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 Note to Readers

Most of the experiences recounted in this book occurred as a result of travels conducted between June and November 2007—but not all. The raft trip on the Kongakut River re-counted in Chapter 2 and the hunting trip in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, Chapter 7, occurred, respectively, in June 2006 and September–October 2008 and have been included as they would have occurred following a calendar timeline.

The Arctic is a vast and logistically challenging place. Not everything we hoped to experience and include in these pages could be tucked into a single calendar year. Anyone who has traveled in the Arctic understands this. Those who still have this adventure ahead of them will understand in time.


 Chapter 1

Where Seasons Meet
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Moon Month of Nurrait (June), "Caribou Calves"

Bylot Island, Nunavut, Canada


Expressions of caution and fortune exchanged, John turned and led the rest of the members of our group back to the camp at the mouth of the creek. As arranged, Linda and I struck out on our own, heading west.

"How about over there?" I suggested, indicating the location of "over there" with a wave of my hand.

Linda looked in the direction I was gesturing, taking in the snow-covered landscape, whose physical limits were defined by a distant ridge and the sky.

"What distinguishes 'over there' from 'right here'?" she wanted to know. Coming from the member of our team burdened by thirty pounds of camera gear, it was a legitimate question and maybe one that defied a satisfactory answer. The fact was, in these early stages of the summer thaw, one part of Canada's Bylot Island looks pretty much like any other—at least any part within hiking distance.

 Rising to the east were mountains whose color and pattern made them look like they'd been cast from scoops of vanilla fudge ice cream—but cheap vanilla fudge. The kind where they skimp on the fudge.

To the north, bracketed by peaks, was the Aktineaq Glacier, one of the many ice sheets for which Canada's 22,252-square-kilometer Sirmilik National Park is named. Sirmilik, in the Inuktitut language of the native Inuit people, means "Place of Glaciers."

To the west, somewhere beyond the visual limits of "over there," was a marshy plain that serves as the nesting ground for the world's largest breeding colony of greater snow geese.

To the south, across twenty-five frozen miles of Eclipse Sound, was Baffin Island, the largest island in the Canadian Arctic Archipelago and home to the majority of the mostly Native residents of Canada's newest, and northernmost, province, Nunavut.

There are very few places on the planet where you can look south onto Baffin Island, and, among the planet's nearly 7 billion human inhabitants, only a fraction might ever have dreamed of doing so.

One of them was me. One of them was Linda. But wasn't the other one you?

Yes, you. The onetime bright and slightly bored kid slouched in one of those plastic desk chairs that ruined the backs of a whole generation. Didn't you used to sit in class and stare, wistfully, at the pull-down map of the world covering the blackboard and marvel at that patchwork of islands way up there at the top of the world?

 A fragmented land whose color was no color at all. Not red or green or yellow like all the other landforms on the map but white!

Snow white. Arctic white.

Didn't you, as the disciplines that would turn us into well-adjusted and productive members of society were being instilled, study those northern lands and dream of being the adventurer every kid, deep in his heart, knows himself to be?

Sure you did. There's a little bit of Robert Service and Admiral Peary in all of us.

And haven't you, during all the responsible and productive adult years that followed, feasted upon the pages of travel and nature magazines in barbershops and hair salons (and chiropractic center waiting rooms), thrilling to images of those Arctic lands?

Polar bears cradling cubs so winsome a panda could die of envy.

Caribou herds so vast they filled whole treeless valleys and spilled into the next.

Lilliputian flowers carpeting landscapes whose limits were fixed by the sky.

And didn't you, until the receptionist called your name, rekindle those classroom ambitions and vow that someday—when the kids were raised, when the house was paid off—you would finally become the explorer you were meant to be and head...

"Over there," I said, in answer to Linda's question, "will give us a much better view to the west." It was a promise without foundation. Fact is, like you, I'd never been "over there" either, had no freaking idea what we might find. Linda greeted this explanation with silence.

 "What we're looking for is the place where everything comes together. Spring, summer, autumn, winter. A seasonal and geographic crossroads. A high point and a tipping point, symbolic of summer's greatest advance and winter's final stronghold."

Silence.

"Like that point over there," I said, pointing, once again, toward a volcano-shaped mound mantling a distant ridge.

"That is not an over there," Linda pronounced. "That is an up there. And to get up there, we have to first slog across that low, wet marshy area down there. Even from here I can hear the gurgle of water flowing under what has to be some pretty rotten spring ice."

Impressed and amused, I studied the pack-burdened form that was my wife—five feet, two inches of blond-haired, hazel-eyed, set-jawed indomitableness. We've been married over twenty years, traveling much of the time. She can walk, kayak, and photograph all day and then, in the evening, edit the day's crop of images. She's as organized as I am not and as patient as I am exasperating. In addition to being a wonderful partner, she is an accomplished outdoor traveler whose background includes stints as a park ranger in Alaska, an instructor for the National Outdoor Leadership School in Wyoming, and over a dozen wilderness trips in the Arctic.

In short, she's the kind of person whose counsel (and objections) is worth listening to, whether you are traveling in the Arctic or not.

"You're not part Inuit, are you?" I accused.


"No," she said, letting some of her exasperation show with a slouch.

"You really think it's too wet down there?" I said.

"No," she corrected. "I just said it was wet and I wanted to know how important it is to go 'up there' before we find out how wet."

"I do think the photo ops will be better up there," I offered. "Down here you're shooting in a bowl; up there we'll be on top of the world."

The photographer in Linda didn't exactly rise to the bait, but she didn't dismiss my analysis either.

"We can try it," she said, at last. "But we're going to have to hurry. It's only an hour until the solstice. Distance is hard to judge in the Arctic, and I'll bet 'up there' is farther than it looks."

We did hurry. And the terrain, for once, turned out to be not as bad as it looked. And now you know why Linda and I had flown twenty-four hundred miles from our home in New Jersey, been shaken and stirred for thirty miles over open ice in a snowmobile-drawn sled, and hiked five more just to be here. We were set to mark the onset of autumn, and begin the third book in our season series at the place where seasons meet.

That place, recent reconnaissance suggested, lay "up there."


 Autumn?

I know what you are thinking. Anybody who studied maps and dreamed of being an explorer certainly knows that June 21, the date of the solstice, usually marks the first day of summer, not autumn—and so it does! Technically and in fact.

At 1806 Greenwich Mean Time, or 2:06 Eastern daylight-saving time—the politically adjusted time zone in which Bylot Island lies—the earth's annual journey around the sun would reach one of its quarterly milestones: the point at which the Northern Hemisphere inclines at its maximum angle toward the sun.

 On this date, all points on and north of the Arctic Circle (66 degrees, 33 minutes north latitude) enjoy twenty-four hours of full sunlight. Were you to watch all day, you'd see the sun go completely around the sky and never dip below the horizon.

At 71 degrees, 5 minutes north latitude, the coordinates of southern Bylot Island, we would be so entertained.

Also on this date, at noon, at all points above the tropic of Cancer (23.5 degrees north latitude), the sun reaches its highest point in the sky. Inhabitants experience the longest day of the year. The Northern Hemisphere receives a maximum amount of solar insolation.

It is the pinnacle of summer! Tipping point, too. Because also technically and in fact, it's all downhill from here. The day following the solstice finds the sun lower in the sky. All points lying directly on the Arctic Circle will see the sun dip below the horizon, and each successive day will see this period of disappearance increase.

Day by day, less sunlight reaches the Northern Hemisphere. Day by day, the Arctic retreats deeper and faster into winter. The midpoint on this seasonal descent marks another quarterly milestone. It occurs on September 22 or 23. It is called the autumnal equinox. Across the most heavily populated portions of the Northern Hemisphere, very probably where you live, relatively mild temperatures prevail.

Not so at the earth's Arctic region. Because on that first official day of autumn, the sun does not appear at the North Pole at all. On the Arctic Circle, where the day is evenly divided between twelve hours of daylight and twelve hours of darkness, at noon the sun rises a mere 23.5 degrees above the southern horizon, shedding light but little warmth on the earth below.

In Fort Yukon, an Alaskan village lying just north of the Arctic Circle, the average daily high temperature in late September is in the low forties, and at night, the thermometer dips to the upper teens or low twenties. At Pond Inlet, the native village visible just across the channel, the average daily temperature in late September is in the low twenties.

Summer in the Arctic is transforming but ephemeral. Autumn comes early and surrenders quickly. All of the Arctic's denizens, both the hardy ones that migrate seasonally and the hardier ones that remain year-round, accelerate their schedules accordingly.

"All birds gone in September" is how one of our Inuit guides expressed it.

Gone where? South. Fleeing to temperate lands where the sun is a year-round resident, not a timid visitor.

So here on Bylot Island, high above the Arctic Circle, June 21 not only celebrates the first day of summer but also marks the first day of fall. The day the sun begins its retreat, and the earth begins its six-month slide into the Inuit moon month of Tauvikjuaq, "the Great Darkness."



 Point of Departure

We struck out for the ridge, walking for the most part across soft, granular snow—ankle-deep in some places, knee-deep in others. And while there certainly were places where we would have been, as Linda put it, "up to our crotches in ice water," with caution and fortune we avoided them.

 "How are you doing back there?" I hailed over my left shoulder when the crunch of Linda's footsteps faltered.

"Fine," she said over my right shoulder.

I turned to find her kneeling in slush, camera in hand, macro lens flirting with a spray of tundra flowers poking through the snow. During the next few weeks, as winter snow surrenders to the power of twenty-four-hour sunlight, the tundra would become one great floral display: a flower show unrivaled on Earth.

Heather and mosses dominate in lower, wetter areas; lichen in the higher, drier, rockier places. Tight clusters of furry-stemmed woolly lousewort and purple-colored saxifrage, like the one beneath Linda's lens, were just beginning to impart touches of color to the winter landscape.

But one plant conspicuously absent on Bylot Island is trees. In fact, the absence of woody plants is one of the defining characteristics of the Arctic environment and the tundra biome that dominates it. The very name tundra comes from the Finnish word tunturi, which means "treeless plain."

The Arctic, whose name's root is the Greek word arktikos, meaning "near the bear" (the constellation Ursa Minor, which includes Polaris, the North Star), is a tough proving ground for living things. To qualify as tundra plants, flora must be able to endure long months without sunlight, prolonged cold that would freeze the ambitions of lesser plants, and winds that whip and desiccate.

Finding water, too, is a problem, because annual rainfall is scant across much of the Arctic (a desertlike six to ten inches a year), and for much of that year, water is in a form that plants find hard to assimilate: ice. Even at the height of summer, ice, or permafrost, lies mere inches below the earth's surface. Root structures that serve to anchor tall plants find no footing, so trees have no standing.

 In order to meet the challenges of the Arctic environment, plants tend to be small, ground-hugging, often "furry," fast-growing, and commonly rooted in sheltering clusters. Many are dark, to absorb sunlight. Some retain their leaves through winter to start the process of photosynthesis as soon as sunlight finds them. Many flowers produce buds in the fall so they are ready to bloom at the first touch of spring. With a growing season limited to fifty to sixty days, every advantage is an advantage.

While the tundra plant community thrives where it is too cold and the growing season too short for grasslands or forest, it is not entirely correct to call it "tunturi." In sheltered places, there are ground-hugging willows—trees that have abandoned their woody plant pride to embrace the earth like vines. The competitive advantage enjoyed by trees—the pectin-stiffened stalks that allow them to climb above lesser plants and hog all the sunlight—doesn't serve them in the Arctic. There's plenty of sunlight during the brief Arctic growing season—at least enough for plants to grow leaves, roots, and the flowers and seeds that are their vehicles for procreation. There just isn't enough time and sunlight to produce wood, too.

So, except for dwarf willows, trees are essentially nonexistent in this biome. In fact, and from an ecological standpoint, the absence of trees is commonly used to mark the boundaries of the Arctic environment—a demarcation called the "tree line." It traces and defines the northern limit of the vast boreal forest, the earth's last great forest biome. On that pull-down classroom map, this ecological boundary appears as a dotted line wandering across northern Canada, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Russia, and Alaska. In some places, the tree line extends north of the Arctic Circle, the geographic boundary of the Arctic. For example, in the Canadian Yukon, the tree line extends almost to the Beaufort Sea. In other places, the tree line plunges south of the circle. Churchill, Manitoba, located at 58 degrees, 46 minutes, 9 seconds north latitude and known as the "Polar Bear Capital of the World," lies right at tree line.

 Over oceans, the Arctic boundary line traces the fifty Fahrenheit isotherm, a line that falls along the point where the average July high temperature is below fifty degrees Fahrenheit. This boundary encompasses the extreme North Atlantic and most of the Bering Sea. It also means that southern Greenland, Iceland, and islands like St. Lawrence and the Pribilofs lie within the Arctic region.

Bylot Island, at 73 degrees, 16 minutes north latitude, lies well above the tree line. In fact, it falls in a habitat zone that is known as the "High Arctic"—where all the seasons meet and where, for a few short weeks, all vie and none dominate.

Like Linda said, it's a picture that says it all. Last year's cotton grass. This year's saxifrage. A landscape still mostly covered by winter's snow. A waxing sun approaching the peak of its hemispheric climb.

All the elements were here. Old and new, beginnings and endings all present and accounted for. All we needed, now, was a point of departure and a tipping point in time.

***




 Pingo!

We reached the volcano-shaped hummock, or pingo, with ten minutes to spare, and the view, as hoped, was worth the climb. We weren't the first to appreciate it.

"Snowy owl pellets," Linda noted, pointing toward the large weathered rock that served as the hilltop's highest point.

"Look old," I noted, going over to the lichen-encrusted stone. Picking up several of the fur and bone castings. Subjecting them to the probing of an opposable thumb and a human intellect—the two game-changing advantages our species brings to bear.

"Lemmus defunctus," I pronounced, with more sagacity than I was entitled to. I'm no small mammal expert. But playing the odds, reconstituted lemming, the small rodent that makes up the predatory prey base of the Arctic, was almost certainly the principal ingredient of the regurgitated capsule. The question was, which species of lemming?

Collared lemming, which turns white in winter and prefers drier areas, or brown lemming, which remains dark-furred all year and favors wetter tundra. Brown lemming is also the species that goes through the cyclic population peaks and crashes that have made the name lemming a metaphor for mass hysteria and self-destruction.

The myth-busting truth is, lemmings do not engage in mass suicide, running pell-mell over cliffs. What they do is outstrip their resources, bringing upon themselves a population collapse that draws predator populations down with them. In the Arctic, as elsewhere, all living things are intertwined. What affects one affects others.

Collared lemming populations also fluctuate but less dramatically. Able to strike a balance with their environment that is more sustaining and sustainable, they avoid the boom-and-bust cycles of their relatives.

 Our species could learn a great deal from collared lemmings, big brains or no. But when it comes to population dynamics, evidence suggests we have more in common with the other rodent.

"Hey, in all that Harry Potter mania, did anyone ever mention the fact that snowy owls puke up their dinner?"

"Not that I recall," Linda, who was alternately checking her camera settings and her watch, replied. "What lens do you think I should use?"

"To take a picture of owl pellets?"

"To take a picture of you worshiping the sun. Isn't that why we came up here? By the way, it's 2:01. We've got five minutes. Four and a half for you to decide whether to sit or stand."

I chose to sit. On the lichen-stained rock. If it was good enough for a snowy owl, it was certainly good enough for a snowy owl admirer.

"Are you going to just sit there?" Linda asked.

"I guess. What do you want me to do?"

"Look around. Scan. Search for wildlife or for the Northwest Passage or something. It's been every Arctic explorer's dream for five hundred years."

So I did. Brought binoculars to my eyes. Scoured the Arctic for signs of life. Found little, relatively speaking. There were several reasons for this.

First, Bylot Island was experiencing a late spring. Many of the waterfowl and shorebirds that breed here had yet to arrive. Snow still dominated the landscape, and snow-covered tundra doesn't accommodate most nesting birds.


 My search disclosed a single pair of newly arrived American golden-plovers just south of our (and probably their) pingo, eyeing us skeptically. To the north, a single pair of white-rumped sandpipers were making the air buzz with their courtship gyrations.

Even though Bylot Island constitutes a breeding stronghold for these and other long-distance migrants, breeding density in the Arctic is low. The Arctic is indeed a great bird hatchery, but it is also an immense bird hatchery. When white-rumps and other shorebirds arrive, they spread out. People who are used to seeing massed flocks of shorebirds during migration will not find them here.

Also, it was not a good lemming year. You didn't need to conduct a population study to ascertain this. The absence of snowy owls, Arctic foxes, and the relatively few jaegers about said it all. Predators go where they find prey, and this year they weren't finding it on Bylot Island.

There was one last but very determining reason why Linda and I were not overwhelmed by hosts of living things. This is that we were standing at the evolutionary end of the line. Not only do the seasons founder at 73 degrees 16 minutes north, but so, too, does the kingdom of living things.

Relatively few plants, insects, birds, and mammals have managed to push the limits of adaptation to accommodate the rigors of the High Arctic. In North America there are approximately seven hundred species of breeding birds. On Bylot Island, there are thirty-five. Only one bird species in twenty was tough enough to make the evolutionary cut.

If you want a more poignant example, consider the relative abundance of reptiles and amphibians on Bylot Island. Across North America, there are approximately six hundred herps. On Bylot Island, and throughout the Arctic, there are precisely none.

 So you might fairly ask why two avid naturalists would choose to anchor a book that purports to engage natural wonders in such a biologically impoverished place.

"Two-minute warning," Linda announced. "There's a rough-legged hawk doing a courtship display over that cliff behind you," she added.

Okay, that's one reason. The reason we, and the many celebrated naturalists and explorers who preceded us, traveled to the Arctic end of the earth is that there are marvels to be found here that cannot be found anywhere else.

If you want to see a narwhal, the whale whose lancelike tusk inspired the unicorn myth, you have no alternative but to travel to the icy waters of the Arctic.

We did. Saw fifty animals diving and surfacing in the slushy edge of the winter ice floe. It was incredible. For both of us, one of those encounters you dream of, then live for, then use as a measure of accomplishment to mark the passage of your life.

If you want to see a polar bear, the planet's largest land carnivore, you have no choice but to go to the edge of the Arctic ice, where the "ice bear" makes its living.

We did. Watched a female and her half-grown cub pick up our scent, change course, and close to within a quarter mile of our group. Close enough so that through a spotting scope we could peer down the dark chasm behind her open, swinging jaws. Close enough to hear the bawled protest of her cub as she led him to the edge of the ice sheet and across the open channel to the pack ice beyond.

And if you want to see rough-legged hawks courting. If you want to see red-throated loons in their maroon-throated finery. If you want to see caribou calves braving their first river crossing. Peer into the fathomless eyes of a female gyrfalcon on her nest ledge. Smack Arctic foxes on the nose with your hat to keep them from pilfering your lunch. Or if you want to stand on a frost-scoured hilltop, with the sound of utter silence pressing into your ears, and survey an area the size of a Texas county that has not been compromised by a communications tower, an oil derrick, a jet contrail, there are very few places on this earth you can still go.

 But one of them is that place you used to stare at. On that pull-down map. When your dreams were more abundant than your memories and perhaps now, at this late stage of your life, more alluring, too.

"One minute," Linda announced.

Which brings up a related matter. Life is both cheap and precious precisely and ironically for the same reason. It is finite. You are likely old enough to have suffered losses of your own: family, friends. Maybe you have survived serious illness or are nursing a "condition." If so, you know how cheaply death trades and how unpredictable life is.

The American writer John Steinbeck, who never saw the Arctic but who was, nonetheless, an attentive student of both people and nature, once observed that if you want to make a flower appear really blue, gild it with an edge of white. This wisdom applies to life, and it might be that this was Steinbeck's metaphoric intent, because if you want to make life seem really precious, set it against the unforgiving starkness of the Arctic.

A snow bunting, perched defiantly atop a stone spire ten thousand wind-stropped years in the making, will break your heart. A sow grizzly, flanked by cubs, navigating a path between sun-lacquered hilltops and a rain-cloud-darkened sky, will make you believe that your faith in the enduring richness of this planet was never misplaced.

"Ready?" Linda said.

If all these reasons are not enough to make you break with the routine of your life and set off to explore the world beyond your own, here is one more. Because there once was a child who looked a bit like you. They sat in front of a map in a classroom that lies an adult's lifetime away. And inside this child was the soul of an explorer who never got the chance to explore. Unless you act, it never will.

For the record, the solstice occurred right on schedule, at 2:06 P.M. EDST. Nothing happened except that the Northern Hemisphere, which for 182 ½ days had been inching toward summer, reversed course and started heading the other way. And two explorers, poised atop an unnamed ridge in the Canadian Arctic, started their journey into autumn together.

Meanwhile, twenty-four hundred miles to the south, in Cumberland County, New Jersey, which Linda and I call home, the first southbound short-billed dowitchers were setting their wings and dropping into the marshes of Delaware Bay. For these Arctic nesters, whose breeding range lies east of Hudson Bay and south of Bylot Island, the short breeding season was already over. Like the earth in her orbit, like Linda and me, the first of the Arctic's denizens were beginning their journey into autumn, too.



 The Taste of Long-taileds

By morning, our last day on the ice, the gulf of water lying between the floe edge and the pack ice had widened considerably. But the yodeling clamor of long-tailed ducks was undiminished. It was the sound that greeted our group of birders when our snowmobile-drawn sleds had reached the rotting edge of the ice, two days before. It was the last sound we heard as we zipped up our sleeping bags and surrendered to sleep. The first sound we heard when we woke. And very probably the audible pulse of it throbbed in our dreams as we slept through the darkless night of late June.

 To the Inuit, the arrival of these rakish sea ducks is synonymous with spring. Their departure heralds the imminence of winter. If you wanted to pick the poster bird for the Arctic breeding season, the long-tailed duck would certainly be a contender. If you concluded that this plume-tailed bird is a favorite of mine, you would not be mistaken.

Coffee mug in hand, directing my steps as much as possible into the sound-dampening puddles of meltwater, I made my way from the cook tent to the observation point fifty feet short of the floe edge. Behind me was our tent encampment and sleeping company. Before me the edge of the Arctic ice sheet, the place where winter was holding the line and would until well into July, when the last of the seasonal icecap would melt.

I'm an early riser, have been all my life. As a kid growing up in suburban North Jersey, I was often out exploring the woods behind my parents' home at dawn. Hours later I'd be sitting on the steps of our porch, still waiting for the first of my neighborhood playmates to emerge.

Now, better than fifty years into this pattern, I've grown accustomed to having the morning to myself. So I was surprised to see Matthias sitting beside the tarp-covered sled where he had spent the night. Cigarette in an ungloved hand. Aboriginal-black eyes focused on the sea ice at his booted feet. Weather-cured, mahogany-dark face set beneath cropped black hair touched by gray.

 I don't mean to imply that the Inuit lead indolent lives. On the contrary, the productive use of time is part of the Arctic people's pattern and temperament. Half a century of Canadian government–imposed centralization has not eclipsed the habits imparted by centuries of nomadic hunting tradition. But during the weeks of twenty-four-hour sunlight that Arctic dwellers enjoy, there is a natural tendency to stay up and rise late. In summer, in government-established towns like Pond Inlet and seasonal hunting and fishing camps alike, stirring before midmorning is more the exception among Native people than the norm.

Perhaps, being oldest among our guides, Matthias didn't need as much sleep as the younger drivers. Or perhaps, being leader, and responsible for our safety, he had things on his mind.

John Coons, who was handling the bird-watching end of our five-day tour, recalled to us the time Matthias abruptly uprooted their camp at the edge of the ice and relocated the group a mile closer to land. The wind was shifting. He didn't like it.

Next morning, the group awoke to find that, during the night, the landscape they'd evacuated had gone from ice to open sea. With so much riding on the wisdom and experience of Matthias, I limited my intrusion upon his privacy to a raised mug and a nod of greeting, which he returned.

Back in Pond Inlet, while Matthias was organizing the loading of passengers and gear, I'd asked his nephew, another driver, how old his uncle was.

"Forty-five to sixty-five," he'd confided after a moment's reflection and no indication that the lack of specificity was the least bit odd. But accepting the high-end estimate meant that Matthias, like many elders in the village of Pond Inlet, would have been born before the Canadian government relocated the aboriginal people into towns.

 What this means, then, is that Matthias would most likely have been born in an igloo, if his birth date fell in late autumn or winter, or in a skin tent if he was born in the spring or summer—a period heralded by the arrival of the aggiarjuit (AKA aggiajuk), the long-tailed duck. In fact, in the gaming spirit of the Inuit people, those who are born in tents are known as aggiarjuits. Those who are born in igloos fall under the banner of the aqiggiit, the ptarmigan, a hardy species that lives in the Arctic all year—one of the very few bird species to do so.

The aggiarjuits and the aqiggiits. The tent fraternity versus the igloo folks. It's a little like going to summer camp and being divided into the red team and the blue team, except in Inuit society, the labels last for life.

I guessed Matthias was an aqiggiit. He didn't look much like a long-tailed duck.

Where do real long-tailed ducks spend the balance of their lives when the short Arctic breeding season is over and winter reclaims the North? They retreat to the shallow, coastal waters of the Atlantic and Pacific, including the coast of New Jersey, where Linda and I live. Among Delaware baymen, the bird has a different name. There it is known as the...

South southerly, south southerly, south southerly...


The nasal mantra of love-struck long-tailed ducks grew louder as I approached the floe edge. There were hundreds of birds pressed close to the ice. Many more swimming beyond. Flagellum-tailed males and chunky females. One bird driven to song would ignite a chorus. The resulting clamor drowned out the crooning moan of eiders and the wail of red-throated loons, whose numbers were likewise impressive—in the hundreds, maybe thousands.

 In fact the open water was fairly churning with ducks and seabirds, each and every one impatient for the sun to thaw the tundra ponds where the birds, most already paired, would breed. The birds had migrated hundreds, some thousands, of miles, overflying the advancing edge of spring itself. Here, they waited for the season to catch up, but they didn't wait quietly.

By the way, you don't have to travel all the way to the Arctic to hear long-tailed ducks. The birds begin their pair bonding in January and February. If you are unfamiliar with the call, then you have been cheated of one of the greatest sounds in nature. Its cadence is akin to the beating of a human heart. You may not know the sound, but the rhythm is in your blood. The tone has a nasal vibrancy that seems to hum in the soul, an Arctic om. It sounds, at once, both urgent and comical. It fills you with life and it makes you laugh.

As the Inuit laugh. In fact, almost a third of the conversation among our drivers seemed taken up by laughter.

But "south southerly"?

In a place that lies at 73 degrees, 16 minutes north latitude, the name is more than a little incongruous. The eastern end of Bylot Island lies north of almost everything and south of very little. The closest human enclave, our expedition's point of departure, was the hamlet of Pond Inlet—a community of fourteen hundred souls located at the northern tip of Baffin Island. It ranks among the northernmost communities on Earth.

But long-tailed ducks breed even farther north than this, at the northern tip of Ellesmere Island, about as far as land goes before it founders in ice. Like those of many Arctic species, the duck's breeding range is circumpolar—occupying all the northern lands ringing the pole, ignoring the distinction of continents and political boundaries.

But while long-tailed ducks swear no allegiance to flags, they live as all Arctic creatures do, at the sufferance of winter. Spring, as noted, was running late—seven to ten days by the estimates of our guides. The freshwater tundra ponds that long-tailed ducks nest beside remained locked in ice.

In the High Arctic, winter rules, or, as our drivers expressed it, "Ice is the boss." A quick spring melts into a brief summer; summer hardens into an early fall. Some years, summer doesn't really happen at all. Birds come north, meet only ice and snow, turn around and start back.



 On the Edge

I stopped just shy of the crack marking the point where the next section of winter ice was getting ready to sever ties and join the floating pack ice about half a mile out. The crack had widened overnight—wide enough to permit thick-billed murres, traveling beneath the six-foot-thick ice, to forage. Wide enough so that even the dumbest among our tour group could see the danger it presented.

Two days earlier this had not been the case. In fact, members of our group had wandered to within two feet of the snow-covered opening before one of the drivers sauntered over, exposing the hidden danger with a probe.

 This morning, there was just a thin crust of snow over the crevasse. It was this crust that betrayed Matthias's approach. Tearing my eyes from the spectacle of birds, I looked over my shoulder to find him walking my way. A short, powerfully built man wearing a faded blue barn coat and sun-bleached reddish rain pants. His gait, part amble, part limp, suggested that some of his wisdom had been hard-bought.

He acknowledged my presence by stopping when he reached my shoulder. He wasn't unfriendly, merely focused, and his focus had to do with perceiving the elements of the world around him. I've spent a lot of time with people who make their living out-of-doors, but I have never met a people so empathetically attuned to their environment as the Inuit. You don't live on the ice and reach the age of Matthias without being able to perceive, assess, and react to the world around you. You don't get to be an elder, or a leader, without cause.

At the time of our expedition, the people of Pond Inlet were coming to terms with the loss of one of their elders—an eighty-one-year-old hunter who a week earlier had gone off, alone, to hunt seal and never returned. The gas can he'd cached to fuel his trip back was found on the ice. But the man and his snow machine were not.

No, Matthias wasn't being unfriendly. In fact, just the opposite. He was donning the mantle of Arctic ambassador. Engaging a person whose environmental reflexes were conditioned in the more hospitable south and whose cultural heritage lay to Europe, the east. The Inuit migrated across Arctic Alaska and Canada from the west. The first time East met West was one thousand years ago and not far south of where Matthias and I stood now.

 One thousand years ago, as now, the earth was enjoying a period of global warming—a brief respite in what has been a protracted period of cooler temperatures and periodic glaciation going back perhaps 2.5 million years. Changing climates result in geographic shifts in the planet's biota, and two of those shifts involved two different peoples, two different cultures. One, the Inuit (or Inupiat, as they are called in Alaska), who moved east, out of Alaska, displacing an older, Dorset people, who were already established in what would one day become Arctic Canada. The other colonizing people were the Norse (more romantically called the "Vikings"), who migrated west, out of Scandinavia, settling in Iceland, Greenland, and, for a brief time, the New World. A place they named "Vineland."

In 986, a Norse adventurer named Bjarni Herjolfsson set off from Iceland to join a contingent of Norse colonists, led by Erik the Red, who had emigrated to the southern end of a large and attractively named landmass to the west called "Greenland." Bjarni overshot not only the colony but the landmass and found himself and his ship skirting the edge of land that seemed not to fit the description of its name. The land he discovered had trees. Greenland, like Bylot Island, does not. Sailing first north, where the land became increasingly treeless, the wanderers then turned east, finding eventually Greenland and the Norse colony.

Fourteen years later, in the same boat and intrigued by Herjolfsson's story of a land to the west, Erik the Red's son, Leif Eriksson, sailed west, landing first in Helluland (Baffin Island) before turning south, retracing Bjarni's route, reaching and spending the winter in what is now northeastern Newfoundland.

 The very first meeting of the New World Inuit (called "skraelingar" or "scraelings" by the Norse) and the prospecting Norse is unrecorded, but contact is a certainty, and trade was one of the byproducts. A short-lived settlement (in L'Anse aux Meadows, Newfoundland) and three centuries of trade for the ivory the Norse coveted and the iron the Inuit wanted attest to it. The end of this period of economic exchange, the first to link the human community across the planet, came with the onset of the Little Ice Age, a period of global cooling that began in the 1400s and resulted in the abandonment of the Norse Greenland colonies—the "Old World's" jump-off point to the New.

But contact between the Inuit and western society was, from this point, more or less ongoing. Basque fishermen, lured north by the region's cod-rich waters, were fishing off Labrador by the sixteenth century. In 1576, the English sea captain Martin Frobisher's search for the Northwest Passage resulted in the first documented meeting of northern Native and European people when his ship landed on Baffin Island. Nevertheless, the harshness and remoteness of the Arctic severely limited European influence until the beginning of the twentieth century. And it really wasn't until the middle part of that century that the full weight of western culture came crashing down on the Inuit.

While the Native people could thrive in a cold climate, they were culturally undone by the Cold War—a decades-long conflict between the Soviet Union and the United States and its ally Canada—in which the Arctic became strategically important. Periodic contact with missionaries, traders, and a scattering of Royal Canadian Mounted Police gave way to unremitting cultural contact as air bases and radar outpost sites were constructed across the Canadian and Alaskan Arctic.

 In the 1950s, the Canadian government initiated a policy of relocation, directing Native peoples to abandon their many seasonal encampments and concentrate, permanently, in government-built centers. The avowed purpose was to alleviate hunger among Native peoples and offer them and their children the manifest benefits of western civilization. The underlying objective was to assert Canadian dominion over the now-strategic northern regions.

The result was that a nomadic, hunting culture was subverted. By the time Linda and I arrived, only elders like Matthias could boast unbroken linkage to the traditional ways of what were, arguably, the world's greatest hunting people—a culture that was also adept in the use of nets and weirs.

"Fish," Matthias said, pointing with one hand toward the two murres feeding in the crack, extending the thumb and index finger of the other to express small size. An entire conversation boiled down to one word and two gestures.

Their apparent disregard for the human aging process notwithstanding, the Inuit are a direct and precise people—particularly when it comes to the elements of the world around them. Their language shows an elevated genius for giving directions or pinpointing locations (the map of the region on the wall of the Pond Inlet library shows a name for virtually every geographic nuance). But such linguistic precision works against verbosity.


 The full conversation might have gone like this.

"Matthias, what are those birds eating?"

"The two birds in the crack in the ice?"

"Yes, those two birds."

"They are eating small fish approximately two inches long."

But Matthias's one-word pronouncement said all this and more. It demonstrated that he'd correctly gauged my curiosity and honored me with the assumption that I was attentive enough to have noticed the murres in the first place.

Honesty compels me to admit that there were probably two other considerations accounting for Matthias's minimalist approach to conversation. First, as for most older Inuit, for Matthias English is a second language. At home, among his people, conversations are held in the Native Inuktitut tongue. Second, Matthias was hard of hearing. His right ear hosted a hearing aid—a testimony to right-handedness and a token to his many years hunting seals with a high-caliber rifle and no ear protection.

Not that these deficiencies impeded conversation. In fact, over the course of the next five minutes I learned more about birds that I am supposed to know than during any other five-minute period in my life. I was even to discover the answer to a question that has dogged me for more than a decade.

After his pronouncement concerning the murres and their prey, Matthias turned to read my face and seemed happy to note the spark of understanding.

"Smelt," I said, anyway, because I come from a verbal culture and because it is my discipline to pin names to things.

Matthias nodded. "Lays one egg," he said (of the murres, not the smelt). "Big egg," he added, with relish.


 This disclosure certified not only his ornithological credentials but their practical roots. The fact is, not one bird watcher in a thousand could tell you how many eggs murres lay. Bird watching is big on finding and identifying birds but gives biological insight short shrift. In part because not disturbing birds while they are nesting is something of an ethic among birders, also because the practice of egging (i.e., harvesting the eggs of migrating birds for food) is illegal.

Unless you happen to enjoy an aboriginal background. If you looked on the map in the Pond Inlet library, you would note that about four miles above Button Point there are "bird cliffs," a colony in which murres, and other cliff-nesting seabirds, abound. Murres do indeed lay a single, large egg. The Inuit have prized murre eggs for food for centuries.

Not coincidentally, in the Inuit calendar, which is based upon the same thirteen-month lunar cycle as the ancient Romans', the twenty-eight-day lunar period bracketing late June into July is called Mannitt, in Inuktitut, "Egg." It coincides with that time when newly arrived migrating birds are laying eggs, and the best time for harvesting them.

Most of the names of the months in the Inuit calendar relate to some biological phenomenon indicative of that time frame. April–May is Nattian or "seal pup." September–October, Amiraijaut, the shedding of velvet from caribou antlers. To the Inuit, there is no distinction between their world and the natural world. The challenge is surviving in it.

"That one," Matthias said, indicating a common eider feeding near the ice, "three egg.

"That one," he said, pointing now to a female long-tailed duck, "six egg.


 "Come in April," he added. Then, pointing to a northern fulmar, "That one come in April"; then thick-billed murre, "That one come in April.

"Leave in September," he said, and there was a pause. "All birds leave in September," he pronounced. As well they should. By late September, in the moon month Amiraijaut, ponds are freezing and snow is beginning to accumulate in the High Arctic. By late October and early November, sea ice begins to form.

This is the moon month of Ukiulirut, which means "winter starts."

I was writing as Matthias spoke, and, for one petty moment, I thought about checking the accuracy of his estimates of clutch size against scientific literature. I decided against it. Frankly, if there was shown to be a discrepancy, my money would be on the guy who doesn't distinguish his world from the natural world. That's when it hit me. Matthias would almost certainly have the answer to a question that had been bugging me for years.

During the nineties I wrote a biweekly column for the New Jersey Sunday section of the New York Times. One of those columns had to do with long-tailed ducks, then called "old squaws," a pejorative label ascribed to early French trappers, who are alleged to have heard the birds on their breeding territories and likened the clamor to the gossiping of "old squaws."

As mentioned, long-tailed ducks are common wintering birds along the Atlantic Coast, from Virginia to Newfoundland. During the writing, I got to wondering what the birds tasted like.


 Like most humans, meat figures in my diet. Unlike many people, I still adhere to one of our species' oldest interspecific practices. I hunt. And while I've never hunted sea ducks, I know people who do.

So I sought the counsel of one of my duck-hunting friends, a decoy carver named Jim Seibert (whose long-tailed duck carvings are works of art worthy of an Inuit craftsman).

"Hell, I've never eaten one of the things," Jim informed me. "But I know a carver on Long Beach Island who's eaten them. Why don't you give him a call?" Which I did, only to learn that he, too, had "never eaten one of the things." However, he did know a hunter on Long Island...

Who it turned out had also "never eaten one of the things" but knew somebody on Cape Cod...

Who knew somebody in Down East Maine...

Who knew somebody in Nova Scotia...

My epicurean quest finally ended in Newfoundland with a gentleman who, likewise, had "never eaten one of the things," and who could think of no other authority on the subject I might question.

"Matthias," I said, pointing. "How does that one taste?"

"Tastes good," he said, without hesitation. Then he added "That one tastes very good."

That a man of such few words would have mustered so many in his reply can only be a testimony to the epicurean elegance of the bird.

While it is fascinating that two cultures could regard the bird so differently, it is hardly surprising. To most Americans, the Arctic, and the traditions of its people, is only slightly less alien than the moon. They'll never go there. They see no reason to go there. They perceive no link between themselves and a corner of the world that is, for much of the year, locked in ice and snow.

 But what these many estranged members of my culture fail to recognize is how closely tied the Arctic is to their lives. Like the long-tailed duck, many of the birds that are found across the continental United States and southern Canada in winter breed in the Arctic.

The American tree sparrow coming to a suburban Connecticut bird feeder and the snow geese hunted in coastal Texas all herald from the Arctic. Winter snow and ice reflecting sunlight back into space serve as a planetary thermoregulator, and the permafrost underlying the tundra functions as a giant carbon dioxide reservoir, bottling up a climate-changing dose of this greenhouse gas.

The Arctic might be distant, but it is hardly disjunct. And the impact from environmental changes occurring there now will most certainly strike close to home in the near and distant future no matter where on this planet your home may be.

Matthias's disclosure regarding long-tailed duck appeared to signal the end of our conversation. Administering the camp, not interpreting nature, was his principal concern. He turned without a word of, or need for, apology and ambled back to camp, where some of the early-rising members of our group were beginning to muster, swaying like a polar bear crosses ice or, perhaps, a sea duck crosses land.

I might have to rethink my earlier assessment. It's possible that Matthias is a long-tailed duck and not an aqiggiit after all.

And I confess that months later, when I sat down to write this account, I did consult the ornithological literature, but not to check on the accuracy of Matthias's arrival or departure dates or clutch size estimates. I checked multiple sources for the one important piece of information that I'd neglected to ask of him: the foundation or meaning of the Inuktitut name for long-tailed duck.

 Aggiajuk.

I found no references. But with the two names printed before me, it hit me. Sounded out, ag-gi-a-juk, like South souther-ly, is a phonetic rendering of the bird's call. They're musical twins! Imagine that. The Inuit and Delaware waterman's cultures are joined at the ear by a bird that has a webbed foot in both camps.

Small world.

And listen, note to any of you coastal duck hunters whom I troubled with a call about a decade back. I have it on good authority that long-tailed ducks taste "very good." But it's possible you have to eat the bird between Nattian and Amiraijaut, when they are not in season for us nonaboriginal folk in the south (and not subsisting on a flesh-tainting diet of mollusks). I wouldn't invite friends for dinner until you've tested this possibility.

Nattian through Amiraijaut. Late June to early October. The time of Arctic Autumn.
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