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by Janna Lopez

Since we in the Northwest love the outdoors, 
Fairbanks is an ideal choice to plan a family 
outing fi lled with recreation and adventure. 
Fairbanks is considered a gateway hub to many 
of Alaska’s greatest environmental gems, 
including the 20,320 ft. peak Mt. McKinley 
and Denali National Park. Six million acres 
of pristine forest packed with sparkling riv-
ers, lakes, dramatic snow-capped vistas and 
colorful meadows are a two-hour drive from 
Fairbanks. For the true adventurer, there is 
exploring the Arctic region through guided 
eco or wildlife tours, visiting rural villages, fl y 
fi shing or witnessing migrating caribou. 

Seasons dictate the type of excursion you 
have. Fairbanks has an active calendar of year-
round events to accommodate the season. 
Summer has plenty of art walks, festivals, fairs 
and runs. Stores, attractions, sporting events 
and restaurants are open late hours because 
of the ever-present sunlight. Locals are active, 
enjoying the warmth and beauty of the great 
outdoors. The average temperature in the 
summer is near 80 degrees. Hiking trails and 
exploring rivers, mountains, streams, birds 
and wildlife allow you to enjoy Alaska’s rich-
est bounty.

In the winter, all the activities are about ice 
and snow, including ice fi shing, ice sculpting, 
ice skating on frozen ponds, cross-country 
and downhill snow skiing, dog sledding 

competitions, hockey tournaments and 
snowmobiling. The key to visiting Fairbanks 
in the winter is planning ahead, especially 
when it comes to packing. Bringing the right 
gear that you can layer such as long-sleeved 
shirts, long johns, turtlenecks, mittens and 
snow gear, including pants and warm coats, 
is critical. Temperatures can reach 30 to 40 
degrees below zero, though according to the 
National Weather Service, since 1922 the 
average number of days each year that it has 
been minus 30 degrees or colder all day has 
been two in December and three in January, 
which isn’t as harsh as perceptions dictate. 
Yet, make no mistake: it’s cold.

There are a number of family-centric indoor 
activities to check out. One of the more 
popular destinations is the Fountainhead An-
tique Automobile Museum. Open Sundays 
in the winter and seven days a week in the 
summer, the 30,000-square-foot antique 
auto and fashion museum displays one of the 
most impressive collections of antique cars 
you’ll fi nd. From horseless carriages of the 
late 1800s to the gleaming luxury cars of 
the late 1930s, each auto signifi es a major 
development in the technology of Ameri-
can automobiles. Early steam, electric and 
hybrid cars are on display, including Alaska’s 
fi rst automobile and the fi rst American pro-
duction car with front-wheel drive.  

It feels like an entire world away, but is only a short 2.5 
hour fl ight from Seattle. There’s a quaint, small-town 
warmth and charm to this place, but as Alaska’s second 
largest city, it has a bustling population of 35,000. Though 
you can count on seeing moose and vast mountain 
ranges, you can also experience a high level of fi ne arts, 
culture and world-class performances. Of course, be-
cause of Fairbanks’ far-northern latitude, there’s the vast 
contrast of seasons. The January sky backdrops a frozen 
sun which barely rises above the horizon, and even then 
for only a few hours, accompanied by sub-zero temper-
atures. The 75-degree July summer sun supplies nearly 
23 hours of daylight and sets only long enough to be 
able to rise again. Yes, you can go golfi ng at 2 or 3 in the 
morning and have enough daylight to do so!

Feel 
the 

Energy 
of

Fairbanks, Alaska is full of juxtapositions. 
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Ladies, don’t 
fret. If cars 

aren’t your 
thing, then the 

gorgeous heir-
loom dresses, hats, 

jackets and shoes 
will knock your 

knickers off. Beauti-
fully ornate outfi ts 

spanning 150 years, 
from Victorian times to 

the early swing era, are 
artfully displayed through-

out the museum, including 
stunning silk beaded gowns 

from the “Titanic” era and 
rich Chantilly lace creations. 

The colors, textures and fab-
rics of these historical treasures 

are a delight.

Another surefi re way to get a 
glimpse into Alaska’s unique his-

tory and terrain is to head over to 
the Museum of the North on the 

University of Alaska’s campus. Open 
year-round, the museum’s collection is 

a research treasure trove. The 1.4 mil-
lion artifacts and specimens represent 

millions of years of biological diversity, 
and thousands of years of the North’s 

cultural traditions. Because this region 
is so unique, intricate systems of ecology, 

culture and geography have intersected to 
cast an exceptional landscape of human and 

wildlife development. The glimpse into the 
past includes some very rare pieces covering a 

2,000-year spectrum of Alaska art, from ivory 
carvings to contemporary paintings and sculp-

ture, the state’s largest public display of gold, and 
Blue Babe, a 36,000-year-old mummifi ed steppe 

bison. The guided audio tour available for rent is 
helpful and recommended. Other treats are the 

ever-changing sound and light installation driven by 
the real-time positions of the sun and moon, a display 

showing seismic activity and the aurora in the “Place 
Where You Go to Listen” installation. 

For additional insight into the culture and history of the 
Fairbanks region, make a stop at the Morris Thompson 

Cultural and Visitors Center. Not only will you get 
friendly, knowledgeable staff to help answer questions 
about tours, lodging, dining and cultural activities, this 
year-round hub of resourceful information also show-
cases interpretative displays about the Alaskan people, 
landscapes and distinct seasons. There is also an artisans’ 
workshop demonstration area and an elders gathering 
space. After perusing the displays, stop to browse the 
many locally crafted goods in the gift shop.

One of the more extraordinary tourist stops in the 
Fairbanks area is the Aurora Ice Museum housed at Che-
na Hot Springs Resort. Both are uniquely Alaskan and 
will create lasting memories you’ll never forget. Chena 
Hot Springs, founded over 100 years ago, is located 60 
miles outside of Fairbanks in a beautifully remote little 
valley. World famous for its legendary, naturally occur-
ring, 105-degree healing mineral waters composed of 
a complex variety of minerals, the springs at this resort 
are fed by 3000-foot deep underground circulating wa-
ter from thousands of years, which attracts the earth’s 
heat and then “short circuits” back up to the surface, 
through fractures in the granite rock beneath the hot 
springs area. 

The chest-high pools for those aged 18+ are surround-
ed by beautiful trees and solitude. It’s believed that by 
bathing in hot springs mineral water, poor health condi-
tions related to skin, circulation, the respiratory system, 
muscular pain and arthritis may be relieved. It’s quite a 
sensory experience to be immersed in over 100-degree 
water while it’s near zero outside. These magical springs 
are also used at the resort for some highly innovative 
geothermal production projects which have attracted 
national and international attention. Tours of the plant 
projects are available. 

Depending upon the season, Chena Hot Springs Resort 
offers a host of activities. During the winter, there’s 
cross-country skiing, sled dog kennel tours, snowmo-
bile and sleigh rides. In the summer months you can 
bike, hike, canoe, fi sh, rent ATVs, raft and go horseback 
riding. Sun or snow, on the premises is the Aurora Ice 
Museum. A constant 20 degrees inside, the museum 
offers views of huge, intricate sculptures carved from 
large blocks of ice, including a large bar-seating area 
with ice stools where you can have a delicious appletini 
in a glass made from ice! The museum features a gallery 
of ever-changing sculptures such as life-sized jousting 
knights and overhead chandeliers made of individu-
ally carved ice crystals, which change color every six 
seconds mimicking the northern lights. The architects 

of most of the art are the museum’s “residents,” 15-time 
World Ice Art Champion Steve Brice and his wife, Heather, a 
six-time World Ice Art Champion.

A main attraction of Chena Hot Springs Resort is its remote 
location and perfect setting for viewing Fairbanks’ stellar 
Aurora Borealis displays. During cold, crisp winter months 
and into early spring, the Northern Lights are a naturally 
occurring phenomenon, which periodically overtake the Alas-
kan sky. Colors can include brilliant green, red, purple and 
yellow, as ribbons of lights swirl in the sky above. The displays 
are visible any cloudless night from anywhere in Fairbanks; 
for the most dramatic impact, a dark, light-pollution-free sky 
is optimum. Light displays are mostly visible in the late night 
to early morning hours and occur an average of eight out of 
10 nights. 

As with the nighttime sky, Fairbanks is full of natural sur-
prises and should be considered for a family adventure. The 
people are friendly, most excursions are accessible within a 
short driving distance or right in town, and it’s an experience 
to be part of such seasonal extremes. It would be fair[banks] 
to say that there’s plenty to see and you and your family 
would have a rare opportunity to immerse yourselves in 
some vast, amazing terrain—which in a busy, crowded world, 
is a gift unto itself.    
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If you go:

Must stay: Pike’s Waterfront Lodge. 
Located on the beautiful Chena River, close 
proximity to the airport, free continental 
breakfast in the winter, spacious rooms, 
great views, friendly staff. 
www.pikeslodge.com 

Chena Hot Springs Resort. Remote 
location, exceptional hot springs, great activities, 
geothermal power site, ice museum. 
www.chenahotsprings.com 

Must dine: The Pump House 
Restaurant. Amazing Alaskan seafood, 
top grade beef, premium wines and micro 
brews, Sunday brunch. www.pumphouse.com 

Must visit: Fountainhead Antique Auto 
Museum. Fantastic collection of antique cars 
and clothes, historical photos and videos. 
www.fountainheadmuseum.com

University of Alaska Museum of the North. 
Two thousand years of Alaskan history, art, culture 
on display; interactive exhibits, sculptures and glimpses 
into Alaska’s fascinating geographic landscape spanning 
thousands of years. www.uaf.edu/museum. 

Morris Thompson Cultural and Visitors Center. 
Gateway for Fairbanks travel, lodging, tour and excursion 
information; interpretive displays; gift shop and artisan 
demonstrations. www.explorefairbanks.com. Contact them 
for a free Fairbanks visitor guide.




