Dear Friends,                                                                                                                                                                   This was a wonderful year.  It started out with a work trip to Phoenix in January, after which I spent the weekend with my aunt and her family; highlights of that short visit were a walk through the desert (we saw wild donkeys on the drive back) and the Phoenix Zoolights spectacular.  Shortly thereafter I traveled to Anchorage for training and spent a festive weekend with Chris, who took me to the Beer & Barley Wine Festival.  Back in Juneau, I continued my reentry into the dance community, attending monthly dances and taking salsa and rueda classes.  Rueda completely caught my fancy and I continued to dance it long after I stopped other winter activities.
The winter kept getting better with the most festive birthday week I can remember (early February).  It started out with a hasty call from my parents alerting me to an incoming skype from my brother in China.  A few minutes later I met my niece for the first time over a laptop while she played with her new parents in a hotel room.  She immediately recognized me from photos as “Guma” (paternal aunt), which was wonderful.  The week continued with festive birthday activities, and soon Chris called with news that he was moving to Juneau.  I continued to intensively clean and organize the house and by the time he arrived on March 7, it was cleaner and neater than it had been in years.  I’d happily lived without a roommate for almost four months, but having Chris move in was a very welcome change.  Before being contracted out to the state in July, Chris worked from home, which made for cozy lunches and state holidays.

I didn’t manage to book a warm winter vacation this year as I’d hoped to, but Chris and I made use of my companion fare ticket to explore Southeast a little, spending a long Easter weekend in Wrangell.  We hiked several short, beautiful trails, visited the museum, saw the totems on Chief Shake’s island, visited an old friend, and ate repeatedly at the same bar/restaurant (there weren’t many places open).  The highlight of the weekend was exploring Petroglyph Beach, where we found dozens of petroglyphs scattered around the sand/rock beach.  It was super exciting to find them tucked among all the ordinary rocks.  Their designs ranged from modern Pacific Northwest Native designs to spirals and other designs that are very distinctly different.  We stayed at a nice little B&B above the town that was saturated with fish motifs and included a private sauna. 
Back in Juneau, the snow had cleared enough to finish spring maintenance on the skiff (snow lingered on this year) and we made the inaugural trip to the homestead on April 25.  Everything was eerily in order, but the steering unit on the boat fell off on the way back, making for a long kicker ride home.  It was the only major boat issue all summer, but the trailer continued to fail in various ways, first with a detached wheel after we launched the boat at the end of the road (prompting a seven hour boat ride from Echo Cove to Douglas Harbor) and then with rotten skids that broke under the weight of the boat, causing it to plunge dangerously low.   I replaced the skids for the winter, but recently purchased a new trailer for next summer.
And that brings us to summer, which was the most amazingly sunny, hot summer in memory (a stark contrast to 2008).  Long stretches of sunshine began in April and continued through August--from April 26 to August 31 we had about 56 days of sun (not including overcast days with no precipitation) including seven, twelve, and sixteen day stretches.  It was ridiculously hot.  Chris and I spent several afternoons on remote beaches, swimming in the ocean to cool off.  Summer also saw a lot of purely fun adventuring, including several trips I’ve dreamed of for years.  During one stretch of glorious weather, Chris and I took the skiff to an island in Lynn Canal and camped for the night after spending the afternoon with a large pod of resident orcas.  We took trips to two of my childhood creeks up the Taku, hiked far up the creek behind the homestead (though we never made it to the mountaintop), and I kayaked upriver for the first time beyond Whiting Point with a friend.  But the highlight by far was a three day boat excursion to Icy Strait in tandem with Dru.  Chris and I camped on islands at night and spent the day watching whales and other wildlife.  It was super fun.  The humpbacks at Pt. Adolphus were magnificent and we had several extremely close encounters while shut down.  (One whale came within two feet of the boat and the photo I took of him fluking is very poorly translated on this card.)  We saw parasitic jaegers on the hunt, sea otters, seals, sea lions, and Dall’s porpoise.  We had harbor porpoise swimming a few feet away while we were shut down so we could see them underwater, two pods of bubble net lunge feeding humpback whales, and two pods of transient orcas.  It was the highlight of the summer for me.
I also made ten trips to Snettisham, including a solid week in June.  Progress started well with the construction of a 12’x16’ deck in front of the lodge.  A small work party helped put up a bunch of rounds for firewood in May, but progress slowed after that.  I got a few odds and ends done over the summer, then we buckled down again in September to install the ceiling panels in the lodge.  It looks gorgeous, and the lodge is comfier than ever.  There were no bears around the homestead this year while I was there, but I had some pretty intense encounters at Sweetheart Creek with a sow and three little cubs.  I made three trips there to catch sockeye this year—the standard trip in late July and two quick trips from the homestead in August.  Once I was alone on the creek with the four bears fishing about 50 feet away.  
We also had some guests join us at the homestead.  In addition to the work party, Chris and I both had friends and family come down.  My parents brought my brother and sister-in-law and my niece Jia Jia in the Alaskan for their first trip to the homestead in July.  We played lots of games and went for a kayak upriver in the sunshine.  Jia Jia is a total delight, a very bright and cheerful nine year old girl.  Although I wasn’t around on the weekends very much during the summer, she came and helped me garden after work (I can’t think of anything more delightful) and played at the house with Chris, Nigel, and I.
The whales this year were spectacular enough to make up for the relative dearth of whale encounters in recent years.  For the first time, I encountered orcas on the ride back from the homestead.  It was Memorial Day and Chris and I were heading home after a long weekend building the new deck when a huge fin rose up in the water ahead of us near Taku Harbor.  It was AF29, a young male I first saw in 1998.  With him was the rest of his large pod and we turned and traveled with them for some time, getting some amazing looks at a small group with a calf.  A few weeks later we encountered another resident pod in Favorite Channel on our way to Ralston Island to camp.  This time we listened to them on the hydrophone and had one break away to come check us out; the water was glassy calm and orcas came in an endless stream from the north.  During the Icy Strait trip, we encountered two groups of transient orcas on the same day—a pair near the Gustavus dock who quietly went on their way (T87 and T88) and a larger group along Home Shore that was crazy excited, spyhopping, breaching, rolling, and vocalizing in an intense cacophony.  Then of course we had humpbacks—multiple close encounters, breaching, lobtailing, fin slapping, etc.  We saw bubblenet lunge feeders (including a group of about ten that we listened to screaming at their prey before they lunged through the surface in the brilliant sun).  In the fall we spent time in a spread out Stephen’s Passage group-up with a very playful whale who breached predictably and spectacularly in the waning September light.
With the warm weather, my garden thrived this summer, blooming more magnificently than ever before.  This was partly due to a lot of hard work (adding dirt to most of the beds, constructing supports for the tall geraniums, fertilizing, adding drainage to prevent the paths from flooding, filling in the last empty bed, etc.).  For the first time in years, I also had great success rearing annuals from seeds inside during the winter.  Although the aphids eventually showed up, the flowers were strong enough by then to withstand the attack.  We released hundreds of lady bugs inside the house and, although we watched them munch a few aphids, they were more amusing than effective.  I spent a long spring day outside transplanting all my annuals to pots (with the help of my niece) and my front porch was overflowing with color all summer.  
Nigel continued to be an amazing adventure buddy and trooped along on most expeditions.  At nearly 13 he’s definitely slowing down, but I’m happy to see that he still goes off on his own adventures while I’m busy at the homestead.  He never ever wants to be left behind and has turned into quite a willing boat dog.  This fall, Chris and I adopted a few more animals to the household, putting $200 into a fresh water aquarium for three $.50 goldfish—Franklin Delano Fish, Mystery Fish (we haven’t actually figured out his/her name yet), and Xavier Pescador.
It took quite a bit longer this year to recover from summer, both in terms of exhaustion and fall errands.  But I did eventually manage to fog both engines, cover the boat effectively (I hope), started to scrape the moss off the roof, and clean out the garage, on top of the more mundane household chores.  I spent the night at Windfall Lake Cabin in November, and Chris and I hiked out to Blue Mussel Cabin on Berners Bay for a night in December.  The weather was clear and cold, hoarfrost covering everything, and the pink light on the snowy mountains was stunning.  Now I’m off to Portland for work, then Arizona for Christmas, and I’m very much looking forwarding to finally relaxing when I come home!
Hope you had a wonderful year!                                                                                                                                           -Debbie
