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On the Juneau Ice-field
Edward P. Leahy
Plates 75-76

Being driven by an omnivorous curiosity, I am fortunate to have found a career
in geography. Geography, the study of the Earth, has provided me with a
professional motivation for doing exactly what I enjoy most-poking about in
strange parts of the world. Thus I examine environments in all their variety and
complexity, view the ways in which they offer homes to man, and study the
connections between man, environment and place. Inevitably there is an
aesthetic dimension to this, and I stand in awe of the magnificence and
splendour of this beautiful planet.

When geographers reach professional levels, they are required to specialize.
My area is Latin America, and for 25 years I laboured within the confines of
that region. I carried out studies in many places including Chile, Mexico,
Colombia, the Amazon and the Gran Sabana. And I enjoyed Latin America. It
is a fascinating and vital part of the world. A year or so ago, however, I began to
feel the need for a change of scene. So I switched to a parallel interest in
mountains and glaciers that I have maintained over the years. In 1984 I
participated in a nine-day meeting of mountain ecologists in Switzerland, as a
spin-off of which I was invited to participate as a staff member in the Juneau
Ice-field Research Program during the summer of 1985.

The Juneau Ice-field Program was created by Dr Maynard M Miller, Dean of
the College of Mines and Earth Resources of the University ofIdaho. Miller is a
prominent glaciologist and mountaineer. In 1946 he, together with two com
panions, made the first recorded crossing of the Ice-field.

The Ice-field, which is the fifth largest in North America, covers some
4000km2 of mountainous terrain in Alaska and Canada. Because of latitude and
elevation conditions on the Ice-field are severe. Annual accumulations of snow
are of the order of 30m, and in the winter winds exceed 160km per hour. Even
in the summer temperatures drop well below freezing. Snow can fall at any time
of year. The region, however, with its towering peaks and pristine snow-fields,
rises directly behind Juneau, and is therefore relatively accessible. One can
walk into its nearest edge in less than a day. Because of this remarkable
accessibility, it was reasoned that the area would serve well as a laboratory for
arctic and glacial research.

Consequently, the Juneau Ice-field Research Program was established in the
late 1940s and has received support from the American Geographical Society,
the Department of Defense, the National Science FQundation, the National
Geographic Society and the Foundation for Glacier and Environmental
Research. A series of permanent camps was established, and over the years the
region has been used for a variety of studies and exercises. The armed forces
have used the facilities for survival training courses and to test equipment under
field conditions. A series of studies have been run on a continuing basis,
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measuring flow rates of the glaciers, rates of ablation and runoff, and advan
ce/retreat rates of the glacial termini. More than 30 glaciersflow down from the
ice-field. It is curious that some of these are advancing whilst others are in
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retreat. A study by Miller suggests that this discrepancy is caused by differ
ences in the elevations of the source areas. Heavy snowfalls occur at low
elevations during cold spells, but higher up during warm spells. Allowing time
for these accumulations to work their way downhill, the glaciers advance or
retreat accordingly. Also there is substantial evidence that sunspot activity
affects climates on Earth, and that there is an inverse relationship between
glacial growth and sunspot activity. As sunspots wax glaciers wane, and vice
versa. However, the exact cause-and-effect relationships have not been worked
out; much work remains to be done to explain the advance and retreat of
enormous continental glaciers, as happened during the Pleistocene period.

During May and June I assembled a mass of equipment and did conditioning
hikes. Then on 29 June I flew to Juneau. It was lOpm when we landed at the
airport, but it was still daylight. Juneau is small, only a few blocks across. Hills
rise steeply at the edge of town. Dark green forests reach up the hills, with
snow-fields just above. There is a busy waterfront. Two passenger liners lay at
the dockside, and another at swung anchor in the roadstead. In the centre of
town there were many bars, and the streets were busy and crowded.

It was exciting to be in Juneau. It was my first time so far north. The sun did
not set until midnight, and it rose again shortly after one o'clock.

On the next day the group began to gather at the hall of the Veterans of
Foreign Wars, which served as our headquarters while we were in Juneau.
There we spread our sleeping bags, prepared and ate our meals, and had
meetings and lectures. And there we first met Maynard Miller. Miller is in his
sixties but looks younger. He is a vigorous man with the body of an athlete. He
pours an enormous amount of energy into running the program, which he
d.ominates completely. He lectures tirelessly, guides the group, admonishes,
encourages, scolds. He is a demanding and driving leader.

The first week of the program was devoted to orientation. We attended
lectures, had equipment checks and went on training hikes. Great emphasis was
placed on safety precautions and survival techniques. We were taught how to
guard against hypothermia, and how to manage crevasse rescues. We visited the
Bureau of Fisheries and the Weather Bureau. We hiked up to the terminus of
the Herbert Glacier, and crawled underneath to observe the interface between
the ice and the underlying rock. We marched in the Fourth of July parade, and
we went on picnics. We were very busy.

There were about 35 people in the group of whom 22 were students, the rest
faculty and staff. Most of the group were Americans, but there were also
Germans, Canadians, British, Chinese, and a Nepalese. Most of the staff
members had a broad range of arctic or mountain experience or both. Miller,
for instance, had climbed every noteworthy peak in Washington State before
his 16th birthday. He had been an enthusiastic member of the Harvard
Mountain Club, and had made several first ascents in Alaska. He had been a
member of the expedition in 1963 that first placed an American on top of Mt
Everest, for which he was decorated by President John F Kennedy. He had also
carried out studies in Greenland, Spitsbergen and the Andes.

Other members of the staff were also accomplished and seasoned field-work
ers. Molenaar had almost reached the top of K2, and had done definitive
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mapping in Antarctica. Pinchak had climbed Mt McKinley. Rogers had
trekked in Antarctica, and had done the fieldwork for his master's thesis in
Spitsbergen. My accomplishments were modest. Having trekked and climbed
in the Alps, the Rockies and in South America, I lacked arctic experience, and
qualified as nothing more than an 'intermediate novice'.

After spending a week in Juneau, we started moving up on to the ice-field.
We moved in small groups of about six. My group left on Sunday. Miller drove
us to the end of the road in a carry-all. There we shouldered our packs, waved
goodbye, and started up the trail. We were in a narrow valley with Lemon
Creek to our left. As we walked along, we could hear the rapids and falls in the
river. There was greenery all around. The trail passed through thickets of alder
and devil's club, and there were tall trees with streamers of moss hanging down.
We could hear birds calling, and once as we came over a rise we saw a grizzly,
who took off through the underbrush.

In the evening we reached a cabin, where we cooked supper and spent the
night. We were on trail again by eight in the morning. Up we went. About noon
we crossed the tree-line and emerged into a zone of alpine meadows, with
patches of snow. After lunch we went up along a ridge-line, and the country
suddenly opened up before us. Across a valley we could see an ice-fall tumbling
down a steep rock-face, with streams leading down to a small lake. In the other
direction we could see down to the coast, where tiny airplanes were circling the
airport.

Quickly we moved on to Ptarmigan Glacier, and slogged up for two hours to
reach Camp 17. This lay at 1170m elevation on a ridge between the Lemon
Glacier and the Ptarmigan Glacier. It was composed of a cluster of small
aluminium-sheathed buildings. Most of the buildings were living quarters, but
there was also a mess hall, a generator shack, a library, and two outhouses. I
found myself sleeping in the attic over the library, together with four other
fellows.

Life at Camp 17 was busy and spartan. Breakfast was at seven o'clock, then
we had work details and field studies all day, with lectures after supper. Lights
out at ten thirty. All day long we were occupied with weather observations,
radio checks, and cleaning and maintenance work. Weather permitting,
helicopters would arrive bearing cargo which had to be unloaded. Meanwhile
other crews would be on the glaciers digging snowpits for stratigraphy studies,
measuring rates of melt and runoff, measuring the water content of the ice, and
doing seismic probings to measure the depth of the ice. I joined a surveying
crew working with an EDM (Electronic Distance Measurer), measuring move
ments of a line of stakes set out across the glacier.

These exercises served a dual purpose. They introduced the students to the
techniques of fieldwork, and also the results were added to a growing con
tinuum of data on the ice-field that stretched back for 40 years.

Generally the weather was foggy and chilly. The buildings were virtually
unheated. We wore warm clothes day and night. Low temperatures plus the
physical exertion gave us enormous appetites, and I estimate that I was taking
in about 4000 calories per day. We took turns at cooking, but the food was
surprisingly good. I found myself making brownies and baking cakes.
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Our only source of water was snow that we shovelled on to the roof where it
melted. We collected the runoff in barrels. Obviously sanitary conditions were
basic and fundamental. We generally managed about one shower a week, using
not much more than a bucket of warm water.

When the sun came out, its rays bounced off the snow and there was much
glare. We wore hats and dark glasses, and used sun cream. It was hot working
in the sunshine, but when we rested in the shade the sweat in our underwear
chilled us to the bone. Overcast weather was more comfortable.

On clear days we could see the glaciers around us and the mountains
stretching over into Canada and up across Glacier Bay to where Mt Fairweather
sparkled in the sunlight. It was God's country all right, and enough to take your
breath away.

We spent two weeks at Camp 17, then groups started moving north to Camp
10. I went with two 'old hands', Joel Blumental and Alf Pinchak. First we ski'd
down Lemon Creek Glacier, an easy run of three miles. Then we traversed a
steep snow-slope along the base of Split Thumb Mountain. The weather
deteriorated. A dark cloud moved up the valley towards us, and then suddenly
we were enveloped in blowing snow and mist. We picked our way up the Norris
Ice-fall, then up a rocky ledge. I was carrying my skis on my shoulder, and the
wind kept blowing me off balance. Finally we went down a snow-slope and
across a saddle to where we found a flat area. There we camped, the three of us
jammed into a small tent. Everything was wet. We had a quick supper and then
crawled into our sleeping bags. It was not a comfortable night.

In the morning it was clear and we were on the trail by eight o'clock. We
ski'd down a slope, then went across the broad, flat expanse of Death Valley.
On the far side we ascended another ice-fall which led on to the SW branch of
the Taku Glacier. We headed north across this vast, pristine surface stretching
for miles in all directions. There was nothing but white snow and blue sky with
peaks on the horizon. Then in the silence came a tiny purring noise, and out of
the distance ahead appeared a tiny black dot. It came slowly towards us.
Eventually the noise became that of a motor, and the black dot evolved into a
Thiokol, which is an over-snow vehicle. The Thiokol had been sent out to meet
us. It seems that Alf Pinchak, who was a medical doctor, was needed at Camp
10 where a student had fallen on a rock and cut his knee. So we tied ropes to the
back of the Thiokol, and were towed the rest of the way into camp.

Camp 10 was surrounded by beautiful scenery, and the weather was better
than at Camp 17, but our days were filled with the familiar routine of fieldwork
and lectures. I served as camp manager, so I had to organize work parties and
keep track of a host of details. I also gave lectures on mountain ecology in
Europe and South America.

Groups continued to move northward to other camps, and my turn came
after two weeks. We were towed for several hours on skis behind a Thiokol.
Then I was dropped off with one of the students. We headed east up a side
valley. We crossed a crevassed area and ascended a ridge which brought us to
Camp 8. Lying at 2100m, Camp 8 was the highest of the camps, and it was
bitterly cold. There were spectacular views in all directions. There were only
three of us there, and I stayed only a few days. Our main purpose was to relay
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radio messages, so it was a relatively quiet period. We were able to relax. Then
a message came that a Thiokol was coming to pick me up. It arrived at
midnight. So I went down the ridge in the dark, edging along slowly with the
aid of a headlamp. I could see the lights of the Thiokol on the valley floor
below. Getting across the crevassed zone was tricky, and I breathed a sigh of
relief when I reached the Thiokol. I climbed into the cab beside the driver, and
we headed down the valley and across the Taku Glacier to Camp 18.

Camp 18 had a dramatic setting on a ridge overlooking Gilkey Glacier. The
terrain around was a jumble of ice-falls, cliffs and jagged peaks. Some of the
valleys to the north and west from here have never been visited.

Gilkey Glacier lay 600m below us, and it was clear of snow. A clear, blue lake
of meltwater lay on its surface, with a stream flowing downslope from it to
where it disappeared into a tunnel in the ice. Our crews were working on the
glacier, doing seismic probings, while another group was mapping an ice-cave
beneath the glacier. Its passages stretched more than 2400m.

From Camp 18 we went to Camp 26, which was in Canada. We were towed
on skis, a beautiful run along the glacier for 30km. We then had to pick our way
across a bad area of crevasses and rotten snow leading to the camp.

We were getting back down to lower elevations now; there were shrubs and
grasses at Camp 26. We were on our way out, leaving behind the austere world
of rock and ice, returning again to the warmth and life of the lowlands. I was
filled with a sense of anticipation. And shortly after, I was airlifted by
helicopter to Atlin in British Columbia.

What luxury to be back in civilization, to enjoy again hot showers, clean
clothes, good food. I had a sense of being revived, of coming to appreciate anew
comforts I had previously taken for granted. And so, still euphoric, like a child
surrounded by delights, I set off to return to my home in North Carolina.

Back in Greenville the inevitable question arises, 'Why did I go to this cold,
inhospitable place, and was the trip worth the cost and the discomfort?' I
respond 'yes', overwhelmingly so. As a geographer I now have a familiarity
with an environment I had not known before. In the classroom I can speak with
more assurance of conditions in the Arctic, where I have now seen
'geomorphology in action'. Surely the slides I brought home should enable me
to do a better job of introducing my students to the 'magic of geography' , and to
make them more aware of the wonder and variety of this world. I view that as
an important part of my job.

Beyond that, it is said that a wilderness experience serves to restore one's
courage and one's sense of proportion. I believe this to be true. I know from my
own experience that working in the field, going without comforts and dealing
with basic problems of survival does this for me. It gives me a feeling of being
refreshed, and of being ready to face anew the complexities of civilized
existence. Yes, my summer on the Juneau Ice-field was worthwhile. I will not
soon forget it. .

The fieldwork for this article was supported by the Foundation for Glacier and
Environmental Research and by East Carolina University. This support is
gratefully acknowledged.
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