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A RCT IC  E C O L O G Y -A  Decade of Experience

Jo h n  F. Schindler 
A ssistant D irec to r 

Naval A rctic  Research L aborato ry

A quick  glance a t the  title  o f th is  p resen tation  
and  th e  reader braces him self fo r a n o th e r an tipo l
lu tion  o r  “ save-the-sod” ty p e  o f discourse tha t 
has becom e so popu lar these days. I do n o t w ish to  
de trac t from  th e  im portance  o r the  need fo r such 
effo rts b u t I w ould like to  address m yself to  the 
the  b roader m eaning o f  the term .

Ecology—the w ord  com es from  th e  Greek 
roo t “ oikos”  w hich m eans house or household . 
W hat I ’d like to  do  is to  tell y o u  a b o u t this 
“ house”  I’ve been living in  fo r th e  past 10 years.

HISTORY
W estern m an’s in terest in th e  n o r th  dates from  

the travels o f  the  G reek  Py theas w ho left th e  Medi
terranean  in 325 B.C. and sailed n o r th  to  w hat is 
now th e  no rthern  coast o f N orw ay to  a po in t de
scribed as “ where th e  daylight o f  th e  sum m er sol
stice lasted 23 h o u rs” . P rior to  1000 A .D . the  
N orsem en o ften  sailed to  Iceland, G reenland, 
n o rth e rn  Scandinavia and even Nova Zem lya. B oth  
C abot and C olum bus visited Iceland before  th ey  
made their well k now n  w estw ard journeys.

M odern exp lo ra tion , especially  o f th e  C anadi
an A rctic , ow es a great deal to  th e  fam ous w ork o f  
Parry, Ross, and F ranklin . On th e  w estern  side o f  
N orth  A m erica’s A rctic, Beechy and Elson plus 
Sim pson and  Dease in th e  1820s and 30s m ade 
epic voyages and enlarged the  lim its o f o u r  know l
edge. Their nam es are now  part o f  the A rctic  geog
raphy . F rank lin ’s ill fated  exped ition  in  1845, be
cause of its disappearance and u ltim ately  tragic 
end, p robably  p rom p ted  m ore in te rest and  subse
quen tly  m ore exp lo ra tion  th an  could otherw ise 
have been possible. L ady F rank lin ’s rom an tic  
image as th e  lost young w idow  can be cred ited  
w ith  at lease tw o  exped itions in search o f her 
fam ous husband.

T w en tie th  cen tu ry  exp lo ra tions should  in
clude F rid tjo f N ansen’s very successful voyage o f 
the FRAM  at the  end o f  the  19th  cen tu ry . This 
was really the  first com pletely  successful explora
tion  both  scientifically  and in accom plishing th e  
m ission—and all, w ithou t in jury  o r loss o f life. 
O ceanographers to d ay  still use the  N ansen b o ttle  
as a basic to o l o f research.

We could  q u o te  m any nam es....from  A m und
sen and his G joa trip  in 1903-07 to  th e  h istoric  
M anhattan  voyage presented in this sym posium . 
Indeed  som e of th e  people in this gathering have

earned  a c ita tion  in  th e  roll call of A rctic  his
to ry ....B u t m y po in t o f all th is review is th a t even 
w ith the  scores o f  people m oving n o r th  b o th  his
torically  and  very recen tly  we still know  very little  
abou t our n o r th  and  it still has a good deal o f  the 
rom antic  image th a t  p ro m p ted  th e  original exp lo 
rations.

What is the A rctic? W here does it s ta rt and 
stop? T hat is one o f th e  first questions asked in 
any study  and  I’m  guessing will be also one o f  the 
last to  be answ ered. T he m an w ho focuses his in
terest beneath  th e  surface o f  th e  ground te n d s  to  
th in k  of th e  A rctic  as th a t area u nderla in  by 
perm afrost. The m an w ho  studies th e  sky o r  the 
aurora  w ould p robab ly  consider it to  be th e  area 
n o r th  of 66° 3 0 ' N orth . To the  A nthropo log ist it 
is th e  area inhab ited  by Eskim os... To th e  biologist 
it is everything n o rth  o f  the  tree-line. T hat itself 
could  only  be a defin ition  coined by  bo tan ists... 
th ey  can’t decide on w hat is a tree and w hat is a 
sh rub . I confess to  being a biologist and a very 
provincial one a t th a t. When I say A rctic  I mean 
th a t  area n o rth  o f th e  Brooks Range in Alaska 
generally know n as the  N o rth  Slope o r the  A laskan 
A rctic.

CLIMATE
The clim ate o f th e  n o rth  slope is best char

acterized  as severe, w ith  long cold w inters and 
sh o rt cool sum m ers w ith  frequen t fog and persis
te n t  winds. P rec ip ita tion  is scanty and tem pera
tu res  are below freezing fo r m ost o f  the  year. At 
Barrow th e  W eather B ureau records m inim um  tem 
pera tu res below freezing on  320 o r m ore days a 
year. M inim um  tem p era tu re  o f  record  at Barrow is 
-56°F , m axim um  + 76°F . As you  move inland from  
Barrow  to  U m iat the  tem p era tu re  regim es becom e 
m arkedly  m ore co n tinen ta l. Sum m ers are w arm er 
(m ax im um  of + 9 1 °F  at U m iat) and  w inters are 
co lder (m in im um  of -76 F at U m iat). The w arm est 
m on th  everyw here on  the  slope is Ju ly  follow ed 
by  August and June. W eather bureau  p rec ip ita tion  
records reflect low values fo r A rctic  Alaska. The 
m ean annual p rec ip ita tio n  fo r Barrow being only  4 
1 /2  inches. B ut these m easurem ents are to o  low 
because thqy do  n o t reflec t the  ex trem e density  o f  
th e  snow w hich can be figured at 4 inches o f  w ater 
in  10 inches o f  snow  ra th e r th an  th e  usual one 
inch  in tei). Since th e  average annual snow fall is 
abou t 25 inches the average annual p rec ip ita tion  is 
closer to  12 or 14 inches.
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This is the classic w ay  to describe the w e a th 
er... b u t w h a t is it really like? W eather is cold w hen 
th e  m o istu re  from  the stoves a n d  vehicles freezes 
o u t o f th e  air to  form  a hoare  fro s t on every 
th ing ...S om etim es covering  the pow erlines w ith  a 
fea th e ry  sheath  3 inches in  d iam ete r...W ea th er is 
co ld  w hen the  a tm o sp h e re  is so d ry  th e  s ta tic  elec
tr ic ity  becom es u n c o m fo rta b le ...w h en  y o u  cross a 
ro o m  to  kiss y o u r wife g o o d b y e  and a blue spark  
ju m p s  across the 4-inch gap  as y o u  ap p ro ach  her... 
well y o u  can fool y o u se lf  and f la tte r  y o u r  ego b u t 
the  room  is sim ply dry. W eather is co ld  w hen a 15 
k n o t w ind can m ean the d iffe rence  be tw een  w alk
ing o u tsid e  or dashing b e tw een  car and  house. We 
alw ays say ou r w orst w ea th er a t B arrow  is 20  be
low and 20 kno ts. T h a t’s a chill index  o f -6 8 °F  
and th a t’s cold. V ehicles w o n ’t s ta r t, tire s  are  fro 
zen slightly  square w here they  rested  overn igh t, 
and  plastics and o th e r  n o rm a lly  pliable m aterials 
sh a tte r  w hen  d ropped  or flexed .

Now I’ve pain ted  a p re tty  cold p ic tu re , b u t 
surprising ly  m ost people  ad just ra th e r  well to  
co ld ....it is the  ex ten d ed  period  o f  darkness th a t  is 
d ifficu lt to  cope w ith. A t B arrow  o u r  sun goes 
dow n  on th e  18 th  o f N ovem ber and stays d ow n  
u n til the  23rd  o f  Ja n u a ry . C orrespond ing ly  it is

co n tin u o u sly  above th e  h o rizo n  at B arrow  from  
May 1 0 th  u n til A ugust 2nd . T he  ex ten d ed  period  
o f d a rk n ess—84 d a y s— is th e  g rea ter cause o f 
Q uonset Fever or Q uonse titis  and  I n o te  it is also 
the tim e  of the  y ear th a t D irec to rs  and  A ssistan t 
D irectors seem  to  a tte n d  th e  m ost m eetings in  the  
sou th -48 . (See F igure 1)

D uring  th is period  o f  descend ing  su n , the 
charac te r o f th e  light is also d iffe re n t. The a u tu m n  
sun ap p ears  m ore pu rp le , th e  snow  scenes m ore 
blue a n d  darker and co lder look ing  as opposed  to  
the b rig h te r reds and  yellow s o f  a spring  sun . This 
d ifference is so m arked  th a t  y o u  can tell fro m  the 
colors in a sunset p h o to g rap h  w h e th e r  the  p ic tu re  
was ta k e n  in the  fall o r  th e  spring.

It is a small p o in t, b u t m an ’s psycho logy  re
acts to  co lo r and  I o f te n  th in k  it is th is  d a rk  blue 
o f the A rc tic  w orld  coup led  w ith  th e  p ro spec t of 
the long w in ter ahead th a t  p ro m p ts  so m any  m en 
to  qu it an d  head so u th  in the  fall and  no t th e  first 
white flakes o f  “ te rm in a tio n  d u s t” th a t  is th e  gen
erally c re d ited  cause. I do n o t k now  w hat causes 
this d iffe rence  in light q u a li ty —it is a good o p p o r
tu n ity  fo r  som e resea rch —b u t th eo rize  th a t  the  
low angle o f the  sun in the  fall passing th ro u g h  
m oisture  rich  air, (re lative ly  speak ing) is th e  an-

F igure 1. Point Barrow , A laska
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swer. In the spring the  angle o f  the  sun is the same 
b u t the  a tm osphere  is so d ry  due to  th e  cold th a t 
th ere  is little m oistu re  and  hence a d ifferen t color 
q ua lity  to  the light.

THE LA ND

The ground surface o f the  n o r th  slope is o ften  
strik ingly  p a tte rn ed  by the  perm afrost u ndernea th  
th e  surface. Perm afrost is generally  defined  as any 
n a tu ra l m aterial th a t  has a tem p era tu re  below  the 
freezing point o f fresh w ater for tw o  or m ore 
years. A t the B arrow  C am p the  d ep th  o f perm a
frost is abou t 400  feet and  at th e  o cean ’s edge it 
increases in d e p th  as you go inw ard aw ay from  the 
ocean. It is app rox im ate ly  600  feet in d ep th  im 
m ediately  beh ind  the  C am p; 1250 feet in d ep th  5 
m iles inland in th e  area o f  the  gas well and ranges 
to  the  2000 o r 2100  fo o t d e p th  in th e  Prudhoe 
Bay region.

There are 3 cryopedalogical phenom ena th a t 
p roduce  features so p rom inen t as to  deserve m en
tio n  in this p resen ta tion . These are polygonal 
g round , pingos, and  o rien ted  lakes.

The polygonal ground p a tte rn s  so vividly evi
d en t to  the casual observer as he flies across the 
A rctic  tundra are a surface m an ifesta tion  o f the  ice 
wedges undernea th . Such wedge shaped vertical 
sheets vary in w id th  from  1/4 inch  to  10 feet wide 
at the  to p  and  4 to  30 feet deep w hen seen in 
vertical section. (See figure 2)

T he general theo ry  fo r th e  origin o f  th e  ice 
wedges now accep ted  is th e  therm al co n trac tio n

theory  o f  Leffingw ell w hich has b een  sum m arized 
by  L achenbruch . D uring the  w in te r, vertical frac
tures are know n to  form  in th e  frozen tund ra . 
They are assum ed to  be caused by  the therm al 
co n trac tio n  o f  the tu n d ra . In the  spring the  w aters 
o f the  m elting  snow  fills and freezes in these 
cracks. T here is a h o rizon ta l com pression  caused 
by a re-expansion o f  the perm afro st during th e  
fo llow ing sum m er w hich  results in an  up tu rn ing  o f 
the  m aterial by  plastic  d efo rm ation . In the  fo llow 
ing w in ter th is  ice cem ented  c rack  is a zone o f 
w eakness and renew ed therm al c o n trac tio n  re
opens th e  crack  and continues th e  process. This 
cycle acting  over centuries o f tim e  is th o ugh t to  
p roduce the vertical wedge shaped  ice form . The 
surface po lygon p a tte rn  is th o u g h t to  be the  n a tu 
ral consequence of th e  co n trac tion .

Pingos are a n o th e r surface evidence o f ice fo r
m ation. The th eo ry  o f pingo fo rm a tio n  is th a t 
w ater under h y d ro sta tic  pressure freezes and the  
resulting  large volum e has no w here  to  go b u t up 
to  expand  and this bulge, slow ly fo rm ed , raises the  
surface tund ra . Pingos can be q u ite  high, som e up 
to  50 fee t o r m ore, and  the enclosed  ice is a gen
erally clear, som etim es massive, lens shapped  
body.

T he phenom ena o f o rien ted  lakes, so s trik 
ingly ev ident, is fo u n d  in w hat w e call the C oastal 
Plain Province. This area is usually  considered to  
be every th ing  n o rth  o f  the 500 fo o t  elevation line 
and slopes gen tly  to  sea level. It varies from  a few  
miles in  w id th  on th e  eastern edge to  a b o u t 100 
miles in  w id th  over m ost o f  the  province. It is an

F igure 2. Polygonal ground p a tte rn s , n o r th  slope o f Alaska.

U M R  Journal, No. 2 (June 1971)



8 John F. Schindler

area o f  p o o r  surface d rainage; w aters being co n 
fined  to  th e  surface by th e  underly ing  “ cem en t o f 
p e rm afro s t” . The lakes have  th e ir  long axis o n  a 
g en era l n o rth -so u th  o rie n ta tio n . Every  th e o ry  
im aginable from  p reh is to ric  w inds to  P au l B unyon  
sto ries  have been p ro p o sed  to  exp la in  th is  o rie n ta 
tion . I t  is n o w  generally th o u g h t t o  be th e  resu lt o f  
o u r p resen t day prevailing NE-SW w inds w orking  
a t r ig h t angles to  th e  long axes o f  the lakes. I t  is 
well k n o w n  th a t th e  m echanical cu ttin g  ac tio n  o f  
cold w a te r is great u p o n  th e  frozen  unco n so lid a ted  
sed im en ts  w hich  m ost a p tly  describes th e  surface 
m ateria l o f a large p e rc e n t of th e  coastal p la in  
province.

W hen th e  lake ice begins to  th aw  in th e  spring  
a w a te r m oat is fo rm ed  in th e  shallow  area  a ro u n d  
th e  p erim eter. The w inds b low ing  this cen tra l ice 
back  and  fo r th  across the lak e , cause th e  w aters o f  
the  m o at to  move a ro u n d  th e  “ en d s” o f  the  lake 
and subsequen tly  erode  th o se  areas. T h e  ice o f  
course  p ro tec ts  the  long edge o f  the lake fro m  
m ost w ater action. Som e w ork  has been  done to  
trace  th e  cu rren ts in  th e  lakes during  th aw  and th is  
w ork  generally  suppo rts  th is  exp lanation .

THE PLANTS
T h e  vegetation o f  the  to ta l  n o r th  s lope  area is 

really  n o t as sim ple or as easily described as is 
o f te n  suggested. In fac t th e  d o m in an t charac te ris
tic  o f  th e  vegetation  is variab ility . The p lan ts o f  
th e  respective  provinces ca n  be described  and th e  
com m un ities  w ithin these provinces id en tified , 
generally  as reflec tions o f th e  m icro-relief o f th e  
su rface. I do  n o t in te n d  to  m ake th a t an  aim  o f  
th is  p ap er b u t will sum m arize  w ith  the fo llow ing  
m ajor po in ts.

T here  is a decline in species num bers th a t  co r
responds to  increased la titu d e  and i t  is a very  s tr ik 
ing fea tu re  o f  vascular p la n t d is tr ib u tio n  in th e  
A rctic . The flora is richest in  species in th e  so u th  
and  p o o res t near th e  coast, there  are a b o u t 2 5 0  
species th a t  m ake u p  th e  f lo ra  o f  U m iat b u t  on ly  
a b o u t 150 species w hen  y o u  reach  the  sea  coast. 
T his reaches a low o f  a b o u t 110 species in th e  
im m ed ia te  area o f B arrow . C orrespond ing ly  th ere  
is a sh ift o f  dom inance as y o u  m ove n o rth w ard  
fro m  th e  sh rubform  u n it p lan ts  to  the  g ram ino id  
species - the  clum ps and  c lu s te r  fo rm s o f  grasses. 
T he  genera Carex, Salix, Saxifraga, and P oten tilla  
a re  m ost im p o rtan t vascular p lan ts in  te rm s o f  th e  
n u m b er o f species. P lant p o p u la tio n s  are  c o n 
sp icuously  re la ted  to  d rainage  gradients a n d  a d if
ference  o f  o n ly  a few  inches in  elevation can p ro 
duce  an  en tire ly  d iffe ren t p o p u la tio n . This is s tr ik 
ingly d em o n stra ted  b y  fo llow ing  a shallow  pond  
th ro u g h  a “ life” cycle in  w hich it ge ts  p ro 
gressively. drier.

T he  w aters o f the  pond  usually  su p p o rt a m ix

tu re  o f  A rc to p h ila  fu lva , H ippuris vulgaris and 
R a n n u n cu lu s  pallasii - all good  subm erged w ater 
plants. A s the  p o n d  progresses and  becom es drier 
you  will see th e  m osses such  as D rapanocladus or 
sphagnum  species m ixed w ith  sedges, carex, etc. 
F u rth e r  in  th e  drainage cycle P oa, P o ten tilla , Saliz, 
Saxifraga w ould  be considered  dom inan t. And 
finally th e  Poa and  o th e r  grass species m ixed w ith  
a considerable  g round  cover o f ’lichens and m osses 
w ould rep re sen t the  m ost x e ro p h y tic  vegetation  
ty p e  o f th e  tu n d ra  m eadow s.

Please no tice  th a t  u n til n o w  I d id n ’t use th e  
w ord tu n d ra . This was p u rp o se fu l to  p o in t o u t  th e  
TOO  general use given th e  te rm . T und ra  is the  
nam e o f a b iom e ju st as grassland o r  fo rest or 
m eadow . W hen m ost peop le  say tu n d ra  th ey  really  
m ean th e  organic m at o r th e  p red o m in an t vegeta
tio n  and d o  n o t m ean th e  en tire  b iom e w ith all of 
its com p o n en ts  o f  flo ra  and fauna. We are  all 
falling in to  the  hab it due to  th e  inconven ience o f 
saying o rgan ic  m at o r p lan t co m m u n ity . We can 
ta lk  o f th e  grass o r th e  grassland b u t there  is no 
convenient general p lan t to  charac te rize  the  tu n d ra  
because o f  its diversity  o f  m icro  com m unities. 
When m odifiers are added  to  enlarge th e  use o f  the  
w ord  su ch  as A lpine tu n d ra , we fu r th e r  c loud  th e  
defin ition .

THE ANIMALS
A nim al popu lations in  the  A rc tic  are  no t o n ly  

prone to  f lu c tu a te  b u t th e  f lu c tu a tio n s  o f ce rta in  
species te n d  to  be strong ly  cyclic. T he m ost o u t 
standing exam ple is th e  sm all m icro tine  - th e  
b row n lem m ing.

The cycles in  lem m ing n um bers  are short te rm  
period icities, typ ica lly  3 to  4  years and th e  
am plitude  o f  a given cycle is large so th a t  
lem m ings exceedingly  scarce in  an  a rea  one sum 
m er b ecom e a lm ost unbelievab ly  ab u n d an t th e re  
tw o  or th re e  years la te r. T he  lem m ing is an 
herbivore consum ing  n o t on ly  grasses and  sedges 
b u t  also m osses and  lichens and  th e  above g round  
p a rts  o f  a lm o s t any  available p la n t. T h e  e x te n t to  
w h ich  th e y  exp lo it th e  below  g ro u n d  parts o f  
p lan ts is n o t  k n o w n  th o u g h  it m u s t be considered  
to  happen  occasionally .

M icrotines are active the  y ear round  a n d  
w hereas th e  p lan t grow ing season m ay  be only 7 to  
10 weeks long it m ust su p p o rt th e  anim als 
th ro u g h o u t an  annual cycle. M oreover during th e  
nongrow ing p o rtio n  o f  th e  year (8 0  to  85%  o f  th e  
tim e) w ith  th e  ground  frozen  a n d  th e  available 
p o rtion  o f  th e  p lan ts k illed  back  to  th e  leaf bases 
su rround ing  the  grow ing p o in ts  th e  relative p ro 
p o rtion  o f  th e  to ta l p lan t th a t is ed ib le  is m u ch  
reduced. A s a resu lt, th e  w in ter c u ttin g  o f  vegeta
tio n  by lem m ings can be qu ite  ex tensive. S om e
tim es w hen th e  snow  m elts a fte r a w in te r in w h ich

U M R  Journal 2 (June 1971)



A rctic  Eco logy - A  Decade of Experience 9

th e  anim als w ere n u m ero u s , th e  tu n d ra  appears to  
have been  m ow ed and  th e  grasses are a rranged  by 
th e  m eltw aters in to  row s so as to  ap p ear as w in
now ed  hay.

I t is an o f te n  cited  m isco n cep tio n  th a t  the  
lem m ing  period ica lly  m arches in to  the  sea to  com 
m it suicide. As best we can  te ll the an im al does 
m igrate  a t tim es o f  high p ro p u la tio n  d en s ity  and  in 
th e  fla t tu n d ra  o f  th e  A laskan  A rctic  he m igrates 
in 3 6 0  degrees o f  d irec tio n . H e is an  excellen t 
sw im m er and som ew hat sh o rts ig h ted , so w hen he 
approaches a b o d y  o f  w a te r he sim ply  ju m p s in  to  
sw im  across. He canno t te l l  w h e th e r it  is a small 
p o n d  o r  the ocean . The m arch  to  the  sea idea has 
its orig ins in Scandinavia w here  th e  fio rds by th e ir  
very  to p o g rap h y  channel th e  anim als d o w n  to  the  
sea; th e  anim als fo llow ing th e  greener grass o f  the  
valley and  u ltim a te ly  end u p  in  the  fio rd . This o f 
course is also th e  basis fo r  th e  ch ildhood  s to ry  
“ T he  Pied P iper o f  H am lin”

E stim ates place the to ta l  p o p u la tio n  o f  big 
gam e anim als in  th e  A rctic  and S ub-A rctic  A laska 
at a b o u t 7 5 0 ,0 0 0  w hich  is a d ensity  o f  1.50 head  
per square m ile. O nly  th e  so u th  48 sta tes w ith  
in tensive land use have a low er density , and the  
U.S. as a w hole is 3.1 h ead  per square m ile. The 
m ost ab u n d an t an d  the  m o st harvested  species is 
the  caribou . T hese figures can n o t be ta k e n  as ac
cu ra te  b u t shou ld  be considered  guides as a good 
estim ate  o f th e  size o f th e  caribou  h e rd s  is n o t 
available. All ev idence in d ica tes  th a t th e  herd  is 
a lm ost as large as th e  previous h igh in th e  late 19 th  
cen tu ry .

In the  first ha lf o f th is  c en tu ry  th e re  was an 
a lm ost ca ta s tro p h ic  decline in th e  n u m b er o f  cari
bou . C onservative estim ates figured  the  p o p u la tio n  
was a t 170 ,000  o u t  o f  a beg inn ing  1 to  2 m illion 
anim als. Causes o f  the  decline are p ro b lem atica l 
b u t range d e s tru c tio n  by fire, co m p e titio n  w ith  
the  in tro d u ced  reindeer, un favo rab le  w e a th e r and 
d ep re d a tio n  b y  wolves w ere  p ro b ab ly  all con 
tr ib u to ry . The p resen t increase  in n um bers  can 
p ro b ab ly  be c red ited  m ain ly  to  th e  b o u n ty  h u n t
ing o f  wolves w h ich  has rem oved  a very  m ajor 
p red a to r. T he num bers p rob lem  shou ld  be 
w a tch ed  closely as d iseased anim als are appearing  
m ore freq u en tly  and  the w eak  and  th e  lam e are 
n o t cu lled  o u t b y  wolves b u t  survive long  enough  
to  pass on  disease. I t  is n o t to o  u n co m m o n  to  find  
w hole dead carcasses on  th e  tu n d ra .

It is n o t possib le to  go in to  m uch  de ta il on  
each  anim al o f  A rc tic  A laska. Suffice it  is to  say 
th a t th e  n o r th  slope is n o t  as barren  as o ften  
th o u g h t. It is th e  n a tu ra l h o m e  o f  the  A rc tic  w olf, 
the  w olverine, dall sheep , (a t th e  edge o f  the  
slope), m oose, b a rren  land  grizzly , fo x , A rctic  
hare , and  g round  squirrel.

THE PEOPLE
T he last section  to  be d iscussed  in th is  b rie f 

sum m ary  is th e  m ost d ifficu lt o f  all for it con 
cerns—as th e  Eskim os say— th e  In u p ia t - o r  th e  
people. G enerally  th e  n o r th  A laskan  E skim o was 
divided in to  tw o  g roups by th e ir  w a y  of life. T he 
coastal E sk im o w ho h u n ted  th e  m am m als o f  th e  
sea and  th e  in land  E skim o, th e  N u n am u it o r  th e  
people o f  th e  caribou  w ho lived chiefly  o n  th e  
m igrating herds. The language is su rprising ly  sim i
lar over m ost o f th e  n o r th  slope a lth o u g h  som e 
dialects do  occur. T he  sim ilarity  in  language is 
p robab ly  due to  th e ir  m obility . T h e  Eskim os were, 
and still are, great travelers. I t  w as n o t u n k n o w n  
fo r a m an  or m ore o f te n  a coup le  o f  B arrow  m en 
to  pack up  th e ir  fam ilies and go to  B arter Island 
over 3 0 0  m iles aw ay fo r  a w eek’s v isit. T o d ay  the  
Eskim o still travels a good deal a n d  does n o t  hesi
ta te  to  ch a rte r  a sm all plane fo r th e  same ty p e  o f 
social call o r to  a tte n d  a n u la k a tu k  - the  whale 
festival.

It is in te restin g  to  no te  the  p o in t  on th e  C ol
ville R iver th a t  is k n o w n  as U m iat w here th e  east
w ard flow ing  river m akes a sharp  b e n d  and  flow s 
n o rth . U m iat is the  p lural o f  u m ia k  w hich is the  
w ooden  fram e boat o f  the E sk im o  covered w ith  
w alrus hides. This p o in t on th e  river, U m iat, is as 
far as th e  coastal peop le  w ould go o n  their jo u rn e y  
up  river. T hey  w ould beach  th e ir  um iaks to  cam p 
here and  trad e  and socialize w ith  the in land  
people. H ence the  nam e U m iat m eaning m any 
um iaks.

H isto rica lly  the  E skim os covered  g rea t dis
tances by  dog team s to  hun t th e  caribou . T oday  
th ey  still h u n t th e  carib o u  b u t do  so  by snow  ma
chine, covering great d istances p u lling  sleds b eh in d  
them , o f te n  on  the  tra il for 2 to  3 weeks in all 
kinds o f  w eather. It is o ften  suggested  th a t Eski
m os have som e sort o f  s ix th  sense because o f  then- 
keen sense o f d irec tio n . This s ix th  sense is sim ply  a 
very well developed  pow er o f observa tion . O n  the  
flat fea tu re less ( to  us) coastal p la in , the  curves o f 
the  rivers, a succession o f s lig h tly  higher sand 
dunes even w hen  b u ried  u n d er a good deal o f 
snow , provide guide p o sts  for an E sk im o. H e also 
will tak e  his bearings in  w in ter f ro m  the sta rs  o r 
th e  sun an d  th e n  set o u t  in the  d ire c tio n  he w ants 
to  go, alw ays s trik ing  th e  snow  d r if ts  at th e  sam e 
angle. He know s the prevailing w in d s are very con
s tan t and  the  angle o f  th e  snow  d r if ts  provide di
rec tiona l arrow s a long  the  ro u te . W hen biologists 
first began w orking  in  the  n o r th  th e y  discovered 
th a t  the  best assistan ts were th e  Ifskim os. T h e  Es
k im o language has separa te  nam es f o r  over 90%  o f  
th e  d iffe ren t species o f  w ildlife w h ic h  inhab it the  
n o r th  slope. F ew  an im als escaped th e ir  a tte n tio n .

The classic s to ry  ab o u t th e  Eskim os keen  
sense o f observation  an d  excellen t m em ory  con 
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cerns a m an nam ed  Pete Sovalik w ho still w orks at 
the  L abo ra to ry  and  is a veritab le  lib ra ry  o f in fo r
m ation  fo r m any researchers.

A few  years back, in a b o u t 1 963 , a sc ien tist at 
the  L abo ra to ry  was study ing  th e  geom orphological 
processes o f  change in th e  Colville R iver D elta. His 
first chore was to  m ap the  de lta  w hich  he was 
doing  and he th o u g h t he w ould  try  to  m ain ta in  the 
Eskim o nam es fo r the m any  islands an d  called in 
Pete  to  help . Pete  was pouring  over th e  m ap sup
plying nam es w hen he p o in ted  to  a b lank  space 
and said th e re  was an island missing. T he  scientist 
so rt o f chuck led  as th ere  are close to  1000 islands 
in th e  delta  bu t he pulled  o u t his field no tes  and 
aerial p h o to s  to  check and sure enough he had 
m issed a small island. He cong ra tu la ted  Pete o n  his 
m em ory  and  asked him  how  long since he’d been 
over there. Pete th o ugh t for aw hile an d  rep lied  - 
1922. We can obviously learn m uch from  these 
people a b o u t living in the  n o r th  co u n try .

The c lo th ing  o f the  Eskim os is a n o th e r  lesson 
th a t can be im m ediately  ad ap ted  for o u r  ow n use. 
T he ir fur c lo th ing  is m ade w ith  the fur-side inside 
to  provide an air space betw een  the b o d y  and  the 
o u te r  w indp roo f skin. Parkas are long and ten tlike  
w ith  no zippers so th a t th ey  tra p  the  rising heat. 
T he hood serves no t on ly  to  keep th e  head and 
face warm  bu t also to  close the  back o f  the neck 
again so th e  trap p ed  heat doesn ’t  escape. Also no

tice th a t  th e ir c lo thes are loose so n o t to  constric t 
th e  c ircu la tion  o f the  body . P oo r c ircu la tion  is the  
first s tep  to  fro stb ite . The m uk luk  or b o o t fits 
high on  the  calf, a lm ost to  the  level o f  th e  parka. 
The o ld  tim e Eskim o wore caribou  socks and 
stu ffed  an insu lating  pad o f d ried  grass in his m uk
luk  b en ea th  his foo t and changed th e  pad an d  the  
socks o ften . T he c lo th in g -an d -fo o t gear- was the 
m ost im p o rta n t to  th e  h u n te r  and it was th e  chore 
o f  his wife each  n ight as th ey  cam ped  on th e  trail, 
to  dry o u t th e  m ukluks over the  seal oil lam p  and 
to  sew up  any holes o r  tears in his clo thing.

It is o ften  said th a t  the  E sk im o is a sto ic  non- 
em o tiona l person. T ha t is sim ply n o t true. H e de
velops very deep fam ily re la tionsh ips and is ex
trem ely  friendly  and o u tw ard ly  cheerful. E skim os 
will o f te n  laugh in th e  face o f  a m inor d isaster - 
like a b roken  leg - and  usually laugh at them selves. 
This is m ainly an e ffo rt a t m aking the  best o f  a 
bad  situa tion . Such an  ad ju stm en t to  fa te  seems 
very logical in  a people w ho have learned to  live in 
such  a harsh env ironm ent. W hen one reads the 
new spapers to d ay  it is d ifficu lt n o t to  feel th a t we 
have a lo t to  learn from  these peop le  o f  the  N orth .

I hope th is very hu rried , ram bling  in tro d u c 
tion  to  the  A rctic  has w h e tted  a few  ap p e tite s  and 
aroused  yo u r cu riosity  to  learn  m ore. The A rctic  is 
really little  know n. K oyanuk  - Silya K inngya - 
T hank  you  and good day.

John Frederick Schindler
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