
Hamlet residents watch a sledding contest — cash prizes awarded for the longest runs — April 9 on a hill near the river’s mouth.  

Embrace Winter by Aine Misek   

 

Arctic Atmosphere 

 Strange. My world’s become microscopic in the 

midst of immensity.   

 I ventured no further than the Co-op this week; if 

I reduce my movements more, I’ll join the ranks of hi-

bernating mama polar bears.  

 It seems pathetic to be practically motionless 

indoors so much of the time in this incredibly huge and 

beautiful place, but somehow the hours and days simply 

roll away into oblivion. Without a concerted effort, I 

think this week could easily repeat itself indefinitely.   

 I am thankful for 

John, ever the go-getter, 

who busts the onset of 

hibernation each week-

end. When I moved to 

Canada, he gave me a bit 

of advice. 

 “The way to enjoy 

winter is to embrace all it 

has to offer,” he said.  

 Sound advice, but 

I sometimes lack stamina for the bear hug required to 

enjoy the nearly endless Arctic winter. Granted, having 

a newborn doesn’t make the situation easier. I spend 

quite a few hours nursing my cub and she simply can’t 

be out in the cold for long spells.   

 I’m so glad John gets Mari out and about in the 

afternoons. I can take a life of confinement and monot-

ony (at least for a while) but it’s absolutely contrary to a 

toddler’s needs.  

 Mari’s a brave little soul, usually donning her 

snow gear without a fuss and heading out for a half hour 

of sledding or a jaunt around the hamlet to look from 

afar at the “puppies,” the town’s mangy collection of 

dogs. I bet plenty of wolf blood runs through their veins. 

 Mari had her first sledding crash on March 31, 

which dampened her enthusiasm for that activity, but 

she recovered quickly and now asks us repeatedly to tell 

her the story of when she went “flying like a ragdoll out 

of the toboggan.”  

 But a 2-year-old needs a change of pace at times 

and it’s tough to provide one here.  

 John also has to fight the lethargy that lurks, 

though his daily walks to the school give him a bit of an 

advantage.  

 On the weekends, he is a man of action, but  
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Ups & Downs April 7 – April 13, 2012 
 
 

     Maximum = -16.0˚C/3.2˚F Minimum = -20.5˚C/-4.9˚F   
            Source: Environment Canada, Station Kugaaruk A, Nunavut [April 7] 

Mostly clear and cold  
Wind chill -31/-24 [April 15 at 1 a.m., -24˚C/-11˚F] 

April 15 Sunrise = 4:03 a.m. Sunset = 7:55 p.m. MDT 
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Mari tries to lick an “icicle” she found on the bay April 11 during 
an evening outing with dad.  

Nora, the only Misek free of 
cabin fever, is happiest at home.  
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EMBRACE WINTER CON’T. —  without a snowmo-

bile, the fight against confinement sometimes seems 

insurmountable. How we wish we’d been permitted to 

bring a skidoo with us from Ontario! 

 We managed to get out of our little world on Sat-

urday afternoon and headed across the bay to a popular 

sledding hill, passing the igloos we visited on Easter 

Sunday.   

 As John pulled Mari and Nora along in the sled, I 

trailed behind and watched them. No matter how many 

times I see this frozen wilderness, I am always amazed   

by its vastness, which is accentuated when I see people 

in it. They look so tiny and frail (as they are!) against 

the rugged surroundings.   

 The sledding hill is far steeper than John’s photo-

graph makes it appear. A couple of kids were towing 

sleds to the top with snowmobiles. We decided to head 

back to the quiet river.  

 This week I felt stale, but our Saturday walk in-

vigorated me and served as a reminder: I have to keep 

hugging winter and each day with all my might.  

 I don’t want to miss the gift of the present mo-

ment and the chance to live life — even its moments of 

ultimate routine — to the fullest because someday I will 

truly miss this place and these precious days with my 

family. I don’t want hindsight to reveal waste.                                                                     

 I’ll leave hibernating to the bears.  

Quick Picks  
● Perhaps one of the most intriguing animals to roam 

the tundra, musk ox flourished before the ice age. Sur-
viving in Canada and Greenland, they have been suc-
cessfully reintroduced into other arctic regions, includ-
ing Russia and Alaska. 
● Musk ox are members of the bovine family. Males 
weigh 180 to 400 kilograms (400 to 900 pounds); fe-
males weigh 160 to 225 kilograms (350 to 500 
pounds). 
● The distinctive musk ox coat consists of two parts: 
the long coarse outer hair, called guard hairs, and the 
dense, soft undercoat called qiviut, the warmest, light-
est wool in the world.  
● The Inuktitut word for musk ox is umimmaq, which 
means “the bearded one.” 
● Musk ox defend themselves as a group by forming a 
tight circle or crescent-shaped line with their rumps 
toward the center and sharp horns facing outward. The 
young calves hide behind the adults. If the animals stay 
together, predators — primarily wolves — are usually 
discouraged and look for easier targets.  
● In addition to being an important food source for the 
Inuit, musk ox hides were used as bedding, the horns 
to make kakivak, a trident-shaped fishing spear used to 
kill char in river weirs (these are still used today), and 
the skulls as bowls.      
●Overhunting in the 1800s led to a sharp decline in 
Canada’s population but protections in the 1900s al-
lowed numbers to increase. Today, Canadian musk ox 
are hunted on a quota basis.  
Sources: Nunavut Dept. of Environment, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service   

The Miseks enjoy the fruit of the musk ox hunters’ success 
after a woman brought some of the freshly ground meat and 
traded it for groceries. Aine bought the second-to-last pack-
age of burger buns at the Co-op in honour of the special 
meal; the store didn’t have any onions so Aine bummed a half 
from a friend. The delicious burgers taste just like beef.   

Mari examines the curved horn of a musk ox April 2. The 
animal’s head, which is sitting on the back of a qamutik — a 
traditional Inuit sled used to haul supplies —  was the rem-
nant of a weekend hunt. Musk ox do not live near Kugaaruk; 
hunters travel many kilometers by snowmobile to find them.  

Mari discovers the first of two mounted adult musk ox on dis-
play in Yellowknife’s Prince of Wales Northern Heritage Cen-
tre Jan. 22 during her first trip to the museum.  
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