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¥ Traditional ways of life in the Arctic are
under threat.

TEXT ANTHOLOGY: NON-FICTION

The women clustered on the knoll of the lookout, binoculars pointing in every
direction, each woman focusing on her husband or family member, occasionally
spinning round at a small gasp or jump as one of the women saw a hunter

near a narwhal... Each wife knew ber husband instinctively and watched their
progress intently; it was crucial to her that her husband catch a narwhal — it wag
part of their staple diet, and some of the mattak and meat could be sold to other
hunters who hadn’t been so lucky, bringing in some much-needed extra income,
Every hunter was on the water. It was like watching a vast, waterborne game
with the hunters spread like a net around the sound.

The narwhal... are intelligent creatures, their senses are keen and they talk to
one another under the water. Their hearing is particularly developed and they
can hear the sound of a paddling kayak from a great distance. That was why
the hunters had to sit so very still in the water.

One hunter was almost on top of a pair of narwhal, and they were huge.

He gently picked up his harpoon and aimed - in that split second my heart
leapt for both hunter and narwhal. I urged the man on in my head; he was

so close, and so brave to attempt what he was about to do - he was miles
from land in a flimsy kayak, and could easily be capsized and drowned. The
hunter had no rifle, only one harpoon with two heads and one bladder. It was
a foolhardy exercise and one that could only inspire respect. And yet at the
same time my heart also urged the narwhal to dive, to leave, to survive.

This dilemma stayed with me the whole time that I was in Greenland. |
understand the harshness of life in the Arctic and the needs of the hunters
and their families to hunt and live on animals and sea mammals that we
demand to be protected because of their beauty. And I know that one cannot
afford to be sentimental in the Arctic. ‘How can you possibly eat seal?’ I have
been asked over and over again. True, the images that bombarded us several
years ago of men battering seals for their fur hasn’t helped the issue of polar
hunting, but the Inughuit do not kill seals using this method, nor do they kill
for sport. They use every part of the animals they kill, and most of the food
in Thule is still brought in by the hunter-gatherers and fishermen. Imported
goods can only ever account for part of the food supply; there is still only
one annual supply ship that makes it through the ice to Qaanaag, and the
small twice-weekly plane from West Greenland can only carry a certain
amount of goods. Hunting is still an absolute necessity in Thule.




