
Wright Valley—geoscience workshop of a continent
In the early years of this century the scientists of

the three expeditions to the Ross Sea region of Ant-
arctica—Scott's expeditions of 1902-1904 and 1910-
1913 and Shackleton's of 1907-1908—did some of
their most impressive work in the Transantarctic
Mountains west of McMurdo Sound. Taylor, Deben-
ham, Wright, and Priestly set the stage for much of
the work that has been accomplished since then. The
first seen of the ice-free valleys, Taylor Valley, in-
trigued them greatly, but they did not have the oppor-
tunity to discover the even more fascinating area
north of the Asgard Range.

The U.S. Navy's Operation High jump of 1946-
1947 took many excellent photographs of parts of this
ice-free area, but the significance of the valleys did
not attract much attention until the International
Geophysical Year. At the end of 1956 surveyors of the
New Zealand part of the Commonwealth Trans-Ant-
arctic Expedition occupied two stations overlooking
the valley that later became known as Wright Valley.
In 1957, as part of the U.S. IGY work, Dr. Troy L.
Péwé reconnoitered much of the ice-free area and,
from his studies, documented the multiple glaciation
of the valleys. During this field work, he entered
Wright Valley (which he referred to, orally at least,
as "The Grand Canyon of Antarctica"), the first scien-
tist to do so. At about the same time Dr. Robert L.
Nichols was working on geomorphology and glacial
geology problems on the coast of southern Victoria
Land, and Peter N. Webb, then a geology undergradu-
ate, made the most of a splendid opportunity to under-
take the first field work in the Victoria Valley system.

In 1958 Dr. Nichols worked in the eastern end of
Wright Valley, and Peter Webb, Barry McKelvey,
and I attempted a reconnaissance of the whole valley
and of the Victoria Valley system. We found evidence
of multiple glaciations, which we explained in terms
of changes in climate and in the elevation of the ice
sheet and the sea level.

In the next decade Wright Valley claimed a greater
population of earth scientists than any other area of
Antarctica. The hard-rock geologists working there
and elsewhere in the Transantarctic Mountains found
evidence that the region had been subjected to uplift
in the last few million years. Dr. George Denton,
using volcanic events dated by potassium-argon meth-
ods, and related to glacial events, established an out-
line chronology for the glacial history and showed that
the glaciations also spanned the last few million years.
He and many others, notably Dr. Parker Calkin,
made excellent detailed glacial geology studies in the
valleys north and south of Wright Valley—but the

explanations of the glacier variations still ignored the
uplift.

One of the most puzzling features in Wright Valley
had always been the pecten deposits, near the middle
of the valley, found by Dr. Nichols in 1958. Both he
and I devised ingenious explanations of how the pec-
ten got there, still in terms of a stable land mass, and
for some time we believed the explanations. In 1968,
however, Dr. Webb discovered foraminifera associated
with the pectens, and his work then and early this
year has demolished the Pecten Glaciation and has
substituted a fjord in the valley at that time. The
fjord water may have been 600 meters deep at some
times. I don't think the glacial geologists can ignore
uplift any longer;

Quite independently of Peter Webb, Mr. Maurice
McSaveney had come to the same conclusion, that the
Pecten Glaciation did not exist, although much of his
evidence comes from a different part of the valley. It
is fitting that alongside Webb's paper appears the
McSaveneys' contribution. Kelly Brooks also raises
the same doubts about the Pecten Glaciation, although
some of his conclusions on the origin of the material
underlying the Pecten gravels differ from those of
Webb and the McSaveneys.

I am particularly pleased to introduce this issue of
the Antarctic Journal: most of it deals with the ice-
free valleys, and most of the articles are by people
with whom I have worked closely. The contribution
by Drs. Robert Fleck, Lois Jones, and Robert Behling
ties down a little more firmly our knowledge of the
glacial chronology of Wright Valley. Dr. Behling's
brief paper summarizes a vast amount of careful work
in the field and in the laboratory and is an excellent
approach to the use of weathering criteria in a quan-
titative, rather than the usual qualitative, manner. In
the years to come his methods will be used widely over
the ice-free areas.

The article by Drs. Cameron, Morelli, and Randall
shows that good nongeological work is also being
undertaken in the valley—and presumably the area is
as fascinating to the biologists as it is to the geologists.

Lastly, it is fitting that the article by Charles Neider
is also included in this issue, for it rounds out the
story of 60 years of effort in the ice-free valleys. For
fullest enjoyment, his story of a walk in Taylor Valley
should be read alongside that of the first walk along
the valley—by Griffith Taylor, Charles Wright, and
Frank Debenham in 1911.
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