W24

H

TORONTO STAR

H

SATURDAY, APRIL 9, 2011

ON ON3

WHEELS
NORTH TO ALASKA

Heated seats
in a frozen
wonderland
A luxurious Porsche SUV takes the chill off a trip
to the end of the highway at Prudhoe Bay
MARK RICHARDSON
WHEELS EDITOR

The old guy
loading supplies onto the snow machine’s trailer nodded toward our
cars and asked the inevitable question.
“I saw you down at the Safeway in
Fairbanks. You’re driving up to
Prudhoe? Why do you want to do
that?”
Because it’s an adventure, we told
him. Because it’s the end of the
Alaska road. Because it’s as far
north as anyone can drive in North
America, farther even than Inuvik
or Tuktoyaktuk in Canada. Because
it’s there.
“Okay,” he said, and paused for a
moment. “But why do you want to
do that?”
If anyone could understand, it
should be this guy — a man intimately acquainted with the lure of
the far north. We met him at a turnoff from the fabled Dalton Highway,
just an hour’s drive below the Arctic
Circle. He was loading fresh fruit
and vegetables onto the trailer to
take to his roadless community 30
kilometres up the Yukon River.
But he did not understand. He
smiled, shook his head politely and
returned to the task, and we walked
back through the crisp April air to
the four Porsche Cayennes with
their heated seats, heated steering
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wheels and thick, contoured leather.
If truth be told, none of us could
really answer the question, either.
I’ve been accompanying a group of
nine Italians who love Porsches and

Was it worth it?
For tourists with
no reason to visit
except to look
around and then
return south?
cold places, and who flew into Vancouver late last month from their
homes at Pesaro in balmy central
Italy to make this drive. All own
Porsche Cayenne SUVs and love
them so much that they make annual winter excursions to challenging places: northern Scotland, Iceland, Norway’s Nordkap.
This month, after two years of
preparation, they left Europe for
this cold drive north to America’s
Arctic coast. Porsche Canada supplied the vehicles and some logistic
help, and I’m tagging along for the
ride. I’ve always wanted to drive to
Prudhoe Bay. Not sure why.
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The Dalton Highway is a working highway. You don’t mess around with the drivers trying to do their jobs.

The convoy headed north through
British Columbia and the Yukon
before crossing into central Alaska
and reaching Fairbanks Tuesday,
where we stocked up on decent coffee and junk food.
The Dalton Highway starts 135 km
north of town and the road turns
immediately to hard-packed gravel,
perhaps to deter whimsical tourists. This is the Haul Road, not a
sightseeing route but a supply high-

way to the oil field communities of
Prudhoe Bay and Deadhorse, and a
maintenance highway for the
northern half of the 1,300 km Alaska pipeline.
It doesn’t take long for the pipeline to show itself, running raised
above the ground and close to the
road.
Almost half is buried, whenever
there’s no danger of it warming the
permafrost, and a dozen giant

pumping stations along the way
provide the pressure to keep the oil
moving.
There are mountains here, white
and jagged against the blue sky, and
the road twists and curves at their
base.
It’s wide enough for two trucks to
pass comfortably and the surface
soon changes back to smooth asContinued on next page
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DODGE RAM 1500 ALLNEW! 2011 DODGE RAM 1500 QUAD ALLNEW! 2011 DODGE RAM 1500 QUAD
ALLNEW! 2011
QUAD CAB SXT 4X4
CAB “BIG HORN” HEMI 4X4
CAB LARAMIE 4X4 HEMI
FULLY LOADED, 5.7L V8 WITH
MDS, PREMIUM BUCKET SEATS,
20 INCH WHEELS, CHROME
GRILLE & BUMPERS, DUAL
EXHAUST, RUNNING BOARDS,
PW, PL, KEYLESS ENTRY, MEDIA
CENTRE, SATELLITE RADIO, ABS,
ESP, SO MUCH MORE. STK# 13120

FULLY EQUIPPED, V8 FLEX
FUEL, AUTO, AIR COND, PW,
PL, ALLOY WHEELS, MEDIA
CENTER, CD PLAYER, ABS,
ESP, CHROME BUMPERS,
LOTS MORE. STK# 13130
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DODGE RAM 1500 QUAD CAB SPORT HEMI 4X4
SCAT PAK!

$
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22 INCH WHEELS
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PERFORMANCE
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DODGE RAM 1500 CREWCAB ALLNEW! 2011 DODGE RAM 2500
ALLNEW! 2011
CREWCAB DIESEL SLT 4X4
LARAMIE “LONG HORN EDITION”

ALLNEW! 2011 SPECIAL EDITION
FULLY LOADED, 5.7L V8 HEMI,
LEATHER BUCKET SEATS,
GPS NAVIGATION,
NAVIGATION, BEDLINER,
CHROME RUNNING BOARDS,
DUAL EXHAUST, KEYLESS
ENTRY, P/ SEATS, PW, PL,TILT,
CRUISE, SATELLITE RADIO,
TOO MUCH TO LIST, STK# 12802

31,999

Finance It

FULLY LOADED, 5.7L V8, AUTO,
LEATHER PWR HEATED SEATS,
20”WHEELS, ABS, ESP, REAR
PARK ASSIST, BLUETOOTH,
DUAL EXHAUST, SATELLITE
RADIO, MEDIA CENTER, FOG
LIGHTS, KEYLESS ENTRY, LOTS
MORE. STK# 12966

ABSOLUTELY LOADED, 5.7L HEMIWITH
MDS, SPECIALTY UPGRADED BUCKET
SEATS,TWO TONE PAINT, GPS
NAVIGATION, SUNROOF, 20”WHEELS,
REMOTE STARTER, SATELLITE
RADIO, DUAL EXHAUST, U-CONNECT
BLUETOOTH, REAR PARK ASSIST,
FOG LIGHTS, PW/PL, HEATED & COOLED
FRONT SEATS, HEATED STEERING
WHEEL, LOTS MORE, STK# 13066

$

43,990
PLUS HST ONLY

Finance It

$

269
BI-WEEKLY
+ HST

FULLY EQUIPPED, 6.7L CUMMINS
TURBO DIESEL, PREMIUM CLOTH
BUCKET SEATS, P/SEAT, PW/
PL, KEYLESS ENTRY, POWER
GROUP, FOG LIGHTS, U-CONNECT
TRAILER BRAKE CONTROL, TILT,
CRUISE, AM/FM/CD PLAYER, LOTS
MORE STK# 12704
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ALL BI-WEEKLY PAYMENTS ARE PLUS HST ONLY. $0 DOWN PAYMENT, 3.0% INTEREST RATE IS A VARIABLE RATE ONLY OFFERED BY TD CANADA TRUST ON APPROVED CREDIT. ALL INCENTIVES/REBATES HAVE BEEN APPLIED TO SALE VEHICLES. †1.99% FINANCING IS AVAILABLE ON ALL RAMS (EXCEPT FOR REGULAR CAB 1500 & CAB & CHASSIS). $8,750 IN CASH CREDITS IS
AVAILABLE ON 2011 RAM 1500 SXT NON HEMI. ALL CASH PRICES ARE PLUS HST ONLY, EVERYTHING ELSE IS INCLUDED. 2011 JOURNEY SXT-BORROWING $24,857.00 EXAMPLE OR 84 MTHS. 3.0% VARIABLE INTEREST RATE, PAYMENT IS $156.00 TAX IN BI-WEEKLY, TAX INCLUDED, TOTAL COST OF BORROWING OVER 7 YRS IS $2,733.95. PRICES AND PAYMENTS ARE VALID ON DATE.
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‘This truly is the end of the road’
Continued from previous page

phalt. though with the occasional
dip that keeps you awake. It’s built
mostly above the surface on a bed of
raised gravel, partly to better drain
itself as protection from frost
heaves and to insulate the permafrost below, but also to provide a
buffer that prevents snow from
sweeping directly across the surface. It can snow here on any day of
the year, and although it’s such a dry
climate that true storms are infrequent, what snow there is doesn’t
melt but just accumulates until late
May.
We pressed on north from the Yukon River and soon reached the
Arctic Circle, where there’s a turnoff and a large sign that thrilled the
visitors. Most vacationers on this
road visit from May to September
and few will see the deep snow that
blocks the washrooms and the picnic tables, but for us, the strong,
windless sun felt almost warm and
it was comfortable to read the information posters. The Italians unfurled a large sign to pose for photos, and then we drove north for
another hour to our beds for the
night.
The beds were at Coldfoot, a former mining community that is the
only public source for fuel and food
along the 666 km of the road. After
construction of the highway was
completed in just the five summer
months of 1974, and the pipeline
was completed three years later, the
workers’ house trailers from a nearby camp were moved here and
turned into lodging, alongside a restaurant and saloon; we stayed in
comfortable prefabricated and connected rooms and chatted to truckers till late into the night.
Those professional drivers
couldn’t understand the appeal of
driving without getting paid for it,
either, but they were angry with us
that one of our party — another
Canadian guest driving the Cayenne that towed the trailer — had
been travelling too fast for their liking. At least twice, he’d not moved
properly over to the side of the road
to let them pass. We assured them
that somebody else would be driving the trailer the next day. Just as
well, they said — we’ll run him off
the road next time. And they were
serious. You don’t mess around up
here.
In fact, the next day brought the
most challenging section of the
drive by far, when we reached the
4,800-foot Atigun Pass — this is the
Continental Divide and the highest
highway pass in Alaska. If you
watch Ice Road Truckers on TV, this
is where much of the action takes
place. The road has a 12 per cent
grade and trucks must stop before
the long climb to chain up their
driving tires.
The only way to get through is to
take it slow and steady, and we followed a pair of heavy haulers that
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The Atigun Pass on the Dalton Highway, above, winds through the Brooks Range on its way north. Below left, the road to Prudhoe Bay is mostly hard
pack that twists and turns around the base of the mountains, while Wheels Editor Richardson, below right, takes a moment to enjoy his own paper.

were themselves escorted by chase
pickups to prepare the way. With
four-wheel drive, Pirelli winter
tires and hundreds of horsepower,
we had a much easier time of it than
those transport trucks.
And on the other side, after dropping steeply onto the Arctic watershed, we saw the trees had disappeared and the temperature had
dropped to –20 C.
The guidebook warned that these
last 275 km have the worst weather
on the highway, which means the
snow blows across the clear tundra
and sweeps the road.High posts to
each side mark the route for the

plows and we stayed between those
posts, with nothing now to see except flat white on each side, blurring into a white sky.
The road here is hard-pack again,
iced in the winter to protect it from
the heavy tires and coated in the
summer with calcium chloride to
keep down the dust, which makes it
both corrosive and slippery. But it’s
still worth it on the machinery if it
means the trucks can complete the
long haul to supply the oil fields at
the ocean.
For us, though — was it worth it?
For tourists with no reason to visit
except to look around and then re-

turn south? We pulled up to the
town’s solitary working gas pump
this evening, where the price of unleaded wasn’t even marked but sells
for about $5 a U.S. gallon, and
looked around to ask ourselves the
same question. Was it worth it?
We’re still a couple of kilometres
short of the Arctic Ocean here, and
cannot pass the oilfield security
gates to get to the frozen water. We
went there and were turned back.
There’s nothing else to see at this
time of year except prefab buildings
and white expanse — the small lake
and summer wildflowers are nothing but flat snow and ice. This truly

is the end of the road.
Soon, we’ll return south and retrace our route down to Fairbanks,
and then to Anchorage. But when
we’re home and we next look at the
map, and our eyes trace that red line
that slides to the top of the paper, or
slips off the top of the screen, we’ll
nod and perhaps even smile.
Another mystery will have been
answered. Maybe not explained,
but answered nonetheless.
Mark Richardson is the editor of Wheels.
mrichardson@thestar.ca.
Read his daily blog about
this entire journey
at wheels.ca.

THEVOLVO SPRING TO LIFE EVENT
All-New 2012 250HP S60 T5
Lease for

APR at

$399 2.9%
$1,675*
Mo. for
36 mos.

Downpayment only

OFFERS END SOON.

• Ground-breaking Volvo City Safety
• Available Pedestrian Detection Technology with Full Auto Brake
• New Driver Control Interface with 7" Screen
• Dynamic Stability Traction Control (DSTC)
• Corner Traction Control

PLUS GREAT LEASE AND FINANCE OFFERS ON 2011 VOLVOS
VISIT YOUR LOCAL VOLVO RETAILER OR VOLVOCARS.CA
*Limited time offers through participating Volvo Retailers on approved credit (O.A.C.) to qualiﬁed retail customers only. Lease examples based on a 2012 S60 T5. 2.9% lease APR for 36 months. Monthly payment is $398.94 with $1,675 down payment or equivalent trade-in, ﬁrst month’s payment (including
tax); $75 PPSA, $75 tax for fuel conservation (if applicable), $495 administration fee, $100 air conditioning tax (where applicable) and $0 security deposit are due at lease inception. Total lease obligation is $18,796.84. Other applicable taxes, license, insurance, registration and other applicable fees are
extra. Lease has a 20,000 km allowance ($0.16 per km on excess). Payment and security deposit may vary by choice of extra equipment. Purchase at end of lease for $22,061.20 plus taxes. Offer is subject to change. Retailer may sell/lease for less. Retailer order/trade may be necessary. Some terms/
conditions apply. Offers may vary by region. See your Volvo Retailer for full details. Vehicles may not be exactly as shown. ©2011 Volvo Cars of Canada Corp. “Volvo. for life” is a registered trademark used under license by Volvo Cars of Canada Corp. Always remember to wear your seat belt. Visit volvocars.ca.

