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Anchorage, AK -  Little seems to change in Anchorage, at least to the infrequent visitor. We have been here four times since the early 90’s, always in the summer.  The city caters to tourists, and there is no shortage of shops selling tee-shirts, hats, Alaskan memorabilia, and assorted “must-haves.”  Postcards can be purchased for as little as 10 for one dollar, and even a casual shopper can pick up a decent ball cap for under $3.00.

Alaska still has no income or sales tax, but there is a hefty room tax of 12 %.  Add this to the already pricey cost of rooms (most decent hotels run near $200 a night) and one needs some rather deep pockets for an extended stay.  Dining can set one back, even at a fast food joint, but gas costs are low, and car rentals are reasonable 

Our visit came during what one local described as “the worst summer ever here.”  She was talking about the unusual number of days this summer with rain or drizzle.  After spending much of the summer in the heat and humidity of the East, I found the weather to be refreshing.  

This is the week of the Slammin’ Salmon competition on Ship Creek, just a few blocks west of downtown.  Fishing during the annual salmon runs does not seem exactly sporting.  Anglers either stand on the shoreline, or wade thigh deep into these small streams and cast brightly colored lures rapidly into the rushing water.  An entire casting cycle takes only a few seconds.  Cast, retrieve, cast again.  The idea, as described to me by a local angler, is not to offer bait to salmon attempting to swim upstream, but to “annoy the fish so much that it snaps at the lure.”  

Hundreds of fishermen (and women) stand nearly shoulder-to-shoulder, occasionally snagging a hefty salmon (often 5 lbs or more).  There is not a whole lot of fighting involved;  most simply drag the fish a few yards to the shore.  You might as well be using a net.

I am told that local authorities monitor the numbers of salmon coming up the rivers with sonar and disallow fishing on certain days to ensure that some of the fish actually make it up the creeks and rivers to spawn.  There is also a significant program by the state to release salmon fry far upstream so that there are large numbers of fish which will return in three to four years after reaching the Pacific for growth and fattening.  Based on the number of salmon I have seen swimming upstream in each of my visits over the past 15 years, I would have to say that these programs are working.

Another notable feature of Anchorage is the proximity of wildlife. There are frequent bear sightings in the suburbs. Last night during a walk along Lake Hood, situated between our hotel and the airport, we saw a large bull moose (with an enormous rack) casually eating vegetation at the side of the lake.  We were able to approach within 15 feet [there was a fence between us].  Lake Hood bills itself as the largest seaplane base in the world, so that moose and its buddies have to be wary not only of us tourists, but also the occasional plane taking off next to it.  

Seaplanes are a way of life in Alaska.  There must be several hundred moored around Lake Hood.  One has a sign advertising it as “the SUV for the cottage.”  I suspect that moose are not welcome aboard.  

I thought you might like to know.
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