ALASKA
Judy Fink
	We’d originally planned to go to Bermuda on our upcoming vacation. Tropical islands are beautiful but forgive me, you’ve seen one, you’ve seen most of them. Having been in Cancun, Caymen Islands, Hawaii, Aruba, and so on, we had little enthusiasm for another island vacation. While perusing a local travel agency’s brochure, we came upon a trip to Alaska. Sounded interesting and completely different from sand and blazing sun.
	This excursion was to fly into the capital, Juneau, which was hairy to say the least as the runway began perched just above the ocean’s edge. Coming in for a landing, you were praying the plane’s wheels could make it onto the runway. From there we were taken to a very small airport nestled between massive mountain peaks. Small propeller airplanes flew limited groups of us over and around the terrain. I became a little nervous when our pilot asked how much we weighed so he could distribute the weight of Joe and I and our luggage. He took off in the very noisy little plane and flew low between the high peaks. The weather was foggy and misty which only added to our anxiety. I couldn’t help but think if we accidentally crashed, they would probably never recover our bodies off these steep mountains.
Thankfully the plane landed safely about twenty minutes later. Everyone was taken to a very cozy rustic resort, nestled into the landscape right on the water called Glacier Bay Resort. We then boarded a small boat capable of maneuvering up close to the glaciers, wildlife and landscape of our forty-ninth state. We booked this trip for September before it got too cold or snowy, it is Alaska after all. Once aboard, all were shown the basics of the boat. Kitchen, where delicious meals were created, an eating area, and chairs for lounging and enjoying the spectacular view. Windows surrounded the space so everywhere you looked mountains jutted straight out of the ocean. Beautiful and untouched as many were inhabitable.
The boat carried a total of thirty-seven passengers, so quarters were tight, very tight. The room was about eight-by-eight-foot, bunk beds only, and a bathroom made totally of stainless steel. After going to the bathroom, you need only stand up and turn on your shower to wash while brushing your teeth. We learned early to use the toilet first, then teeth, then shower. All conveniences compacted into that tiny space. 
Off we sailed out into the deep Alaskan ocean. 
	Not far into the trip, the temperature dropped to around forty-five degrees. Not really understanding Alaska and its weather fluctuations, we were not completely prepared for the cold. No sweaters were brought and only a lightweight jacket was packed. Thankfully we had layers, I probably put on four or five tops to ward off the chill. Even though it was cold, I was thrilled to be motoring toward the glaciers. As I stood outside on the deck, one of the staff came out with me. As we talked, I could hear loud rumblings traveling through the cold foggy air.  
She said, “That’s white thunder you’re hearing. It’s the movement of the ice and giant slabs of ice “calving” or breaking off and crashing into the ocean.” 
	Since our boat was small, we could navigate much closer to the ice face of the glacier. Cruise ships could only get a legal distance from the ice wall, but smaller boats could get within a quarter of a mile, that meant when a large chunk of ice weighing thousands of pounds broke off and slid into the icy water, the large rolling waves caused the boat to rock, sometimes violently. That meant to hold on to something for dear life. If you went overboard, you were in deep, trouble, not only from the wave but the frigid water temperatures.
	Aboard our boat, which was customary, was an Alaskan Park Ranger named Kevin. He was not very old but seemed very knowledgeable about the area and its history. He answered many questions while pointing out landmarks and even a black bear looking for fish at the shoreline. 
After viewing the glaciers, we headed out to sea which meant an overnight sailing to our next destination. Our cabin was located near the front of the boat and due to floating chunks of ice, the hull was made of metal. That meant every piece of ice we hit made a loud thump or sharp clang. Needless to say, not conducive for a light sleeper such as myself to get much rest. I walked upstairs to the lounge hoping to make myself get sleepy and struck up a conversation with one of the staff. I asked about the noise, and he came into my cabin as he told me that was the nature of the beast and not much could be done about the noise. We stood in that tiny room for about fifteen minutes talking and Joe, in the top bunk, never stirred. He slept through it all.
	The next day we docked in calm water and took zodiacs to the shore and were instructed on how to paddle the kayaks. We saw so much wildlife, otters, blue-footed boobies, and whales. It was thrilling to be in the water with these massive gentle giants. If I could’ve reached out to touch one, I would have. It was wonderful. We also did a land hike through the vegetation as the ranger pointed out native plants and trees. The star of it all was the ice, it was everywhere. We learned the darker blue the ice appeared, the denser it was. Lighter ice areas meant air pockets were between the crystals where extremely tiny insects could live. 
I would say the highlights of the trip were the huge glacier calvings and beautiful mega- ton whales breaching the waters as they exploded into the air, then landed their massive bodies flat on the surface creating large splashes twenty feet or more in the air. It was like they were doing a dance just for us. Repeatedly they leapt from the water, seemingly enjoying themselves while we stood on deck and clapped and whooped at each breach. When you think of how much power that animal must have to lift that massive multi-ton body straight into the air was incredible. I enjoyed every minute of this up-close unique experience.
	By the time we docked back at the lodge and flew back to the small airport, the weather in Juneau was a beautiful sunny seventy degrees. Our homebound flight was later that evening, so we had an opportunity to walk around the lovely town, its history showing everywhere you looked. We took a few moments to sit on a bench along the sidewalk and reflect on this trip. Both of us commented on the marvels we saw and experienced.
	No tropical island could share this type of beauty with the world. This was a natural wonderland, this was Alaska.  
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