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Shore excursions made
a good cruise great

BY ANNE Z. COOKE
Special to The Miami Herald

KETCHIKAN, AK — Like a lot of other summer
travelers Iooking for the iconic Alaska adventure, I've
already booked my cruise to the Last Frontier. I've got
my cabin and I'm ready to roll. But that’s not like me. I
usually let the weeks slide by, hoping to score a last-
minute deal on a cheap inside cabin on one of the
20-odd mega-ships sailing Alaska’s icy waters.

Not this year, though. With travelers watching their
wallets and hundreds of cabins up for grabs, I made
my move early, nailing one of Princess Cruises’ seven-
day, one-way cruises for $649 per person. I could have
bought a roundtrip Royal Caribbean cruise for $589
but I want to stay on in Alaska before flying home. As
long as my stateroom boasts the bare minimum — a

: - bed, a desk and a bathroom — I'm happy. If this cruise
— ; is like others I've taken, I won't be there much, except

== - to shower and sleep.

T Alaska’s the kind of far-north destination where I'd

B 5 rather be on deck with my binoculars, searching for

breaching whales or sea lions on the rocks. If the sky
% - | opens up and it pours, look for me in the lounge, play-
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Excursions made a good cruise great
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ing bridge or learning how
to tango. Either way, I figure
that I'm paying about half of
what Princess would like to
charge me, if only the econ-
omy was leaning their way,
and not mine. And Princess
isn’t the only cruise line
with deals. I could be sailing
with Holland America, Ce-
lebrity, Royal Caribbean,
Carnival or Norwegian
Cruise Line for about the
same price,

I know what you're think-
ing: Use those savings on an
airline ticket. But there's a
smarter way to spend your
dollars. Treat yourself to a
couple of pricey but outra-
geously fabulous shore
tours, the sort of blue-rib-
bon experiences you'd ordi-
narily bypass. Offered by ev-
ery ship in nearly every port,
these outings are unique to
Alaska. You'll cry when you
sign the charge card, but
you'll kick yourself later if
you don't,

NATURAL WONDERS

If your ship stops in
Haines, sign up for the Jet
Boat Tour, a naturalist-guid-
ed foray into the heart of the
Chilkat Bald Eagle Preserve,
a rich habitat not just for ea-
gles but for brown bears and
moose,

In Skagway, skip the jew-
elry stories for the White
Pass and Yukon Railroad
and a breathtaking ride up a
narrow mountain track to-
ward White Pass and the Yu-
kon border ($115).

Ketchikan’s hottest new
experience is the Bering Sea
Crab Fishermen'’s Tour, held
on the Aleutian Ballad, the
same fishing boat featured
in the Discovery Channel's
Most Dangerous Catch. The
Ballad's owners, who con-
tinue to fish in the Bering
Sea, anchored the ship at the
dock in Ketchikan and refit-
ted one side of the main
deck with theater-style

North to
Alaska

Shore tour tips: All prices
given in this article may
vary and are subject to
last-minute changes.
After you know your
dates, have booked your
cruise and paid the de-
posit, pre-book the shore
tours that most match
your interests. Remember
that helicopter and float
plane tours will fill up
first. If some tours are
unavailable, ask again at
the Shore Excursion Desk
as soon as you board.
Background reading:
Frommer's Guide, "Alaska
Cruises & Ports of Call"
provides organized,
detailed Information on
each port, sights, shop-
ping, restaurants, activ-
ities to do on your own
and recommended shore
excursions.

JIM FRANCO/CELEBRITY CRUISE

RIDING THE RAILS: The White Pass and Yukon Railroad takes passengers for a breathtaking ride up a narrov

mountain track

BRIAN ADAMS/ALASKA TRAVEL INDUSTRY ASSOCIATION

STEPPING OUT: Russian dancers entertain visitors in Sitka.

enced fishermen working
on the far deck show you
how crabbing is done, while
the ship tours the harbor,
followed by dozens of eagles
following the scraps. For the

advance on the website.

In Juneau, the half-day
Four-Glacier Helicopter
and Dogsled adventure
($499) takes you on an
adrenaline-rush flight over

glacier where a dozen dog
teams and their handlers
camp out for the season, tak-
ing visitors on half-mile
dog-sled rides.

In Sitka, cold-water en-

seats for guests. Experi- best tickets prices, book in snowcapped peaks to the thusiasts with dive experi-
— ence can do a three-quarter
day guided scuba dive, for
| $435, including dry suits,
gear and air.
“We recently introduced
a community service tour,
Cruise with a Purpose,” said
Sarah Scoltock, a Holland
America spokeswoman. “A
marine science vessel takes
you from Juneau to Auke
Bay to record and document
humpback whales, collect
| water samples and measure
plankton concentrations.”
The tour ends with a natu-
ralist-guided walk on the
beach and an introduction
i to Alaska’s shoreline biolo-

Back in the day, most
Alaskan cruise ship shore
tours could have passed for
amateur fund-raisers. Bus
tours, guided town walks
and salmon bakes were
fresh enough to startle and
amaze first-timers. But
shore tours today are an
evolved species. Thirty
years ago few guides talked
about melting glaciers,
warmer weather and endan-
gered wildlife; today's trip
leaders are sophisticated
and informed.
“The first time I came,
| there’s weren't more than a
| dozen different tours,” said
Leesa Burzynski, a shore ex-
| cursion manager with Ce-
lebrity Cruises. “Now we
work with more than 56 tour
outfitters providing more
than 161 different
excursions.”

UP IN THE AIR

| 1 asked Burzynski about
the Glacier Flight and Feast
tour, a flight trip over vast
| ice summits, followed by
grilled salmon, salad, bis-
cuits and dessert at Taku

ROBIN HOOD/ALASKA TRAVEL INDUSTRY ASSOCIATIC
NATIVE ARTS: Totems can be seen at many ports.
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IN A WHIRL: Helicopter rides give passengers a

stunning view of glaciers.

thumbs-up.

“I tell people, if you're
coming to Alaska and you
don’t get up in the air and fly,
you're not going to see
things in perspective. You
simply can't appreciate how
vast these tidewater glaciers
are until you're right over
them.”

When I'm choosing a
tour, I give a pass to stuff I
can do anywhere, like
mountain biking and zip lin-
ing. But read the fine print
before you say no. In Sitka,
kayaking is the best way to
get out close to rafts of sea,
otters, seals on rocks and
even orcas. In Ketchikan
you can tour a Native Amer-
ican community and talk to
the residents, descendants
of Alaska's first people.

Some shore tours go for
laughs, like the rides on the
land-and-water, amphibious
“duck” trucks, also offered
in Ketchikan. But there are
others — walking tours —
that you can do by yourself.

Glacier Lodge. She gave it a

305-670-0800

NUEVO MUNDO TRAVEL

SPECIAL LAND PACKAGES (**)
Al tarm ot included in these prices|

$1,570 «Curtag w $330
Ca $435

s $399
§1,480

(") Fares do nat include a federal axciua tax of $3.00 par U.5. domestic flight segmant, defined as one
takeoff and landing of 8 passanger's Rinerary; up 1o §18. per round lnE in local alrport charges;
Septamber 11th Security Fee of Sg 50 par enplanement criginating st a U.3, sirport. For International
and Puerto Rico/U 8. Virgin fslands destinations, governmant taxes and fees up to 5180, varying per
destination, are not included and may vary slightly depending on currency axchange rates at the time
of purchase.

(™) Our Special Tour Packages doss not inchude alr tare. Rates are for land portion only and all taxes
are Included. FLORIDA ST-17218
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For these, look for a sel
guided map at tourist info
mation centers, often loca
ed on or near the dock.

The Sitka Tourism Cents
keeps a list of recommende
outfitters, historians, fishe
men and naturalists wh
can serve as guides for ka
aking, salmon fishing an
wildlife tours, says Day
Nevins, director of Visitc
Services. But don’t count ¢
making plans at the last mi
ute, he advises,

“Tell people they need |
do a little internet researc
see what's available an
make reservations ahead ¢
time,” he says. “When
cruise ship docks, we get
line of people in here wk
aren't sure what they wa
to do and find they have |
scramble to see who's free

Sitka’s greatest treasure
the little-heralded Sheldc
Jackson Museum, the repo
itory of what many say
North America’s finest co
lection of native Alaska

| crafts and artifacts. If you ¢
nothing else, spend a fe
hours seeing these beautifs
exhibits and peeking at tt
thousands of artifacts a
ranged in the collectio
drawers.

“And don't miss Sitka
Russian dancers (tickets
| $8), or the historic Russiz
| church (tickets at $2), or t
totem poles in the Nation
Historic Park,” Nevins say
The park accepts all federz
ly-issued passes, includir
‘ Senior, Lifetime and Annu

passes.



