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In early June, 28 glaciology students convened 
at the University of Alaska Fairbanks (UAF) for 
the fifth biennial International Summer School in 
Glaciology. We had travelled from as near as our 
homes just down the street, in Canada and in the 
contiguous United States, and from as far as Nepal, 
India, New Zealand, Europe and Peru. However, 
our journey merely began in Fairbanks, and early 
in the morning of 5 June we drove together in vans 
to the small village of McCarthy, Alaska, making 
several stops along the way to admire the regional 
scenery and geological and cultural history. We 
would return to Fairbanks in 10 days, minds full of 
new knowledge and memories from the rigorous 
course and beautiful setting.

The summer school was truly defined and 
enhanced by its unique and remote location. 
McCarthy is an early 1900s boomtown near the 
abandoned copper-mining town of Kennecott, 
and the area is now a hub of the Wrangell–St Elias 
National Park. McCarthy can be accessed only 

by plane or by a footbridge at the end of a 60-
mile dirt road, and it has no centralized utilities. 
Residents and visitors cart in water from the 
nearby Kennicott Glacier and produce electricity 
with solar panels and generators. We students 
camped in a clearing about a 7-minute walk 
from ‘downtown’ McCarthy. We were generously 
hosted by the Wrangell Mountains Center (WMC), 
an organization dedicated to ‘connecting people 
with wildlands through art, science, and education 
in the Wrangell Mountains’. WMC director Nate, 
summer intern Carson and kitchen and garden 
manager Sophie welcomed us with open arms 
and made sure we were warm and comfortable in 
the historic Old Hardware Store building, where 
we ate and worked, and in Porphyry Place, the 
former home of glaciologist Edward LaChapelle, 
where our lectures were held. Sophie also ensured 
that we were well fed with delicious breakfasts, 
lunches, snacks and dinners, and kept us energized 
and ready to learn with countless pots of coffee.
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2018 International Summer School of Glaciology participants on Root Glacier. Photo: Mark Fahnestock 
and timer.
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Our days started with 4 hours of lectures 
on glaciology topics including, but not limited 
to, continuum mechanics, glacier hydrology, 
remote sensing, modeling and geomorphology. 
The lectures were followed by lunch, 2 hours of 
problem sets with guidance from the instructors, 
and 2 or more hours of group project time. Our 
project topics ranged from modeling subglacial 
drainage to investigating glacier surge behavior 
using satellite-derived velocity fields, and from 
correcting and analyzing lidar data from Kennicott 
Glacier to examining glacier mass balance from 
photogrammetry or weather station data. Each 
two-student group presented their project results 
at a public mini-conference on our last full day 

in McCarthy, and we were all inspired and 
impressed by the fruits of our dozens of hours 
of labor. The summer school also offered several 
evening public lectures that were well attended 
by the community. On our second evening in 
town, Mark Vail, who has lived in McCarthy for 
several decades, painted for us a vivid picture of 
the history of McCarthy and Kennecott and the 
nearby glaciers. The next night, course instructor 
Andy Aschwanden told a full Porphyry Place 
about the current state of the Greenland Ice Sheet 
and how we can expect it to react to a warming 
climate. The discussions that ensued between 
us (the glaciology students and instructors) and 
McCarthy locals and tourists helped us hone 
our science communication skills and connect 
with people with a variety of backgrounds and 
experiences.

For many of the students, the highlights of the 
summer school were the two excursions. The first 
outing, an all-day, round-trip hike across Root 
Glacier to the end of Blackburn Mountain, where 
Root Glacier merges with Kennicott Glacier, 
was several students’ first experience traversing 
a glacier. It was incredible for everyone to see 
features such as clear blue surface ponds, deep 
moulins, medial moraines and (small) crevasses 

Summer school participants let a McCarthy 
resident cross the footbridge. Photo: Regine Hock.

Summer school students work on remote sensing 
problem sets under the tutelage of instructors 
Kelly Brunt and Mark Fahnestock. Photo: Regine 
Hock.

The view from Tent City, where students and 
several instructors camped out during the summer 
school. Photo: Sophie Goliber.

Lecture in Porphyry Place. Photo: Regine Hock.
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firsthand. A few brave students even jumped 
in the melt ponds – in some cases only to rush 
back out again! Our second excursion was a 
half-day hike along the terminus of Kennicott 
Glacier, led by National Parks Service geologist 
Mike Loso. This trip allowed us to clearly see the 
effects of climate change on the glacier and the 
geomorphology of the larger McCarthy area. Most 
notably, a sizeable lake has formed over the last 
several years between the current terminus and 
a past moraine, indicating that the glacier has 
experienced both retreat and melt. The locals 
of McCarthy have started to capitalize on the 
opportunities that this new lake offers, including 
a new location for kayaking, but they have yet to 
name it!

Instructor Martin Truffer’s daughters, Sonja 
and Emilie, who joined us in McCarthy, ensured 
that we upheld the summer school tradition of a 
Saturday night soccer game. But this year’s game 
strayed from tradition in a few ways. Tracking 
down a soccer ball proved harder than we 
imagined, and the game was saved just in time 
thanks to summer school student Tushar Khurana 
asking McCarthy residents at the weekly McCarthy 

softball game if we could borrow a soccer ball. 
Also, rather than forming teams of students from 
the ‘Old World’ and students from the ‘New 
World,’ as done in previous years, we divided 
ourselves based on shirt color. We can still hear 
the sideline chants of ‘NEUTRAL! NEUTRAL!’ or 
‘RGB! RGB!’ Both teams played fearlessly, and 
an unfortunate, but mostly harmless, ball-to-face 
incident led to the winning photo of the summer 
school photo contest. Finally, the game-ending 
goal was scored by course organizer Regine 
Hock’s innovative method of picking up the goal 
and moving it in front of the rolling soccer ball! 
We even brought sports to the local pub, where 
student Anna Serdetchnaia won the headstand 
contest at Open Mic Night, and to school itself, 
through a lively game of Assassin, which involved 
would-be ‘assassins’ chasing ‘targets’ and trying 
to ‘kill’ them with an expertly placed name tag 
sticker. When we weren’t running around, we 
were eating ice cream from the McCarthy general 
store, sitting around the campfire, flightseeing 
the beautiful Wrangell–St Elias National Park, 
kayaking, hiking, learning to play student Jade 
Cooley’s mouth harp (footage of which made 
up the winning video of the video contest), and 
swimming in a frigid lake under the midnight sun.

Our last night in McCarthy was filled with 
delicious food and happy memories as we 
cheered on the entries to the student photo and 
video contests and crowned the champions of 
Assassin at the school-end banquet. The winning 
videographer (Jade Cooley), photographer 
(Whyjay Zheng), and photo subjects (Maria Zeitz, 
Alexander Hager and Eric Johnson) all received 
warm International Glaciological Society hats! 
Many of us finished off the night at Open Mic 
Night, and somehow we all managed to tear 
down our tents, stuff everything into our bags 
and trek back across the footbridge to the UAF 
vans by 8:00 the next morning. After arriving in 

First-time glacier-trekkers on Root Glacier. Photo: 
Regine Hock.

Summer school participants making music on 
Blackburn Mountain. Photo: Regine Hock.

Excursion to the terminus of Kennicott Glacier. 
Photo: Regine Hock.



18

Fairbanks, we returned home in waves, with some 
leaving even before the end of the pizza party at 
Regine’s lovely home, others leaving early the 
next morning, and still others leaving days or 
weeks later after doing research or traveling in 
Alaska. Each of us made it home with a full mind, 
new friends and a wealth of memories to share.

We would like to extend our deepest 
appreciation to the hosts and sponsors of the 
summer school: the Geophysical Institute at 
UAF, the WMC, the International Glaciological 
Society, NASA, the International Association of 
Cryospheric Sciences, the International Arctic 
Science Committee, the International Union of 
Geodesy and Geophysics, the Frontiers in Earth 

Sciences journal, and the Norwegian–North 
American Exchange Program RemoteEx. We are 
also very grateful to our wonderful instructors – 
Regine Hock, Andy Aschwanden, Ed Bueler, Mark 
Fahnestock, and Martin Truffer from UAF; Kelly 
Brunt from the University of Maryland/NASA 
Goddard Space Flight Center; Matthew Hoffman 
from the Los Alamos National Laboratory; Erin 
Whorton from the US Geological Survey Tacoma; 
and Mike Loso – for making our time in McCarthy 
so special.

Allison Chartrand (Ohio State University)
Maya Becker (University of California San Diego)

The winning photo of the summer school student photography 
contest. An unfortunate soccer ball collision with Maria 
Zeitz’s face (foreground right) left her eyeglasses broken. Alex 
Hager (foreground left) came up with an innovative fix while 
other students offered encouragement and skepticism. Photo: 
Whyjay Zheng.

From left: Students Federico Covi and Steven 
Bernsen and instructor Kelly Brunt making music 
outside the Old Hardware Store. Photo: Regine 
Hock.

Student winners of the video and photo contests. 
From left: Jade Cooley (winning videographer), 
Whyjay Zheng (winning photographer), and Maria 
Zeitz, Eric Johnson, and Alex Hager (winning 
photo subjects). Photo: Regine Hock.


