
 

Arctic Atmosphere 

Kugaaruk, Nunavut                                      October 16, 2011, Issue 11 

Mari and Aine explore a point marked with an inuksuk on the north side of the river after canoeing across in calm weather Aug. 28.     

 Watching the seasons change from the north-

facing, river-viewing bedroom windows in their du-

plex, the Miseks can’t help but fondly recall their ca-

noe outings on the Kuugarjuk River.  

 The span between August to October could be 

a blink of an eye or an eternity, depending on the day 

and one’s frame of mind. 

 Living on the northwest edge of town in Unit 

888 has its perks and drawbacks — escape from the 

ever-present hum of ATVs and snow machines, a hill-

top view of town and a commute of less than two 

minutes to Kugaaruk’s school versus warnings of a 

polar bear prowling in the backyard, midnight mis-

chief makers throwing snowballs against living room 

windows and the beat of late night dances held at the 

hamlet’s community center, known as ―The Hamlet.‖  

 The best aspect of the Miseks’ northern home 

is the river access and view. The riverfront is the 

backyard. Suit up, step out and explore … when the 

weather is favourable.   

 The river is lined with undulating granite for-

mations, which once warmed in the summer sun but 

now form chilled pinnacles for the snow surrounding 

them. Wind sweeps through the rocky channels creat-

ing endless ribbons of snow, knee-deep at this point in 

the season. Miniature ice rinks hide here and there, 

sometimes crushed by a passing snow mobile.  

 Ravens often search for prey along the river; 

airborne pairs can be spotted duelling for small ro-

dents almost daily. A half dozen seals made an ap-

pearance Tuesday on the river’s frozen surface for the 

first time this winter. Flowing water is still visible, 

though the icy crust upstream crept much closer to the 

river’s mouth this week. When the river completely 

freezes, it will become an ice fishing haven.   

 The river will likely remain frozen through 

May so the Miseks won’t witness its opening waters 

before heading south when school year ends.  

River’s Edge by Aine Misek   

 

TOP: John mans the stern of the canoe as the Miseks head back 
to the hamlet Aug. 28 after exploring the Kuugarjuk River’s mouth 
during their first Nunavut canoe trip. BOTTOM: Mari examines 
narwhal vertebrae. RIGHT: Cloud cover casts a grey hue over the 
bay on a cold August day.  
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 Looking for a meaningful segue between topics 

that will keep students interested and provide them with 

context for a new subject isn’t always easy.  

 We’re feeling some big changes here in Kugaa-

ruk. Outside, days are shortening at an alarming pace 

(we were losing more than 8 minutes of light per day 

during the autumnal equinox). The short greenish 

growth that covered the low spots between the rocks is 

now entirely covered by wild, white, windswept sculp-

ture that would have taxed the creative abilities of artist 

Henry Moore. In the classroom, we’re moving from the 

volume of three dimensional objects to the timeless sim-

plicity of the triangle’s geometry.  

  And what ties these three diverse topics together?  

  Seasonal variations are driven by the daily num-

ber of hours of light received at a point on the earth, 

which is, in turn, determined by the orientation of the 

earth (an approximately spherical object) relative to the 

sun. How does this relate to the timeless simplicity of 

the triangle’s geometry, you ask?  

 Well, as you can see with the aid of this website 

application http://astro.unl.edu/classaction/animations/

coordsmotion/daylighthoursexplorer.html I used on my 

Smartboard (for reference, Kugaaruk is at 68.5°N), the 

pattern of light received over the course of a year is de-

cidedly trigonometric. 

  Not a surprise really because graphs of trigono-

metric functions are generated from the coordinates of a 

point on a circle as it moves around its center. See the 

unit circle at http://science.kennesaw.edu/~plaval/tools/

trig.html. 

  But it’s not as simple as that. The graph of day-

light hours as a function of latitude doesn’t generate 

simple trigonometric ratios.  

 At latitudes beneath the Arctic Circle (presently 

66o33’44‖N) the hours of daylight versus date graph 

clearly resembles a sine curve.  

 Above the Arctic Circle, the graph suddenly re-

sembles the tangent curve with periodic, horizontal re-

flections (or flips); the region of the graph between the 

summer solstice and winter solstice is reflected horizon-

tally around the autumnal equinox.  

  I’ve thought about this problem on and off for 

years (mostly while spinning wood on my sorely missed 

lathe) and I’m still  working out the equation which re-

lates hours of sunlight to the two major factors that af-

fect it: latitude and time of the year – we can ignore the 

minor factors, such as the earth’s elliptical rather than 

circular orbit, the 26,000-year precession of the equi-

noxes, and the fact that the earth takes on some of the 

shape of spinning pizza dough as it turns on its axis 

every 24 hours.  

  I could Google the solution in 0.034 seconds but 

that would destroy in a near instant what has been 

healthy  — I think — food for thought for so long. Be-

sides, after soccer season, there will be plenty of time to 

mull this one over before spring. 

For More Information                     

●Watch BBC’s The Blue Planet: Seas of Life episode about 

the polar regions, Frozen Seas (Disc One). 

 Ups & Downs Oct. 8 – Oct. 14, 2011 
 
 

   Maximum = -1.4˚C/29.5˚F Minimum = -10.1˚C/13.8˚F                
Sunrise = 7:07 a.m. Sunset = 4:22 p.m. MDT 

Source: Environment Canada, Station Kugaaruk A, Nunavut [Oct. 11,12,13,14] 

Mostly cloudy with sporadic snow storms 

Seal► 

Aine and John search for seals while Mari plays in the snow 
Oct. 15 along the bay’s shore near Kugaaruk’s historic stone 
church on the north side of town. Morning temperatures hovered 
near -10.0˚C (14.0˚F) and the air was calm.  

When the tide is out, as it was around 11 a.m. Oct. 15, the fro-
zen crust along the edge of the bay and river’s mouth is frac-
tured and left behind. The Miseks’ seal search was rewarded 
when they spotted two seals popping in and out of some ice-
covered water across the river’s mouth. The animals were easy 
to see with binoculars, but only appeared as dark specks with 
the naked eye, as noted above.   

      Sine of the Times  
            by John Misek 
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