
38 ALASKAMAGAZINE.COM DECEMBER/JANUARY 2018

Wildlife-Viewing Tour Advice
Get the most from your Alaska vacation BY MICHELLE THEALL
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As an editor and photographer at Alaska magazine 
since 2013, I’ve had the opportunity—actually the 
responsibility—to travel the state using every mode 

of transportation from sled dogs to cruises, enlisting a wide 
variety and caliber of guides and out� tters, staying at remote, 
rustic, and luxe lodges, eating at hole-in-the-wall restaurants, 
and exploring all manner of cultural venues. 

[TOP] Sibling bears rest on the beach 
together in Lake Clark after a morning 
spent clamming.

[BOTTOM] Former Alaska magazine photo 
editor Corrynn Cochran gears up to take 
Wild Departures guests pu�  n viewing.

We know where the wild things are, 
and we’ll take you there.”

On a tour charging $5,000 and promising 
“comfortable clean lodging,” I found myself 
on the fl oor with my nose inches from toxic 
mold in a condemned house without running 
water and with sewage draining into the yard. 
A violent bout of food poisoning on a small 
boat cruise up the Inside Passage waylaid 
me for two days. And a guide left me to fend 
for myself in what became a dangerous solo 
descent of a high peak. In travels from the 
Arctic to Southeast and the Wrangells to the 

Aleutians, I’ve sampled the good, the bad, and 
the downright unacceptable o� ered to tourists 
seeking to explore the Last Frontier—and pay-
ing top dollar and using precious vacation time 
to do so. At some point I realized that I might 
put my guinea pig knowledge to use beyond 
the printed page: Instead of inspiring people 
to go to Alaska with sentences and images, 
I would take them to the right places at the 
right times with the right vendors to experi-
ence things in real-time.
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Two years ago, I started leading wildlife-
viewing tours in Alaska and the Lower 48 
through my company Wild Departures. Our 
motto: We know where the wild things are, 
and we’ll take you there. It’s a simple premise 
until you take into account that Alaska’s 
eight national parks alone encompass more 
acreage than all of the national parks in the 
Lower 48 added together and then doubled. 
That’s a massive amount of territory, but 
thankfully Alaska wildlife follows somewhat 
predictable patterns based on seasons, 
migration patterns, salmon runs, and natural 
habitat. When I return from trips, I often send 
my mom a shot or two of Alaska’s bears—my 
favorite subject. Her response is always the 
same (and said with a thick Texas drawl). 
“Darn you, Michelle. I went all the way to 
Alaska and didn’t see one bear the entire 
trip.” My response to her is always the same. 
“If you want to be guaranteed to see a bear, 
you have to go where the bears are. You have 
to step away from the king crab buffet and 
karaoke and get off the ship.”

When you plan a trip to Alaska, you have 
to decide what it is you want to get out of 
it, or logistically, it won’t happen. Taking a 

cruise is great for visiting busy coastal towns 
and seeing distant glaciers, but you have to 
take a land excursion or two to truly experi-
ence Alaska. Major cruise lines offer many 
good ones: rafting in the bald eagle preserve, 
day-trips through Denali, fly-out bear view-

ing, and whale-watching tours. Still, some 
travelers want to cut to the chase, using 
their time and money on a specific quest. For 
bears, I take folks to Katmai and Lake Clark 
in July and August to watch the bruins chase 
salmon and fight for the best fishing spots. 
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  Captions

A photographer in Lake Clark sets up 
for a shot of a bear strolling down the 

beach toward a prime fishing spot.
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Alaska magazine’s senior editor, Michelle 
Theall, is an award-winning author and 
professional photographer. Through her 
company, Wild Departures (wilddepartures.
com), she gives wildlife-viewing tours in 
Alaska and beyond.

A humpback whale gives viewers 
the tale on a tour of Kenai Fjords.
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John Whipple · 49mmcreative.com

Fine       Art
Wildlife                    Landscape
             Photography

Specializing in gallery 
style wall art capturing the wild beauty of Alaska.

Order Today!

Metal Prints

Canvas Gallery Wrap Prints
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