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Kukri Hills as seen from Taylor Valley, Victoria Land, Antarctica.

A walk in Taylor Valley
CHARLES NEIDER

The most famous and one of the largest of the dry
valleys is Taylor Valley, first explored by Scott during
the Discovery Expedition. In The Voyage of the "Dis-
covery" Scott used the plural form, referring to the
valleys. But Shackleton, in The Heart of the Antarctic,
referred only to "the Dry Valley," meaning the still
unnamed valley that Scott had found. And Griffith
Taylor, the geologist on Scott's last (Terra Nova)
expedition, who was the first to understand that the
Ferrar Glacier is really two glaciers in apposition
(that is, that the two are Siamese twins, in a sense),
adhered to Shackleton's usage. Scott later named
both Taylor Glacier, formerly the northern arm of the
Ferrar, and Taylor Valley, in honor of the geologist.

This article, which appears here by permission of the
author, is a condensed chapter from Mr. Neider's forthcoming
book, Ross Island, Antarctica, to be published by Doubleday
and Company. Mr. Neider's research in Antarctica was
supported by the U.S. Navy and the National Science Foun-
dation as well as by the Chapeibrook Foundation.
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Historically, Taylor Valley was the original Dry
Valley. Extending from the antarctic ice plateau on
the west to McMurdo Sound on the east, and lying
lust north of the Kukri Hills, it was once entirely
occupied by the Taylor Glacier. The glacier has re-
ceded toward the plateau from much of the valley
and has diminished both in depth and width, but
what is left of it still constitutes a mighty ice river,
more than sufficient to plug up the valley's western
end.

At Scott's request Taylor explored the valley in
January 1911. He wrote enthusiastically about it in a
chapter of Scott's Last Expedition:

"A strong keen wind was blowing up the valley,
but the most remarkable feature of this region pre-
vented it from becoming obnoxious. There was no
drift-snow! Imagine a valley 4 miles wide, 3000 feet
deep, and 25 miles long without a patch of snow—
and this in the Antarctic in latitude 77/2 °S. . .
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Between the serrated crests of the giant cliffs towering
five or six thousand feet above us were cascading
rivers of ice. These hanging glaciers spread out in
great white lobes over the lower slopes of dark rock,
and in some cases the cliffs were so steep that the
lower portion of the tributary glacier was fed purely
by avalanches falling from the ice fields above. And,
most amazing of all, not a snow-drift in sight. It was
warm weather most of the time we spent in Dry
Valley—rising sometimes above freezing-point--and
everywhere streams were tinkling among the black
boulders, so much so that this valley, in spite of its
name, was certainly the wettest area I saw in Antarc-
tica!"

I paid a visit to Taylor Valley in January, 1971,
spending a long and wonderful day on the excursion.
I took with me as my field assistant ("buddy") David
Dreffin, the personable, tall, heavily bearded, blue-
eyed and sensitive man in his early twenties who moni-
tored the equipment in the red cosmic ray shack on
the road between McMurdo Station and Scott Base.

Dreffin and I breakfasted together the morning of
the seventh and reported to the helo hangar at 8:45.
I was happy to learn that Jim Brandau would be our
pilot, and was delighted when he invited me to fly
in the cockpit.

Brandau could have flown directly across the Sound
to the mouth of Taylor Valley and up the valley to
Lake Bonney, our destination. This would have en-
tailed a trip of approximately 75 miles. Instead, he
went by a roundabout way in order, as he later casu-
ally mentioned, to expose me to some unusual sights.
The length of our outward flight was roughly 175
miles.

As we drew near to Brown Peninsula (the tip of the
peninsula is about twenty miles southwest of Hut
Point) we flew low over vast fields of chaotic ice,
much of which, mixed with morainic deposits, resem-
bled mudflats. Dark silt lay between the morainic
ridges. We encountered a few patches of dirty snow.
Water was visible in the form of pools and rivulets
but none was blue. We had a cloud cover now and
the water, failing to catch a blue sky, showed black.
It was a black-and-white scene, for both ice and snow
were white, although a dirty, messy white. I was
totally unprepared for such a wild wasteland, which
was unlike anything I had ever seen. At times we
crossed great furrows and ridges, like plowed black
land that had been snowed upon long ago. At others
we viewed mazes of ruts and crisscrosses that sug-
gested an alluvial delta. It was impossible, from the
helicopter, to judge the depths of the streams, or
whether the ice surface would support a human body,
but the area looked thoroughly untraversable. Every-
thing was a stark black and white except for a bit of
thin blue sky far, far to the west.

In the mouth of the Koettlitz Glacier we saw fan-
tastic, blue ice forms, some of which must have been
a hundred feet high. Blue? Not the subtle glacial pas-
tel. I mean a blue bluer than the desert sky; a riotous
candy blue. What we saw was as unbelievable and
pleasurable as fairy tales: snow and ice forms looming
out of fields of ice: teahouse kiosks, turrets, battle-
ments, cliffed islands, Swiss lake dwellings. And blue
ice streams snaking along in a stupendous nightmare
of slow motion. The blue showed despite the cloud
cover, so I assumed it was in the ice itself. What a
scene it was, with the glacier so spacious, us flying
quite low, and with all these varied shapes against the
powder blues of the basic glacial ice.

The exotic formations were caused by erosion, by
sublimation of ice, and by variations in the tempo of
melting, the latter being due to the debris the glacier
was carrying. The darker portions absorbed more heat,
melting more rapidly than the lighter areas.

The ice river was moving and depositing a vast
amount of material, and was exerting pressure against
the land and against the sea ice.

It caused the sea ice adjacent to its mouth to look
utterly chaotic. Meltwater ponds were as fascinating
as the ice shapes. Observing them, I imagined I was
seeing non-objective paintings, or cross-sections of
agate, moonstone, coral and pearl.

We caught glimpses of the white inland plateau.
There, in the west, the sky was clear, a deep blue near
the zenith. Heading for Marshall Valley, we ap-
proached the strange, denuded brown land with its
mountains, glaciers and valleys that I had wanted
for so long to visit. The tops of hills and mountains
were often obscured by clouds. At times we flew
through clouds that seemed like fog. We crossed Mar-
shall Valley and went up Miers Valley, seeing the
Miers Glacier and Miers Lake, then came to the Blue
Glacier with its many icefalls. The Blue Glacier is
rather short and is not fed directly by the plateau
icecap. Smaller glaciers, spilling down hills, pour from
the plateau into it. In places we saw splotches of tex-
tured ice in many vivid hues of green and blue. Bran-
dau flew to the glacier's head, where we had close
views of the frozen, broken falls. We were at quite a
height now, around 5,000 feet. I leaned out of my
hatch into the windstream and glanced back. Along
the horizon, right to left, tiny yet still recognizable,
were Cape Armitage, Observation Hill, The Gap, Cra-
ter Hill, Castle Rock, Hut Point Peninsula and the
Turks Head Ridge. The Ridge was the Erebus ice-
falls back of Cape Evans. Erebus was hidden by
clouds.

We flew above Overflow Glacier to the Ferrar Gla-
cier, then headed west along the Ferrar's southern
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Angular rocks line the floor of Taylor Valley near the Matterhorn
Glacier. The glacier's snout is visible at the left.

side. The Ferrar Glacier, some 35 miles long and from
three to six miles wide, lies between the Royal Society
Range and the Kukri Hills. It was named after Hart-
ley T. Ferrar, geologist of the Discovery Expedition.
The Kukris, named by the same expedition, are so
called because of their supposed resemblance to a
Ghurka knife. Serrated, dark brown, in places tan,
their crests now laced, cottoned and curtained by
pearly clouds, with glaciers hanging down the crests
and meeting the great highway of the Ferrar, they
were very beautiful. The Ferrar is rather a rotten
glacier, chopped up, highly textured, with many melt-
water courses and numerous dirty areas due to silt
material. It has long dark lines running down its
length.

Hugging the golden, barren mass of Briggs Hill,
with gray cottony clouds that seemed to be falling

down its slopes—the hill met the Ferrar sharply—we
approached Cathedral Rocks, those massive, brown,
spired mountains so well known to Scott and Shackle-
ton that form the northern terminus of the Royal
Society Range. The tops were now brilliantly sunlit
and etched with snow.

"I get a shiver up my spine every time I see them,"
Brandau said.

On our left, we passed first Table Mountain, whose
top was swathed in clouds, then the Knobhead, re-
sembling a terra cotta pyramid with slabs of dark
brown dolerite interspersed with strata of tan sand-
stone. Glancing westward up Windy Gully with its
icefalls and crevasses, we had glimpses of the great,
high, bleak plateau and of nunataks on it, and, in the
foreground, saw New Mountain on the right (or
northern) side of the Gully, and Terra Cotta Moun-
tain on the left of it. We flew low over some Windy
Gully icefalls that suggested a mass of whipped cream
suddenly frozen while being frothed.

We flew west briefly over Windy Gully, then north-
west over the land mass which includes New Moun-
tain. Below us stretched a rich, brown, denuded, sterile
land of peaks, crags, valleys, and large amphitheaters
composed of bands of sandstone alternating with rib-
bons of dolerite. Bad weather, moving in from the
east and north, was filling the amphitheaters with
smoke-colored clouds. The Lashly Glacier was part of
the distant background, as were the Lashly Mountains.

Tabular Mountain, in the middle ground, looked
remarkably fine: pale, gray, a suggestive thin wash
setting off the spectacular brilliance of the terra cotta
areas. Coming around east of Pyramid Mountain
(both Pyramid and Finger Mountains had a terra
cotta appearance, and the area between them formed
an amphitheater full of creamy snow), we had views
of the head of the Taylor Glacier, which resembled a
steaming cauldron: the weather was thick there. The
icefalls there gave the impression of being in great
motion.

Beyond the Taylor, the Asgard Range rose out of
agitated clouds. Finger Mountain, well known to the
early explorers, swung in a tight arc, the fingertip
pointing southeast. The Taylor moves down from the
north side of New Mountain. At Cavendish Rocks it
is apposite to the Ferrar Glacier. It is some 35 miles
long, from two to ten miles wide, and flows from the
Victoria Land plateau into the west end of Taylor
Valley, north of the Kukri Hills.

We crossed its upper reaches, then swung eastward
over Pearse Valley, in which we saw a small, lovely
blue and green lake. As we left the valley we again
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picked up the Taylor Glacier, whose cliffs appeared
to be several hundred feet high. The glacier's surface
was a pale, dusty blue, with patches of white; occa-
sionally it was daubed with circular tan spots indi-
cating rock and boulder debris. Flying eastward along-
side the Taylor's northern edge, we caught sight of
the Kukris with their glaciers that hung like loose
tongues.

The Catspaw Glacier sprawled over two or three
hills opposite the Kukris. The valley's hills were a fine,
dark gray. When illumined directly by the sun they
looked almost tan. The Taylor receded from us like
a triangle down the valley. Its surface as we moved
eastward began to show crevasses and rotten, low spots.
At times we flew beside eroded cliffs with their em-
bedded boulders and soil. One large place in the cliff-
side was splotched by what looked like egg yolk.
Reaching the glacier's easternmost snout, we came to
Lake Bonney, which stems from it. We landed at
Bonney Hut on the shore of the lake.

The green, A-frame hut was more substantial and
better equipped than I had expected. At one time it
had been used by scientists for prolonged stays. There
was a smaller storage shack nearby. The hut con-
tained provisions, a large stove, a large generator,
ceiling lights, a sink, cots, chairs, cooking utensils and,
in case one had forgotten what naked women looked
like, many pinups in color. It lacked blankets and
sleeping bags. Brandau, showing us how to operate the
stove, said we would be picked up at about eight. We
accompanied him to the helo pad, near which were
several empty fuel drums and a rock cairn, and
watched him take off. It was now almost noon. Dreflin
and I agreed to skip lunch in order to have more
time for walking. He had consumed five or six eggs
at breakfast; he said they would hold him. I had had
a small breakfast but I was too excited to eat now.

In the vicinity of the hut there was no way to cross
over to the north shore of the lake (we wanted to
approach the snout of the Matterhorn Glacier), so
we hiked eastward until we reached an isthmus sepa-
rating Lake Bonney from a smaller lake. Here we
moved to the valley's northern side. It was a boulder-
strewn valley with a gray pebbly floor and with nu-
merous glaciers tonguing down from above. The very
dry hills were brilliantly sunlit. We came to the shores
of a pond. Our boots sank in the porous soil. Proceed-
ing along the pond's northern shore, we occasionally
leaped across meltwater streams, Dreffin flying through
the air with stilt-like legs. He was wearing a black
cap, a plaid woolen shirt, a USARP parka, baggy
black windpants, standard-issue hiking boots and large
sunglasses.

C/,ar1e. Neider
Sunlight gleams on the cliff-like snout of Matterhorn Glacier.

We reached higher, firmer ground. The hills rose on
both sides of us to a naked, dazzling sky. I recalled
the grays and blacks of Royds and Evans, the volcanic
darknesses of McMurdo. When I turned around to
look back, I saw the 'Taylor Glacier filling the valley
floor thickly. There was something hauntingly strange
here. Then I realized what it was: the absence of birds
over dry land.

No life stirred that the naked eye could discern. The
world seemed purely inorganic. No leaves or weeds to
rustle in a breeze; no treetops to sough or sigh. There
was no wind. If and when we left the sound of melt-
waters we would encounter the great antarctic silence.

We came upon what I thought of as "mysterious"
tracks, of about four persons, heading eastward and
going persistently and intelligently, selecting the mid-
dle ground to avoid unnecessary climbing over debris
hills, finding the best way among boulders, moraines
and across streams, and often following little trails
that I suspected were old meltwater courses. Occa-
sionally, when the ground was very hard, almost bony,
we lost the tracks. Then we hunted for them, for our
"friends," as we called them, or for our predecessors
and trailmasters, as I thought them. Given the facts
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of life in Antarctica, I was fairly certain that the
makers of these tracks were no longer in the valley.
I would have been informed of the fact at McMurdo
if they were. So who were they and how long ago had
they been here? And had they been just legging it
along like ourselves, going as far as the spirit moved
them?

When we came abreast of the Matterhorn we stared
up at its rotten, vertically striated snout suspended on
the northern hillside above us, and at the ice boulders
strewn in a helter-skelter mass directly below the snout.
We listened to the sounds of a brook rushing west-
ward past us, and to the noises of waters flowing from
the dying glaciers and trickling over the dry earth
and being sponged by the earth. I stared in wonder at
the brook. There were freshets aplenty in the McMur-
do environs this summer, but those were volcanic-
milky, whereas this one at my feet was limpid, crystal,
inviting us to drink. We drank and moved on.

The valley at times doubled and tripled because of
long morainic hills. The glacial debris made this place
a rock hunter's paradise. Then we found that the
valley had subtly turned; we were no longer able to
look back and see Lake Bonney. Sometimes the foot-
ing was soft, laborious; we slid, lost ground. Near the
Lacroix Glacier we heard meltwater rushing among
boulders and under giant slabs of fallen glacial ice.
At times the valley floor bristled with light glancing
off rocks, many of them erratics. We found numerous
interesting stones: granites, marbles, chalks, conglom-
erites; others suggesting coke or cinders; some pink
with gray veins, or plum flecked with bits of ivory, or
rose and resembling glazed clay; others burnt coffee,
angelic white. Many had been sculptured by the
winds in such a way as to be lovely to gaze at and to
handle. A grapefruit-size piece of marble, cracked, ir-
regular in shape, whitish in places, yellowish and
glazed in others, contained deep, grainy, burnt-rust
little holes. One long stone, heavy, gray, had been
streamlined and polished to an especially pleasing re-
sult. We came to moraines like earthworks. Occa-
sionally the valley floor looked dunelike in its freedom
from morainic clutter.

We reached a mummified crabeater seal, one of
some half-dozen, including pups, we had encountered
on our way. We studied this phenomenon, reported
as long ago as Scott's first expedition, and wondered,
as Scott's people and no doubt the makers of the
tracks had, how the seals, whose habitat is salt water,
had gotten so far up the valley. If I remember cor-
rectly, carbon-dating experiments indicate that the
youngest of the specimens is some two hundred and
fifty years old, the oldest five thousand. But, for special
and technical reasons, there is some doubt as to the
accuracy of the carbon-dating method as applied to

the seal specimens in the dry valleys. The seal's hide
felt as hard as wood. Some of the bleached, curved
bones, off which the light glanced brilliantly, were
exposed.

When we were close to the Nussbaum Riegel (rock
bar), which protrudes northward from the Kukri Hills
and almost cuts the valley in two, we turned back.
But before doing so we climbed to the top of a hill
of shards and rocks and viewed the Suess Glacier to
the east of us, with its sensuous, gentle fall down the
north slope (on our left). A small, ice-covered lake,
with patches of snow, beautiful with pale greens, blues
and touches of lavender, lay between us and the
glacier.

Clouds were by now moving into the valley's west-
ern end, causing us to wonder if the helicopter would
be able to pick us up on schedule. If it wouldn't, we
could make do for the night by firing up the stove in
Bonney Hut. On our way back we ascended the slope
to the Matterhorn's high, massive, cliff-like snout,
under which we rested. Looking across the valley from
this shadowed vantage point, I had the feeling I was
viewing two large Egyptian pyramids atop the sunlit
Kukri Hills, whose dryness and color reminded me of
the Sahara near El Giza,

Moving now into the last lap back, and doing it
by a more southerly route, on the opposite side of the
valley from which we had come, we reached what
looked like an alluvial delta. On the shore of a little
lake as green as jade were the remains of another
crabeater seal. The lake rippled in a wind, its surface
aflame with whitecaps. Waves of gratitude to all those
who had made my being here possible swept over me.
In this mood I reached Bonney Hut.

The stove, the generator, the cots, chairs, a sink that
emptied into a tub; shelves with canned rations; our
gear flung about; and Dreffmn gulping a long time
from his canteen, then leaning back on a cot in a
corner, wild-eyed with fatigue, without his large sun-
glasses, his long brown hair askew, his long legs lying
as if broken at the knees, observing me, wondering
perhaps what my next move would be. I left that look
and that huge beard and went outside to gaze at the
lake's frozen cap and at the glacier beyond, then re-
entered the hut and prepared a supper of K rations.
Afterwards I cleaned up and looked through a window
at the brilliance, the radiance. Dreffin still sat asprawl.

I went outside again, walked along the shore, then
stood very still, listening to Antarctica's silence (the
wind had died down), now exquisitely broken as bits
of floating, irridescent ice flakes, colliding with icicles,
tinkled like tiny musical glasses. Some three billion
human beings were teeming on the surface of the
earth. I was one of a handful who had been lucky
enough to walk at the world's very edge.
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