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Winter Aboard ...at 61 Degrees

By Susanna Sharp
or two years, we've sailed
Alaskan waters well into
the fall. Giant petal-pink
and flame-orange jellyfish
float everywhere. The
salmon are long gone, and shrimping
season is closed in Prince William
Sound. Ashore, the lichens turn to
rich shades of brick red and mustard.

My husband, Michael, and I nibble
late-season huckleberries after the
blueberries and salmonberries dry
up. Cranberries grow low in the
muskeg. The days shorten and night
skies seem clearer and bigger. We
watch nightly for the dancing lights
of the aurora borealis. We see a half
dozen other boats in a month’s time.

North

But now we must stop for winter.
We arrive to a quiet Valdez Har-
bor, the northernmost ice-free port
in North America—on most days.
By fall, the boats from Fairbanks and
other far-off towns have buttoned
up, hauled out or gone home. This
means we have a choice of slips for
our 36-foot steel cutter, Bluewater.
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We top off her fuel tank to run our
diesel heater and park for the season
between a small seiner and a big
charter boat.

Valdez averages 326 inches of
snow in town, compared to 60 inches
in Denver and 38 inches in Chicago.
Everyone prepares for it differently,
and they know what they’re doing
up here. Owners of the larger yachts
order elaborate custom covers. Do-
it-yourselfers nail together two-by-
fours and frame out full-coverage
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metal roofs to shed the snow. Others
use a strategic combination of
bungees, tarps and crossed fingers.
Shoveling boats pays a fair wage
here. No matter the precautions,
we're told at least one boat sinks
every year from the snow load. And
if the snow doesn’t pose a concern,
the wind does.

IMPROVING OUR EXPERIENCE
When it’s calm, we take long dock
walks. A surprising amount of wild-

Winter aboard in Alaska is not for
the faint of heart

life thrives throughout a winter in
the harbor. Bunnies burrow and wait
under the boardwalk for the first
insulating snowfall. Otters haul out
and doze on the docks. Ducks hunker
down at the tide line. A seal pops

up through skim ice to commune
with our dog, who surveys harbor
life from her spot against the tiller.
Ravens reign while the gulls and
bald eagles are away. The resident
heron stands watch over all of it at
the haul-out dock.

We venture out to romp in the
snow with the dog, to ski the powder
in the nearby Chugach Mountains
and for potluck-and-game-night with
residents of a few other boats in the
harbor. We return to the comfort of
home aboard, more confident in our
second season here.

We enjoy it all—even 100 mph
gusts—from our cozy, well-lit, diesel-
heated haven. Winters aboard test of
the hardiness of both boat and crew
and we are no exception. We dream
of cruising high latitudes around the
globe, to see and experience what re-
mains of wildness in our world. That
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