North To Alaska

By PAC Tod A. Lyons, Coast Guard PADET Kodiak

So, you're considering accepting orders to
your next Coast Guard unit in the Last Frontier.
Y ou' ve heard stories about what Alaskaislike,
but you' d like to know more about it.

Widl, it'shig! It'svad, it's pretty remote
and Coast Guard men and women and their
familiesreally need to know what to expect
before they decide to take orders here.

There'sajoke I've heard since getting
assigned to Kodiak in 1997. “What happens
when you cut Alaskain haf? Answer: Texas
becomes the third largest state in the nation.

The distance from Juneau to Kodiak, asthe
crow flies, isabout 700 miles or the equivaent
distance in the lower 48 from New York City to
Indiangpolis, Ind. Kodiak to Anchorageis over
250 miles or aone-hour flight. Even Ketchikan
to Sitkais more than 200 milesl You haveto
travel by arplane or ferry boat to get to most of
the Coast Guard units here.

Very few Alaskatowns and citiesare
connected by roads. In fact, the towns of
Kodiak, Ketchikan, Petersburg and Sitkaare dl
onidands. Juneau backsright up to mountains
and glaciers. If you thought you'd like to pop
by Attu for aday, better makeiit at least two. It
takes 5 %2 hours by C-130 airplaneto fly from
Kodiak to Attu - about 1,225 miles - and there's
aone-hour time change. That's the same
distance in the continental United States
(CONUS) from Philade phiato Omaha, Neb.
“If you look at an atlas of Alaskawithout
referring to the scale of miles, towns here
gppear alot closer than they redlly are)” says
MCPO Harry Stevens, Command Master Chief
of Western Alaska, based in Kodiak. “Co-
location of personnel between townsis

impossible”

"Weather" or not you’re ready for
Alaska

Y ou've heard the saying, “If you don't like
the weather in New England, wait a minute, it

will change on you.”
Thesamecanbesad
for Alaska, and it rains
alot. According to
Rich Courtney of the
Nationa Wesather
Servicein Kodiak,
between 1970-1999 Kodiak averaged 76.2
inches of rain and snow every year. Ketchikan
gets even morerain. Compare that to Sedttle,
Wash., which receives an average of 37.7
inches of precipitation per year (based on 1972-
1998 dtigtics), and you know it's wet here.
Studded tires are amust on any vehicle between
October and April, even four-whed drives.
There are some pretty nice days throughout the
year, but they are often few and far between.

If you' re expecting sunny and 80 degrees,
don't! In my experiencein Kodiak, summer
temperatures only twice reached over 80
degrees. If temperatures even reach 70 degrees,
that's a hot day here.

Light and darkness are two other aspects of
Alaskaassgnments that are difficult to get used
to. Inthe middle of the summer in Kodiak, it
barely gets dark. We'll have daylight from
about 3am. to 1 am. Thetwo hours between 1
am. and 3am. isequivaent to dusk in most
places. Inthewinter, it'sthe opposite. Asl
write this article today, Dec. 9, it didn’t get light
until about 9:30 am. It will get dark at about
4:30 p.m. By theway, it's snowing today and
it's supposed to change to rain later.
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When placed to scale over a map of the continental United
Sates, it'sapparent exactly how big Alaskareallyis, and
the distancesit covers. (Graphic Courtesy D17 (dpa))




If you' re used to shopping mals and 24-
hour-a-day conveniences, most townsin Alaska
do not have such places. Anchorage, located on
the mainland, is acity of about 250,000 people
and it's like any other smilar-szed city in
CONUS. InKodiak, we do have aWd-Mart
and aMcDondds, Burger King, Dominos
Pizza, KFC and PizzaHut, afew hotdls, severd
restaurants and some other conveniences.
Nothing is open 24-hours, however, except the
hospital and Coast Guard operations.

Personnd considering atransfer to Alaska
need to review the Coast Guard Personndl
Manud, (COMDINST M1000.6) and the
Overseas Screening Process. Recently, a
committee in Kodiak reviewed the process and
made some recommendations. The reason for
the review is because in recent years, people
getting orders to Alaska were expecting
something romantic, or exciting, or unusud, or
whatever. When they got here, they found that
it can be romantic, and it can be alot of fun, but
it can dso be very chalenging and difficult to
adjust.

Lt. Cmdr. John Eaton, chief of the
Adminigtration Office at |SC Kodiak and
former chief of the Work Life Branch here, has
been in Alaskafor three consecutive tours. He
was aso here for three years in the 1980s.
Though there are no local gats available, his
experience acknowledges that about two in
every 10 people recelving ordersto Alaskaare
not suited for overseas assignment. That's 20
percent. “Whilel loveit here, not everyone
likes Alaska,” hesad. “Peoplethink it will be
great when they get here in the summer,
however, when winter rolls around we can have
20 graight days of rain, and with the daylight
hours so short, it can get people down. The
kids can't play outsde, and if they're not
involved in alot of extra-curricular activitiesit
wears on families pretty fast.”

Questions to ask yourself

Severd questions should be considered
before accepting ordersto Alaska. Does your
family have any specia medica, dentd,
psychological, physica or educationa
Stuations? Areyou enrolled in any Specid
Needs program or is there an active Family
Advocacy Program case? Do you have any

financid issues such as indebtedness, credit
loss, etc? Have you or family members been
treated for acohol abuse or chemica
dependency?

These types of questions are therefor a
reason. Over the last three years, Air Station
Kodiak tracked 20 Early Return of Dependents
(ERD) cases according to MCPO Dave
Levesque, Command Masgter Chief of the Air



Station. “Of those, 17 were due to marital
discord, and three for other reasons, and al of
them occurred within the first Sx months of
new personne reporting on board,” he said.
Levesque has done three toursin Alaska over
his career and he' s seen many relationships end,
perhaps due to the isolated location. “Newly
married, young couples are a risk, period,” he

“Married non-rates will have avery difficult
financia situation in Kodiak. Unlessthey get
government housing (which is not a guarantee)
it will be a problem for them and us”

Thoughts from both sides

| spoketo avariety of people, active duty
and dependents, to get their thoughts of being

sad. “Those assigned to Coast
married right out of "Newly married, young couples are at risk, Guard unitsin
boot camp or “A” period. Those married right out of boot camp Alaska. Telecom-
School have or "A" School have traditionally been the munications
traditionally been biggest problem. If they're here for a second Specidigt Chief
the biggest problem. tour, l don't see itas much.” Michad Crider

If they’re herefor a --MCPO Dave Levesque, CMC, Air Station Kodiak [ arrived at

second tour, | don’t Communicetions

seeit asmuch.”

If you love the outdoors (fishing, hiking,
hunting, 4-wheding, mountain biking, sea
kayaking, etc), you'll probably like Alaska. If
you' re expecting a grocery store open around
the clock, or shopping plazas to spend the extra
Cog of Living Allowance you receive, think
again. A galon of milk at the loca grocery
gtore is more than $4.00. On the base, we pay
$1.55/gdlon for regular unleaded gasoline, and
abag of potato chipsis often well over
$3.00/bag. Bananas cost between 50 cents and
99 cents per pound, fresh produce, in generd, is
very expensive - even at the locd commissary.
If the Sea-Land shipment can’'t make it because
of wegather, you will have dim pickingsin al of
the grocery stores.

In aletter from the commanding officer of
ISC Kodiak to the 17th Digtrict Chief of Staff,
the cogt of living
in Alaskais abig
concern.
“Overseas
expenses are high
for al gradesand
rates,” the letter
explans. “Many times, family problems
surface from those families who acquire large
debts before their new assgnments. By running
acredit check through an outside organization,
or acheck of CGMA loans, transferring
commands could capture those individuas with
a high dept/income ratio.”

Later in the letter it specificdly identifies
financia problems with non-rated personnd.

"I've seen people who say they hate it here and
they can't wait to get out; then they get sent to
Miami or southern California and they can't wait
to come back."

-- SCPO Leslie Frey, ISC Kodiak

Station Kodiak in June. “It’ s the best kept secret
in the Coast Guard,” he said. “I’m an outdoors
guy, so | bought a4-wheder. | love the hunting
and fishing, and the smd| town atmosphere.”

Hiswife, Kris, isnot so enthusiastic. “I'm
not red thrilled with the assgnment, and I'm
feding awfully cooped up” shesaid. “The
summer was't bad because there were things
to do, and | could get out. We have a2 Y>year-
old daughter. There' snothing in Kodiak for
children under the age of three”

The Criderstransferred in from Astoria,
Ore, and live in Coast Guard-owned housing,
but have just one vehicle. “We have one
vehicleand | don't like to drive in the snow;
thisishard for me,” Krissays. Krisadmitted
that if she was working, it might be different.
But she made achoiceto stay a home with her
daughter, and she' s pregnant with their second
child. If the Criders
wanted to go out for
alesurdy drive, it
wouldn't teke long
to cover the 17 miles
of paved road in
Kodiak, and the
remaining 83 miles of dirt roads can be tough
on vehicles.

TCC Crider admitsit’ s difficult for hiswife
and it’s difficult for young Coast Guard men
and women on their first assgnment out of boot
camp or A Schoal. “Single seamen and new
petty officers sraight out of the shoot have a
tough time adapting to this environment,”

Crider said. “WEe ve had some kids come here




that don't even have a driver’s license and the
COMMSTA islocated about five miles from
town. If you don't have a car, you're kind of
stuck,” he said.

Storekeeper Second Class Dawn Shapland,
currently on her second tour in Kodiak, has
mixed thoughts about her Alaska experience. “I
love the job because | get to do dl of the
different types of duties related to my fidd; like
accounting, property, purchasing; al of what an
SK does,” she explained. “It helpswith
servicewide exams because | do the yeoman
dutiesaswell.” Shapland has saven years Coast
Guard service and has dready taken the
servicewidefor SK1.

Shapland has been in Kodiak since March
1996. When she got here she was married with
no children. Now, sheis separated with a
seven-month-old daughter. “I think being in
Kodiak, far avay from my immediate family
and friends and pretty isolated, contributed to
the separation,” she said. “I didn’t choose to
cometo Kodiak, but got orders here anyhow.”

According to Shapland, many young
couples assgned to Kodiak have separated or
divorced since coming to here. “There'sahigh
divorcerate here. The mgority of my friends
under age 30 have had alot of marita problems
and there s a high rate of return of dependents,”
sheexplained. “I bdieveit has something to do
with the isolation. There's nothing to do; just
one dance club and no mal. The mgority of

what you can do in asimilar sized town in the
Lower 48, you can't do here, especidly when it
gets cold and dark,” Shapland said. “1 want my
daughter to have the experiences of the ‘red
world.” | want her to go to azoo and museums
and those types of things” she said. “Until |
leave, I'll make the best of the assgnment.”
Shapland stays involved with the community
but dso explainsthat if you' re not outgoing and
you don't like to be involved, you may not want
to cometo Alaska

Offering some advice to young couples,
particularly newlyweds considering an Alaska
assignment, she says, “They need to St down
and have a serious talk with their partner. They
need to know what they’re redly getting into.
Theré snot alot here”

YNCS Ledie Frey says she'svery biased
about Alaska, particularly after serving 19 of 21
years Coast Guard service a various Alaska
commands. “When people ask me about
Alaska, | tell them I'm biased. | loveit here)”
shesad. “I can't imagine a better place to be
for raisngafamily.” Frey has been married 19
years, and like most marriages, there have been
some rough spots, but she and her husband
worked through them. “Y ou’re going to have
good days and you' re going to have bad days,
but it's how you look at it," she said. It'sdark
in the winter and you have shorter days, o you
degp morein the winter and stay up longer in
the summer when it' slight dmost around the
clock.”

“People come here thinking
that it's a permanent
assgnment,” Frey explained.
“Most tours are only two to
three years, then you go
someplaceelse. Yet I've seen
people who say they hateit here
then they get sent to Miami or
southern Cdliforniaand they
can't wait to come back.”

Being young and singlein
Alaska has some benefits, but
for BM3 Steve Chrigty,
currently assigned to the CGC
Firebush, he' s ready to move

BM3 Seve Christy has enjoyed histime aboard the CGC Firebush,
but not necessarily all histimein Kodiak. Heisready to transfer to
the Lower 48 after three years OUTCONUS. (Photo by PA2 Keith

Alholm)

back to the Lower 48. “I like
the Firebush, | just don't like
being in Kodiak,” hesaid. The



Firebush is Chrigty’ sfirgt assgnment out of
boot camp. Upon graduation from Lima
Company 151 in Sept. 1997, Christy got orders
to Alaska Though Alaskawas last on his
Dream Shest, he certainly wasn't expecting
orders here. “| was shocked, | never heard of
Kodiak and didn’t know what to expect,” he
explained. “No one| spoke to knew anything
about it either.”

Since coming to Kodiak, Christy has
learned alot going from SA to BM3 and stands
duty as BMOW underway, works as a buoy
deck seaman and small boat coxswain, among
other duties. The Firebush works aidsto
navigation out asfar as Cold Bay, Alaska, in the
Aleutian Idands. The wesather is hard to get
used to, but something Christy has learned to
dedl with. Asfor Kodiak; “If you like the
outdoors, and your not hyped up to beinto abig
socid scene, then you will do okay here)” he
explains. “The hunting and fishing is the best
I’ve ever seen, but thereis not alot for young
single people to do here, particularly in the
winter.” Christy has seen young single people
get in trouble quickly because of the isolation
and the lack of activities available for those
under age 21. “We had a seaman on board who
wasjust like me; ahigh school graduate who

"An Alaska assignment is what you
make of it. People who fail to apply
themselves can be unhappy anywhere -
regardless of what is made available to

them. | never accepted that a place is
bad. It's just a bigger challenge.”

-- CPO Kevin McCarthy, COMSTA Kodiak

got hisfirst assgnment to Kodiak out of boot
camp. He started drinking, and got caught a
couple of times, and has since been discharged.
He told me he had never touched adrink in his
life before he got here. It's hard to get used to
theisolation,” Christy said.

His advice for people with ordersto
Alaska “Don't panic. Try to get used to the
isolaion. Don't keep yoursdlf locked up in
your barracks room. Get out and meet people,”
he continued. “The golf course hereis
excdlent. There' s basketball, softball, football,
hunting and fishing.”

For ETC Kevin McCarthy, aso assgned to
COMMSTA Kodiak, “The only way of getting
me out of Alaskais kicking and screaming,” he
sad. “I have lived, visted, worked, flown,
been stuck, stranded or hunted every placein
Alaskathat has aname attached,” he explains.
McCarthy, originaly from Massachusetts, has
done 13 or 14 yearsin

Alaskaover a 26-year Coast
Guard career.

He' s been divorced
once and is currently
separated from his second
wife, and being in Alaska
may have contributed to the
separation. “ Getting
separated can happen,” he
sad. “Inthedivorce I'm
going through now, being
assigned to Attu didn’t help,
particularly after athree-
year unaccompanied tour in
Stka” McCarthy’ swife
opted to Stay in Tok, Alaska,
where they were dso
assigned at onetime.

Grizzy Bears are fairly common in Kodiak, like this one seen just outside the doors of
COMSTA Kodiak on Dec. 15. (Photo by ETC Kevin McCarthy)

Even with the divorce,
current separation, and
raising two children,
McCarthy thoroughly



enjoysdl that Alaskahasto offer. “I like being
closetothewildlifeand I like fishing and
trapping.” And so goes his advice to young
people getting assigned to Alaska: “An Alaska
assgnment is what you make of it,” he sad.
“People who fail to apply themselves can be
unhappy anywhere - regardless of whet is made
available to them. | never accepted thet a place
isbad. It'sjust abigger chalenge”

McCarthy spends much of histime
competing in Alaska Sete Rifle
Championships, trapping, fishing, and hunting.
He aso volunteered asan EMT for 10 years.

“If you ever fed bored and you're garting to
et cabin fever, you can get involved in the
locd community,” hesaid. “A lot of
organizetions can use good, young help.
Hanging around barsisn’t going to get them
anywherein town.” He continued, “If a person
uses hig’her liberty time by spending it in the
locd bar, that’s a person who is at the bottom
rung of the ladder. They’re not going to go

very far.”

Coast Guard “Family” support

In Kodiak, the command does everything it
can to keep active duty personnd and their
families hgppy during their assgnment. The
ISC has an excdlent gymnasium, indoor
swimming pooal, racquetball courts, sun tanning
booth, a bowling dley, auto hobby shop, movie
theater, commissar, exchange, large
convenience store, and 543 units of owned
housing. There are morde boats for the
summer fishing season, fishing polesand gear,
and askating rink inthewinter. Theré sdsoa
family pizzaparlor with asmdl video arcade

and you can get a pretty decent med at the
galey for $3.20 per person, even for your
dependents. Intramura sports are popular and
Jewel Beach has beach glass and driftwood
gaore.

The American Bald Eagleis as common as
the black crow in the lower 48, and grizzly
bears, foxes, rabbits, deer and ground squirrels
are seenregularly. Dirt roads from the old
Navy base get you up into the hills around base
and there are numerous hiking trails. Similar
off base outdoor activitiesawait personnel
assigned to Sitka, Ketchikan or Juneavl.

The most important thing to do before
accepting ordersto Alaskaisto talk with
someone, find out what'sit'sredly like,
explains Levesque. He offersthisadvice, “Get
up with a sponsor, talk to peoplewho have been
here before” he stresses. “Understand thet it is
isolated. Small problems are magnified and can
become ared problem. Y ou have to know
what to expect. Assmdl aswe (Coast Guard)
are, plenty of people have been to Alaska before
and they can share information.”

McCarthy agrees with talking first with
someone who knows Alaska and how you
redly need to listen. “Nine out of 10 times, the
real problem is people didn't believe what their
sponsorstold them,” he said. “The attitude of
bearsin housngis‘Yeah, right....” The
concept of “no mals,” to people who have
purchased 99 percent of their material goods
since childhood in amdl, becomeslost. They
don't believe you. If the sponsor is honest and
up front about everything Alaska has to offer,
people getting orders here will have to believe
them. That'sjust theway itis”



