies. 

 In the footsteps of ancient man in an ancient landscape 
Beneath the cliffs of Slope Mountain’s is Gallagher Flint Station, a 4,500-year old Eskimo hunting 
site. Here we go into full “wolf alert.” Wolves hunt the same Dall sheep the earliest Eskimos did. 
The Arctic has been home to Eskimos, Dall sheep and wolves - living together - for millennia 
 
At Toolik Lake, a kettle (glacial) lake, is the University of Alaska’s Institute of Arctic Biology Toolik 
Field Station where scores of scientists conduct research on arctic tundra ecosystems.   Just 
beyond Toolik is the north entrance to the Atigun Valley and Galbraith Lake.   

Descending into Atigun Valley, we 
cross a glacial moraine that created 
Galbraith Lake.  Galbraith has the 
most archaeological sites in Alaska,.  
from 11,000-year old PaleoIndian site 
to a modern Nunamiut Eskimo camp 
from nearby Anaktuvuk Pass, the 
only inland Eskimo village in Alaska.  
We see more wolves at Galbraith, 
Slope Mountain and Chandalar than 
any other place along the Dalton 
Highway.  Bring your binoculars, and 
scan the landscape: back and forth, 
up and down.  They’re there.  We just 
have to look and be patient.  

                                                                             Hiking in Atigun Valley – spectacular. 

 



…over the Arctic Divide and into the Koyukuk: from tundra to trees  
 
We’ll reach the Arctic Continental Divide at Atigun Pass.  From here we descend onto the south 
slope of the Brooks Range and the northern-most taiga in Alaska, and continue through the 
magnificent south slope of the Brooks Range on our way to Coldfoot for two nights at Slate 
Creek Inn.  Here, hot showers, soft beds and buffet-style meals bring simple welcome comfort to 
wilderness travel in these ancient arctic mountains.  Coldfoot is the site of the coldest temperature 
ever recorded in North America, 82-below F.   But that was January, not June. BL 
 

Day 4, August 5 – explor ing the Brooks Range 
 
After breakfast at Coldfoot Camp, we’ll explore the historic Koyukuk gold mining community of 
Wiseman, adjacent to the 8,000,000 acre Gates of the Arctic National Park.  Wiseman was made 
famous by Robert Marshall, a founder of the Wilderness Society and author of Arctic Village and 
Arctic Wilderness.  In 1969, I took the last photograph of the Wiseman Roadhouse where 35 
years earlier Marshall ate with the people of the Koyukuk. 
 
From Wiseman, we’ll work our way back north to Atigun 
Pass for a full day hiking and exploring amidst the 
flowers, birds and wildlife of this most spectacular arctic 
valley along Alaska’s road system. Beneath these ancient 
limestone mountains is Chandarlar Shelf, where the last 
spruce tree marks the northern-most treeline in Alaska. 
  
The Brooks Range is the geologic backbone of Alaska, 
recording hundreds of millions of years of history. The 
Arctic Continental Divide at Atigun Pass is the highest 
road summit in Alaska, 4,736-feet.  In a genuine arctic 
alpine tundra meadow, we’ll stay so everyone has time 
alone to hike, photography fuzzy yellow Geum Glicale, 
search the mountain slopes for Dall sheep, Gray-crowned 
Rosy-Finch, Northern Wheatear, Baird’s Sandpiper and 
Snow Buntings.   
 
From the crest of the Brooks Range, creeks flow 
into rivers, either north to the Arctic Ocean or 
south to the Yukon River.  A special landscape, 
indeed, for a fun hike on a sunny day. 
 
These U-shaped glacial valleys are framed by snow sculpted peaks, rock glaciers, aretes and 
grassy mountain slopes.  The Brooks Range is the backbone of the geologic evolution of Alaska, 
long  before the age of dinosaurs.  The northern-most mountain range in the world, it reaches 700 
miles east to west and more than a 100 miles north to south. 
 
Regardless of the month, in arctic Alaska weather is what we get.  I’ve focused my spotting scope 
on Dall sheep in a snowstorm one week, and clear, blue skies the next.  Both extraordinary 
experiences, thus why we spend the day driving back to the Divide. You’re here only once, and I 
don’t want you to miss anything. Dinner and hot shower upon our return to Coldfoot, our last night 
in the wilderness of the Brooks Range.  BL 
 



·  Yukon River Basin, Alaska’s largest biogeographic region 
Day 5, August 6 - crossing the Arctic Circle and Yukon River  Basin 
After a breakfast, we bid a fond farewell to the rugged Brooks Range.  A newly paved stretch of 
the Dalton Highway provides a smooth, quiet early morning drive.  Beyond historic Grayling Lake 
turnout and a classy new BLM outhouse, is the Arctic Circle at 66° 33’ North, where we celebrate 
this significant geographical event with special festivities, food and photos. 
 
Nearby Finger Mountain is our last 
tundra landscape, with nesting and 
calling Whimbrels. A BLM trail and 
kiosks explain life at the edge of the 
Arctic.  In the valley below, Kanuti Flats 
Wildlife Refuge, is an ancient trade 
route for Koyukon Indians trading seal 
oil from coastal Eskimos to Yukon 
Den’yees Indians for dried salmon. 
 
A National Wildlife Federation 
group celebrates this significant 
geographical landmark with 
festivities, food and photos. 
 
At the Yukon River, a BLM interpretative cabin and viewing deck offers a close look at the might 
Yukon River.  A 2,000-foot bridge spans the river, half-way on its 1,800 mile journey from the 
headwaters in Canada to the Bering Sea.   The Yukon River Crossing is an important link for bush 
residents living along the river for access to supplies, public services and markets for their salmon 
and fur harvests.  Just upriver is Stevens Village, Tonts’edensaash No’, a small Den’yee 
Athabascan Indian community.  The Yukon Flats National Wildlife Refuge is nine million acres of 
taiga habitat for waterfowl, moose and black bear.   
 
Onto Fairbanks, beyond are the Yukon/Tanana Uplands, with the Yukon River Crossing 135 miles 
ahead. Traveling through taiga, spruce forests completely different from the Kenai, we’ll look for 
Northern Hawk Owl, Goshawk, White-winged Crossbill, Pine Grosbeak and Spruce Grouse.    
 
With an evening arrival in Fairbanks, “the Golden Heart of Alaska,” we trade our wilderness 
lodging for two nights at the  River’s Edge Cottages on the banks of the Chena River.  
Fairbanks is the gateway to the Arctic and the transportation hub of the North.   Here is Alaska’s 
historic center for gold-rush history, Native cultures, northern exploration and science.  Midway 
through our journey, a good place to catch up on laundry, cards and calls home.  BL 
 

 Day 6, August 7  – Fairbanks: birds, bison, bullion &  biology  
 
After our long journey across the Brooks Range, a restful day in Fairbanks.  A late breakfast in the 
grand dining room of Taste of Alaska with the Alaska Range in full view.   We’ll visit the University 
of Alaska Museum of North, Alaska’s official repository for natural history collections, Georgeson 
Botanical Garden, Alaska Bird Observatory, a few good shops and places of your choice.  B 
 



·  Denali – a wildlife and wilderness sanctuary 
 
Day7, August 8 – crossing the Alaska Range via Denali National Park 
 
With an early departure from 
Fairbanks, we drive along a high 
ridge overlooking the Tanana River.  
On a clear day, we can see Mt. 
McKinley riding the crest of Denali 
Park, our destination for two days. 
                                                                                                          
“Denali Country” is the transition 
between northern Eskimos and 
interior Indians.   
 
 
 
                                                                 
Life is good on Denali’s 
tundra carpet . 
 
After we settle-in our private cabins, we will return to park headquarters where you will 
have time at your pace to spend in the Murie Science Center, superb visitor center, sled 
dog demonstrations or join a park naturalist on a hike.   Two nights at Denali.   B                                   
     
Day 8, August 9 – Denali, Alaska’s premier  wildlife and wilderness sanctuary. 
 
Commercial tour operators are not allowed access into Denali by private vehicle, so we will be up 
early - when Denali’s wildlife is up as well - and join an escorted coach deep within the park.   
This eight-hour 200km wildlife and wilderness excursion, returns us to park headquarters in the 
afternoon.  We’ll return to our cabins for a rest, then return for the sled dog demonstrations or 
independent hiking up the trail along Savage River. One day in three, Mt. McKinley, North 
American’s tallest mountain, is out of the clouds so we can see it.  We’ll cross our fingers.  As the 
Russian proverb goes, “hope is the last to die.”  Second night at Denali. B 
 
Day 9, August 10 –to Wasilla, gone to the dogs(Iditarod sled dogs, that is) 
 
We’ll leave Denali after lunch enroute to Wasilla to overnight at Lake Lucille Inn, B.  A 
marvelous setting for a great hotel, with great food and great scenery in the dining room.  We visit 
the nearby the Iditarod Sled Dog Race Headquarters.  The Iditarod is world-famous and dog 
mushing a fundamentalpart of Alaska’s history, heritage and lifestyle. 
 
Wasilla is in the Matanuska River Valley separating coastal Chugach and inland Talkeetna 
Mountains.   In 1935, 200 families from the Midwest pioneered a government farming project.  
This wilderness settlement is now a bedroom community for an ever-expanding Anchorage.    
 
 



With the Talkeetna Mountains to the north and Chugach Range to the south, scenery along the 
highway is a spectacular view of the lithology of Alaska’s geologic history dating to the 175 million 
year-old Jurassic(dinosaur) age.   West of Wasilla, 4,396-foot Mt. Susitna, the “Sleeping Lady,” 
awaits the next Ice Age to once again blanket her with a thousand feet of glacial ice.  Here the 
Indian maiden Nakatla sleeps in peace unaware that her lover has been killed in battle. 
 

·  Kenai coastal forest and fjords 
 

Day 10, Aug 11 –the Kenai: from mountain meadows to tidewater  glaciers. 
 
Well-rested and fed, we leave Wasilla to cross the Kenai coastal mountains enroute to Seward, 
Chugach National Forest and the Kenai Fjords National Park. The Kenai Peninsula mountain 
massifs are warmed by the Japanese Kuroshio current in the North Pacific.   Warm ocean water 
and cool mountains combine to create the Harding Ice Field 40-foot annual snowfalls needed to 
maintain these world-class glaciers.  The Pacific Rim of Fire, the world’s most active volcanic 
region, stretches from the Kenai westward along the 30,000-foot deep Aleutian Trench to the 
Kamchatka Peninsula in the Russian Far East. 
 
Past Anchorage, we stop at the Alaska Coastal 
Wildlife Sanctuary bordering Turnagain Arm, named 
by English Captain James Cook in 1778.  Beyond is 
Beluga Point, a 4,000-year old Alutiiq Eskimo 
hunting site, where we look for Beluga whales, Dall 
sheep, mountain goats.  At times, powerful 38-foot 
bore tides, second highest in the world, sweep 
through Turnagain Arm. 
 
Farther up Turnagain Arm we enter the Portage 
River Valley, where glaciers are fed from the 1,500-
square-mile Harding Ice Field.  At the Portage 
Glacier Visitor Center, innovative exhibits and an 
award-winning 20-minute movie, “Voice of Ice,” 
explain this glacial scoured landscape. Outside, the 
alder thickets host Steller’s Jays.   
 
Onto Kenai Mountains and over alpine Turnagain 
Pass. At Tern Lake we’ll search for  Common Loons 
and mountain goats nursing their kids on the slopes 
above. As we near Seward, we stop to hike along a 
cool, closed-canopy forest trail beside a turbulent 
Ptarmigan Creek. Over the roar of the creek, we 
listen for Townsend’s Warbler and Varied Thrush. 
Harlequin ducks and Common Mergansers nest 
along the creek.  
 
Seward is a major Alaskan fishing port.  Our last day here, is an opportunity to join 
a charter boat and fish for halibut and salmon. 

 
Check in at Seward Windsong Lodge for the first night.  Tucked away in the forest. 



  
Day 11, August 12 -  Kenai Fjords - seabirds, sea otters, waves and whales 
 
                                                                                                            
A specially designed ocean wildlife-viewing vessel 
takes us deep into the Kenai Fjords Nat’l Park and 
Maritime Wildlife Refuge - one of our best days.   
Indpendence Day at sea.  We search the sea cliffs and 
rookeries for thousands of nesting seabirds such as 
Tufted puffin, Rhinoceros Auklet and Red-faced 
Cormorant.  Bald eagles perch by their nests in giant 
Sitka Spruce trees. Mountain goats easily scale 
rugged slopes, and sea otters lazily float belly-side up.   
 
 “Thar she blows” calls the keen observer who spots 
the first breaching Humpback whale.  Nearby the 
Holgate’s tidewater glacier “calves” into the sea 
leaving a wake of thick ice-spray.  LD 
 
Two nights at new Holiday Inn by the bay. 
   
   
Horned Puffin in Kenai Fjords National Park 
 
Day 12, August 13– Science in the SeaLab and hiking in the forest  
 
Today, we trade our sea-legs for our hiking boots as we take a walk-about in Seward and the 
surrounding mountains and forest with an early morning hike at Exit Glacier, where it drops off the 
backside of the Harding Ice Field.  Glaciers have long attracted keen interest from visitors and 
sourdoughs alike.  The Exit Glacier is an unequaled opportunity for a first-hand look at the 
glacially scoured landscape retreating glaciers leave behind, and to hike the trail along the 
shoulder of just one of Alaska’s 100,000 glaciers. 
 
Seward is a special coastal community.  Despite the same growth the rest of Alaska has 
experienced, it has retained its charm and character.  Only today, it offers visitors more to do with 
the Alaska SeaLife Center, Seward Museum and Kenai Fjords National Park Visitor Center.  
 
The Alaska SeaLife Center is a world-class marine research and rehabilitation facility, where we 
join marine biologists and oceanographers as they explain their scientific inquiries.  4th of July in 
Seward is almost an Alaska state holiday with the famous “Mount Marathon” race.  Thousands of 
people, rugged mountain racers and outdoor enthusiasts go from sea level to the top of 3,027-foot 
Mount Marathon and back.  The winner in less than 45 minutes!  Real mountaineers.    
 
Second night at Holiday Inn on the shore of Resurrection Bay. 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                    
 
 
                      The Kenai Fjords Park visitor  center  at Exit Glacier . 
 
 
Day 13, August 14 – Native ar t, nor thern history and a fond farewell to Alaska  
 
Our adventure, “ A Naturalist in Alaska,” which began on the shores of the Arctic Ocean 
concludes with a morning departure to Anchorage.  We arrive in time for check in at your hotel, or 
so you can catch your afternoon flight southbound.   For those remaining in Anchorage one last 
night, rooms have been blocked(but not included in the tour fare) at a hotel within easy walking 
distance of downtown Anchorage.  You are free to enjoy downtown Anchorage, Alaska’s largest 
metropolitan area.  Here, more than half of Alaska’s residents live within a 50-mile radius. B 
 
 
 
 
 
.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
“ Naturalist in Alaska”  – the map 
 
 
Our North to South route  begins in the 
Arctic at Prudhoe Bay concludes on the 
Kenai Peninsula, after crossing Alaska’s 
major ecosystems.   
 
Nature Alaska was the first nature tour 
company to pioneer this all-Alaska route.  
And 26 years later, we’re still the only one. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


