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Nestled at the end of a long dirt road, 60 miles 
from the nearest gas station in the town of Chitina 
and 12 hours from Fairbanks, lies McCarthy, 
Alaska. A vestige of the early 20th-century copper 
boom in up-valley Kennicott, McCarthy possesses 
the character of a former era while simultaneously 
reemerging as a center for both tourism and 
natural science education. 

The Wrangell Mountains Center (WMC), based 
at McCarthy’s Old Hardware Store, exemplifies 
sustainable living at its best: the water is unfiltered 
rain and glacial melt, what minimal electricity is 
used comes from solar panels, the restrooms are 
outhouses, the vegetables and herbs are from the 
back garden, and all prepared meals are vegetarian. 
The center takes advantage of its location in the 
Wrangell–St Elias National Park (the nation’s 
largest) and is dedicated to fostering: ‘appreciation, 
understanding, and stewardship of wildlands and 
mountain culture in Alaska through scientific 
and artistic inquiry in the Wrangell Mountains’. 
Programs at this experiential learning center 
include writers’ workshops, science lectures, 
wildlands field research for undergraduates, artists 
in residence, sketching and journalism seminars, 
and day programs. On 10 June 2012, our group 
of 36 scientists from all over the world descended 
upon McCarthy for the second WMC-hosted 
International Summer School in Glaciology.

The summer school is an intensive, 9-day 
course drawing 27 glaciology graduate students 
from the US and 10 other countries: Argentina, 
Australia, Austria, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, 
Denmark, France, Germany and the UK. Only 15 of 
the 27 students were from various US institutions. 
The nine instructors* are prominent figures in 
the field and hailed mostly from University of 
Alaska at Fairbanks (the organizing university) but 
also from CU Boulder, Clark University and the 
University of Manchester, UK. The course goal 
was to provide students with a ‘comprehensive 
overview of the physics of glaciers and current 
research frontiers in glaciology’ through formal 
lectures, group work, advised projects, and 
interactions with scientists researching a diverse 
range of glaciological questions. 

We drove 12 hours from Fairbanks, many of 
us having arrived only the evening before, and 
were surprised when dropped off at a footbridge. 
McCarthy is not accessible by public road, and 

the residents want to keep it that way. We loaded 
up dollies with our belongings (everything from 
computers and posters to tents and crampons) 
and pulled them across the river. It was on the 
metal footbridge that we had our first view of 
the 25-mile Kennicott Glacier that dominates 
the local landscape and provided an appropriate 
natural setting for a week of intensive study. 
Once we were on the other side, staff from the 
WMC arrived in vehicles (they pay $350 per 
year to drive into and out of the valley on private 
land) for transporting the academic materials to 
town. Some of the staff stayed behind to lead 
us to ‘tent city,’ our home for the week, and 
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McCarthy’s Old Hardware Store, where the 
Wrangell Mountains Center is based. We ate all 
of our meals and completed our group work in 
this building. Photo by Andy Aschwanden.

Tent city, our home for the duration of the course. 
Photo by Alexandra Giese.
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provide instructions on how to avoid attracting 
the resident grizzlies and black bears. 

Tent city is about a 10-minute walk from 
town, which has a few private homes, a hotel, 
hostel, bar, coffee shop, general store, two flight-
seeing businesses, and the WMC. The WMC’s 
recently acquired ‘Porphyry Place’ held particular 
significance for the group: the beautifully crafted 
24 ft × 28 ft winterized cabin was the former 
resi dence of Ed LaChapelle and his partner 
Meg Hunt. Holding lectures in the home of this 
glaciologist, renowned for his avalanche research 
and photography, seemed almost too fitting.

At 7:45 each morning, we would arrive 
at the Old Hardware Store for a prepared 
breakfast and then start lectures promptly at 
8:30. The glaciological topics covered during 
the course ranged from the remote sensing of 
glaciers through satellite data to climate change 
impacts on glaciers; from ice sheet modeling 
to research frontiers in the field. After 4 hours 
of class, we ate lunch and, on most days, spent 
several afternoon hours completing exercizes to 
reinforce the morning’s teaching. To introduce a 
research component into the course, all of the 
instructors advised on student projects they had 
carefully designed to fit the 9-day time constraint 
while still posing significant scientific questions. 
They worked closely with groups of two or three 
students who expressed topic preferences, ranging 
from surface energy balance to inverse modeling, 
prior to the start of the course. 

Perhaps even more valuable than the formal 
curriculum, however, were the interactions with 
instructors who took more than a week out of their 
busy schedules to live with and teach graduate 
students. They didn’t show up, lecture, and then 

leave. Instead, they sat in the Old Hardware Store 
with us when we were working on our exercises 
and projects, ready to answer questions or offer 
suggestions. They ate with us, some camped with 
us, and they socialized with us in the evenings, often 
around a bonfire, engrossed in conversations that 
inevitably ‒ but organically ‒ returned to science.

In addition to direct contact with esteemed 
and engaging faculty, we had formal opportunities 
to connect with our fellow students on an 
academic level. We were required to bring a 
poster summarizing our graduate research and, on 
one of the first days, had a poster session during 
which we learned about our future colleagues’ 
work, practiced communicating about our own, 
and shared feedback. 

While not specifically a ‘field course’, the 
summer school also had designated time for 
exploring the nearby glaciers. Some student 
projects involved fieldwork (e.g. photogrammetric 
or radar measurements of the ice), and the group 
also devoted one and a half days to exploring 

The Wrangell Mountain Center’s recently acquired 
second building, Porphyry Place, where we at-
tended lectures. The building was a cabin formerly 
owned by American glaciologist Ed LaChapelle. 
Photo by Andy Aschwanden.

Alex Gardner of Clark University helps students 
with remote sensing exercises. Photo by Regine 
Hock.

Students and lecturers share a meal outside the 
Old Hardware Store. Photo by Regine Hock.
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the Kennicott Glacier and its tributary, the Root 
glacier. Bob Anderson of CU Boulder conducts 
much of his research on how the Kennicott Glacier 
responds to the evolving hydrologic system in the 
glacier, including the rapid drainage of the side-
glacier Hidden Creek Lake. He gave us tours on 
the ice and around the sediment at its terminus. 
In another lake basin beside the glacier, located a 
few hours’ hike over the ice, he downloaded his 
water pressure gauge and his time-lapse video of 
lake level fluctuations from May to the present. 
He also showed us the gauges anchored to the 
Kennicott River bridge at the terminus, which 
record the river stage over the season, including 
the flood when the ice-dammed Hidden Creek 
Lake outbursts. 

Of course, we did some exploring, too. Many 
of us took our first steps on glacier ice, but for the 
first-timers and seasoned glacier travelers alike, 
the surroundings were awe-inspiring. The melt-
fed rivers, medial moraines, moulins, ice falls, 
supraglacial lakes and surrounding cliffs left all 

of us speechless. The highlight of the day on the 
ice was the discovery of a winding canyon of ice 
in the middle of the glacier. With our crampons 
on, we were able to explore this narrow passage, 
melted by a supraglacial stream, and marvel at its 
incomparable blue color.

When Bob Anderson gave a public lecture 
for the WMC, he began by reflecting on why 
scientists study glaciers. Yes, they’re important 
for understanding and predicting the effects 
of climate change. Yes, they affect water and 
agricultural resources. But most of all, we study 
them because they’re cool. Our 9 days in McCarthy 
proved to be productive and formative ones. The 
connections we made with fellow scientists from 
across the globe and the opportunity to marvel, 
collectively, at the breathtaking beauty of the 
bodies of ice we all study renewed our dedication 
to understanding their characteristics and the role 
they play on Earth. 

Student Brad Gooch explains his work on 
Antarctic subglacial hydrology. Photo by Andy 
Aschwanden.

Students Alexandra Giese and Allen Pope walk 
through an ice canyon on the Root Glacier. Photo 
by Flavien Beaud.

Students explore an ice cave formed on the edge 
of the glacier. Photo by Andy Aschwanden.

Tad Pfeffer of CU Boulder points out a feature of 
the Kennicott’s terminus. Photo by Regine Hock.
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*Note: Students would like to thank the instructors 
for their time, dedication, and advice: Regine 
Hock (principal organizer; University of Alaska 
Fairbanks), Andy Aschwanden (UAF), Ed Bueler 
(UAF), Mark Fahnestock (UAF), Martin Truffer 
(UAF), Bob Anderson (University of Colorado 
at Boulder), Roger Braithwaite (University of 
Manchester, UK), Alex Gardner (Clark University) 
and Tad Pfeffer (University of Colorado at Boulder).

Generous funding from the following spon-
sors supported the course and substantially 
subsidized student tuition: NASA, International 
Glaciological Society, College of Natural Sciences 
and Mathematics, University of Alaska Fairbanks, 

Geophysical Institute, and International Union of 
Geodesy and Geophysics/International Associa-
tion of Cryospheric Sciences.

These organizations made our experience 
possible, and we hope that the International 
Summer School in Glaciology will reconvene for 
many years to come, providing future graduate 
students with the same opportunity to interact 
with peers and senior glaciologists in an intimate 
setting.

Alexandra	Giese	and	Gunter	Leguy

The students and instructors of the 2012 Inter national Summer School in Glaciology. Photo by Andy 
Aschwanden.




