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This essay focuses on the settlement, cultural, and economic 

history of the circumpolar Arctic region.  I discuss the peopling, 

exploration, and natural resources of the Arctic, and I include a case 

study of economic change in Greenland and Arctic Canada.  I wrote 

these lectures for a Quark expedition in Greenland and Canada in 2000.  

I first discuss the main groups of Arctic peoples, their uses of sea 

and land resources, and their cultural and technological transitions as the 

Arctic has modernized.  I next examine why Europeans and Americans 

explored the Arctic, attempted to reach the North Pole, and transited the 

Northeast and Northwest Passages.  I then look at how Natives (for 

food) and later Europeans and Americans (for profit) have used Arctic 

resources – the exploitation (in the 16th-19th centuries) of narwhal whale, 

walrus, and mammoth ivory, whale oil and baleen, and Siberian and 

Canadian furs, and (in the 19th-20th centuries) of gold, diamonds, 

minerals, and oil and gas.  I conclude with an analysis of economic 

change in Greenland and Nunavut Province, Canada to explore how 

their Inuit residents might improve their lives.  I append a time line, a 

bibliography, and a description of sites that I visited in the Arctic.   
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Peoples of the Arctic 

Arctic Native Peoples.  A wide diversity of ethnic groups exists 

among peoples who live in lands above the Arctic Circle.  People have 

inhabited the Arctic in Asia and Europe for at least twenty-five 

millennia.  Current native inhabitants of the Eurasian Arctic speak 

numerous unrelated languages.  Linguists have identified over 120 

different language communities in Siberia alone.   

Some of the best known of these peoples are the Sámi (once called 

Lapps) of northern Norway, Sweden, Finland, and northwestern Russia, 

the Nentsy (or Nenets, formerly Samoyeds) of northeastern Russia and 

western Siberia, and the Chukchi of northeastern Siberia.  The recent 

populations of those three ethnic groups are estimated at about 75,000 

Sámi, 45,000 Nentsy, and 16,000 Chukchi. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sami_woman_with_white_reindeer.jpg> 

 
Sámi Woman, Northern Sweden – Herding Reindeer                                              

 
The populations of native peoples in the Arctic regions of North 

America and Greenland are far more homogenous than those of Eurasia.  

Virtually all are members of Inuit (formerly Eskimo) ethnic groups.  

Eskimo is a Native American Indian word translated loosely as “eaters 

of raw flesh” and thus unpopular with some of those Arctic native 

peoples.  The Arctic in the New World was settled by Asiatic ancestors 

of modern-day Eskimos through a series of eastward migrations across 
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the Bering Strait.  No evidence exists of Inuit penetration east of 

Greenland.  There does not seem to have been sustained prehistoric 

settlement of Iceland or Svalbard.  Contemporary populations of Inuit 

peoples total perhaps 150,000.  Those peoples now refer to themselves 

as Yuit and Inupiat (in Alaska, 17,000), Inuit (in Canada, 65,000), or 

Greenlandic or Kalaallit (in Greenland, 51,000, or Denmark, 17,000). 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Inuit_Amautiq_1995-06-15.jpg> 

 
Young Inuit Women, Nunavut Province, Arctic Canada 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Circumpolar_coastal_human_population_distributio

n_ca._2009.png> 
 

Arctic Coastal Populations, 2009 –                                                
Inuit, Sámi, Nentsy, and Chukchi 
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Early Migrations of Arctic Peoples.  Ancestors of modern Arctic 

peoples have lived in the Eurasian Arctic for at least 25,000 years.  

Archaeological evidence supports habitation by Upper Paleolithic 

peoples across the northern regions of what is now Europe and Siberia.  

Living before agriculture had been invented, early Arctic natives 

survived by11,000 bpd.  Some began migrating from northeastern 

Siberia to North America about 11,000 years ago.  Asia and North 

America then were no longer connected by the Beringia land bridge so 

this migration occurred by sea across the Bering Strait.   

The ancestors of modern native peoples of Arctic North America 

migrated after their Amerindian cousins, who had used the land bridge 

and settled in regions south of the Arctic Circle, avoiding the far north 

and leaving it empty of human settlement.  The early northern migrants 

settled in Alaska and evolved a lifestyle and set of technologies suitable 

for their environment.    
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_gene_flow_in_and_out_of_Beringia.jpg> 

 
Map of Gene Flow Into and Out of Beringia – 25,000-10,000 Years Ago 

The Arctic Small Tool Tradition drew its name from the tiny 

blades and spear points that the people chipped from chert, flint, and 

quartz.  The Arctic Small Tool peoples began spreading eastward about 

5,000 years ago and within a millennium – by about 2000 BCE – had 
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settled empty northern lands from western Alaska, through northern 

Canada, to eastern Greenland.   

Beginning around 800 BCE, peoples in the Hudson Bay region of 

the eastern Canadian Arctic evolved a distinctive culture – now termed 

the Dorset culture by archaeologists.  The Dorset people improved their 

hunting tools and thus were able to cope with an Arctic climate that had 

become colder.  The Dorset culture spread throughout the habitable 

areas of most of Arctic North America and Greenland and dominated the 

region for about 2,000 years. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ours_nageant_(Mus%C3%A9e_du_quai_Branly)_(3

034045389).jpg> 
 

Dorset Carving of a Polar Bear – Igloolik Island, Nunavut, Canada  

Later Migrations of Arctic Peoples.  Starting about 800 CE, a 

new culture evolved in Alaska to take advantage of the Medieval Warm 
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Period.  That culture was based on the open-water hunting of sea 

mammals (seals, walruses, and whales, especially the large bowhead 

whales).  Despite its Alaskan origins, this new culture is named the 

Thule culture, because archaeologists first discovered their remains in 

northwestern Greenland.  The Thule people are the direct forebears of 

the modern Inuit peoples.  The Thule peoples expanded westward in 

Siberia as far as the Kolyma River and southward in Alaska to Kodiak 

Island and the adjacent south coast of Alaska.  But their most impressive 

expansion was eastward across the top of North America and Greenland. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ancient_Thule_Home.jpg> 

 
Whalebone Construction in Thule Home – Resolute, Nunavut, Canada 

 
By about 1200, the Thule people had replaced or absorbed the 

Dorset people throughout almost all of the North American Arctic (the 
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main exception was Labrador where Dorset people survived until about 

1500).  The Thule culture achieved the highest point of wealth among 

ancestors to the modern Inuit people.  In the fourteenth century, the 

Little Ice Age reduced temperatures in the north for about five centuries 

(until about 1850).  Gradually, Thule peoples were forced to migrate 

south and to make their livings by hunting caribou as well as sea 

mammals and by gathering plants and eggs.  One small group of about 

200 people, the Inuhuit, remained in northwestern Greenland and was 

isolated from contact with other humans for nearly five centuries before 

being found by British explorers in the early 19th century.   

The current Inuit cultures have inherited traditions and 

technologies handed down from the earlier Dorset and Thule cultures.  

But because of the worsened weather conditions and the consequent 

decline of their resource base, the Inuit people were notably poorer than 

their Thule ancestors when the Europeans first arrived in North America 

and Greenland.  European contact exacerbated an already difficult 

situation by introducing diseases and reducing animal stocks on which 

Inuit livelihoods depended. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Arctic_cultures_900-1500.png> 

 
Evolution of the Dorset (Green), Thule (Blue), and Norse (Red)          

Arctic Settlements, 900-1500  
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Socio-cultural Adaptations.  Until recently, almost all of the 

indigenous peoples of the Arctic were nomadic hunters of sea mammals 

(whales, seals, walruses), hunters or herders of reindeer or caribou, 

fishermen, or gatherers of wild plants and birds eggs.  Native peoples of 

the Arctic were forced to strive for balance with their difficult 

environments and to make careful use of all resources.  Hunter-gatherers 

in North America and Greenland lived at a bare subsistence level and 

had only a little surplus to devote to ornaments, display, or ceremonies. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Inuit-Igloo_P.png> 

 
Inuits Building an Igloo Home – Northern Alaska, 1924 
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Some Arctic peoples in Eurasia enjoyed a larger margin for error 

because they adopted reindeer herding, a practice that created somewhat 

more wealth and reduced risks of survival.   

Those peoples are renowned for their ingenious technical 

adaptations to the harsh Arctic environment – clothing, hunting tools, 

and transportation equipment made from locally available materials. 

 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:T%C3%B8j_til_kvinde_fra_Rensdyr-

inuit_i_arktisk_Canada_-
_Woman%E2%80%99s_clothing_from_Caribou_Inuit_in_Arctic_Canada_(15307253096).jpg> 

 
Caribou Parka, Traditional Skin Clothing – Nunavut, Arctic Canada 
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But far northern peoples also have had to make substantial socio-

cultural adaptations to survive in their very difficult environments.  

Because most traditionally were nomadic (to take advantage of shifting 

animal populations or pastures), they were forced to learn how to 

survive in very small, isolated groups.  They thus evolved a complex 

social organization based on extended families that shared common 

living quarters.   

Personal support and understanding were critical in this kind of 

society.  In Inuit languages, for example, there is no word for boss or 

master.  Each member of the isolated society is expected to be equal and 

to follow understood norms of behavior.  Traditional religions in both 

Eurasia and North America incorporated beliefs in shamans (who could 

communicate with spirits on behalf of ordinary individuals), magical 

practices (to cure illnesses, improve the weather, or enhance the 

prospects of a successful hunt), the reverence of bears (even after one 

had been killed), and an underground heaven (replete with ample 

supplies of seals and watched over by Sedna, a female goddess of the 

sea). 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Nalukataq_Blanket_Toss_Barrow.jpg> 

 
Inupiaq Blanket Toss – Barrow, Alaska 

People within villages shared food and permitted everyone access 

to hunted animals as ways to reduce risks of hunger in a highly uncertain 

environment.  Those socio-cultural adaptations worked well in the 

traditional Arctic environments in which they evolved.  But they also 

served to limit educational and material progress and thus made it 

difficult for northern peoples to adjust to modern influences. 
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Economic Adaptations.  The harsh Arctic environment forced 

human inhabitants to make substantial economic adaptations.  The 

Arctic provided abundant natural resources for hunting – sea and land 

mammals – and for gathering – bird eggs and (a few) plants.  But the 

tundra lands had few or no trees, and the permafrost and cold climate 

made them unsuitable for crop agriculture.  Humans living in the Arctic 

thus remained hunter-gatherers long after peoples in the rest of the world 

invented and adopted agriculture and benefited from the greater wealth it 

offered.   

The Thule culture of North America and Greenland took advantage 

of the warmer climate during the Medieval Warm Period (9th to 13th 

centuries), hunted large sea mammals (including bowhead whales), and 

lived in permanent villages in houses made of boulders and turf, with 

whalebone roof supports.  Because the whale harvests were so rich, the 

Thule peoples did not have to diversify greatly the animal sources for 

their livelihoods. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bowhead_Whale_2002-08-10.jpg> 

 
Bowhead Whale (Balaena mysticetus) – Caught in an Inuit Subsistence 

Whale Hunt, Igloolik, Nunavut, Canada, 2002 
 

Their successors, the Inuit peoples, were not so fortunate.  The 

Little Ice Age brought a colder climate and a reduction of the 

populations of the large sea mammals, especially whales, in the far 

north.  The Inuit peoples were forced to carry out numerous adaptations 

to the worsened availability of hunting resources.  Many moved south to 

warmer climates with more animals.  Nearly all adopted a nomadic 

existence to diversify opportunities to hunt.  Whale hunting retained a 
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cultural importance, but seals and caribou became the main bases of the 

Inuit economy. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Eskimo_Seal_Hunting.jpg> 

 
Inuit Seal Hunting – Drawing in Archives of Canada 

During the past five centuries, Inuit peoples have had to migrate 

through the seasons of the year to diversify their food supplies and 

ensure against the risk of hunger.  In the summers they lived in skin tents 

and hunted caribou, whereas in the winters they lived in snow igloos and 

hunted seals.   
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Their materials for implements mostly came from the animals they 

hunted – skins, bones, and antlers.  When they could, they supplemented 

with driftwood or metals – mostly locally available copper or iron.  They 

developed ingenious modes of transportation – kayaks (individual boats 

made of wood and skin), umiaks (freight boats made of wood and skin 

and rowed by women), and dogsleds (made of wood and ivory and 

pulled by teams of huskies). 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:White_huskies_dog_sledding.jpg> 

 
Inuit Dog Sled, Drawn by Six White Huskies – Inuvik, Nunavut, Canada 
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Seals, Caribou, and Reindeer.  Throughout their five millennia in 

the North American Arctic, the native peoples of Alaska, Canada, and 

Greenland survived by hunting sea and land mammals.  The earlier 

Thule culture lived principally from hunting whales.  A bowhead whale 

could provide food and raw materials for a village for an entire winter.  

For the past 500 years the Inuit peoples – Yupik, Inupiat, Inuit, and 

Kalaalit – have had to diversify their hunts, and they have relied mainly 

on two animals – seals and caribou – as the basis of their subsistence 

economy.  Two species of seals – the 180-pound ringed seal and the 

600-pound bearded seal – were the mainstays of human life in the North 

American Arctic.  From seals, the Inuit obtained food (for themselves 

and their sled dogs), skins (for durable boots and tents), and blubber 

(rendered into oil used in soapstone lamps to heat, cook, dry clothes, and 

melt snow for drinking water).   

During the summers, Inuits hunted seals on ice floes by stalking 

and impersonating them, while in the winters, Inuits hunted seals by 

waiting patiently on ice for hours or days at the breathing holes of seals. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bearded_Seal_Erignathus_barbatus.jpg> 

 
Bearded Seal (Erignathus barbatus) –                                                      

One of Two Seal Species Hunted by the Inuits 
 

The Inuit peoples hunted caribou in the summers when they 

migrated north to natural tundra pastures.  Hunting methods again were 

based on intimate understanding of the animals’ behavior.  The 

techniques encompassed patient stalking and impersonation of the 

caribou as well as ambushes and construction of pitfalls into which the 

Inuits would attempt to drive the animals.  In both cases the kill was 

usually done with bows and arrows or with spears.  From caribou, the 
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Inuits obtained food (eaten immediately or dried or stored in caches for 

later consumption), weapons, tools, and toys (made from antlers, bones, 

or hooves), skins (for tents), and, most important, clothing and bed robes 

(from the light, durable, and very warm furs). 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Profile_of_a_Bull_Caribou_(7956336958).jpg> 

 
Caribou (Rangifer tarandus) Bull – Denali, Alaska 

 
In Scandinavia and Russia, the Arctic peoples of Eurasia carried 

out a significant economic adaptation during and after the Little Ice Age.  

With the decline in availability of sea mammals, native peoples of Arctic 

Eurasia began to rely more heavily on reindeer for their subsistence.  

After coming into contact with animal herders from the southern 
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steppes, the northern peoples in Eurasia turned increasingly to herding 

reindeer rather than hunting them.  Herding provided a greater degree of 

economic security and a better basis for some accumulation of wealth.  

In the late 20th century, peoples of the far north in Eurasia were herding 

a reindeer population estimated at 3.5 million. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Reindeer_herding.jpg> 

 
Sámi Reindeer Herding, Sápmi (Northern Scandinavia) 

 
Arctic Peoples of Scandinavia and Russia/Siberia.  About 

10,000 years before the present day (bpd), the glaciers retreated in 

Fennoscandia (Scandinavia, Finland, and the Kola Peninsula of Russia).  
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About 9,000 bpd, ancestors of the Sámi and Finnish peoples began 

settling in the region to hunt wild reindeer and moose and to fish.   

By 5,000 bpd, they had created village-based cultures – Komsa in the 

Arctic north and Fosna in the center-south of Fennoscandia.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fennoscandia-location.png> 

 
Fennoscandia and the Nordic Peninsulas 
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The Sámi speak a Finno-Ugric language (in the Uralic family).  

Starting about 4,000 bpd, a proto-Sámi-Finnish language divided into 

today’s Sámi and Finnish as the Sámi people specialized in hunting and 

the Finnish in agriculture.  During the first millennium CE (2,000-1,000 

bpd), the Sámi language further divided into ten separate languages, of 

which nine are spoken today. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:A_Lapp_family,_Norway-LCCN2001700768.tif 

> 
Sámi Family in Northern Norway, c. 1890-1900 
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The new Sámi culture expanded during the 2nd millennium BCE – 

from Finland westward through today’s Sweden and Norway and from 

central Fennoscandia northward to the Arctic Ocean.  For over two 

millennia, until the 12th century CE, the Sámi people were the majority 

in Fennoscandia, prospering through the sale of furs and fish to the 

Germanic Vikings who occupied the southern and western coastal 

regions.   

Current estimates of the Sámi population are based on language – a 

person is counted as Sámi if s/he speaks a Sámi language or has a parent 

or grandparent who did.  Of the 75,000 total Sámi people, 45,000 reside 

in Norway, 20,000 in Sweden, 8,000 in Finland, and 2,000 in Russia.  

Among the estimated 28,400 speakers of Sámi languages, 19,000 live in 

Norway, 6,000 in Sweden, 2,700 in Finland, and 700 in Russia.  North 

Sámi, the dominant language, is used by most contemporary Sámi 

speakers.  The Sámi population in Fennoscandia has been increasing.  It 

was estimated to have been about 29,000 in 1886 and 37,000 in 1960. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Corrected_sami_map_4.PNG> 

 
Sápmi Locations of the Nine Sámi Languages –                                           

1. South (Åarjil) Sámi, 2. Ume (Upme) Sámi, 3. Pite (Bitthun) Sámi, 4. 
Lule (Julev) Sámi, 5. North (Davvi) Sámi, 6. Skolt Sámi, 7. Inari (Ánár) 

Sámi, 8. Kildin Sámi, 9. Ter Sámi 
 

Further east, in northwestern Siberia, the principal native people 

are the Nentsy (formerly known as Samoyeds and sometimes called 

Nenets).  Only about 45,000 Nentsy people currently survive, but many 

have maintained their traditional lifestyle.  The Nentsy are herders and 

hunters of reindeer on the tundra, and they are well known in the West 

for their Samoyed dogs (which help to herd the reindeer) and their 
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practice of harnessing reindeer to wooden sledges.  Their distinctive 

language is in the Uralic group, related to the Finno-Ugrian languages. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Nenets_people_near_Dudinka_(Ru200008050079).jp

g> 
 

Nentsy Family – Dudinka, Krasnoyarsk, Russia, 2000 
 

In the far northeastern corner of Siberia reside the Chukchi people.  

Their recent population is only about 16,000.  The Chukchi were once 

fierce opponents of the Russian takeover of their part of Siberia.  They 

have traditionally been hunters and herders of reindeer, and reindeer 

have provided them with meat, traction for their sleds, skins for clothing 

and tents, and sinew for sewing.  The Chukchi traded with Yuit Inuits, 
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who lived near them in northeastern Siberia, to obtain whale and seal oil 

and sealskins.  Most Arctic native peoples in Eurasia were subjugated by 

Russia in the 16th and 17th centuries and subsequently were exploited 

mercilessly to produce natural resources available in the Arctic, mainly 

furs and minerals.  After declining for several centuries, the number of 

Arctic peoples in Eurasia has been gradually increasing during the past 

40 years.  Today in all of the Eurasian Arctic, the total population of 

native peoples is about 120,000. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tschuktsch_i_regnrock.jpg> 

 
Chukchi Man, Wearing a Raincoat Made of Seal Intestine –                   

Painting by Ida Falander, 1880 
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Arctic Peoples of North America and Greenland.  The diversity 

of cultures and languages found in Arctic Eurasia does not occur in the 

Arctic regions of North America and Greenland.  Due to the pattern of 

original settlement from northeastern Siberia, the native peoples 

inhabiting the far northern regions of North America and Greenland are 

culturally and linguistically homogeneous.  The Eskimoan cultures of 

this region have introduced ingenious adaptations to harsh environments.  

But the resource base of the far north is too limited to sustain large 

populations of people.  In all of northern Alaska, Canada, and 

Greenland, the highest numbers of Inuit peoples probably did not exceed 

150,000, the current population estimate.  That population is stable.   

There are four principal groups of Inuit cultures, each speaking 

separate but similar languages.  In western Alaska and northeastern 

Siberia, the Yuit people are the predominant native culture.  The Yuits 

have long had a reputation as active traders, traditionally trading with 

the Chukchi people of Siberia and later with Europeans and Americans.  

The other Alaskan Inuit group is the Inupiat, who live in northern Alaska 

on the shore of the Bering and Beaufort Seas.  The Inupiat are best 
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known as successful hunters of bowhead whales, an occupation that 

continues today.   

A third Inuit people, the Canadian Inuit, live in the Canadian 

Arctic.  For three centuries, from 1615 until the early 20th century, the 

Inuit held an annual trade fair on the Savage Islands in Hudson Bay 

where they swapped their furs, walrus and narwhal ivory (carved or in 

tusks), whale oil, and baleen for European metal objects, cloth, beads, 

and toys. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Inuit-Kleidung_1.jpg> 

 
Inuit Family, Wearing Clothing Made from Caribou and Seals – 

Igloolik, Nunavut, Canada 



 33 

The largest numbers of Inuit peoples, about one-third of the current 

total, live in coastal Greenland.  The Kalaallit people of Greenland (who 

often refer to themselves as Greenlanders) and their ancestors have long 

carried on an active trade with Europeans, especially the Danes, since 

Greenland was a colony of Denmark.  Greenland was renowned as a 

major supplier of three valuable Arctic products – walrus ivory, narwhal 

(“unicorn”) ivory, and gyrfalcons – that were in great demand in 

Medieval and Renaissance Europe and Asia. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Inuktitut_dialect_map.svg> 

 
Locations of Inuit Language Speakers  

Transitions to Modern Society.  The traditional cultures and 

economies of Arctic peoples began to be influenced by outside forces in 

the 16th century.  The most important initial impacts – of Russian 
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conquest of Siberia and of European traders in other parts of the Arctic – 

were unintended.  Northern native peoples contracted European 

diseases, notably smallpox and measles, against which they had no 

natural immunities, and their populations suffered drastic declines as a 

result.  As Europeans over-exploited sea mammal resources, especially 

whales and walruses, animal populations experienced severe declines to 

the detriment of native hunters.  In several regions of the Arctic, the 

initial negative effects of European uses of the far north later were 

accompanied by settlement by non-native peoples with devastating 

effects for the Arctic native peoples.  Often it became difficult or 

impossible for the natives to continue their traditional ways of life when 

Europeans or Americans moved in to exploit Arctic natural resources. 

This takeover of traditional native lands occurred throughout the 

Arctic, but probably had its greatest negative impacts in European 

Russia, Siberia, and Alaska.  As northern native peoples had increased 

contact with non-native traders and settlers, traditional northern cultures 

inevitably changed.  Native peoples gained access to new technologies – 

guns, snowmobiles, motorboats, radios, and airplanes – that greatly 
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altered their methods of hunting or herding.  This modern equipment 

upset many of the environmental balances that had been an integral part 

of traditional native economic methods.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Qamutik_1_1999-04-01.jpg> 

 
Traditional Dog Sled  (Qamutik) –                                                         

Today Replaced by Snowmobiles, Except for Festive Occasions 
 

Its use, along with increased exposure to Western society, forced 

native peoples to make extreme societal adjustments.  The difficult 

transitions from strict societal norms – in egalitarian extended families 

living in isolated traditional villages – to a lack of structure in open-

ended modern towns have caused many northern native people to resort 
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to alcoholism or suicide.  During the past thirty years or so, however, 

hopeful signs of recovery for Arctic native peoples have appeared.  

Population numbers are increasing, native languages and literatures are 

reviving, and Arctic native peoples are gaining increased political 

control (Native Associations in Alaska, Nunavut Province in Canada, 

home rule for Greenland, Sámi Parliament in Norway, and Association 

for Peoples of the North in Siberia). 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:First_Nations_University_4.jpg> 

 
First Nations University – Regina, Saskatchewan, Canada 
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Exploration of the Arctic  

Motivations for Early Arctic Exploration (330 BCE-1500 CE).  

Reaching the North Pole is a curious goal for humans.  The climate there 

is harsh, inhospitable, and cold, and for half the year the Pole is 

alternately dark or light.  The location of the Pole is remote.  The nearest 

land, an island off the coast of northern Greenland, is over 400 miles 

away.  The Pole itself is an imaginary point, which needs to be 

determined mathematically, marking the top of the world.  At the North 

Pole, there is floating ice, ten feet thick, in the middle of a 14,000-feet-

deep, ice-covered ocean.  Wildlife is absent, except for migrating birds. 

 

Source:  Scott Pearson’s personal photograph 
 

The Yamal, a Russian Nuclear Icebreaker, and Your Author –                      
At the North Pole, August 11, 2000 
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What motivates human desire to explore the Arctic and to attain its 

northernmost point?  The explanations have varied at different points in 

history.  The earliest recorded exploration of the Arctic by a European 

was the incredible journey of Pytheas, a Greek from Massalia (today’s 

Marseilles), in about 330 BCE.  Pytheas, an eminent geographer and 

astronomer, sailed out into the Atlantic Ocean in a square-sailed galley 

sometimes propelled by 90 slave-rowers.  He circumnavigated Great 

Britain and then proceeded north to a land he called Ultima Thule, the 

fabled outermost boundary of the earth.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ptolemy-british-isles.jpg> 

 
Reconstruction of Pytheas’s Map of His Journey North –                        

The British Isles, From The Geography of Ptolemy, Italy, 1490 
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It is not known whether Pytheas truly explored the Arctic, though 

he could not have come close to the North Pole.  Ultima Thule could 

have been Iceland (beneath the Arctic Circle) or northern Norway 

(above it).  But he reported seeing the midnight sun and having his ship 

barricaded by sludge ice.   

The next reported European ventures into the far north occurred 

more than a millennium later.  Between the 8th and 12th centuries, Viking 

ships explored parts of the European Arctic, sailing around the North 

Cape of Norway and into the White Sea.  The Vikings also settled in 

Iceland and southern Greenland, although those Norse settlements were 

below the Arctic Circle.   

The Vikings and their Greenlandic Norse successors explored the 

Arctic coast of western Greenland and traded with Inuit (Eskimo) 

peoples inhabiting central and northern Greenland.  The motivations for 

those Norse journeys are summarized well in the classic 13th century 

Icelandic book of Viking lore, The King’s Mirror, which cites three 

reasons for man to risk travel in the far north:  “One part thereof is the 

spirit of rivalry and the desire for fame … Another part is the desire for 
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knowledge … The third part is the desire for gain; for men seek after 

riches in every place where they learn that profit is to be had, even 

though there is great danger in it.” 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Viking_Expansion.svg? 

 
Viking Expansion (8th-11th centuries) –                                                          

It Is Unclear Where the Vikings Explored in the Arctic Region 
 

Motivations for Later Arctic Exploration (16th-20th centuries).  

The motivations for later European exploration of the Arctic reflected 

those described in The King’s Mirror in the 13th century – profits (for 
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ship owners, captains, and crews and the nations they represented), 

knowledge (from geographical and scientific discovery), and adventure 

(the fame associated with exploration, discovery, and the winning of 

prizes of search).  Each of those three motivations – profit, knowledge, 

and fame – was ascendant at different times in the past five centuries of 

Arctic exploration.  Medieval Europeans took little interest in the Arctic 

following the four centuries of the Viking diaspora.  Trade continued 

with the Norse settlements in Iceland and Greenland (until those in 

Greenland died out by the 16th century).  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_Norwegians_land_in_Iceland_year_872.jpg> 

 
The Norwegians Landing in Iceland in 872 –                                   

Painting by Oscar Wergeland, 1877 
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Renaissance Europeans found new reasons to resume the 

exploration of the regions of the far north, starting in the early 16th 

century.  English and Dutch merchants hoped to find new trade routes 

through the far north to the Spice Islands (in modern Indonesia) and to 

China.  Portugal and Spain had taken the early lead in maritime 

innovation (with better ships and navigational techniques).  The two 

Iberian powers dominated trade with the Orient around Africa 

(pioneered by Portugal in the late 1400s), and they also took the lead in 

colonizing Central and South America. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mercator_north_pole_1595.jpg> 

 
Gerardus Mercator’s Map of the Arctic Region – Duisburg, 1595 

 
The northern European powers, led by England and the 

Netherlands, were searching for ways to undercut the Iberian 

monopolies on lucrative trade with Asia.  Much of the 16th century thus 

was taken up with futile attempts to find trade routes to the Orient 

through the Arctic.  Three alternative routes were explored – a Northeast 

Passage around the top of Russia and Siberia, a Northwest Passage 
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through the archipelago of Arctic Canada, and a direct passage over the 

North Pole through an hypothesized “Open Polar Sea” believed to exist 

at the top of the world.  By the early 17th century, the English and Dutch 

merchants and navies had broken the Spanish/Portuguese hold on trade 

routes to the Orient, ending that rationale for Arctic exploration.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Age_of_Discovery_explorations_in_English.png> 

  
Explorations in the European Age of Discovery (16th c.) – Britain to 

Newfoundland, Portugal Around Africa, Spain Around South America 
 

During the 17th and 18th centuries, European interest in the Arctic 

shifted to the exploitation of natural resources.  Whale oil and baleen, 

furs, and ivory were the Arctic products in greatest demand at that time.  

By the turn of the 19th century, many of the Arctic natural resources had 
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been over-exploited and exhausted.  While trade continued, the primary 

focus of European interest in the Arctic shifted to geographic discovery.  

At the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815, the British Admiralty was 

searching for a new role in peacetime.  It found one in Arctic 

exploration.  English exploration in the 19th century concentrated on the 

search for a Northwest Passage and associated discovery of new lands in 

the Canadian north.   

The motivation to explore the Arctic shifted again after most of the 

region had been surveyed by the close of the 19th century.  The new 

focus was on scientific discovery, often aimed at improving a country’s 

national security.  For a few decades before and after the turn of the 20th 

century, a few Arctic explorers were motivated mainly by the desire to 

become the first person to reach the North Pole.  Adventurism then 

accompanied science as the main rationales for European and American 

exploration of the Arctic.  In the second half of the 20th century, interest 

in the Arctic stemmed from a combination of two motives – profit (from 

minerals and petroleum) and national security (from scientific advances 

and early warning systems). 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Arctic.svg> 

 
Shifting Motives for the Exploration of the Arctic Region –                                                           

The Area Centered On the Arctic Ocean,  Lying Within the Red Line  
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The Northeast Passage (16th-18th centuries).  The concept of a 

Northeast Passage through Arctic Eurasia, allowing transit of ships from 

Europe to Asia via the Arctic Ocean, was first developed in the 16th 

century.  Following the Treaty of Tordesillas in 1494, in which the pope 

divided the world between the two leading maritime powers, Spain and 

Portugal, the excluded countries of northern Europe – England, Holland, 

Denmark/Norway, and France – sought new, profitable, sea-based trade 

routes to Asia.  The desire for commercial gain led rulers and merchants 

from those countries to seek a Northeast Passage above Eurasia, a 

Northwest Passage through North America, and a direct trade route from 

Europe to Asia via the North Pole. 



 49 

 
 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_the_Arctic_region_showing_the_Northeast_P

assage,_the_Northern_Sea_Route_and_Northwest_Passage,_and_bathymetry.png 
 

The Northeast Passage and the Northwest Passage 

Willem Barents led the early Dutch effort and made three 

exploratory voyages between 1594 and 1597.  He and his party 

discovered Spitsbergen in 1596 (although the Norwegians today make 

the politically-inspired claim that the Vikings were the first Europeans to 
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set foot on the Svalbard archipelago), and their news of vast bowhead 

populations set off a whaling boom there. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Barents.jpg> 

 
Willem Barents (1550-1597), Dutch Discoverer of Spitzbergen, 1596 

 
Henry Hudson led the early English exploration of all three desired 

trade routes to the Orient.  Hudson was a distinguished sea captain who 

had sailed in the service of the English Muscovy Company, trading 

between England and the White Sea ports of Russia.  In just four years, 

starting in 1607, Hudson undertook a series of exploratory voyages – 

trying for the North Pole (in 1607), the Northeast Passage (in 1608), the 

Northeast and then the Northwest Passage (in 1609, when he sailed off 
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course and discovered the Hudson River in New York), and the 

Northwest Passage (in 1610-1611, during which he discovered Hudson 

Bay in 1610). 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Last_Voyage_Of_Henry_Hudson.jpg> 

 
Henry Hudson, Last Voyage –  Hudson Bay, Canada, 1611 

After about 1620, when the British and Dutch had gained maritime 

supremacy over the Spanish and Portuguese, the search by western 

Europeans for Arctic passages to Asia subsided (except for English 

explorations of Hudson Bay).  Tsar Peter the Great of Russia designed a 

massive survey of the Arctic Ocean from the White Sea to the Pacific 



 52 

Ocean shortly before he died in 1725.  That survey, called the Great 

Northern Expedition, was carried out during the decade 1733-1742 and 

successfully explored and mapped almost all of the northern coast of 

Russia and Siberia.   

Imperial Russia attempted to find the shortest sea route between 

European Russia and Pacific Siberia two decades later.  The Russian 

government sent a naval officer, Vasily Chichagov, on two expeditions – 

in 1765 and 1766 – that were intended to arc near the North Pole.  

Chichagov set a new farthest north record just north of Spitsbergen but 

could get no further than 80 degrees north before hitting pack ice.  As a 

result, the discouraged Russians pulled out of Arctic exploration until 

the 20th century when icebreakers became available. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
 

Admiral Vasily Chichagov (1726-1809) – 80 Degrees North in 1766 

The Northeast Passage (19th-20th centuries).  Russia 

subsequently used portions of the Northeast Passage – they termed it the 

Northern Sea Route – for commercial and military purposes.  The first 

person to sail the entire Northeast Passage was the Swedish scientist and 

explorer, Adolf Nordenskiold, aboard the Vega in 1878-1879.  The 

Swedish king (Oscar) and a wealthy Russian merchant (Sibirikov) 

financed Nordenskiold’s expedition.  But their hopes to open a new 

trade route that might encourage European exploitation of Siberian 

natural resources did not materialize. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_Explorer_A.E._Nordenski%C3%B6ld_(Georg_v

on_Rosen)_-_Nationalmuseum_-_18399.tif> 
 

Adolf  Nordenskiöld, Vega, 1879 – First to Sail the Northeast Passage 

After Russia’s humiliating defeat by Japan in the Russo-Japanese 

War of 1904-1905, the tsarist government explored the northern seaway 

in great detail.  It used a new technology, icebreakers, during the Arctic 

Ocean Hydrographic Expedition of 1910-1915, hoping to find faster 

transit for Russian naval ships from the Baltic and White Seas to the 

Pacific Ocean.  Roald Amundsen, the renowned Norwegian adventurer 

and explorer, was the last foreigner to carry out extensive exploration of 
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the Russian Arctic.  His ship, the Maud, spent seven successive winters 

there between 1918 and 1925. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Northern_Sea_Route_vs_Southern_Sea_Route.svg> 

 
Russia’s Northern Sea Route (the Northeast Passage, Blue Line) and the 

Southern Sea Route (via the Suez Canal, Red Line) 
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Subsequently, under Soviet leadership the Russian government 

created the world’s largest fleet of icebreakers and developed the 

Northern Sea Route for commercial use.  The first regular trading 

connection between European Russia and Pacific Siberia was made in 

1936, when 11 ships made the full run of the Northeast Passage.  With 

the advent of nuclear-powered icebreakers, this trade route expanded.  In 

recent years only 300 Russian ships have used the Northern Sea Route to 

ship up to 2 million tons annually during the one-to-three summer 

months when it is open.  The main commodities transported on this route 

are goods produced in Siberia – nickel and oil and gas. 
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Source:  Scott Pearson’s personal photograph 

The Yamal, a Russian Nuclear Icebreaker –                                                    
Employed on The Northeast Passage or Northern Sea Route 

 
The Northwest Passage (16th-18th centuries).  The original 

motivation for the northern European search for a Northwest Passage 

was identical to that for a Northeast Passage – to find a way through the 

Arctic that would provide a passage to the Orient without confronting 

Spanish and Portuguese naval power.  Subsequent rationales for English 

and Dutch exploration of Arctic North America included the search for 

markets for manufactures (especially the ubiquitous English woolens), 
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the desire to exploit natural resources (notably whales, fish, furs, and 

ivory), and eventually the goal of establishing new colonial settlements. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Northwest_passage.jpg> 

 
The Northwest Passage – Alternative Routes Through Arctic Canada                                                                

The search for a Northwest Passage began very early, before that 

for a Northeast Passage.  In 1497, John Cabot discovered Newfoundland 

and claimed it and its productive cod fishery for England.  Cabot’s 

voyage set off the first significant European interest in searching for a 

Northwest Passage.  Little was accomplished during the first part of the 

16th century, but both the English and the Dutch became very active in 

North America beginning in the 1570s.  Numerous explorers, such as 

Martin Frobisher (1576-1578), John Davis (1585-1588), and Henry 
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Hudson (1610-1611), sailed in the straits among the islands along the 

Atlantic coast of Arctic North America, but floating ice prevented them 

from penetrating far.  Then in 1616, William Baffin sailed far north 

(around the island that once bore his name in northern Canada) and 

discovered three channels that he thought would lead eventually to the 

Pacific Ocean.  All of them do, but his discoveries were not followed up 

for over two centuries.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hendrick_van_der_Borcht,_Navigator_with_Globe_

and_Dividers.jpg> 
 

William Baffin (1584-1622) – Explorer of the Canadian Arctic 
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To further their exploratory and commercial efforts, the English 

and Dutch governments gave monopoly rights to chartered trading 

companies.  Those companies paid for their exploring voyages by 

exploiting resources that they discovered en route – whales, walruses, 

fish, and fur-bearing animals.  In the late 18th century, England sent its 

most accomplished seaman and explorer, Captain James Cook, on his 

third exploratory voyage around the world.  One of his key tasks was to 

attempt to make the Northwest Passage from west to east.  Cook’s 

expedition sailed from Hawaii to the northwestern coast of North 

America and then to the Bering Strait.  Ice blocked their progress at Icy 

Cape in the Beaufort Sea so they returned to Hawaii (where Cook was 

killed by native islanders) and then returned to England in 1780.  Wars, 

first with their American colonists and then with Napoleon’s France, 

diverted English attention from further Arctic exploration for decades. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cook%27sThirdVoyage58.png> 

 
Captain James Cook’s Unsuccessful Attempt to Sail the Northwest 

Passage, 1776-1780 – Outgoing (Red Line), Return (Blue Line) 
 

The Northwest Passage (19th-20th centuries).  England revived 

its interest in finding a Northwest Passage after its defeat of Napoleon in 

1815.  The British Admiralty hoped to exert its naval supremacy to 

further Britain’s imperial and commercial objectives.  British 

exploration thus combined geographical goals with hopes to expand 

trade, to exploit new natural resources, and to open new areas for 

colonial settlement.  John Barrow, Second Secretary of the Admiralty, 

spearheaded those exploratory expeditions, citing the previous 
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commercial advantages that Britain had enjoyed in the Arctic – cod in 

Newfoundland, the Arctic whaling industry, and the fur industry across 

northern Canada.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:American_Beaver.jpg> 

 
Beaver Furs – Key to Canadian Fur Industry in the 19th century 

 
Starting in 1818 with expeditions led by John Ross and David 

Buchan, the English Admiralty sponsored thirty expeditions to the North 

American Arctic in forty years.  Britain’s most infamous attempt to find 

a Northwest Passage was the Franklin expedition of 1845-1847.  John 

Franklin’s voyage was the best financed and equipped in English Arctic 

history, and it was carried out in the first two steamships to explore the 
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Arctic – the Erebus and the Terror.  But both ships had to be abandoned 

in the ice, and all 134 participants perished.  For more than a decade, 40 

search expeditions went to the Canadian Arctic in hopes of rescuing the 

Franklin expedition or of discovering its remains.  Geographical 

knowledge of the region was thereby greatly expanded. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Model_of_the_HMS_Erebus_(1826)_trapped_in_th

e_ice,_Nattilik_Heritage_Centre,_Gjoa_Haven,_September_2019.jpg> 
 

Model of John Franklin’s Erebus Trapped in the Arctic Ice –                
Nattilik Heritage Center, Gjoa Haven, Nunavut, Canada 

 
But no one was able to solve the puzzle of navigating the 

Northwest Passage until the Norwegian adventurer and explorer, Roald 
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Amundsen, aboard a small yacht, the Gjoa, sailed from east to west and 

overwintered three times during 1903-1906.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Gjoea.jpg> 

 
The Gjoa –                                                                                                 

Used by Roald Amundsen To Sail the Northwest Passage, 1903-1906 
 

The first person to make the complete passage in the other 

direction, from west to east, was Henry Larsen, a Canadian, in 1940-

1942.  Because of light settlement in the North American Arctic, easy 

access to Atlantic and Pacific ports, and the concentration of Canadian 

settlement near the American border, very little commercial use has been 
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made of the Northwest Passage.  In 2019, only five cargo ships and five 

passenger ships transited the Northwest Passage.  It does, however, have 

potential for increased future tourism, and its controversial use to 

transport liquefied natural gas from reservoirs in the Canadian Arctic is 

under discussion. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Northwest_passage_Amundsen.jpg> 

 
Roald Amundsen’s Northwest Passage Route – Gjoa, 1903-1906  

North Pole Adventurism.  Europeans first dreamed of sailing to 

the North Pole in the 16th century.  Their motivation was not to stand at 

the top of the world, but to find a shortcut from Europe to Asia that 

could be used for regular commercial transportation.  The optimistic 

goal of finding a trade route to Asia lingered on until the late 19th 



 66 

century when Fridtjof Nansen in the Fram showed that the North Pole 

had to lie in the middle of a shifting ice-covered sea and that its location 

would have to be determined mathematically. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fridtjof_Nansen_LOC_03377u-3.jpg> 

 
Fridtjof Nansen (1861-1930) –                                                              

Arctic Explorer and Humanitarian Winner of the Nobel Peace Prize 
 

Thereafter, the motivation to reach the North Pole became 

adventurism – the desire of individuals and their governments to be the 

first to arrive at 90 degrees North latitude.  That polar steeple chase 

became a high cost and very dangerous sporting event and had little to 

do with either geographic discovery or scientific investigation.  The 
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winner of the race remains disputed between two American claimants.  

Some experts side with Robert Peary who claimed to have attained the 

North Pole in April 1909.  A few side with Frederick Cook who claimed 

to have been there first, a year earlier in April 1908.  Both men utilized 

techniques that they, especially Peary, had worked out over two decades 

of Arctic exploration. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Arctic_Ocean_-_en.png> 

 
The North Pole Controversy – Did Peary or Cook Ever Reach the Pole? 
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The keys to Peary’s alleged success were to use Inuit methods (of 

sledging with dogs, traveling lightly, dressing in locally available 

materials), to bring Inuits on the journey as sledge-drivers and igloo 

builders, to establish a chain of supply camps along the 400-mile route 

from Cape Columbia (on Ellesmere Island in Canada) to the North Pole, 

and to make a mad dash to the Pole and back from his last supply camp.  

Peary also had the advantages of having had two decades of experience 

exploring in the Arctic and of being extraordinarily well organized and 

disciplined.  Following decades of research and continuing controversy, 

many researchers have concluded that neither Peary nor Cook actually 

got to the North Pole.  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Robert_Peary_self-portrait,_1909.jpg> 

 
Robert Peary – Cape Sheridan, Ellesmere Island, Canada, 1909 

After Peary was proclaimed the winner, no further attempt was 

made to reach the North Pole by land for nearly sixty years.  During the 

Cold War, interest in North Pole exploration revived for scientific and 

strategic purposes.  In 1958, two American nuclear submarines, the 

Nautilus and the Skate, were the first ships to go to the Pole – the 

Nautilus sailed under it while crossing the Arctic Ocean, and the Skate 
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surfaced at the Pole.  The first surface ship to reach the Pole was the 

Russian icebreaker, Arktika, in 1977. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:RIAN_archive_186141_Nuclear_icebreaker_Arktika.

jpg> 
 

The Arktika, Russian Icebreaker – Reached the North Pole in 1977 
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Natural Resources of the Arctic 

Exploitation of Arctic Natural Resources.  Although the land 

and climate in the Arctic region are unsuitable for crop agriculture, the 

far north is quite rich in marine, land animal, and mineral natural 

resources.  Native peoples in the Arctic have long used the marine and 

animal resources – especially the seals, whales, caribou, and reindeer – 

for their subsistence.  Sea mammals, land animals, fish, and birds have 

provided the natives with food, clothing, shelter, tools, and game pieces. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Puffin_Latrabjarg_Iceland.jpg> 

 
Atlantic Puffin – Source of Bird Eggs for Arctic Natives 
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Many native groups have produced products from those resources 

that they have traded with other natives or, since the 10th century, with 

Europeans or Americans.  Those merchants, who were not native 

inhabitants of the far north, had a different motive – earning profit – for 

their use of the Arctic’s natural resources.  To them a natural resource 

was something from which a valuable export product could be obtained.  

These two motivations – native subsistence and foreign profit – were 

complementary so long as foreigners traded with the natives for their 

resource products.  They eventually conflicted when the foreigners 

began to over-exploit the natural resources of the Arctic, especially 

whales and other sea mammals, threatening the base of subsistence for 

the native peoples. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Political_Map_of_the_Arctic.pdf> 

 
Political Map of the Arctic Region –                                                

Claimants of Arctic Natural Resources 
 

Unicorns.  The legend of the unicorn is one of the most incredible 

and pervasive myths in Eurasian history.  The unicorn legend is believed 

to have originated in central Asia and then spread westward to the 

Middle East and Europe and eastward to China and Japan.  A unicorn 

was a legendary animal that had a single, straight, spirally striated ivory 
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horn jutting out of its head.  In Europe, the unicorn animal was an all-

white horse.  In China, the unicorn had a stag’s body, the hoofs of a 

horse, the tail of an ox, and a coat of five colors.  The unicorn legend 

was widely believed in ancient Asian, Middle Eastern, and European 

societies. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Maerten_de_Vos_-_Unicorn.jpg> 

 
The Unicorn in European Mythology –                                             

Painting by Maerten do Vos, 1572, State Museum, Schwerin, Germany  
 

At the beginning of the Christian era, the legend achieved a huge 

boost in popularity and importance.  The unicorn received nearly divine 

sanction after it was mentioned favorably in the Bible seven times:  
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“God brought them out of Egypt; he hath as it were the strength of an 

unicorn (Numbers 23:22); But my horn shalt thou exalt like the horn of 

an unicorn (Psalm 92:11).”  In the second century, a scholar in 

Alexandria explained how unicorns were captured – by waiting for the 

unsuspecting unicorn to sit in the lap of a lovely young virgin.  The 

unicorn became a symbol of everything good, especially power and 

virtue, in much of the civilized world.  Notable scholars, including 

Aristotle and Pliny, acclaimed its wonders. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Domenichounicorndetail.jpg> 

 
Unicorns Were Believed To Be Captured By Young Virgins –         

Painting by Domenico Zampieri, c. 1604-1605 
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As the centuries passed, the unicorn horn became known to have 

an incredible range of positive properties.  Medieval and Renaissance 

men believed that powder from the horn was the world’s best antidote 

for poisons, that it was a panacea – an all-healing medicine for nearly all 

known illnesses, and that it was a powerful aphrodisiac.  Some felt it 

could even be used to raise the dead.  Pharmacists adopted the unicorn 

horn as their logo, artists (including Leonardo da Vinci) painted the 

unicorn, and the unicorn or its horn became a symbol in heraldry. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_Unicorn_Tapestries_at_The_Great_Hall_at_Sti

rling_Castle.jpg> 
 

The Unicorn Tapestries –                                                                           
The Great Hall, Stirling Castle, Stirling, Scotland 
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No one ever saw the unicorn animal, but a few fortunate members 

of the royalty or the nobility possessed unicorn horns.  Because of the 

nonexistence of the animal and the rareness of its horns, unicorn horns 

were extremely valuable in both Europe and the Orient.  Ordinary ones 

sold for ten times their weight in gold (millions of today’s dollars), and 

good ones were the priceless treasures of monarchs.  The most lavish 

gift bequeathed during the European Renaissance was the twelve 

unicorn horns that the world’s wealthiest ruler, the Sultan of the 

Ottoman Empire (modern Turkey), gave to King Philip II of Spain in the 

late 16th century.  



 78 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Coronation_Chair_Denmark_(King).jpg> 

 
The Unicorn Throne Chair of Denmark – Used for Coronations 

 
In the 17th century, Renaissance scholars finally solved the puzzle 

of the origin of the mysterious and extraordinarily valuable unicorn 

horns.  Professor Ole Wurm, a renowned Danish expert, in 1638 

exposed the unicorn horn as nothing more than the tusk of the narwhal 

whale, which lived only in the Arctic.  After this debunking of the 

unicorn myth, the price of unicorn horns in Europe declined drastically, 

and affluent tradesmen were able to afford them as walking sticks.  But 
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the unicorn legend and the demand for unicorn horns – narwhal whale 

tusks – lived on in China and Japan until well into the 20th century. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Worm_1588-1654.png> 

 
Professor Ole Wurm (1588-1655) –                                              

Discovered Unicorn Horns Were Narwhal Whale Tusks, 1638 
 

Narwhal Whales.  The narwhal is a small Arctic whale.  Males 

rarely exceed 17 feet in length and 4000 pounds in weight, and females 

are smaller, up to 13 feet long.  Narwhals eat mainly fish and live near or 

under the ice.  They are the prey of killer whales, which hunt a narwhal 

by crushing it between the bodies of two fast-swimming male orcas.  

The name, narwhal, derives from two Old Norse words meaning “corpse 

whale.”  Vikings likened the blotchy, mottled skin of the narwhals to 
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that of a dead sailor washed up on shore.  Along with the bowhead and 

beluga, the narwhal is one of the three whale species that live entirely in 

the Arctic.   

Narwhals are shy and cautious and thus are almost never caught by 

commercial whalers.  However, Arctic native peoples, especially the 

Polar Inuit of northwestern Greenland, regularly hunt them.  Their meat, 

notably the muktuk (whale skin with a thin layer of blubber), is a 

delicacy for many Inuit peoples.  For centuries, Inuits have consumed 

the meat of the narwhals and traded the ivory tusks to foreign merchants. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pod_Monodon_monoceros.jpg> 

 
Narwhal Whale, Endemic to the Arctic – Males Have One Striated Tusk 
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The narwhal is the only whale that grows a tusk.  The narwhal tusk 

usually is the left tooth of a male narwhal.  After age one, the left tooth 

pierces the upper lip of the young male and spirals straight outward in a 

counterclockwise direction.  The ivory tusk grows to a maximum length 

of about 10 feet, has a maximum basal girth of about 9 inches, is round 

and evenly tapered, and is hollow and brittle (the cavity is filled with 

dental pulp).  About one foot of this tusk is embedded into the whale’s 

flat skull.  The male narwhal does not normally use the tusk to spear 

fish.  Instead, the tusk’s principal function is for jousting with other 

males during breeding season.  On rare occasions, a young male narwhal 

will produce two tusks, although the left one is usually longer than the 

right.  Even more unusually, a female narwhal will grow a tusk, always 

from the left tooth, but her tusk will be much shorter than the typical 

male tusk.  Like the annual rings in trees, the narwhal’s tusk can be used 

to tell its age.  Narwhals can live up to 30 years. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Narwhal_distribution_map.png> 

 
Arctic Range of the Narwhal – Frequent (Blue), Occasional (Striped) 

At some unknown time in ancient history, the narwhal tusks began 

being traded by Arctic natives and entered trade routes leading south to 

Europe, the Middle East, and East Asia.  The best speculation is that the 

earliest trade originated in northern Siberia, where narwhals once were 

plentiful, and then moved southward up the Siberian rivers to the 

Eurasian steppes and on to urban markets.  It seems likely that Siberian 
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narwhals were the main source of “unicorn horns” for China through the 

Ming Dynasty (mid-17th century).  The Vikings and their Norse 

descendants in Iceland and Greenland supplied narwhal tusks regularly 

into the European market starting in about the 10th century.  Greenland 

was the primary source of narwhal ivory tusks for several hundred years 

up to the 19th century. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Narwhal_tusk,_1701-

1930_Wellcome_L0059030.jpg> 
 

Narwhal Whale Ivory Tusk – Main Source of “Unicorn Horns” 

After the 17th century revelation by Professor Wurm ruined the 

market for narwhal ivory in Europe, much of the Greenland ivory went 
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on to the Middle East and China where it fetched better prices.  British 

exploration opened up the northern Canadian Arctic for trade in the mid-

19th century.  By the late 19th century, Pond Inlet in northern Canada 

became the leading center for narwhal whaling and tusks.  That ivory 

went mostly to markets in China and Japan.  The exploitation of narwhal 

ivory reached its peak in the first 25 years of the 20th century, still 

centered on the Baffin Island region of Canada. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Monodon_monoceros_pod.jpg> 

 
Narwhal Whale Pod – Off the Coast of Greenland 

Because commercial whaling ships never hunted narwhals 

successfully, the species did not suffer devastating drops in its 
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population.  The contemporary population of narwhal whales is 

estimated to number between 25,000 and 50,000 – about 90 percent in 

the Baffin Island area and the rest in northwestern Greenland and 

Hudson Bay.  A scientific controversy exists as to whether that 

population is likely to remain stable or is threatened with decline.  The 

narwhal whale is currently a protected species, but quotas in Canada 

permit Inuit hunting of narwhals and Greenland has no quotas to limit 

native whaling there. 

 
Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Belugas%2BNarwhals.png 
 

Narwhal Whales Caught Per Year, 1972-2014 –                             
Greenland (Green), Canada (Red) 
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Bowhead Whales.  The bowhead whale is the only large whale 

species indigenous to the Arctic.  (The two other species of whales 

native to the Arctic, narwhals and belugas, are relatively small whales 

weighing up to two tons each.)  Adult bowhead whales weigh up to 60 

tons, reach 60 feet in length, and have flukes about 24 feet wide.  Their 

cavernous mouths are large enough to hold a good-sized living room. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bowhead-Whale1_(16273933365).jpg> 

 
Bowhead Whale – Adult Males Reach 60 Feet, Weigh 60 Tons 

Six hundred to 800 baleen plates hang from the roof of the 

bowhead’s mouth, each one 10-12 feet long.  The baleen plates serve as 

sieves to strain the huge masses of shrimp-like crustaceans, called krill, 

which are the bowhead’s main source of food.  Each day an adult 



 87 

bowhead consumes 15 to 30 million krill that provide about one ton of 

food.  The bowhead uses its one-ton tongue to sieve seawater and krill 

through its latticework of baleen plates.  To find masses of krill, the 

bowhead feeds at the edge of the Arctic ice pack where the cold waters 

from the north meet the warm waters from the south and generate 

plankton on which the krill feed.  These whales thus are the end of a 

very short food chain – ice algae to plankton to krill to whales. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bowhead-Whale1_(16273933365).jpg> 

 
Northern Krill (Meganyctiphanes norvegica) – Bowhead Food 

 
Bowhead whales, named for the outline of their jaws, were also 

known as the “Greenland right” whales because they were the “right” 
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whales for commercial whalers to exploit to maximize profits.  

Bowheads were also the “right” whales for commercial plunder because 

they are slow, timid, mild-mannered, float when dead, and thus easy to 

catch.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available a  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bowhead-1_Kate_Stafford_edit_(16272151841).jpg> 
 
Bowhead Whale (Balaena mysticetus) – “The Greenland Right Whale” 

 
Blubber constitutes about half the weight of each adult bowhead, 

and these 30 tons of blubber render about 22 tons of valuable whale oil 

(“train oil”), used for lighting, lubricating, making soap.  In addition, the 

1500 pounds of baleen plates from the whale’s mouth – erroneously 

termed “whalebone” – could be used in numerous products that required 

a durable and flexible structuring material in making women’s clothing 
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and parasols.  Other products from whales were ambergris, for making 

perfume and aphrodisiacs, and spermaceti, used in cosmetics and 

ointments.  These bowhead products were so valuable that the 

processing of a single bowhead whale could pay for a two-year whaling 

voyage.  Whaling was also a major activity of Europeans in the Arctic 

region for the 300 years between the early 17th and the early 20th 

centuries. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bowhead_Whale_flensing,_Barrow,_Alaska,_Octobe

r_2017.jpg> 
 

Inupiaqs Flensing a Bowhead Whale – Barrow, Alaska, 2017 

The original range of the bowhead whale was widespread.  The 

largest populations lived near the pack ice edge in the Eastern Arctic 
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along the border of the Atlantic and Arctic Oceans.  Before Europeans 

began to exploit bowhead whales in the early 17th century, enormous 

concentrations of those animals lined the pack ice between Spitsbergen 

and eastern Greenland.  They were so prevalent in Spitsbergen that they 

could be hunted from the shores of inlets in that northern archipelago.  

Bowheads also inhabited the ice edge between the western shores of 

Greenland and Baffin Island in northern Canada.  A separate population 

of bowhead whales lived in the Western Arctic in the Bering, Chukchi, 

and Beaufort Seas adjacent to Alaska and northeastern Siberia.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bowheads42.jpg 

 
Bowhead Whales (Balaena mysticetus) –                                            

Nearly Extinct in the North Atlantic Ocean by 1900 
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After 300 years of intensive whaling, the population of bowhead 

whales was nearing extinction at the turn of the 20th century.  Today two 

principal remnant populations of bowheads survive.  About 17,000 live 

in the Western Arctic, around the north coast of Alaska (known as the 

Bering/Chukchi-Beaufort Sea stock), and a separate group of 14,000 

inhabit the Eastern Arctic (known as the Davis Strait-Baffin Bay stock).  

In 1982, the International Whaling Commission (IWC) voted for a 

moratorium on whaling of all large whale species (excluding narwhals 

and belugas, both classified as “small cetaceans”), but allowed continued 

hunting of all whales by Arctic natives.  The United States has 

designated the bowhead whale as an endangered species and banned its 

whaling (except for limited aboriginal hunting by a dozen Alaskan 

villages). 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 

<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cetacea_range_map_Bowhead_Whale.png> 
 

Current Range of the Bowhead Whale (Blue Regions) 
 

Walrus and Mammoth Ivory.  Like whale products, sea-mammal ivory 

and animal furs were key subsistence and trade products of Arctic native 

hunters.  Furs and ivory, however, were luxuries for wealthier people in 

Europe, Asia, and North and South America.  As a result, European – 

and, later, American – traders went into the Arctic in search of 

opportunities to swap basic manufactured goods for valuable ivory and 

furs.  Only rarely did those traders or their merchant companies engage 

in hunting the fur- or ivory-bearing animals.  There have been three 

sources of Arctic ivory – narwhal whales, walruses, and the remains of 

extinct mammoths.   
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pacific_Walrus_-_Bull_(8247646168).jpg> 

 
Pacific Walrus Bull (Odobenus rosmarus divergens) – 24-inch Tusks 

 
Walruses are large pinnipeds (sea mammals that swim with front 

flippers).  An average walrus bull (in the contemporary Pacific herd) 

weighs 1.3 tons and has two tusks, each about two feet long.  His smaller 

counterpart in the Atlantic herd weighs only three-quarters of a ton and 

has two tusks, each about 14 inches long.  The current population of 

walruses is estimated at about 250,000 animals.  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Atlantic_walrus_(Odobenus_rosmarus_rosmarus)_2_

NOAA_Photo_Library.jpg 
 

Atlantic Walrus Bull (Odobenus rosmarus rosmarus) – 14-inch Tusks 
 

Much of the historical trade in walrus ivory took place in the North 

Atlantic Ocean, particularly around Greenland.  During the Norse 

settlement of southern Greenland, walrus and narwhal tusks were the 

principal exports, and the European settlers made contributions in walrus 

tusks to finance the Crusades.  Considerable quantities of walrus ivory 

also were derived from Arctic regions of Siberia, particularly in the 

Chukchi area of northeastern Siberia. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Walrus_scrimshaw.jpg> 

 
Pair of Scrimshawed Walrus Tusks – Created c. 1900  

 
Another source of traded ivory was the supply of ancient 

mammoth tusks, dating from the late Pleistocene period (about 25,000 

years ago).  These huge land mammals roamed widely across Eurasia; 

their remains have been found from Spain to the Bering Strait.  Although 

mammoths have been extinct for about 25,000 years, more than 117,000 

of their skeletons have been discovered.  Archaeologists estimate that 

22,000 pairs of mammoth tusks have been found in northern Siberia.  

These imperishable tusks are often ten feet long and weigh up to 100 
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pounds.  A principal discovery area was the New Siberian Islands, 

located north of central Siberia in the Arctic Ocean.  Ironically, these 

valuable relics were the source of fossil ivory that was often considered, 

in Asian and European markets, to be only a second-class substitute for 

that obtained from modern mammals.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Carved_19th_century_Eskimo_mammoth_tusk_De_Y

oung_Museum_34430_2.JPG> 
 

Mammoth Tusk with Inuit Carvings –                                                     
19th century, De Young Museum, San Francisco    

 
The mammoth, walrus, and narwhal ivory from Arctic Siberia 

moved along four principal trade routes to its major markets in the 

Middle East (Iran, Egypt, Turkey) and China:  northwestern Siberia to 

Novgorod to Samarkand to Baghdad; northwestern Siberia to Bulgar (on 
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the Volga River) to Persia; north central Siberia to Khiva (a major trade 

center in central Asia, renowned for its ivory carvers); and northeastern 

Siberia and Alaska to the Chukchi Peninsula to China.     

Furs in Siberia.  Throughout history, enormous numbers of 

valuable fur-bearing animals have inhabited the taiga and tundra of 

Arctic Siberia.  Long before Russia existed as a unified nation, Russian 

peoples had begun to exploit those animal resources.  During the 11th 

and 12th centuries, Russians from Novgorod (soon to become the 

principal trading city in northern Russia) migrated north and settled on 

the shores of the Arctic in European Russia.  They made their living by 

hunting walrus and seals, fishing, and trading furs, and hence they 

became known as “Pomors,” people of the sea.  The Pomors traded furs 

with native peoples in northwestern Siberia, and they were the early 

Russian explorers of the Siberian islands and of Spitsbergen.   

The first large-scale merchant company to buy huge quantities of 

Arctic furs was the Muscovy Company, an English company chartered 

in 1555 that operated very profitably in the 16th and 17th centuries.  The 

Muscovy Company imported furs from the Russian White Sea port of 
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Archangel in the early 16th century and also obtained the monopoly right 

from the English crown to exploit whales in Spitsbergen.  The success of 

this company encouraged other governments to use the chartered 

company extensively in Arctic resource exploitation. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:MuscovyCompany_Seal_1555.jpg> 

 
Seal of the Muscovy Company (1555-1917) 

 
The most lucrative exploitation of fur-bearing animals in history 

occurred in the 17th and 18th centuries, when Russian Cossacks and fur 

traders conquered all of Siberia in less than 100 years.  The Romanov 

tsars brutally imposed a tribute system (yasak) on Siberian native 

peoples, forcing them to pay taxes in furs (or rarely in ivory).  By the 
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middle of the 17th century, furs from Siberia accounted for about one-

third of Russia’s government revenues.  The sable held pride of place in 

this Siberian fur trade, and martens, ermines, foxes, rabbits, and squirrels 

were also important.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Russia_1533-1896.gif> 

 
Russian Territorial Expansion, 1533-1896 

When the Russians reached the Kamchatka peninsula on the 

Pacific Ocean, they discovered the most valuable fur-bearing animal of 

all – the sea otter, which they called the “Kamchatka beaver.”  Sea otter 
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fur was the warmest and most luxurious in the world, and in the Chinese 

market a normal 12-square-foot pelt sold for the equivalent of a year’s 

wages in rural Russia.  To exploit sea otters, the Russians took over 

Alaska and brutalized the Aleut natives there.  It is estimated that as 

many as one million sea otters were killed in Alaska between the arrival 

of the Russians in 1742 and the overdue American decision to protect 

the few remaining survivors in 1911. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sea_otter_cropped.jpg> 

 
Sea Otter (Enhydra lutris) – Russians Exploited Its Valuable Pelts 

Russian fur trappers and traders also harvested walrus, seal, polar 

bear, and fox pelts in Spitsbergen from the mid-18th to the mid-19th 
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centuries.  Siberians continued to trap and shoot fur-bearing animals 

well into the 20th century.  In 1910, for example, Siberia produced about 

half of the world’s furs by value – from 70,000 sables, 700,000 ermines, 

5 million rabbits, and 15 million squirrels.  Russian Siberia continues to 

produce furs from wild animals, although the importance of this activity 

is relatively small and increasingly furs are being produced on fur farms. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sable_skins_Bargusinski.jpg> 

 
Sable Fur-skins – Barguzin Region, Siberia, Russia 
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Furs in North America.  The exploitation of fur-bearing animals 

in the Arctic and sub-Arctic regions of North America is synonymous 

with the operations of the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC).  The English 

continued the business of obtaining fur-based wealth from the Arctic, 

started in Eurasia by the Muscovy Company in 1555, when the crown 

gave a charter to the Hudson’s Bay Company in 1670.  That well-run 

and profitable organization has evolved over the past three centuries.  

During its first century of operation, the Company successfully took 

advantage of its fur trading monopoly in more than half of the territory 

of British North America (later Canada).  The Company established five 

forts in Hudson Bay and manned them with about 200 permanent 

employees, most of them Scottish. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ruperts_land.svg> 

 
Rupert’s Land, The Original Grant to the Hudson’s Bay Company, 1670 

The HBC focused almost entirely on obtaining furs, principally 

beaver pelts, from American Indians in exchange for simple implements, 

such as knives, axes, blankets, and tobacco.  The Company’s 

establishment in London then sold the furs in the English market.  In the 

second century of its operation, the HBC reached its zenith in the fur 

trade.  Faced with unwanted competition from the Northwest Company 

in the early 19th century, the HBC merged with its rival in 1821 and 

reestablished its monopoly on trading furs.  That competition had forced 
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the HBC to expand westward from its Hudson Bay fort sites, and the 

Company soon reached the Pacific coast and later the Arctic coast. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Indians_at_a_Hudson_Bay_Company_trading_post.j

>pg> 
 

Hudson’s Bay Company Fur Traders – Monopoly in Most of Canada 

The main trade continued to be exchanging simple manufactures 

for furs with American Indians, and the beaver remained the most 

important animal exploited.  Between 1769 and 1868, the Company sold 

at its auction in London an enormous number of fur pelts:  4,700,000 
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beaver; 1,500,000 mink; 1,200,000 marten; 1,000,000 lynx; 890,000 fox; 

470,000 wolf; 290,000 bear; and 275,000 badger.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:American_Beaver.jpg> 

 
Canadian Beaver – 4.7 Million HBC Pelts by 1868 

After the merger with the Northwest Company, the HBC became 

actively involved in Arctic exploration.  John Rae, the most 

accomplished British Arctic explorer of the 19th century, was a medical 

doctor and a chief factor for the HBC.  Rae surveyed much of the coast 

of Arctic Canada, overwintered in the Arctic, and in 1854 found the 

remnants of the Franklin expedition.   
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The newly independent Dominion of Canada bought much of the 

Company’s land in 1869 as the fur trade was beginning to decline.  The 

HBC sought new sources of furs, and in the early 20th century it carried 

on a short but profitable high Arctic trade with the Inuit for Arctic foxes.  

The leadership of the Company astutely saw that fur trading was in 

decline, and so the Company transformed itself.  It sold its remaining 

lands and invested the proceeds in a chain of 400 department stores, now 

headquartered in Toronto and known as “The Bay.”  The Hudson’s Bay 

Company came full circle in 1991, when the company that had led the 

world in fur trading for more than two centuries decided to stop selling 

furs in its chain of department stores.  In 2018, the fur-less Company had 

30,000 employees and generated revenues of $9 billion. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Canada_provinces_1870-1871.png> 

 
Dominion of Canada, 1870 –                                                                           

After Purchase of the Hudson’s Bay Company’s Land (Tan Area) 
 

Minerals and Petroleum.  The first phase of natural resource 

exploitation in the Arctic, which involved hunting for whales, ivory-

yielding sea mammals, and fur-bearing animals, lasted from the 16th 

through the 19th centuries.  The second phase, the search for and 
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production of minerals, petroleum, and natural gas, started about the 

middle of the 19th century and continues apace today.   

The mining of precious metals in the Arctic began in Russian 

Siberia in the mid-19th century.  The production of gold, silver, and 

diamonds in central and eastern Siberia, especially Yakutia, was later 

followed by the exploitation of iron ore (Kola Peninsula in northwestern 

Russia), coal (Pechora basin in northeastern European Russia), and 

nickel and copper (Norilsk and Talnakh in northwestern Siberia).  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Udachnaya_pipe.JPG> 

 
Diamond Mine, Udachnaya Pipe – Yakutia, Siberia, Russia 

A number of small Danish firms produced cryolite – a mineral 

used in aluminum production, in making glass and ceramics, and as a 
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source of sodium – in Greenland from the mid-19th century until the 

resource was exhausted in 1962.   

In Spitsbergen, coal mining began in 1899 and has continued 

through the present.  An American, John Longyear, helped pioneer coal 

mining in Spitsbergen between 1905 and 1916, before selling his 

unprofitable operation to a Norwegian firm.  Several firms and 

nationalities mined coal intermittently until the Second World War, but 

since the end of that war only Norwegian and Russian coal mining firms 

have continued their production through the 1990s.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sveagruva_2019.jpg> 

 
Sveagruva, Svalbard, Norway – Coal Mining Village in the High Arctic 



 110 

Significant mining ventures also have been operated in the North 

American Arctic, including gold mining in Canada (Yukon) and Alaska 

(Nome), silver, copper, and uranium production in Canada (Great Bear 

Lake), and lead and zinc mining in Canada (Baffin Island). 

Increasing in significance are the production of petroleum in 

Alaska (Prudhoe Bay), Canada (Mackenzie Delta), and Russia (Barents 

Sea) and natural gas in Russia (Urengoy in northwestern Siberia).  The 

Urengoy gas field is the second largest in the world, and a widespread 

pipeline system carries gas from northwestern Siberia to many parts of 

Russia and the former Soviet Union.  The exploitation of these valuable 

minerals and the control of resource rents associated with them are key 

issues in the political controversies between Arctic native peoples and 

their governments.   
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_Resource_Basin_in_the_Arctic_Circle_.jpg> 

 
Petroleum and Natural Gas Resources in the Arctic Region –                     

US Geological Survey, 2017 
 

The potential for increased exploitation of petroleum and natural 

gas dwarfs that for other natural resources in the Arctic regions of both 

North America and Eurasia.  Following the discovery of the extensive 

Prudhoe Bay oil field on the North Slope of Alaska in 1968, an 

enormous amount has been invested in oil and gas exploration in the 
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Arctic.  Recently, Alaska alone had proven reserves of over 7 billion 

barrels of oil and 25 trillion cubic feet of gas.  Industry optimists expect 

that those in the Canadian Arctic might exceed the Alaskan figures and 

that new Canadian reserves will be surpassed by discoveries in Arctic 

Russia.  As in Prudhoe Bay, the exploitation of these resources will face 

strong opposition from those concerned with protecting the fragile 

Arctic environment. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Prudhoe_Bay_w_Caribou_FWS.jpg> 

 
Environmental Tradeoffs in Prudhoe Bay, Alaska –                             

Caribou in the Foreground, Oil Production in the Background 
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Economic Change in Greenland and Arctic Canada 

Introduction to Economic Change.  How can the Inuit peoples 

who live in Greenland and the Arctic regions of Canada improve their 

economies?  Many members of these ethnic groups are much poorer 

than other citizens of Denmark (of which Greenland is a part) and 

Canada, and all desire to improve their lots.  Those Arctic peoples have 

experienced a shift in their economic bases.  Traditionally, they 

depended on hunting (of sea mammals, caribou, and birds) and gathering 

(of birds’ eggs) for their subsistence. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kim_Kielsen._Nordiska_raoedets_session_i_Helsing

fors_2012.jpg> 
 

Kim Kielsen, Prime Minister of Greenland (2014-present) –                   
Re-elected in 2018 on a Promise to Spur Greenland’s Development 
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In both Greenland and Arctic Canada today, more than half of 

native incomes come from government transfer payments, and 

traditional activities provide only a small portion of the remainder.  

Kalaalit Greenlanders and Canadian Inuits, therefore, are in search of 

new economic bases, such as tourism or natural resource development, 

to complement their traditional economic activities.  Although these 

native peoples have recently achieved some political control over their 

destinies, they remain parts of rich, industrialized nations and hence are 

limited in what they can do.  To assess possible strategies for future 

development of these lagging regions, it is helpful to review the process 

of past economic change in Greenland and Arctic Canada – to explore 

the linkages between the migrations of native peoples, the exploration by 

Westerners, and the exploitation of natural resources by both parties. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Joe_Savikataaq.jpg> 

 
Joe Savikataaq, Premier of Nunavut (2018-present) –            

Environmentalist and Developer 
 

Arctic Subsistence Economies Before Western Contact.  Before 

Western contact, about four centuries ago, the basis of the Inuit economy 

was hunting and gathering in a nomadic society.  No one can practice 

crop agriculture in the Arctic because of the harsh climate (severe 

temperatures and low rainfall) and the permafrost.  Unlike the natives in 

Eurasia, the Inuit peoples of North America and Greenland did not 

convert to herding reindeer.  Instead, their economic base remained 

focused on hunting sea and land mammals.  A millennium ago, the 
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Thule ancestors of today’s Inuit peoples subsisted on hunting whales.  

While whaling remained a part of the economy of a few Inuit peoples, 

most shifted to seals and caribou for sustenance and raw materials.   

The nomadic Inuit developed dwellings that were adapted to the 

Arctic environment – skin tents in the summer, and stone or snow 

houses in the winter.  They also made full use of limited raw materials to 

construct tools, weapons, and transportation vehicles for the hunt – 

kayaks, umiaks (skin boats), dog sleds, metal-tipped harpoons and 

spears, and bows and arrows.  They traded with from other villages. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Greenland_kayak_seal_hunter_2006.jpg> 

 
Inuit Seal-hunter in a Kayak, Armed with a Harpoon –                    

Kulusuk, Greenland 



 117 

Impact of Western Trading Links (17th-18th centuries).  

Europeans entered into irregular contact with native peoples living in 

present-day Greenland and Canada in the 17th century.  The Europeans 

were attracted to the Arctic to hunt whales, but while there they also 

began to trade with native peoples.  The Inuit exchanged a variety of 

Arctic products – ivory (from narwhal whales and walruses), furs (from 

Arctic foxes and polar bears), sealskins, live gyrfalcons and polar bears 

– for European goods that they valued – metals, wood, weapons, 

specialized foodstuffs, and alcoholic beverages.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Eisb%C3%A4r_1996-07-23.jpg> 

 
Polar Bears (Ursus maritimus), Ukkusiksalik National Park, Nunavut, 

Canada – Inuits Traded Furs of Polar Bears to Europeans 
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Both sides gained from this trade, although the European traders 

typically gained more because they had better market information or 

were able to exploit monopoly power.   

The Arctic economies changed as a result of that trade.  In some 

instances, hunters began to specialize in products that they could sell to 

the Europeans.  Some of the goods imported from the Europeans – guns, 

metals, wood – permitted the Inuit hunters to change technologies and 

hunt differently.  European contact also brought major disadvantages to 

the Inuit.  Although the Inuit culture did not change much during the 

first two centuries of European contact, the Europeans introduced 

diseases (such as smallpox and measles) for which the Inuit had no 

natural immunities and European whalers over-exploited sea mammal 

populations, especially that of the bowhead whales, on which some Inuit 

depended. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:A_bowhead_whale_breaches_off_the_coast_of_west

ern_Sea_of_Okhotsk_by_Olga_Shpak,_Marine_Mammal_Council,_IEE_RAS.jpg> 
 

Breaching Bowhead Whale –                                                            
European and American Whaling Decimated Bowhead Stocks 

 
Impact of Western Trading Links (19th-20th centuries).  The 

impact of European traders and whalers on native Inuit economies 

became greater with the passage of time.  Because trade increased 

greatly, so did the gains to both parties.  As in the first two centuries of 

European trade, however, the Europeans were able to skew the terms of 

trade to their advantage.  In Greenland, the Danish government operated 

a trade monopoly (the Royal Greenland Trading Company), while in 
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Canada it was carried out by a private company (the Hudson’s Bay 

Company).  The most important commodities exported by the Inuit 

peoples of Greenland were narwhal and walrus ivory in the 19th century 

and cod, shrimp, and Greenlandic halibut in the 20th century.  The Inuit 

of Arctic Canada also exported ivory in the 19th century, but specialized 

in furs from Arctic foxes in the 20th century. 

During the past 200 years, European contact led to the introduction 

of massive changes in Inuit hunting technologies.  Sophisticated goods, 

such as motorboats, snowmobiles, power rifles, fishing trawlers, and 

radios, led to changes in the techniques that the Inuit used to hunt and 

fish.  Whereas trade and technology transfer brought some gains for the 

Inuit, the European contact also incurred serious costs.  The Europeans’ 

participation in whaling and fishing resulted in a serious decline in the 

populations of bowhead and narwhal whales, walruses, Arctic foxes, and 
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cod fish and a need for the Inuit peoples to make substantial adaptations, 

most notably moving to permanent villages or towns.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Iceland-1979445_(cropped_3).jpg> 

 
Arctic Fox (Vulpes lagopus) in Winter Pelage 

 
Economic Impact of Danish Colonization of Greenland.  In the 

18th century, many European countries began to vie for political control 

of the Arctic – to solidify or improve their economic positions and to 

enhance their international prestige.  Denmark took control of much of 

Greenland in 1721.  The Danes colonized the Inuit Kalaallit peoples of 

West and East Greenland in the 18th century, but did not take over 
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political control of the Inuhuit peoples (also Inuit) of northwest 

Greenland until the early 20th century.  Denmark chose to implement a 

system of tight political control and effectively closed off Greenland 

from other countries.   

The Danish government established a state-owned company – the 

Royal Greenland Trading Company – to operate a trade monopoly and 

to make the Greenland colony pay for itself.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Gr%C3%B8nlandske_Handels_Plads_(1810).jpg> 

 
Dock of the Royal Greenland Trading Company, Copenhagen, Denmark 

– Painting by N. J. Bredal, 1810  
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There was little Danish settlement of Greenland until the second half of 

the 20th century.   In 1953, Denmark ended its colonial policy in 

Greenland and granted all residents full Danish citizenship.  The 

imposition of colonial government had a substantial impact on Inuit 

native economies.  The government monopoly ensured that the Inuit 

received reduced prices for their exports of ivory, fish, and furs, and the 

state firm also encouraged Inuit peoples to specialize in export 

production at the expense of traditional food hunting or gathering. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Unloading_halibut_Aappilattoq_Qaasuitsup_2007-

08-09.JPG> 
 

Long-line Fisherman in Aappilattoq, Qaasuitsup, Greenland – 
Unloading a Catch of Halibut  
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The decision to strive for a self-sufficient colony also meant that 

few net transfers were paid from the Danish treasury during the colonial 

period.  Because Greenland was part of Denmark and not an 

independent nation, it also was required to abide by international 

obligations undertaken by the Danish government, notably quotas for 

hunting whales imposed under the International Whaling Convention. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:International_Convention_for_the_Regulation_of_W

haling.png> 
 

States-parties to the International Convention for the Regulation of 
Whaling (1946) (in Blue) – Included Greenland as Part of Denmark 

 
Economic Impact of British Colonization of Arctic Canada.  

Great Britain claimed sovereignty in Canada as early as the 17th century 
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and expanded its claims in the Canadian Arctic in the 19th century as 

British explorers discovered new islands in Canada’s far north.  The 

British did not establish a government monopoly to trade in Canada.  

Instead, it granted a royal charter to the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) 

in 1670 and allowed that company to set up a trading monopoly in much 

of Canada including the far north.  The HBC did not focus importantly 

on the Arctic regions of Canada until the early 20th century, after it had 

exhausted the fur-bearing animal resources in central Canada. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Principal_posts_of_the_Hudson_Bay_company_map006a.pn

g> 
 

Hudson’s Bay Company’s Trading Posts, 1910 
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During the first half of the 20th century, the HBC set up a chain of 

80 trading stations throughout the Arctic, serving almost all Inuit 

communities, to trade for Arctic blue and white foxes.  The British – and 

the Canadians after independence in 1869 – showed little interest in the 

Arctic until World War II.  The region was governed loosely by the 

Royal Canadian Mounted Police or administered indirectly by officials 

of the HBC.  The main impacts of this arrangement on the Inuit peoples 

before World War II were that they received reduced export prices from 

the HBC and were encouraged to specialize in export items.  Inuit 

society was disrupted by the construction of Canadian and American 

military installations during the war and of DEW line facilities in the 

1950s.  The loss of hunting grounds was offset temporarily by the 

availability of jobs and social services at the sites. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_Distant_Early_Warning_(DEW)_Line.jpg> 
 

Distant Early Warning (DEW) Line –                                                      
Cold War Radar Stations, Constructed (1954-1957) 

 
Marginalization of Arctic Peoples within Modern Industrial 

Nations.  The four centuries of contact with Western traders and 

governments have caused a transformation in Inuit economies and 

culture.  Whereas the Inuit formerly operated a subsistence economy 

based on hunting and gathering, they gradually adopted changes that 

seemed to benefit them but in the end created a dependence on 
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government handouts.  Some characterize this change as the outcome of 

misguided policy by uninformed governments.  But the technologies 

available to the Inuit to hunt, trap, and fish cannot provide incomes that 

are acceptable relative to those earned elsewhere in Canada or Denmark. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sled_Dogs_Thule_Greenland.jpg> 

 
Sled-dog Team, Mt. Dundas, Thule, Greenland –                                            
Insufficient Income from Hunting and Gathering 

 
Most Inuit are poor relative to other people in their countries, 

because they happen to reside in areas that are now parts of very rich 

nations.  The labor productivity of hunting and gathering activities 

simply cannot keep up with that generated in industrial, agricultural, and 

service jobs.  Many Inuit thus find themselves facing difficult 
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adjustments – torn between wanting to retain the valued aspects of their 

traditional cultures while desiring to earn incomes comparable to those 

of others in their countries.  In Greenland and Canada, the construction 

of air bases and security facilities (such as Thule Air Base and the DEW 

line) disrupted Inuit society by providing temporary employment at rates 

of remuneration far above those of hunting and gathering.  Much of that 

gap is now being filled by government transfer payments or by 

employment in government jobs.  The desire to reduce dependence on 

government handouts has been a key goal for Inuit political action. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Thule_Air_Base_aerial_view.jpg> 

 
Thule Air Base, Northwest Greenland –                                                     

US Air Force’s Northernmost Base 
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Emergence of Local Political Control.  The Inuit peoples of 

Greenland voted overwhelmingly in favor of Home Rule in 1978, and 

Greenland began to govern itself in 1979.  About 90 percent of the 

56,000 residents of Greenland are Inuit and 10 percent are Danish.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Greenland_regions.png> 

 
Greenland – Autonomous Region of Denmark since 1979,                  

56,000 People, 836,000 Square Miles 
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The government is popularly elected, assuring an Inuit majority of 

votes.  Almost all of the Inuit in Greenland, about 90 percent, are 

Kalaallit people of West Greenland; other small Inuit groups live in East 

Greenland (8 percent) and in Northwest Greenland (the Inuhuit, 2 

percent).  Denmark has gradually transferred responsibilities to the 

Greenlandic government.  Since the passage of the Act on Greenland 

Self-government in 2009, the Greenlandic Government  has been 

responsible for almost all internal matters, including natural resources 

policy (especially fisheries management), education, health, and 

economic infrastructure.  Denmark retains the portfolios for foreign 

policy, defense, and fiscal and monetary policy. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Paamiut_Zentrum.jpg> 

 
Paamiut (Frederikshab), Greenland –                                                     

Home Rule (1979), Self-government (2009) 
 

Devolution of political control in Canada was slower than in 

Greenland.  The issue has been complicated by the government’s desire 

to settle first the land claims of the aboriginal peoples in Canada (Inuit, 

Dene (American Indians), and Métis (descendants of American Indians 

and Westerners)).  Inuit people have seen land ownership and political 

authority as integrally linked.  The first land claim settlement involving 

Inuit in Canada was in 1984 when the 2,500 Inuvialuit people, who live 

in the Mackenzie Valley in northwestern Canada, accepted 91,000 
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square kilometers of land and $152 million in return for relinquishing 

their claims to any other lands. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Inuvik_skyline.jpg> 

 
Inuvik, Mackenzie Valley, Northwest Territory, Canada – Founded 1953 
 

In 1993, the 17,000 Inuit of north-central and northeastern Canada 

settled for 356,000 square kilometers and $1.2 billion.  With the land 

claim settlements out of the way, those same Inuit were able in 1999 to 

gain political control over the territory called Nunavut, an area 

comprising about one-fifth of Canada’s total land area, located in the 

northeastern Arctic, and now home to about 36,000 people, 85 percent 

of them Inuit.   
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Geopolitical_map_of_Canada.png> 

 
Nunavut Province, Arctic Canada (Light Blue Area) –                                                     
Created 1999, 36,000 People, 680,000 Square Miles  

 
Elements of a Development Strategy for Arctic Peoples.  

Elected officials, politicians, and their advisors in Greenland and 

Nunavut are now largely in control of their peoples’ economic destinies.  
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The Inuit people of Greenland are in a stronger economic position than 

are those in Nunavut because Greenland is the world’s largest exporter 

of cold water shrimp, which, along with Greenlandic halibut, provides 

about 90 percent of export earnings.  But Greenland still receives 

annually over $500 million in government transfers from Denmark, and 

that subsidy constitutes about half of Greenlandic government revenue 

and one-fourth of GDP.  In 2019, the 56,000 residents of Greenland had 

an average per capita income of $54,300 and an average life expectancy 

of 71 years. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kulusuk,_Inuit_couple_(6822265499).jpg> 

 
Greenlandic Couple from Kulusuk – High Per Capita Income 
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The people of Nunavut have limited minerals as a primary export 

(from two gold mines and one iron ore mine).  In 2019, the Canadian 

Government transferred $1.6 billion to Nunavut, providing more than 

two-thirds of Nunavut’s per capita GDP of $66,000.  Government jobs 

create most of the economic activity in the territory. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hope_Bay_Gold_Mine_04.jpg> 

 
Gold Mine, Hope Bay – One of Nunavut’s Three Large Mines 

 
Leaders in both regions would like to find new economic bases 

that could decrease their dependence on government handouts.  They 

thus are in search of a development strategy that could identify new 
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primary economic bases to replace their former reliance on hunting sea 

mammals and caribou.  Agriculture is ruled out, and so the candidates 

include activities in industry, services, tourism, fishing, mining, and oil 

and gas.  To attract outside investment in one or more of these activities, 

the leaders must evolve a convincing development strategy.  Both 

Greenland and Nunavut have the advantages of stable national 

governments – in Denmark and Canada – that enact consistent policies 

and thus create a predictable economic environment at the national level.  

Their national governments also carry out reasonably neutral 
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macroeconomic (monetary and fiscal) policies that promise low inflation 

and a stable exchange rate. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Iqaluit_Montage.jpg> 

 
Iqaluit, Capital of Nunavut (Population, 7,700) –                            
Monetary and Fiscal Policies Are Set in Ottawa 

    
With these requirements guaranteed, the Inuit leaders of Greenland 

and Nunavut need to develop a creative public investment policy to 

spend the funds accruing to them through taxes or transfers.  Three 

critical areas stand out – education (to raise the economic productivity of 

local people), infrastructure (to reduce the costs of transportation and 
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communications), and research and technology (to complement private 

sector investments). 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ilimmarfik.jpg> 

 
The University of Greenland (Ilisimatusarfik), Nuuk – Founded 1987,                                     
650 Students, 14 Faculty (Most Greenlanders Study Free in Denmark) 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 



 140 

Time Line for the Arctic 

[bpd = before the present day] 

25,000 bpd ancestors of modern Arctic peoples lived in the 
Eurasian Arctic –  hunted large mammals, 
including mammoths, and gathered eggs, plants, 
and berries 

 
15,000 bpd ancestors of American Arctic peoples began 

migrating from northeastern Siberia to North 
America – by sea across the Bering Strait 

 
9,000 bpd ancestors of the Sámi and Finnish peoples began 

settling in Fennoscandia – to hunt wild reindeer 
and moose and to fish 

 
5,000 bpd proto-Sámi peoples created village-based cultures 

– Komsa in the Arctic north and Fosna in the 
center-south of Fennoscandia 

 
5,000 bpd Arctic Small Tool Tradition peoples began 

spreading eastward – from western Alaska, 
through northern Canada, to eastern Greenland 

 
2nd millennium BCE Sámi language (a Finno-Ugric language in the 

Uralic family) divided into ten separate languages 
– nine are spoken today 

 
2nd millennium BCE new Sámi culture expanded from Finland –  

westward through today’s Sweden and Norway 
and from central Fennoscandia northward to the 
Arctic Ocean 

 
2nd millennium BCE-   
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12th century CE Sámi people were the majority in  
Fennoscandia – prospered by selling furs and fish 
to the Germanic Vikings who lived in the 
southern and western coastal regions 

 
800 BCE Dorset Culture began in the Hudson Bay region of 

the eastern Canadian Arctic – spread throughout 
Arctic North America and Greenland – dominated 
for 2,000 years 

 
c. 330 BCE Pytheas, a Greek from Massalia (today’s 

Marseilles) – circumnavigated Great Britain – 
proceeded north to a land he called Ultima Thule, 
earth’s fabled outermost boundary 

 
800 CE Thule Culture began in Alaska – based on open-

water hunting of sea mammals – expanded 
westward into Siberia, eastward across top of 
North America and Greenland 

 
8th-12th centuries Vikings sailed around the North Cape of Norway 

and into the White Sea – settled in Iceland and 
southern Greenland (those settlements were below 
the Arctic Circle) 

 
982 Erik the Red, a Norwegian from Iceland, 

discovered Greenland, coining the name to make 
it appear desirable for settlement 

 
1200  Thule Culture had replaced/absorbed Dorset 

Culture (except in Labrador until c. 1500) 
 
14th century Little Ice Age – Thule peoples migrated 

southward – hunted caribou and sea mammals, 
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gathered plants and eggs – ancestors of modern 
Inuit peoples 

 
1497 John Cabot, English explorer, discovered 

Newfoundland and claimed it and its productive 
cod fishery for England – set off European search 
for a Northwest Passage 

 
16th century Norse settlements in Greenland died out 
 
16th century peoples of the far north in Eurasia began 

transition – from hunting to herding reindeer  
  
1596 Willem Barents, Dutch explorer, discovered 

Spitsbergen (Svalbard) 
 
16th 17th centuries Muscovy Company chartered by English Crown – 

imported furs from the Russian White Sea port of 
Archangel – obtained the monopoly to exploit 
whales in Spitsbergen 

 
16th 17th centuries most Arctic native peoples in Eurasia were 

subjugated by Russia – Russians exploited them 
to produce natural resources available in the 
Arctic, mainly furs and minerals 

 
16th 17th centuries European exploration of the Arctic – England and 

the Netherlands searched for trade routes to 
undercut the Iberian monopolies on lucrative trade 
with Asia 

 
16th-21st centuries Inuit Culture evolved from Thule Culture – Arctic 

North America and Greenland – lived in skin tents 
and hunted caribou (summers) – lived in igloos 
and hunted seals (winters) 
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1609 Henry Hudson, English explorer, discovered 

Hudson River in New York   
 
1610 Henry Hudson, English explorer, discovered 

Hudson Bay in Canada   
 
1615- 
early 20th century Canadian Inuit held an annual trade fair on 

Savage Islands in Hudson Bay –  swapped furs, 
ivory, whale oil, baleen for European metal 
objects, cloth, beads, toys 

 
1616 William Baffin, English explorer, sailed around 

Baffin Island – discovered three channels that he 
thought would lead to the Pacific Ocean – all of 
them do 

 
1638 Professor Ole Wurm, renowned Danish expert, 

exposed the unicorn horn as nothing more than 
the tusk of the narwhal whale – price of unicorn 
horns in Europe dropped 

 
1670 English Crown chartered the Hudson’s Bay 

Company – fur trading monopoly in more than 
half of the territory of British North America 
(later Canada) 

 
17th-18th centuries European exploration of the Arctic – exploitation 

of natural resources (whale oil and baleen, furs, 
ivory) 

 
17th-18th centuries Russian Cossacks and fur traders conquered 

Siberia –  tsars imposed a brutal tribute system 



 144 

(yasak) on Siberian native peoples, forcing them 
to pay taxes in furs (or ivory).   

 
1721 Danish settlement in Greenland –  near present-

day Nuuk – began Danish colonial era 
 
1733-1742 Russian Great Northern Expedition – explored 

and mapped almost all of the northern coast of 
Russia and Siberia 

 
1765-1766 Vasily Chichagov, Russian explorer, set a new 

farthest north record, 80 degrees north, just north 
of Spitsbergen  

 
1774-1979 Royal Greenland Trading Company – established 

by Danish government to monopolize trade and 
govern Greenland  

 
1776 Danish government established a complete 

monopoly of trade with Greenland 
 
1776-1780 Captain James Cook, English explorer, tried to 

sail the Northwest Passage from west to east – ice 
blocked his progress at Icy Cape in the Beaufort 
Sea 

 
19th century European exploration of the Arctic – commercial 

trade and geographic discovery  
 
19th century English exploration of North American Arctic – 

search for a Northwest Passage – claim of new 
lands in the Canadian north 

 
1818-1858 English Admiralty sponsored thirty expeditions to 

the North American Arctic 
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1845-1847 John Franklin’s expedition – first two steamships 

to explore the Arctic, the Erebus  
 and the Terror – both ships had to be abandoned 

in ice – all 134 participants died 
 
1869 newly independent Dominion of Canada bought 

much of the Hudson’s Bay Company’s land 
 
1878-1879 Adolf Nordenskiold, Swedish scientist and 

explorer, aboard the Vega – first to sail the entire 
Northeast Passage  

 
1893-1896 Fridtjof Nansen’s Fram Expedition – failed to 

reach the North Pole aboard ship in pack ice – 
showed that the North Pole had to lie in the 
middle of a shifting ice-covered sea 

 
late 19th- 
early 20th centuries European exploration of the Arctic – national and 

personal adventurism – race to be first to reach the 
North Pole  

 
1903-1906 Roald Amundsen, Norwegian explorer, aboard a 

small yacht, the Gjoa – sailed the Northwest 
Passage from east to west and overwintered three 
times 

 
1908 Frederick Cook, American explorer, claimed to be 

the first to reach the North Pole –his claim was 
widely disbelieved 

 
1909 Robert Peary, American explorer, claimed to be 

the first to reach the North Pole – his claim was 



 146 

first believed, but later criticized and disbelieved 
– the controversy continues 

 
1910-1915 Russian Arctic Ocean Hydrographic Expedition – 

tried to find faster transit for Russian naval ships 
from the Baltic and White Seas to the Pacific 
Ocean 

 
1918-1925 Roald Amundsen, famed Norwegian explorer, 

carried out extensive exploration of the Russian 
Arctic – his ship, the Maud, spent seven 
successive winters there 

 
1940-1942 Henry Larsen, Canadian explorer – first person to 

sail the Northwest Passage from west to east 
 
1953 Denmark gave full Danish citizenship to all 

residents of Greenland 
 
1958 American nuclear submarines, the Nautilus and 

the Skate – first ships to go to the North Pole – the 
Nautilus sailed under it and the Skate surfaced at 
the North Pole 

 
1968 petroleum discovered at Prudhoe Bay, North 

Slope of Alaska 
 
1977 Russian icebreaker, Arktika – first surface ship to 

reach the North Pole  
 
1978 Greenland citizens voted overwhelmingly in favor 

of Home Rule 
 
1982 International Whaling Commission voted for a 

moratorium on whaling of large whales 
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(excluding narwhals and belugas) –  but allowed 
continued hunting by Arctic natives 

 
1984 first land claim settlement involving Inuits in 

Canada – 2,500 Inuvialuit people accepted 91,000 
square kilometers of land and $152 million – 
relinquished land claims  

 
1993 17,000 Inuit of north-central and northeastern 

Canada settled for 356,000 square kilometers and 
$1.2 billion – relinquished land claims 

 
1999 Inuits gained political control over Nunavut 

Province – one-fifth of Canada’s total land area, 
and now home to about 36,000 people, 85 percent 
of them Inuit 

 
2009 Act on Greenland Self-government – Greenland  

responsible for natural resources, education, 
health, infrastructure – Denmark for foreign 
affairs, defense, fiscal policy 

 
2014-present Kim Kielsen, Prime Minister of Greenland 
 
2018-present Joe Savikataaq, Premier of Nunavut, Canada 
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Sites Visited in the Arctic  
 
Cruise to the North Pole  
Quark Expeditions 
August 6-19, 2000 
Ship-based, Aboard the Yamal  
 
Longyearbyen, Svalbard, Norway to the North Pole 
 
During the first three days of the cruise, we headed straight for the North 
Pole.  The Yamal is truly an amazing ship.  It is at the top of the line of 
ice-breakers, and it can slice through ice that is 10 feet thick with its 
75,000 horsepower engines and three propellers.  Our top-flight lecturer 
staff presented numerous talks to keep the passengers entertained.  Our 
diverse group included a former captain of a Canadian ice-breaking ship, 
a former captain of an American nuclear submarine that explored the 
Arctic Ocean floor, a German woman biologist who has lectured and 
guided in the Arctic and Antarctic for 18 years, a Russian scientist and 
adventurer who leads skiing trips to the North Pole, a Canadian 
playwright and songwriter who also entertains with guitar and voice, and 
me.  
 
North Pole to Franz Josef Land, Russia 
 
On Friday, August 11, we reached the North Pole.  We celebrated with 
champagne on the bridge of the ship, and the captain toasted our 
success.  Then we spent several hours searching for an ice floe that 
would safely hold our barbecue on the ice.  The captain finally found an 
adequate floe, and we had an amazing party, floating on ice just a few 
miles from the Pole (which is only a geographic point in the middle of 
the Arctic Ocean).  We had accomplished our primary objective, and we 
on the staff were concerned about how we might best occupy the 
passengers for another week.  To return from the Pole, we had to crunch 
through ice again for a few days. 
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Franz Josef Land, Russia 
 
The marvelous bonus – and for me the highlight of the trip – was our 
two days spent visiting Franz Josef Land, an archipelago of 190 almost 
uninhabited islands located between 79 and 81 degrees North latitude.  
These spectacular islands have been part of Russia (and formerly of the 
USSR) since 1929, and the Russians often refuse permission for visits.  
Currently only four Russian scientists and about 25 Russian border 
guards live in Franz Josef Land (named for the former emperor of the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire when they were discovered in 1873 by 
Austrian explorers).  These islands were magical – astonishingly 
beautiful scenery, significant historical sites and ruins, and fascinating 
bird rookeries.  On August 14, we spent the morning at Cape Flora on 
Northbrook Island (where Fridthof Nansen, the Norwegian explorer and 
later winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, was miraculously met and rescued 
by Frederick Jackson, the British explorer and scientist), a rich area of 
flowers and mosses surrounded by mountains and glaciers.  That 
evening we visited Cape Norway on Jackson Island (where Nansen and 
his partner in quest of the North Pole, Hjalmar Johansen, had survived in 
a small hut for nearly nine months by eating polar bear meat and burning 
walrus blubber).  In between, we stopped at Rubini Rock, a substantial 
seabird colony housing mainly thick-billed murres and kittiwakes.  On 
August 15, we continued our cruise around the archipelago, and we 
stopped for helicopter “flight-seeing” over the spectacular glaciers of 
Chamba Island.  The visit to Franz Josef Land was both a surprise and a 
thrill, partly because so few people have had the chance to see this 
amazing place. 
 
Novaya Zemlya, Russia 
 
We sailed south on August 16, heading for Novaya Zemlya, two large 
Russian Arctic islands that together are about 1000 miles long.  
Permission to visit this area is very difficult to receive, but our captain 
was successful in obtaining it.  We helicoptered in to the northern island 
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in the late morning and early afternoon, flew around the glaciers, and 
then landed in a remote site that felt like a moonscape.  (The southern 
island remained off limits to us, since it is administered by the Russian 
military and contains military bases and nuclear waste dumps.)  We 
were pleased to have been able to set foot on Novaya Zemlya (which 
means “new land” in Russian), but that day did not hold the fascination 
of the two days that we spent in Franz Josef Land.   
 
Novaya Zemlya to Murmansk, Russia 
 

We next headed for Murmansk, the Russian Arctic port that is the 
home base of the Yamal.  Everyone on aboard ship was restive awaiting 
news of an impending tragedy near Murmansk.  A Russian nuclear 
submarine had lost power and sunk in about 100 meters of water around 
120 miles north of the port.  There were 116 crew on board, and the 
rescue attempts had failed.  Some of our crew were friends with the 
trapped men, and there was considerable anxiety concerning their safety.  
Our ship had been slightly rerouted so that we would not interfere with 
the rescue operations.   I was delighted to have reached the North Pole, 
experienced Franz Josef Land, observed the operations of one of the 
finest ice-breaking ships in the world, and learned much from my fellow 
lecturers and passengers. 
 
* * * * * * * * * * * *  
 
Voyage to Greenland and Arctic Canada  
Quark Expeditions 
July 7-31, 2000 
Ship-based, Aboard the Kapitan Dranitsyn 
 
Reykjavik, Iceland 
 
I spent two days in Reykjavik walking, visiting museums, and working 
on lectures.  Each day, I walked around the city for at least 2-3 hours and 
so got plenty of good exercise.  I was not impressed with the city – 
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gloomy weather (gray and rainy), unexceptional architecture, sprawling 
layout.  But the cultural museum had two nice exhibits – one on the 
Vikings in North America, and one on religion in Iceland.  
Unfortunately, the national museum was closed for renovation.  One 
afternoon, I went with the passengers for a half-day bus tour of the 
southwestern peninsula area of Iceland – birds, light houses, fishing 
villages, and geothermal baths and power plants.   
 
Reykjavik to Scoresbysund, Greenland, Denmark 
 
The Kapitan Dranitsyn is an amazing ship.  It is a Russian ice-breaker 
with a completely Russian crew – from the captain to the room 
stewardesses.  The leaders of the hotel staff are German or Austrian, but 
all of the ship’s officers and crew are Russian.  The ship has nine stories 
of decks and a huge bridge area in which passengers congregate to view 
the ice and animals.  The captain has an open-bridge policy, and so the 
bridge is a favorite place to hang out and socialize.  Sailing from Iceland 
up the coast of Eastern Greenland, we saw breaching humpback whales 
in the morning and a female polar bear with a cub at a seal kill in the late 
afternoon.    
 
Scoresbysund 
 
We spent several hours in Scoresbysund, a town of 550 people, mostly 
Greenlandic (Inuit), in an incredibly beautifully fjord setting.  This place 
has the best seal hunting location in Greenland.  It looked very much 
like what one sees in Alaska, except the incomes were higher, the houses 
better painted, and the range of things available was wider.  We spent 
several hours trying to crunch through the multiyear ice so that we could 
get into the fjord (the biggest fjord in the world) and cruise around it.  
We then changed positions and tried to enter from a more southerly 
vantage point.  But the ice was simply too thick, and so we had to 
change plans and abandon the original idea of spending Monday 
cruising the fjord. 
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Ammassalik 
 
We headed south down the east coast of Greenland toward Ammassalik, 
the largest city in eastern Greenland (with 1700 residents plus another 
1300 in surrounding villages).  In the evening, we went up to the bridge 
to see literally thousands of hooded seals lying on drifting ice floes.  
Because of difficult ice conditions, we were several hours late arriving 
in that town.  Hence, we had an unusual shore excursion – from 9:30 PM 
to 1:30 AM!  Since it was light all of the time, we were able to have all 
of the stops on the tour – shops, museum, church – open for us.  At 
midnight, we were walking out to the Flower Valley, looking flowers 
and hiking into the hills.   
 
Hvalsey 
 
We began our visits to the three most interesting and important sites of 
former Norse settlement in Greenland.  Vikings from Iceland settled 
southeastern Greenland in about 986 and lasted until sometime in the 
15th century.  We helicoptered into Hvalsey to see the terrific ruins 
there.  There is a granite church from about 1300 that is in near perfect 
condition, except for the missing roof (which had been made of 
driftwood supports and turf).  We spent the afternoon in Qaqortoq 
(Julianaehaab), Greenland’s fourth largest town (with 3500 inhabitants).  
That town is a fishing village in a spectacular setting.  We had been 
promised a dance performance, but it was canceled at the last minute 
(apparently because the performers were watching a soccer game). 
 
Gardar and Brattahlid 
 
We helicoptered into another Viking site (many went by zodiac and then 
hiked).  Gardar had been the home of the Norwegian bishop for 
Greenland and of a large sheep and dairy farm.  It was another delightful 
morning, seeing Viking history in a striking setting.  Yesterday 
afternoon, there was a huge celebration in Brattahlid – the most 
important of the Viking settlements in Greenland and the former home 
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of Erik the Red (who led the settlement of Greenland).  Erik was the 
father of Leif Eriksson, the first European discoverer of America.  The 
celebration was in honor of the 1000th anniversary of that discovery.  In 
attendance were the queen and king of Denmark, the Prime Minister of 
Greenland, the President of Iceland, the Prime Minister of the Faeroes 
Islands, local dignitaries, and perhaps 5000 people (about one-tenth of 
Greenland’s population).  We just happened to be there on the right day.  
Some Icelanders have constructed a replica Viking ship and are 
following the route of Leif Eriksson from Iceland to Greenland to Baffin 
Island, Labrador, and Newfoundland.  That ship, the Islendigur, sailed 
up the Erikfjord for the celebration.  A group of Scandinavian-
Americans from Seattle had raised funds for a statue of Leif Eriksson, 
which was duly opened with great fanfare.   
 
Paamiut 
 
The afternoon in Paamiut was interesting, but not overwhelmingly 
exciting.  Paamiut is a town in decline.  The current population of 1900 
is only half of the peak reached three decades ago during the height of 
the cod-fishing boom.  Now the town, like much of southern Greenland, 
is struggling to find new employment opportunities.  The large fish-
processing plant imports halibut left-overs from central Western 
Greenland and smokes them for export to Europe, and it hopes to begin 
processing snow crabs next year.  Paamiut is relatively clean and 
pleasant, but it currently has little economic base other than government 
jobs.  A young Greenlandic woman and man put on a display of 
kayaking technique (rolling into and out of the water) for us in the late 
afternoon. 
 
Nuuk 
 
We spent the morning of Monday, July 17, in Nuuk, the capital of 
Greenland’s Home Rule Government.  Nuuk is a booming place, and we 
needed much more time there.  The national museum was fabulous, 
housing a collection of Greenlandic cultural displays as well as the 
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famous Greenland mummies.  Nuuk now has a population of 13,500, 
nearly one fourth of Greenland’s 56,000 residents, and the town is 
growing fast.  Along with government services, Nuuk also is home to 
part of Greenland’s major industry – fishing for cold water shrimp and 
halibut.  I visited the Home Rule Government offices and was lucky 
enough to spend a fascinating hour with Peter Beck, the Director of 
Finance.  He and I discussed development prospects for Greenland at 
length, and he gave me copies of several key economic and statistical 
reports. 
 
Ilulissat 
 
We visited Ilulissat (Jakobshavn), a booming fishing town on Disko 
Bay.  Ilulissat was one of my two top stops on the trip.  We went by 
zodiac into town to hike to Greenland’s largest ice fjord and to visit 
former Inuit living sites and grave sites (which still contain skulls and 
bones).  The scenery in the evening sunlight was indescribable.  The 
three-hour hike was rough for the elderly passengers, but everyone 
thought it was magnificent.  Disko Bay has for centuries been noted for 
fish and sea mammals, and today Ilulissat is the center of Greenland’s 
shrimp-fishing industry (which supplies about 70 percent of total export 
revenues) and also key in halibut fishing (which earns another 15 
percent of export revenues).  I was fortunate enough to talk my way into 
the largest fish-processing plant and to interview the manager for half an 
hour.  Everyone got to fly in helicopters up the glacier and then take a 
zodiac ride around icebergs.   
 
Ummannaq 
 
On the next day, Friday, July 21, we visited Ummannaq, my other top 
spot for the trip in Greenland.  Ummannaq is a beautiful and prosperous 
fishing town, sited on an island in front of a mountain.  The little town is 
the heart of Greenland’s important and expanding halibut fishery.  After 
seeing the interesting church, sod house, and museum, I stole off to the 
fish-processing factory.  It took three calls to Nuuk for me to get 
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permission, but I finally was able to see a plant in operation.  The halibut 
filleting operation was amazingly clean and efficient.  I was surprised to 
see that they are importing squid to use as bait.  In the afternoon, we 
zodiaced in to the site of the discovery in 1972 of eight mummies, 
buried about 1475.  The bodies, of six women and two boys from the 
Thule Culture, were naturally mummified and discovered by bird 
hunters.   
 
Savissivik 
 
Northeast Greenland is the home of the 875 Inuhuit people.  This 
amazing culture was virtually cut off from contact with anyone for 
several centuries until a British explorer came upon them in 1818.  They 
have survived in incredibly difficult conditions – although one would 
not have guessed it by the marvelous sunny weather that we 
experienced.  We spent the morning in Savissivik, a traditional hunting 
village of 90 people.  Although the rubbish in the village was 
depressing, it was very interesting to see one of the very few places left 
in Greenland where hunting of seals, walruses, and whales is still the 
backbone of life.  Behind the village was a huge colony of tens of 
thousands of nesting dovekies (or little auks).  Some of the villagers 
demonstrated how they catch the little birds with nets; pickled little auk 
is a delicacy in this part of the world.  In the afternoon, we helicoptered 
onto a 1200-foot hill on which the family of Robert Peary constructed as 
a monument to him in 1932.  Peary is the highly controversial figure 
who is credited (undeservedly) with having been the first person to get 
to the North Pole.  The scenery was excellent, but the monument was not 
worth the effort. 
 
Qaanaq (Thule) and Cape Alexander 
 
We spent an interesting morning in Qaanaq (Thule), the municipality of 
650 people that is the headquarters of this district (which covers all of 
Northwest Greenland).  The town was constructed in the early 1950s 
when the U.S. built the Thule Air Base about 100 miles south of Qaanaq 
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and relocated all of the inhabitants to a new location.  We had a very 
challenging outing late one night to visit a glacier near Cape Alexander 
(in Northwest Greenland).  The seas were choppy, the ride was very 
long (35 minutes each way), and the winds came up when we were 
coming back down the glacier just before midnight.   
 
Etah 
 
No one on the staff – indeed no cruise ship, so far as we know – had 
ever visited Etah.  We took a chance and struck gold there – beautiful 
scenery, a glacier and glacial lake, musk oxen, varied historical remains 
from over 3,000 years of past occupancy, numerous kinds of flowers and 
birds, and perfect weather.  There was something for everyone.  Etah, 
known as a supply point in the chase for the North Pole by Robert Peary 
and Frederick Cook (and the place where Peary stole Cook’s trade goods 
that were stored there), was wonderful, and we spent the entire afternoon 
there (or helicoptering people in and out of there).  Then we came back 
to the ship for a barbecue on deck amid sea ice and to celebrate our 
furthest north point (78 degrees, 47 minutes).  
 
Pond Inlet, Baffin Island, Nunavut, Canada 
 
We spent the morning in Pond Inlet, a town of 1250 residents in 
northern Baffin Island.  We attended an Inuit cultural performance – 
throat singing, traditional songs, athletic games, and Scottish reels (from 
the influence of 19th century whalers from Scotland).  In the afternoon, 
we had another zodiac landing, this one at a hunting camp where Inuits 
from Pond Inlet were camping out to hunt narwhal and beluga whales 
and seals.  They had already killed three narwhals, and they had only 
been in camp for two days.  After a special Russian dinner (complete 
with caviar and vodka), some of the passengers stayed up long enough to 
see narwhals in the water in front of the ship.  For centuries, people in 
Eurasia had believed that unicorns existed, because “unicorn horns” 
were available as luxury items.  But in the 17th century, a Danish 
professor debunked the myth and proved that the unicorn horns were 
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actually the left teeth (tusks) of the male narwhal whale, which lives 
only in the Arctic. 
 
Cape Hay, Bylot Island, Nunavut 
 
We took the passengers out for zodiac cruises to Cape Hay on Bylot 
Island, a bird sanctuary.  We observed thousands of thick-billed murres 
(Brunnich’s guillemots) nesting in the cliffs.  These birds are the only 
species of seabirds that push their chicks out of the nest before they can 
fly, form “rafts” of birds floating on the water, teach the chicks how to 
dive and fish, and then eventually (after 2-3 weeks), fly away to 
Newfoundland to spend the winter.  
 
Dundas Harbor, Devon Island, Nunavut  

 
We made a zodiac landing  at Dundas Harbor on Devon Island.  That 
site featured Thule “Eskimo” ruins from about 1200 CE and Dorset 
“Eskimo” ruins from a time probably before the birth of Christ.  We 
took a long (about 4-mile) hike around the peninsula and also visited the 
remains of several cabins that had been used by the Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police (the “Mounties”) who had policed and provided social 
services to the Arctic regions of Canada during much of the 20th 
century.  Two unmarried Mounties would live in these incredibly remote 
sites, surviving through winter nights that were four months long.  
 
Radstock Bay, Prince Leopold Island, Nunavut  
 
When we sailed into Radstock Bay we saw the most incredible sight – 
perhaps 40 beluga (“white”) whales diving up and down in the water, 
several narwhal whales doing the same, bearded seals, three polar bears 
on the ice (one a mother with a cub eating a seal), musk oxen on the 
shore, and orcas (“killer whales”) in the water.  It was extraordinary 
good luck to see all of this at once.  We then zodiaced into shore and 
visited the best Thule ruins of the trip – houses a thousand years old with 
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whale bone roof supports, probably lived in continuously until the 
1950s.   
 
Beechey Island, Nunavut  
 
After a late lunch, we went back out in the zodiacs to visit historic 
Beechey Island near where Sir John Franklin and his 129 men died 
during their ill-fated voyage in search of the Northwest Passage in 1845-
48.  The island has an eerie feeling because several graves of the 
Franklin expedition’s men are there.  From 10:30 PM until midnight, we 
went out for a zodiac cruise in search of the only major animal that we 
had not seen – the elusive walrus.  Alas, we were not successful in our 
search, but we did have a chance to walk on an ice floe.  It has been a 
fascinating trip, and I now feel that I understand much more about the 
Arctic and its people.       
 
* * * * * * * * * * * *  
 
Cruise to Northern Scotland and Arctic Norway,  
Lindblad Special Expeditions 
July 4-23, 1999 
Ship-based, Aboard the Caledonian Star 
 
Svalbard Archipelago, Norway 
 
The remainder of our trip consisted of sailing to and around the 
Spitsbergen archipelago, called Svalbard by the Norwegians who have 
ruled these Arctic islands since 1925.  The main points of interest were 
to see how far north we could sail (81.5 degrees north latitude, about 500 
miles from the North Pole), to observe Arctic fauna (polar bears, 
walruses, seals, humpback whales and reindeer), and to study Arctic 
flora (an unexpectedly wide range of perennial plants).  We spent 
several hours each day on Zodiac (motorized, rubber raft) trips – either 
cruising near glaciers and rock formations or going to and from islands 
for hikes or nature walks.  Our experienced naturalists did a wonderful 
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job of introducing us to Arctic animals, plants, ice, and geology.   We 
experienced the “midnight sun” non-stop for two weeks – including 
photographing polar bears on ice floes in spectacularly bright sunlight at 
midnight.  We also observed a calving of a shore-side glacier that was 
large enough to rock our ship substantially and to cause an entire large 
ice cave to disappear.  Watching humpback whales breach (propel 
themselves out of the water) is an unforgettable joy.   
 
Svalbard has an interesting economic history.  No native settlers are 
known to have inhabited the islands.  They were first discovered by a 
Dutch explorer, Willem Barents, in 1596 (although Norway, for political 
purposes, claims that the Vikings got there first many centuries earlier).  
The Dutch and English, along with the Danes, French, and Basques, 
operated the world’s largest whale fishery in Spitsbergen in the 
seventeenth century and in the process annihilated the enormous 
population of bowhead whales in the Atlantic Ocean.  For the next two 
centuries, the main natural resources exploited in Spitsbergen were furs 
(from polar bears, Arctic foxes, and seals) and ivory (from walruses).  
Most hunters and trappers in the eighteenth century were Russian, and 
they were replaced by Norwegians in the nineteenth century.  During the 
twentieth century, coal mining was the principal economic activity in 
Spitsbergen.  Although an American, John Longyear, was the first to 
open coal mines there, most coal mining has been carried out by 
Norwegians and Russians – the two groups currently in operation.   
 
* * * * * * * * * * * *  
 
 
 
 


