
Anchorage at 100
The vibrant city,
just a collection
of tents in 1915,
offers Alaska
treats off the
cruise-ship path.
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By Siobhan Starrs
WASHINGTON POST

N ORTHERN IRELAND — On the Kings
Road … at last … en route to Winterfell.

I, a true pilgrim and loyal bannerper-
son, do pledge allegiance to the clan Stark and
wish to pay homage at the seat of the King in
the North.

My journey began in Belfast, my mother’s
ancestral home. I confess to being a fan of the
HBO cult hit Game of Thrones, and having trav-
eled to Northern Ireland to visit family, I seized
the chance to see some of the filming locations.
About 75 percent of the show is shot here, trans-

forming the fortunes of those lucky people who
can now find work in the film business — and
giving a boost to the tourist industry.

First, I traveled north to the Antrim Coast,
whose scenic glens and coves play host to nu-
merous Game of Thrones dramas. The one-day
tour was organized by McComb’s Travel, which
started these bus excursions a year ago. Co-own-
er Caroline McComb told me they appeal to a
new demographic of tourist: the “Throners,”
generally under 50, who come to Northern Ire-
land to see the filming sites. Once here, they get
to see all the stunning vistas, castles, forests,
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NCHORAGE, Alaska — We climbed gingerly down
onto the narrow float of the seaplane that we had
ridden in for a soft landing on Lake George, 45
miles northeast of downtown Anchorage. Just off
to our right was the soaring Colony Glacier, its

craggy azure surface providing a launch pad for polar winds
blowing out to greet us.

As we balanced on the float, the sound of gunshots echoed
through the valley. At least that’s what we thought they were,
until we watched Humvee-sized blocks of ice calving off the
glacier and landing spectacularly in the lake, sending giant
plumes of water into the air.

Just another day in Alaska, the vaunted “last frontier.”
More than living up to its reputation as pristine, rugged, and

off-beat, the state has become ratings bait for reality-TV
shows. At last count, about a dozen are being filmed here.

Far longer than it’s been a magnet for film crews, Alaska
has been a popular spot for cruise vacations. However, most
ships only skirt the shoreline of America’s largest state.
Usually, passengers fly in or out of Anchorage to stay one
night before boarding or after disembarking, missing much
of what this dynamic city has to offer. Visitors should plan to
spend extra time here — particularly as Anchorage cele-
brates its centennial this year.

Summertime in Alaska is enchanting. Long hours of day-
light give plenty of time to explore, and all that solar warmth
encourages flowers to bloom in rainbow-hued profusion,
overflowing beds and planters. Hemlock trees are festooned
with thumb-sized purple pine cones, as if decorated for an
early Christmas.
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From Anchorage, it’s easy to get a seaplane flight to tour an Alaska glacier. The city itself has museums, microbreweries and more. MICHAEL MILNE

On a ‘Game of Thrones’
quest to Northern Ireland

Sophie Turner and Aidan Gillen in a scene from the HBO fantasy series
“Game of Thrones,” which uses Northern Ireland as a prime shooting
location. HELEN SLOAN / HBO
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For information on Game of Thrones filming
locations in Northern Ireland, tours, and nearby
accommodations:
www.discovernorthernireland.com/gameofthrones

Anchorage marks its 100th
For information on the yearlong birthday bash in
Alaska’s largest city: www.AnchorageCentennial.org

moorland and caves that
originally lured the cable
network — all within a two-
hour drive of Belfast.

An added bonus is the
traditional “hundred thou-
sand welcomes” from the
locals, who have a tale or
two to tell of their own and
legends to rival those writ-
ten by George R.R. Martin,
whose fantasy series A
Song of Ice and Fire the
show is based on.

Our first stop was near
the town of Ballymoney, at
“the Dark Hedges,” which
framed one of the best-
known scenes from the se-

ries: the flight of a young
heroine, Arya Stark, from
her father’s betrayers at
King’s Landing. There is
no mistaking the eerie
beauty of this avenue of
beech trees, and it has be-
come a favorite subject of
amateur photographers.

The picturesque Ball-
intoy Harbor served as the
backdrop to antihero The-
on Greyjoy’s homecoming.
Today, elderly couples mill
around a whitewashed
cafe, while Game of
Thrones fans snap selfies
in another of the show’s
most recognizable loca-
tions.

The Larrybane quarry
on the Antrim Coast will
be familiar to fans as Ren-
ly’s military encampment
in Season 2. It also serves

as an overflow parking lot
for the nearby Carrick-a-
Rede bridge, a famously
terrifying rope bridge sus-
pended nearly 100 feet
above the sea, connecting
a rocky island to the main-
land cliffs. Alas, our bus
schedule meant that we
didn’t get to make the
crossing. But if you have a
head for heights and the
resolve of a Stark, it’s well-
worth a visit.

Most northbound tours
make a detour to the Gi-
ant’s Causeway, Northern
Ireland’s most famous nat-
ural feature and a
UNESCO World Heritage
site (though it hasn’t — yet
— appeared in Game of
Thrones). A four-mile
promontory made of huge,
interlocked basalt col-

umns, it rises from the
North Atlantic as if carved
by the giants who stalk Ul-
ster’s mythology. The col-
umns were created about
60 million years ago when
this landscape was volca-
nic and took their striking
polygonal form from rock
crystallization as lava slow-
ly cooled.

The second day of my
pilgrimage took me south,
by car, toward the Mourne
Mountains. I grew up in
the foothills of these gran-
ite giants, not far from
Sandy Brae, whose bleak
landscape appears in the
TV series as the entrance
to Vaes Dothrak, home of
the Dothraki people and
their new khaleesi (queen),
Daenerys Targaryen, a key
heroine and claimant to

the Iron Throne of the Sev-
en Kingdoms.

Tollymore Forest was a
favorite spot for many out-
ings of my childhood;
memories of negotiating
stepping-stones over the
Shimna River came back
as I wandered through
woodland glades enjoying
the dappled sunshine.

Onscreen, though, this
idyll is often a place of
menace. Tollymore ap-
pears in the very first epi-
sode as a snowy forest
haunted by the mythologi-
cal undead. Later, patri-
arch Eddard Stark and his
men are traveling in the
woods when they come
upon a gored stag and
some direwolf pups, which
the Stark children adopt.

I had family in tow, and
after a hearty walk around
Tollymore, we stopped at
Inch Abbey, a ruined 11th-
century monastery near
Downpatrick. For us, it
was the perfect spot for a
picnic and some solitude;
in the series, this is where
Robb Stark, son of Ed-
dard, is declared “King in
the North” by the rebels.

Another short drive
brought me and my com-
panions to my journey’s
end: the show’s Winterfell.

Castle Ward is an 18th-

century mansion on the
shores of Strangford
Lough, popular with visi-
tors in its own right. But
its fame is now overshad-
owed by that of the 10
Game of Thrones locations
on the estate — particular-
ly a castle dating from the
16th century that plays the
role of the Stark family
home, Winterfell.

The Clearsky Adventure
Center at the castle offers
a “Winterfell Experience.”
I didn’t have to be asked
twice whether I wanted to
dress as a Stark in furs
and cloak; I also tried —
but failed — to wield a
sword gracefully. Extras in-
clude meeting the North-
ern Inuit dogs that have
portrayed some of the dire-
wolves onscreen, and get-
ting archery tips from a
Stark look-alike. Groups
can also book medieval-
style banquets.

It seemed that every-
where we turned on the
Castle Ward estate, we
found evidence of Starks,
including Robb’s camp on
Audley’s field, the seeming-
ly impassable crossing at
Riverrun, and a hanging
tree, scene of a brutal exe-
cution.

My quest complete, I dis-
carded my cloak and re-
turned to my clan.
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Culturally, Anchorage,
with about 300,000 hardy
souls, ranks up there with
metropolises boasting larg-
er populations. Begin im-
mersing yourself in the re-
gion at the Anchorage Mu-
seum, which displays
more than 600 indigenous
artifacts in the Smithso-

nian Arctic Studies Center.
Native Alaskans descend
from 450 tribes, more than
in any other state, and
that diversity is revealed
in the collection.

Remarkably, many deli-
cate pieces have survived,
including intricately bead-
ed satchels, carved walrus
ivory bows, and the ahead-

of-its-time pearly white
imarnin, or “gut parkas.”
These translucent gems
were sewn by members of
the Yup’ik tribe from sea
mammal intestines to pro-
vide a clever form of wa-
terproof protection.

Given their remote loca-
tion, Alaskans were loca-
vores — with diets domi-

nated by what is locally
grown and produced — be-
fore that concept became
one of the latest hottest
trends. In addition to Alas-
kan favorites such as king
crab, salmon, and rein-
deer sausage, the city is
home to a growing interna-
tional foodie scene.

Anchorage also is tap-
ping into a burgeoning mi-
crobrewery movement.
For true local flavors — of
both the culinary and peo-
ple-watching variety — try
Humpy’s Great Alaskan
Alehouse: live music, the
state’s largest selection of
local beers on tap, and an
Original Crab Roll (Alas-
ka’s answer to New En-
gland’s lobster roll). The
place really starts hopping
when an overeager eater
takes on the Kodiak Arrest
Challenge, a six-pound
tray of seafood that must
be eaten in an hour.

If you’re still hungry,
head over a few blocks to
Town Square Park on West
Fifth Avenue. Follow the
smoky aromas where
three food carts duke it
out for reindeer sausage
supremacy. Each has its
own secret sauce and
methods of preparing
these local delicacies.

Husky Dogs sautés its
onions in Coca-Cola to
give them a sweet, spicy
flavor. And don’t worry, if
you’re traveling with chil-
dren who can’t stand the
thought of eating Rudol-
ph’s brethren, the vendors
will refer to it as caribou
sausage. Around 10 p.m.,
with the summer sun still
casting its amber glow
across the park, is the per-
fect time for a taste.

You can’t become much
more of a locavore than if
you’re fishing for salmon
in the shadows of Anchor-
age’s downtown buildings.
At Ship Creek, anglers can
rent equipment, buy bait,
even acquire an Alaskan
fishing license before drop-
ping a line into the pris-
tine water. If the thought
of sliding fish roe onto a
hook makes you squea-
mish, a viewing platform
reveals the pink fish on
their annual pilgrimage up-
stream, and you haven’t
gotten your hands dirty.

Anchorage is an out-
doors town year-round,
but even more so in sum-
mer. An easy way to experi-
ence its relationship with
nature is via the 11-mile
Tony Knowles Coastal
Trail, which runs from the
train depot downtown to
out beyond the airport.
Don’t worry about the
length; it’s flat and paved.
You can take on just part
of it, or rent bikes along
the way. If you’re channel-
ing your inner Greg LeM-
ond, watch out for the oc-
casional moose strutting
across the path. It’s also
not unusual to spot a few
bald eagles.

Along the way, take a
well-marked side trip to
Earthquake Park. The site
of a major ground rupture
during the 1964 earth-
quake shows just how vio-
lent these tremors can be.
A whole neighborhood
shelved off a cliff, creating
a geological rift.

Back on Lake George,
we climbed carefully into
the plane. After battening
down the hatches and mak-
ing sure we were all ac-
counted for, our pilot,
Scott, from Rust’s Flying
Service, serpentined his
way through the icebergs
drifting by, and gently lift-
ed off. On the way back to
Anchorage, we flirted with
the Chugach Mountains
for an aerial wild game sa-
fari. On the steep rocky
hillsides, snow white Dall
sheep sporting prominent
curved horns stood out
against the summer vege-
tation, while down below
moose cavorted in the bo-
real forest.

In less than a half-hour,
we were back in Anchor-
age, splashing down at the
Lake Hood Seaplane Base,
which is the busiest in the
world. It’s also a conve-
nient starting point for
flightseeing trips to Mount
McKinley and Denali Na-
tional Park.

When Anchorage start-
ed out in 1915 as a con-
struction camp for the
new railroad, it was just a
tent city. A century later,
it’s a metropolis with a
thriving cultural life set
amidst some of the world’s
most spectacular scenery
— definitely more than a
transit point for a cruise.

Larissa and Michael Milne have
been global nomads since
2011. Their new book is
“Philadelphia Liberty Trail:
Trace the Path of America's
Heritage.”
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Anchorage offers treats off the cruise-ship path

A display of metal and wooden skids used by plane for glacier landings, at the Alaska
Aviation Museum in Anchorage.

The Inquirer

Glacial runoff near Anchorage. Since most ships only skirt the shoreline of America’s largest state, visitors who want a more complete experience
should plan to spend time in the city, with day trips into the interior. MICHAEL MILNE

Winterfell, the seat of House Stark on “Game of Thrones,” is actually a 16th-century
fortress located on the grounds of Castle Ward in Northern Ireland. HBO

Ireland
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