PAGE  
1
Chapter 16 – Section 1
Physical Features – Australia, Oceania, and Antarctica


Male Narrator: These seals, the most southerly in the world, live in the shadow of the largest active volcano in Antarctica, Mount Erebus. Erebus is a mountain of extremes, in the crater molten lava bubbles away at 600ºC and yet on the summit temperatures rarely rise above minus 45º. Even here there is life. The heat of the volcano produces steam that rises to the rim and melts the snow and ice leaving bare patches of rock, home to heat loving bacteria and algae, another extraordinary example of how life can survive in the most extreme conditions on earth. Behind Mount Erebus, the Trans Antarctic Mountains stretch in a long broadband. They are the most extensive range on the continent, running for some 2000 miles and separating the great east and west icecaps. Although many of the peaks are over 4000 meters high, most of the range is blanketed by vast glaciers which fill the valleys. Hidden among the Trans Antarctic Mountains is one of the continent’s greatest surprises, the dry valleys. Here is the largest area of bare rock to be found in Antarctica. It’s so arid that falling snow soon evaporates and never builds up.
The valley below me is the driest place on earth. It hasn’t snowed or rained here for centuries. In winter the temperature falls to minus 52ºC and the ground is permanently frozen to a depth of almost half a mile. In fact, conditions are so extreme that when scientists came to design a vehicle to work on the surface of Mars they brought it to this valley in order to test it, and a clue as to the factor that creates these conditions lies in the extraordinary shape of these boulders.
Although they are solid granite, they have been carved by savage winds that scream down off the icecap. These winds are so dry that they instantly absorb any moisture in the air and by doing so they will desiccate and preserve organic tissues.  This mummified crab eater seal about 70 miles from the sea has probably been lying here for 3000 years or more.
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