
 

 

Greetings from the trail! The last several months have been a whirlwind of activity starting with a 58-day 

excursion in August and September to Alaska and Canada covering 12,000 miles in my Jeep. Endless 

miles of dense pine forest, vast sprawling tundra, rolling steppes covered in scrub brush, enormous 

glaciers and icefields, and innumerable mountains, lakes and rivers. It was truly a once-in-a-lifetime trip 

in that driving that much distance in such a short period of time is not something I’m planning to do 

again. But it was a terrific way to immerse myself in those regions and more deeply explore them. I’ll be 

making return trips for specific activities – photographing the aurora borealis, spending more time 

tracking coastal bears and hiking Denali again - but I’ll let the airlines bring me there.  

As much time as I spend with maps and planning routes, I intellectually understood how 2D maps are 

distorted by the curvature of the earth as you get closer to either of the poles. However, it still doesn’t 

prepare you for the actual experience of how vast these places are – getting anywhere involves long 

distances and a lot of time. Living in the lower 48 we often use Texas as the benchmark for all things 

large, but as big as Texas is if you divide Alaska into two states of equal size, Texas would still be the 

third largest state by a large margin!  

I also found the climate differences to be startling. The southern part of Alaska along the Gulf of Alaska 

and the Pacific Ocean along the Kenai Peninsula and across the Cook Inlet to the southwest interior is a 

temperate rain forest. It rains a lot, I mean really a lot. I’ve never used my rain gear so much and spent 

so much time tromping (it’s not really hiking at that point) through swampy lowlands. There aren’t many 

hiking trails in Alaska, it’s mostly just trailblazing your way across the landscape or finding game trails 

through boggy tundra. As I ventured further into the interior the landscape transitioned to tundra 

meadows crisscrossed by braided rivers that are subject to frequent flooding. A surprising characteristic 

of the tundra is how much of it is covered by low bushes and mosses that create a one to two-foot-thick 

spongy carpet that is almost impossible to walk on. Finding game trails became essential when exploring 

the backcountry of Denali.  

A pleasant surprise was the proliferation of blueberry bushes across the tundra – thousands of acres of 

the freshest blueberries I’ve ever eaten. Literally, as I would trek along the game trails I could reach 

down and scoop up a handful of berries. These and several other types of berries (not all of which are 

suitable for human consumption, so I had to be a little careful in my foraging) are the principal diet for 

the inland grizzly bears. In late August the grizzlies are in hyperphagia mode eating as much as they can 

before starting their annual hibernation in early September. I observed numerous grizzlies and cubs 

foraging for berries during my hikes; thankfully they were more focused on eating than on the random 

bi-pedal creature wandering around. It was fascinating to watch them though – constantly chomping on 

bushes like a machine and they do this without damaging them. They have honed their ability to strip 

berries without damaging the leaves or branches. 

My journey also took me above the Artic Circle on the famed Dalton Highway and across the heart of 

Alaska and the Canadian Yukon on the incredibly stunning Top of the World Highway that runs along the 

spine of the northern reaches of the Alaska Range to the Alaska Canada (ALCAN) Highway, which I drove 

its entire 1,400-mile length. The distances are vast with sporadic settlements and marginal 

infrastructure. Although I only had to resort to using my spare gas cans twice there were a few close 



 

calls as the fuel gauge needle dipped close to E as I rolled into a village wondering if they would have 

fuel; it was common to see “no gas” signs. These remote villages only receive periodic fuel deliveries and 

can easily run out of fuel before the next delivery. Water and electricity, which we take for granted, are 

scarce commodities provided by diesel generators and frequent trips with large water bladders and a 

pump to the nearest river. 

With the over development and homogenization of much of the lower 48 states it was great to spend 

time in places that still retain their wildness and uniqueness. The Native Americans and Canadian First 

National settlements were also a fascinating window into the history and culture of this region. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Davidson Glacier in Glacier Bay National Park, AK. In Skagway, I hired a bush pilot and his beautifully 

restored 1957 deHavilland Beaver to fly over the glaciers. It was extraordinary to see these massive glaciers and 

icefields from the air.  Canon 5DS-R, EF 24-70mm f/2.8L lens @ 40mm, f/2.8 @ 1/1600 sec, ISO 100 



 

 

 

The Harding Icefield, Kenai Fjords National Park, Alaska. Canon 5DS-R, EF70-200mm f/2.8L lens @ 70mm, 1/100 

sec @ f/11, ISO 100, seven image panoramic 

Exit Glacier near Seward, Alaska within the Kenai Fjords National Park is one of the most accessible glaciers 

with trails that enable you to hike alongside it all the way to the top where it is formed from the massive 

Harding Icefield. Phase One IQ-380 XF, Schneider LS 75-150mm f/4 lens @ 100mm, f/11 @ 1/10 sec, ISO 100 



 

Sandy joined me for a week and one of the activities we did was hike the Harding Icefield Trail. It was a 

difficult and steep 10 mile out-and-back hike with 3,800 feet of elevation change, most of which was 

within a three-mile stretch – a serious quad burner! The hike starts at sea level in the temperate 

rainforest environment and crosses several climate zones as we hiked to the top of the icefield. The 

icefield covers 300 square miles and spawns over 40 glaciers covering a total area of 1,100 miles. From 

our vantage point the icefield resembled a barren wasteland of ice crisscrossed with deep crevasses that 

reflected various shades of blue. 

 

We then traveled into Denali National Park, which has only one 91-mile gravel road into the interior. 

Private vehicles are only allowed on the first 15 miles, access any further is only via the park’s shuttle 

bus system. The road is not paved because it sits on permafrost that is constantly shifting and heaving so 

it’s slow going. The round-trip takes about 10 hours! The views are stunning as the harsh tundra 

landscape is revealed with periodic sightings of bears, caribou, eagles and Dall sheep. As you venture 

further into the park the full extent of the Alaska Range of mountains and Denali may or may not reveal 

themselves. These mountains are so massive, with Denali topping out at 20,156 feet and surrounded by 

several peaks that reach up to 18,000 feet, they create their own weather. The mountains are often 

obscured by clouds and are generally visible only 30 percent of the time and completely clear only about 

3 percent of the time. This means that most people visiting Denali never get to see The Great One or 

may only catch tantalizing glimpses – which was the case on our visit. Roiling clouds offered periodic 

Northwestern Glacier, Kenai Fjords National Park, Alaska with sealions resting on icebergs. One of the last 

remaining tidewater glaciers in Alaska, which are retreating at an accelerating rate due to climate change. 

Sandy and I went on an all-day cruise along the fjords where we saw glaciers, whales, sealions and other 

wildlife. And yes, the glacier is really this blue, which is caused by compressed ice crystals that absorb visible 

light giving the ice along the edge of the glacier a deep blue hue on cloudy days. Canon 5DS-R, EF70-200mm 

f/2.8L lens with 2X teleconverter @ 400mm, 1/1250 sec @ f/5.6, ISO 200  



 

views of parts of Mount Denali, but most of the time it was completely obscured by the thick stormy 

clouds.  

 

 

Polychrome Overlook, Denali National Park, AK is about half-way along the Denali Park Road. Mount Denali 

and the Alaska Range is somewhere behind these foothills and glaciers that are impressive in their own 

right. It was windy and stormy, but a brief break in the clouds lit up the tundra. Canon 5DS-R, EF70-200mm 

f/2.8L lens @ 200mm, 1/30 sec @ f/11, ISO 100 

Grizzly cub hunting for salmon in Katmai National Park, AK. Canon 5DS-R, EF200-400mm f/4L lens with 2x 

teleconverter @ 800mm, 1/2000 sec @ f/8, ISO 1600 



 

After Sandy departed, I headed to the north side of the Kenai Peninsula along the Cook Inlet where bush 

pilots will fly you across the inlet to Lake Clark and Katmai National Parks to photograph the coastal 

grizzly bears. At this time of year, the bears were feeding on the spawning salmon that were making the 

exhausting trek up the swift flowing rivers and creeks. The bears hunt along the shoreline and pounce 

on the salmon in a thrilling display of predatory behavior. It was amazing to watch how quickly a bear 

can strip the fat off a salmon as seabirds hovered nearby waiting to feast on the detritus. We tracked 

several bears and cubs for miles as they hunted along the shorelines. These bears have never been 

hunted and are not habituated to humans, so they don’t view us as prey or as a threat; they basically 

ignore us for the most part. However, they are large beasts weighing several hundred pounds and are 

surprisingly quick and agile so, you don’t want to get too near or do anything that might antagonize 

them. Long lenses are a must for photographing these magnificent animals. 

 

We tracked this mature female grizzly for a couple of hours as she hunted along the shoreline of the Cook Inlet 

in Lake Clark National Park, AK. At one point she did get curious about us and started to approach; not a good 

sign when your guide says, “uh oh, oh boy!” Thankfully, she quickly bored of us and continued her hunting. 

Canon 5DS-R, EF70-200mm f/2.8L lens with 2x teleconverter @ 400mm, 1/1250 sec @ f/5.6, ISO 1250 



 

 

 

 

Emerald Lake Trail in Kachemark State Park on the Kenai 

Peninsula, AK. The constant rains and temperate climate 

along the peninsula create a significantly different 

environment than the interior of the state. A ferry ride from 

Homer across the inlet drops you off on the shoreline. This is 

one of the few defined trails that winds through the 

subarctic forest where the ground is covered in vibrantly 

colored mosses and the pine needles are almost a neon 

green from all the moisture.  

 

Canon 5DS-R, EF24-70mm f/2.8L lens @ 60mm, 1.6 sec @ 

f/16, ISO 100, five image focus stack 

The grizzlies pounce on the salmon and can strip the essential meat and fat in seconds. Lake Clark National 

Park, AK. Canon 5DS-R, EF70-200mm f/2.8L lens with 2x teleconverter @ 400mm, 1/1600 sec @ f/5.6, ISO 1250 



 

 

I procured a four-day backcountry permit in Denali National Park at the Wonder Lake campground 85 

miles inside the park. The drive out did not bode well as angry clouds formed across the park and the 

winds pushed intermittent rains. The backcountry is tightly regulated due to the number of bears in the 

area. Within the campground all food and cooking gear is stored in a secured building with thick walls 

and a steel door to keep the bears out. Food can only be prepared and eaten under the shelter next to 

the food locker that also has several picnic tables. It made for a convenient place to eat and socialize 

with the other campers.  

There aren’t many campsites at Wonder Lake, but they all have terrific views of Mount Denali and the 

Alaskan Range, at least in theory. But when I arrived the clouds completely obscured the mountains. The 

next two days were a miserable experience of temperatures dropping to near freezing and almost 

constant rain and wind. I was mostly confined to my tent or the food shelter; many of the other campers 

gave up and took the shuttle bus back. I spent part of the second day at the Eielson Visitor Center where 

at least it was warmer, dry and I could chat with the rangers. Needless to say, I made great progress on 

the books I had downloaded on my e-reader! I did meet some fascinating people, including the chief 

ranger for the Denali climbing base camp who has been working at the park for over thirty years and has 

climbed Denali five times; a lot of great stories to bide the time away.  

On the third day the rain finally broke and when I poked my head out of the tent just before sunrise I 

was stunned by the vista of Denali and the entire Alaska Range emerging from the darkness and clear of 

clouds. It turned out to be a beautiful day and I hiked 10-12 miles across the tundra photographing 

these magnificent mountains from every place I could find. It was fascinating how the sky and the 

mountains changed color every hour from teal blue to dark blue to a cerulean blue late in the day. The 

sun only briefly dipped below the horizon for a couple of hours before rising again, so I was able to 

capture both a sunset and sunrise only a few hours apart. 

Mount Denali and the Alaskan Range are reflected in Wonder Lake as low clouds drift across. As the day 

progressed the intense colors in the sky shifted between blue and bluish-green in an amazing display of nature’s 

color palette. I hiked up this ridge line covered in blueberry and soapberry bushes following a couple of game 

trails that had already been packed down in the foot-deep tundra.  Phase One IQ-380 XF, Schneider LS 75-

150mm lens @ 120mm, 1/50 sec @ f/11, ISO 50, six image blended panoramic 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Mount Denali and the Alaska Range are reflected in Wonder Lake with the early autumn colors of the tundra 

along the shoreline. Phase One IQ-380 XF, Schneider LS 75-150mm f/4 lens @ 75mm, 1/60 sec @ f/16, ISO 50 

Mount Denali and the Alaska Range are reflected in a small pond I found in the afternoon. The sky had turned 

an odd blue/green color that cast colored shadows on the snow covering the mountains.  Phase One IQ-380 XF, 

Schneider LS 75-150mm f/4 lens @ 100mm, 1/20 sec @ f/11, ISO 50, six image blended panoramic 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After an exhausting day tromping across the tundra I returned to my campsite for some dinner. As we 

approached midnight the sun finally began to set and the sky turned a beautiful cerulean blue with pink and red 

streaks in the wispy clouds.  This was the view from my tent – I was literally standing next to it as I composed 

this shot. Phase One IQ-380 XF, Schneider LS 75-150mm f/4 lens @ 120mm, 0.8 sec @ f/11, ISO 50, five image 

panoramic 

After a couple of hours of sleep in the semi-darkness I watched the sun rise as a new storm system began to 

form over the mountains. The alpenglow on the mountain was intense as the sun crested the horizon and 

painted the peaks in a beautiful pink hue. The rangers told me that this was the first time this year they had 

seen Denali visible for this long – almost 24 hours! I was incredibly fortunate to be in the park to experience The 

Great One in all its majesty. Within an hour of taking this photograph the clouds completely obscured the 

mountains and the rains started up again, but I was on the bus headed back on the four-hour drive to the park 

entrance. Phase One IQ-380 XF, Schneider LS 75-150mm f/4 lens @ 100mm, 0.8 sec @ f/11, ISO 50, six image 

blended panoramic 



 

 

 

 

Sunwapta Falls, Jasper National Park, Canada. My return trip home took me through the Yukon and the 

northern part of British Columbia and Alberta along the Icefields Parkway through Jasper and Banff National 

Parks. An early season snow the night before draped a layer of snow on the Canadian Rockies. The Athabasca 

River flows from the Columbia Icefield where the glaciers grind the rock into a dust that is suspended in the 

water giving it an ethereal blue or blue/green color. Phase One IQ-380 XF, Schneider LS 40-80mm f/4 lens @ 

50mm, ¼ sec @ f/16, ISO 50 



 

 

I hope you enjoy these photographs and are inspired to visit some of these remarkable places yourself. I 

recently returned from a two-week trip to Patagonia in the southern parts of Argentina and Chile and 

am getting ready to fly to Fairbanks Alaska to photograph the aurora borealis. On the docket in the 

coming months are treks to California, Oregon and Washington to explore and photograph along the 

coast to Olympic National Park, the Hoh Rainforest and the Sierra Nevada Mountains. 

If you plan to visit any of these areas and have questions about how to plan your trip and see these 

amazing places, please reach out to me – I’m always glad to help. My portfolio of high resolution 

photographs (much better than what I can show in an online newsletter) is available to view or purchase 

on my website: www.donmetzphotography.com    I also post regularly to Instagram at 

https://www.instagram.com/donmetzphotography/ and Facebook at 

https://www.facebook.com/donmetzphotography/ if you’d like 

to follow my sojourns closer to real-time. 

 

See you on the trail!   

 

 

We tracked this mature female grizzly for a couple of hours as she hunted along the shoreline of the Cook Inlet 

in Lake Clark National Park, AK. At one point she did get curious about us and started to approach; not a good 

Canon 5DS-R, EF70-200mm f/2.8L lens with 2x teleconverter @ 400mm, 1/1250 sec @ f/5.6, ISO 1250 

Moraine Lake, Banff National Park, Canada is an iconic glacial lake where the rock dust from the glacier melt 

that feeds the lake give it a startling deep blue color. I’ve been to this lake a number of times, but this frigid 

morning there was clear skies and no wind creating a mirror-like surface to reflect the beautiful mountain 

peaks.  Phase One IQ-380 XF, Schneider LS 40-80mm f/4 lens @ 40mm, 1.3 sec @ f/11, ISO 50 
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