
       AN ALASKAN ODYSSEY 
 or 

 Escapades with Stevie-Boy! 
 by 
 Steve Olson 
 
 
Gas in Muncho Lake, British Columbia: $6.86 Gallon 
Beer in the Yukon Territory: $15.00 Six-Pack 
Gravel-destroyed Harley oil cooler $500.00 

Alaska on a Bagger: PRICELESS!! 
 
 
Ever since 2008, when Steve & Karen rode as far east on their >08 Ultra as can be done in North 
America without taking a ferry (eastern tip of Nova Scotia=s Cape Breton Island), Steve dreamed of 
driving north & west to the >end of the road=.  2010 was to be their year  --  well  --  maybe.  
Although west would be an easy ride to Homer, Alaska, the Dalton Highway lay squarely in their 
northward path to the Arctic Circle and beyond. 
 
The Journey Begins.  Leaving Sunday morning, July 18th, Steve, amateur meteorologist that he is, 
was sure they could beat the line of thunderstorms radar showed heading east through the Fox Valley 
& Green Bay.  He later realized he hadn=t properly calculated their speed, as they huddled next to a 
dead deer under an overpass.  Oh, well!  Is the worst part of the trip over?  NOT ð Minneapolis was 
next.  Heading through the Twin Cities on I-94 on a Sunday should be a cakewalk - until they noticed 
an orange sign >Road Closed Ahead=. What?? An interstate closed in a major American city?  Naw, this 
can=t be decides Steve, veteran road-warrior that he is!  Maybe a detour, narrowing to one lane, maybe 
even sharing one side with eastbound traffic.  On a Sunday, whatever may be ahead can=t be too bad.  
No way can I-94 in downtown Minneapolis actually be closed!!  Well  --  you guessed it.  Suddenly 
traffic was directed down an off-ramp - no detour, no signs, no way to even get back on eastbound, no 
nothing!  Seedy neighborhood.  All kinds of other traffic just milling about, drivers with blank looks 
on their faces.  At least they weren=t alone!  An interesting 45 minutes ensued. 
 
The Runestone Museum.  Their first night out was planned for Alexandria, MN, home of the 
Runestone Museum, which they planned to tour given Steve=s Norwegian heritage.  A fascinating tale, 
apparently authentic, the Runestone was discovered in west-central Minnesota in 1898.  An 
immigrant farmer, while clearing his land, had trouble toppling a poplar tree.  Wrapped in its roots 
was a stone tablet, covered with Runic symbols (Runic = Viking alphabet). Once deciphered, the 
Runestone told a tale of ten men being slaughtered by Native Americans at their boat encampment in 
1362!!  130 years before Columbus!  Vikings in west-central Minnesota??  Could it be a hoax?  
After all, the immigrant farmer was himself Scandinavian and knew a little Runic.  However, research 
showed the stone had been wrapped in the tree roots for more than 50 years, which pre-dated the area 
being settled by Caucasians.  Additionally, Scandinavian research found a Viking King commissioned 
an expedition to explore Vinland and beyond in 1354.  Less many men, the expedition returned to 
Norway in 1364.  A priest accompanying the expedition wrote a book about their travels, however, 
that book has been forever lost.  When Mercator mapped North America in 1569, he correctly 



plotted Hudson=s Bay and its major rivers ð years before Henry Hudson had yet to discover Hudson=s 
Bay!!  Mercator noted he read the priest=s account of the Viking journey.  How could the Vikings, a 
sea-faring people, get as far inland as west-central Minnesota?  The navigable Nelson River leads from 
Hudson=s Bay to Lake Winnipeg.  The Red River, separating Minnesota from North Dakota, flows 
north to Lake Winnipeg.  The Runestone was found about 30 miles from the Red River. 
 
Heading West.  Continuing west, Steve & Karen decided to deviate south to follow the Columbia 
River through its famous Gorge, on the Oregon-Washington state line.  The Gorge is a wonderful 
ride, with the Bonneville Dam having windows into its fish ladders to watch the spawning salmon run 
up the Columbia.  Ultimately, they headed north on I-5 through Seattle to Bellingham, Washington, 
on the Puget Sound.  From Bellingham, they would take the Alaska Ferry to Skagway, AK.   
 
Alaska Ferry, M/V Columbia.  Leaving Bellingham on the Columbia, they spent one hour shy of 3 
days on the ferry as it followed the >Inside Passage= to Skagway, Alaska.  Truly a fascinating journey, 
the Columbia is a cross between a cruise ship and a traditional ferry.  About 1/3 larger than the 
Badger, it was designed for the Inside Passage, drawing two feet less water than the Badger.   
 

 
 
 
Its staterooms have a full bath, however, 
only bunk beds.  It has a dining room 
fancier than most Supper Clubs, as well as 
a tavern and regular cafeteria.  The 
Forest Service has an employee on board, 
who gives presentations several times a 
day about what the ship is passing by.  
Whales and dolphins are commonly seen, 
as well as several glaciers. 
 

           M/V Columbia ð camera off by one year 
Especially nerve-wracking was passing through the >Wrangell Narrows=.  Although more heavily 
marked by the Coast Guard than any other U.S. waterway, Steve was sure that in his younger years, 
after a few beers, he could have easily ôhitõ the rocks sliding closely past the vessel. 
 

Unfortunately, the Columbia is not 
designed for the open ocean, lacking 
stabilizers and having a shallow draft.  
Passing through the Queen Charlotte 
Sound, about a 60 mile stretch of open 
ocean, passengers crying >Ralph= could be 
heard throughout the vessel.  In 1903, 
Jack London, in the Call of the Wild, 
wrote of the rough passage through 
Queen Charlotte Sound. 
 
 

                The Wrangell Narrows 



Skagway & Beyond.  Leaving Skagway, Steve & Karen planned to follow the route of the Klondike 
Gold Rush over White Pass to Whitehorse, Yukon Territory, and north down the Yukon River to 
Dawson City.  Whitehorse is on the Alaska Highway, 365 miles south of Dawson City.  A gravel 
shortcut, known as the >Top of the World Highway=, leads west from Dawson City into Alaska proper, 
cutting about 700 miles off the route into Alaska from Dawson.  However, they learned that road had 
washed out and it was unknown when it might reopen.  Dawson was not to be.  Accordingly, they 
headed north through the Yukon from Whitehorse on the Alaska Highway - destination Fairbanks. 
 
The Alaska Highway.  The Alaska Highway begins in Dawson Creek, British Columbia, ending in 
Delta Junction, Alaska.  Currently 1422 miles long, it was originally 100 miles longer.  Modern road 
engineering now has the highway cutting through many hills and crossing many swamps which the 
original 1942 U.S. Army engineers had to go around.  For much of the route, the faint trail of the 
original road can be seen alongside the modern highway, occasionally circling off to avoid a hill or 
ravine. 
Although completely paved, the Alaska highway is not as we would find roads locally.  For most of 
the northern 2/3, it is paved with >chip-seal=.  Resembling the seal coating done by Manitowoc 
County Towns on their blacktop roads, this chip-seal has no asphalt underneath and is basically gravel 
glued together with a substance containing potassium.  Although it has some loose stones on the 
surface, the composition is solid enough to paint traffic lines, as seen below.   
 

 
 Alaska Highway, Yukon Territory, Mountain Storms Gathering ð camera off by one year 
 
Approximately the northern half of the Alaska Highway has serious frost heaves & sloughing 
problems.  Frost heaves cause the road to have perpendicular waves.  Steve quickly learned that the 
ones to beware of had skid marks on the far side - vehicles had gone airborne, coming down with their 
tires turning @ a different speed than the vehicle.  As long as you stayed alert, frost heaves were not a 
problem on a bike.  Sloughing is a different matter.  Sloughing occurs where the roadbed has partially 
collapsed, slipping down and sideways, dropping anywhere from 1-4 inches in a zig-zag pattern, 
running at what was generally a 15-45 degree angle to the traffic lane.  Chip-seal works well because, 



even though the roadbed has dropped, the chip-seal just bends with it rather than fracturing as asphalt 
or concrete would.  However, sloughing for a motorcycle is much like crossing angled railroad tracks! 
 
There was no need to carry extra gas.  Although Steve & Karen had a 6 gallon tank, older bikes with a 
5 gallon tank would not have had a problem.  However, think twice before driving past gas stations.  
Many gas stations were actually RV Parks that had a pump in front - quite commonly one could hear a 
generator humming in the back, powering the facility, often including a restaurant.  No electricity.  
Many only had regular unleaded.  Don=t assume that, just because a town is on the map, there will be 
anything there.  Many >towns= were nothing but an abandoned motel and a couple houses.  Steve & 
Karen learned that many of the abandoned motels they saw dated to the early days of the Alaska 
Highway, when it was in much worse condition.  Back then, travelers couldn=t manage more than 100 
miles in a day, so little roadside cabin motels sprang up.  With improvements to the highway and 
travelers staying in the larger towns along the way, the roadside motels went out of business and were 
abandoned.  Interestingly, the population of the Yukon Territory, three times the size of Wisconsin, is 
34,000 - about the same as the City of Manitowoc.  26,000 live in Whitehorse.  Pretty desolate.  
 
The Dalton Highway.  The Dalton Highway begins where the paved road ends, 75 miles north of 
Fairbanks.  It runs 414 miles north to the Arctic Ocean and the Prudhoe Bay oilfields.  If Steve was 
to reach the Arctic Circle and beyond, accomplishing his objective of driving as far north as one can in 
North America, the Dalton Highway must be conquered!! 
Named after the engineer who built the highway in the 1970's when Prudhoe Bay was being 
developed, James Dalton flunked out of ACME School of Engineering.  He applied to Aleyska, the 
consortium of oil companies developing the Arctic oilfields, which was having trouble finding 
engineers who would move that far north.  He was hired after taking Aleyska=s stringent entrance 
exam: 1) he successfully identified a sliderule and, 2) since it was early in the morning, he passed the 
Breathalyzer!  When the Dalton Highway was turned over to Alaska as a public road, Dalton became 
Administrator of the Alaska Department of Goatpaths!  Ok, that was tongue in cheek! 
Truthfully, the Dalton averages 24-26 feet wide and has no shoulders - that=s the distance between 
trees and rocks on each side.  Partially graveled, much of it is a hardpack, clay-like substance.  By 
comparison, Manitowoc ordinance sets the width of City sidestreets at 36 feet, with exceptions.  The 
Dalton has heavy truck traffic, since it is the only way to supply Prudhoe Bay when the Arctic is frozen. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Steve & Karen on the Dalton     Dalton Highway Traffic  
 
Steve found the Dalton reminded him of fire lanes in Northern Wisconsin.  As an analogy, driving 
414 miles on the Dalton would be like driving 100 miles beyond Minneapolis from Manitowoc on a 



fire lane!  Steve gave up after 16 miles, still 99 miles short of the Arctic Circle.  He really had no 
choice.  First, he was beginning to suffer a concussion from Karen beating him on the back of the 
helmet, shouting ATurn Back@.  Second, it began to sprinkle.  Steve could only imagine what that 
hardpack clay would be like once it was wet.  Recognizing discretion is the better part of valor, he 
threw in the towel.  Steve was never so glad to see chip-seal! 
 

 Steve upon leaving the Dalton  
 
While stopping at the Harley Dealer in Whitehorse on the way home, Steve & Karen ran into a group 
of Brazilian bikers on Electraglides having their bikes repaired.  Broken headlights, fairings knocked 
loose, brake lines torn loose causing brake failure, etc.  They said they drove the Dalton all the way to 
Prudhoe Bay!  One had his wife on the back! Wow, was Steve impressed!  However, another 
confided that when they finally reached Prudhoe Bay, he lay on his bed & cried for an hour! 
 
Anchorage.  Leaving Fairbanks after failing the Dalton, Steve & Karen headed south past Denali 
towards Anchorage.  True to form in summer, Mt. McKinley was fogged in, although they did catch 
one brief glimpse from about 50 miles away. After spending the night in Anchorage, they did a day trip 
west through the Kenai Peninsula, heading for Anchor Point & Homer, AK. When they reached 
Anchor Point, they had driven as far west in North America as can be done.  Anchor Point is basically 
due north of Hawaii. 
 
Heading Home.  Leaving Anchorage, the intrepid couple followed the Glenn Highway east towards 
Tok, the crossroads of Alaska.  Rejoining the Alaska Highway in Tok, they followed its full length 
south through the Yukon and British Columbia, and then on to Alberta & Saskatchewan, re-entering 
the U.S. in Northwest North Dakota.  Interestingly, both Steve & Karen felt the scenery in the Yukon 
& British Columbia exceeded that of Alaska.  This was particularly true in British Columbia=s Muncho 
Lake and Stone Mountain Provincial Parks.  Liard Hot Springs in northern British Columbia was a 
must-see.  Water heated to 105 degrees bubbles out in a spring, forming a pool.  A Provincial Park 
has a boardwalk to access the pool, with underwater benches to enjoy the experience. 
 



STATISTICS: 
 
$4800.00 All Trip Costs except Alaska Ferry (includes motels, fuel, food, trinkets) 
$1600.00 Alaska Ferry (two adults, motorcycle & stateroom for the 3 day journey) 
 
Time gone: 22 days 
 
Motorcycle miles: 7,916.  Average miles per day while driving: 416. 
Ferry miles: 976 
 
Average gas price in Canada: $1.15/liter ($4.37/gallon) High: $1.799/liter, Low: $.949/liter 
 
Novels read by Karen: 17 (13 on the motorcycle, 4 on the ferry ð when ôRalphõ was absent) 
 
STAY TUNED FOR 2011: Great Slave Lake & Yellowknife, Northwest Territories! 


