Ellesmere Island—Arctic Dreams

This article = about braveling ho tre Canadion
Arctic. While hardly o tolnler gelatody, it
painds oul the possibidlities which are open lo
Hhpse wpith folding kayaks,

ummer in the Canadian

high arctic was somewhat
of a sleep-deprivation experi-
mienit for this southerner. It was
twoa o' clock im the rnl_'lrn'ing and
Ly Ty | miﬁhh | could MOT get
to sleep. The sounds of barking
walrus, dlamouring for a spot
on the ice flows, echoed across
the fjord, The mysteries of all |
had ween rnda:,.'sl;i'll VW imy my
hesad—too active to let me sleep,

And the sun! The never-set-
timg sun had already begun its
warm <limb towards the East,
and it cast long textured shad-
ows across the water and land, As it rose
it sgemed fo carry with it my own energy,
amd the Ffl:l‘-"-lbl.lltﬁl' of sleep drifted away
wiith the walmes on the ebbing tide. Such
is the way in a place such as this—fraught
with mystery, history, and life that belies
it's location near the top of the world,

[ was at a place known as Eskimobeyn,
in Flaggler Bay on the East Coast of
Ellesmire Island. At nearly 80 degrees
north latitude, the place bears litthe resem-
blance to my hometown of Kimberley,
British Columbia. On first glance,
Ellesmere appears to be little more than a
staggeringly beautiful mix of pock, joe, and
water. Thie Ellesmere loe Cap covers miuch
of the island, spilling over the edges of
rock to et the sea wherever it can. Gi=
ant anclent blue icebergs, calved from the
glaciers as they march into the Arctic
Qcean, look like giant ice sculphunes as
thery float sluggishly amongst the remains
of the winter pack ice in the bays, The ir-
cling summer sun seems to highlight
every ridge and crack in the fce, and every
vein and edge in the cliffs that rise up to
3000 feet from the frigid waters of the Arc-
tac.

I'was here as an assistant guide on a bwo
week sea kavaking trip threwgh the Bords
of Ellesmere, Scott, my guiding compadre,
and L":iEhI Buests were s.m:-ri.ng dl:'l:'Fl|'_'|l' in
their tents below the rocky perch 1 had
chosen as my bunk for the night, and our
five double kavaks wene pulled wp om the
rocky shore, well above the high tide line,
This was my third trip to the Arctic as an
assistant guide. The paddling itself was
relatively easy, as the deep Hords are of-

Cuhsiis - Navisiin DN ‘Wiseleagih

s Ellpemere [sland,
Canadinn Arclic

ten mirror-like, but with ioe in the water,
one really has to be sure of the winds and
currents before head ing ot o camp, o
Eu‘idinﬁ Wil c]1:|I|L'nEinE.

Despite it barren facade, Elleasiene [s-
land is home b one of the Fichest pockels
of life on Earth. The nature of the long,
FLATTOW bn}'x and fjonds canzes the formas
tion of polyuyes—Ilarge areas that remain
boe-froe throughout the entire Archie win-
ter. These wonders of the north mean Life
for the large mammals of the northern
seas, Walrus, bearded and ringed scals, the
unicorn-like narwhal, and the white
whale, or belukha, all depend on
polynivas, and congregate around them in
the winter months, This concentration of
food ingvitably attracts meat-caters, Po-
lar bears, arctic foxes, and man have
hunted this region for thousands of years.
{For more on the creatures who inhakde
this mysterious and intriguing landscape,
mead Arciic D'r'f.nm.s'b}r Earrg,-' l_.:_:-]_'.l{-z.]
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Dvive Quanin

Wi had flown into Alexandra
Fjord almost two weeks ago, ona
Twrin Oiber F|..1n|.- troem Resolute
Bay in the newly created Munavut
Territory. After a breathtakingly
clear flight over the loe Cap, we
bumped, bounced, and skidded
fova halton Alexandra's ﬁn:,.:, tlted
runway. Mow, 11 days later, we
were paddling on the mirros-like
warters of Flaggler Bay—applying
yet another layer of sunscreen to
our weathered faces, The pres-
eroe of the ]1u3,|.- Greenland Toe
Cap to the East creates its own
high pressure weather system
that reaches over to the east coast
of Ellesmere. This, combined
wiith the mountains that rum
down the spine of Ellesmere, blocking the
weather systems coming froem the West,
creates some of the most predictably won-
derful weather nn:.-'whq'n:.

1 wora% ﬁual-cinlq up thii wearen 24-hour are-
tic sum, wabtching foe-rafts of walmus float
mdsily past on the elbbing Gde, shen | was
struck with the intensity of the mystery
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Treeless terrain provides sterkly beauliful vislas

of this timeless place. How and why did
people come to this land in the first place?
What happened to them? What must they
have thought of the carly European ex-
plorers in their massive wooden ships?
Canadian ﬂr\ll.'l'li.‘i.'lll:b_EiH-t Peter
Schledermann and his beam spent many
summers in this area trying to unravel
these miysteries. Avoiding polar bears and
legions of mosquitoes, Schledermann and
his team mapped and explored many of
the Thule and Dorset sibes in the Ellesmerns
reglon. They uncovered beawtiful carv-

”WEST COAS

ings and decorabed weapons—symbols of
& we|lr-|:|m|n]:l¢1:| culture.

T]'!tE].' also discoverned .'iﬂ-u‘l:'ll.'l‘]'lil‘l.a ol
Irom boat rivets and bits of ancient chain
miail were found in some of the mins, rel-
ics of a European Viking culture, These
finds were all dated to around 1200 AL,
and the queestiong sfill pemain: did the
Thaule acquire these iberns in frade, or wene
the MNorsemen exploring the high Arctic
much earlier than originally thoughe?

Zuch is the nature of the intense beauty
of thi hi.ﬂ}l arctic. This land of 24-hour sun
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and bong mionths of dark winter is a land
of mystery, a land of extreme contrasts,
How can a land so seemingly vast and
barren be so fraught with beauty and life
at the same time? How does life survive
months of dark, frozen winter? What is it
that continues to draw human beings to
this area?

Eskimobeyn ks a sibe that has been used
a5 a hunting camp for over 4000 vears by
the: ancestors of today’s Innuit. Early cul-
tures set up skin tents, anchoring them
with rings of stone that are =il visible to-
day. Around 1200 years ago, the Thule
culture moved into the high Arctic from
the West, bringing kayaks and dogs with
them, These people hunted the mighty
Bowhead whale—fifty tonnes of meat,
Blubber and bone that xFﬂ:Illh:! survival
through the long, sunless winters. These
intrepid people chased down, harpooned,
and killed the world's second largest
mammal from boats that were very simi-
lar in |:|-L~.'b.'iEn to the ones wie were travel-
ling in.

We dangled underwater beepers bo pre-
vent encounters with one tonne walrus.
The idea is that the normally shy walrus
hear us and can avoid us, instead of us
Fu::l:ri:iE therrm imehen duinﬁ mrnﬂhing IiIcI:]:,'
only we would regret!

Walrus are one thing bo avoid, but the
thought of hunting whales from a kayak
is a seemingly suicidal prospect, 1 can’t
BYVET i.'rrl.aEi:rw padn:[l:ing up fo !'LH}" honmes
of whale and poking it with a bit of bone
ted to a stick! Kayaks are sturdy and sta-
ble, but you've got to be kidding! Hoawe-
ever, motivation was intense to capune
these leviathans—one whale spelled sur-
wival lhrﬂtlﬂ]\ thi winter fior a group of
Thule. Meat was piled under stones to
prodect it from bear and fox, blubber was
rendered for light and heating oil, and the
bones used to frame in a dwelling for the
winber!

Eskimobeyn was rediscovered by a
Morwegian Explorer named Otbo
Sverdrup over 100 vears ago. Sverdrup is
credited with the discovery and mapping
of owver a third of what i now Nunawuat's
high Arctic Islands. Sverdrup and a fel-
low Morwegian named Fridjol Mansen
were the first successful Arctic explorers.
Buccess’ in the Arctic exploration arena
in the: latter part of the 19th century sim-
ply meant that one’s crew didn't die of
scurvy, starvation, or freeze o death!
Swverdrup and Mansen accomplished this
by using traditional methods bo travel and
hunt They alss broke out of the traditional
“Conguer the North™ atbitude that many
European explorers held, and worked
with the elements, instead of against therm.
This part of Canada’s newest territory was

Warelength Oowan - Moawson 2

At Towr Fide, everything goes agromind

bL'ﬂ.IE]'Il: from Morway for the cost -a-ﬂiw'rdmp’s expeditions. What
a steal! This bargain may pactly make up for Canada’s Alaska
Panhandle fRasco.

Sometime later that morning, after the pod of narwhal puffed
their way by our camp, after a huge berg if ice had drifted up the
fjord out of sight, and after dozens of walres had either drifted
or swam past, sleep finally found me.

While my hometown of Kimberley was fast asleep under a
darkened southern sky, | was dreaming Arctic dreams under the
midnight sun, O

Thule people’s housepit with
Bowhend whale skull
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