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A Note from Mary Pope Osborne About the
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When I write Magic Tree House® adventures, I love including facts about the times and places Jack and Annie visit. But when readers finish these adventures, I want them to learn even more. So that’s why my husband, Will, and my sister, Natalie Pope Boyce, and I write a series of nonfiction books that are companions to the fiction titles in the Magic Tree House® series. We call these books Fact Trackers because we love to track the facts! Whether we’re researching dinosaurs, pyramids, Pilgrims, sea monsters, or cobras, we’re always amazed at how wondrous and surprising the real world is. We want you to experience the same wonder we do—so get out your pencils and notebooks and hit the trail with us. You can be a Magic Tree House® Fact Tracker, too!
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Here’s what kids, parents, and teachers have to say about the Magic Tree House® Fact Trackers:

“They are so good. I can’t wait for the next one. All I can say for now is prepare to be amazed!” —Alexander N.

“I have read every Magic Tree House book there is. The [Fact Trackers] are a thrilling way to get more information about the special events in the story.” —John R.

“These are fascinating nonfiction books that enhance the magical time-traveling adventures of Jack and Annie. I love these books, especially American Revolution. I was learning so much, and I didn’t even know it!” —Tori Beth S.

“[They] are an excellent ‘behind-the-scenes’ look at what the [Magic Tree House fiction] has started in your imagination! You can’t buy one without the other; they are such a complement to one another.” —Erika N., mom

“Magic Tree House [Fact Trackers] took my children on a journey from Frog Creek, Pennsylvania, to so many significant historical events! The detailed manuals are a remarkable addition to the classic fiction Magic Tree House books we adore!” —Jenny S., mom

“[They] are very useful tools in my classroom, as they allow for students to be part of the planning process. Together, we find facts in the [Fact Trackers] to extend the learning introduced in the fictional companions. Researching and planning classroom activities, such as our class Olympics based on facts found in Ancient Greece and the Olympics, help create a genuine love for learning!” —Paula H., teacher
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Antarctica got its name from the ancient Greeks. At night, the Greeks studied the stars. They watched as a group of stars called the Great Bear rose high in the northern sky. The Greeks named the most northern part of the world Arktos, which is the Greek word for “bear.” This later became our word Arctic.
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They thought that since there was a North Pole, there must be a South Pole to balance it. They named the southern tip of the earth Antarktos, which means “opposite of the bear.” Antarktos became Antarctica.

But it was not until thousands of years later that anyone set foot on Antarctica. The first visitors found an incredible frozen world, more amazing than anyone could ever believe.

The Land of Ice

Antarctica is about one and a half times bigger than the United States. The South Pole lies almost at its center.
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Antarctica and the seas and islands around it are called the Antarctic.



Ice covers Antarctica’s mountains and valleys. Ice covers almost all the ground. In some places, it is over three miles deep. Antarctica is surrounded by the Southern Ocean.

During the winter, when the seas around Antarctica freeze, the extra ice makes the continent look twice its size. Seventy percent of the world’s freshwater is in the form of ice that lies in and around Antarctica.

Coldest, Windiest, Driest

If you like cold weather, Antarctica is the place for you. It is the coldest place on earth. The temperature is usually 60 degrees or more below zero. The coldest temperature ever recorded was in Antarctica—almost 130 degrees below zero!
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Antarctica is also the windiest place on earth. Howling winds sweep down from its center to the coastline. Some-times they blow 200 miles an hour. That’s hurricane force!

The winds dry out the air so much that they turn Antarctica into an icy desert. It is even drier than the Sahara Desert. In fact, Antarctica is the driest place in the world.
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There is an area called the Dry Valleys that has not had rain for over a million years!



Even though only two inches of snow fall each year, Antarctica has lots of blizzards. Blizzards are storms with strong winds and blowing snow. Antarctic winds blow the snow that is already on the ground. This can make it hard to see or even to stand up.
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Snow never melts in Antarctica.



During the winter, Antarctica is always dark. In the summer, the sun never sets at all. The only creature that can live in this harsh place all year is a tiny insect called a wingless midge. Researchers who work there live in warm buildings that protect them from the weather.

History of Antarctica

Millions of years ago, Antarctica was very different. It was not a separate continent. It was part of a giant continent that scientists call Gondwana.

Gondwana included parts of what are now Africa, Antarctica, Australia, New Zealand, South America, and India. This landmass covered an area stretching from the equator almost down to the South Pole. Gondwana was rich in plants and animals. Dinosaurs and other animals fed on each other and on the many plants growing there.
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The equator is an imaginary line that runs around the center of the earth, halfway between the two poles.



About 200 million years ago, Gondwana began to split off into different continents and islands. Over millions of years, Antarctica slowly drifted farther south until it covered the South Pole.
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Antarctica drifted very slowly … less than an inch a year.



All the trees and animals that lived on Gondwana eventually disappeared from Antarctica. By 30 million years ago, it had frozen into a vast sheet of ice.
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Icebergs

Sometimes tons of ice break off from high cliffs at the edge of the sea in Antarctica. This is called calving. It is an amazing sight. As the ice hits the water, ice crystals shoot into the air. They are like towers of white powder. When the huge chunk of ice settles into the sea, it looks like a floating mountain of ice.

[image: ]

These huge masses are called icebergs. One of the biggest icebergs today is over 183 miles long and 23 miles wide. That’s the size of the state of New Jersey. And it’s even bigger underwater!
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Icebergs sometimes seem to be blue from the reflection of the water.
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The Busy Seas

Whales, seals, penguins, and other birds live in the seas and skies around Antarctica. In the summer, millions of penguins gather to raise their chicks. When winter comes, they head back to the pack ice and the open sea.

The continent of Antarctica is a lonely place. Unlike in the Arctic, human beings have never lived there. The nearest landmass is over 600 miles away in South America. The giant continent lies frozen and silent at the end of the earth.
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Fossils are the remains of animals and plants that lived very long ago. There are many animal fossils lying under the ice in Antarctica. They come from the time when dinosaurs roamed Gondwana. There are also fossils of ferns and other plants.

Scientists make new fossil discoveries in Antarctica all the time. Recently, they were surprised to find the fossils of a duck-billed dinosaur on Vega Island, off the coast of Antarctica. They’d never seen fossils like these in the Antarctic before.

Another discovery at the South Pole was of a plant-eating dinosaur that lived 190 million years ago. This huge animal weighed over four tons and was twenty to twenty-five feet long! Scientists think it was the largest animal that has ever lived on land.

Can you believe there are also fossils of penguins that stood almost six feet tall? They lived over 6 million years ago.
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