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Kugaaruk high school students roughhouse on a giant

Survival Course by john Misek

Two weeks ago, I was asked if I’d be interested
in teaching a one-credit survival course to any interested
high school students. I jumped at the opportunity to
spend two days and a night on the land, learning sur-
vival skills from elders who’ve experienced first-hand
many of the traditions and techniques that enabled the
Inuit to survive for millennia in what must be the harsh-
est inhabited environment on earth.

Two weeks later, I found myself in the back of a
qamutik with a student, precariously balanced on a pile
of mattresses, fishing nets, stoves, tent poles, caribou
hides and miscellaneous items, bouncing across hard
drifted snow over hills and along frozen serpentine wa-
terways en route to Lake Iqahtsiarvik to establish a base
camp.

The scenery was majestic as the sun blazed on
the stark white snow. Temperatures were a moderate
-15°C/5°F by early afternoon.

Our group consisted of two elders, Levi Illuitok
and Bartholemy Nirlungayuk (neither of whom speak
English), two young guides, Angus and Andrew (neither
of whom speak Inuktitut well), Agatha the cook, six
students, Childrick, Roman, Desmond, Travis, Keith,
Kirby, and myself. Each of the elders and guides drove a
snow machine pulling a qamutik filled with gear and
two passengers.

After traveling southward from Kugaaruk for an
hour and a half, we stopped on the Kellett River to
check fishing nets. The nets were strung beneath the
four-foot thick ice between two holes positioned ap-
proximately 20 meters apart. The nets, placed there on a
previous trip, are checked periodically so they don’t
freeze up too much.

Work at the nets was fast and organized. Need-
less to say, the routine is well established.

I was astounded — yet again — at the resistance
of Inuit hands to cold weather. In the wind, my hands
ached after being exposed for 30 seconds. The elders, on
the other hand, appeared completely relaxed and indif-
ferent to the conditions, leaving their hands exposed for
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of their camp on Lake Igahtsiarvik April 25.

more than 10 minutes at a time as they dipped their
hands into the water to untie frozen ropes and scoop
clumps of snow which they then dunked in the water
and pressed onto ropes lying on the ice as a means of
gluing the ropes in place.

By the time Levi and Bartholemy casually
slipped their hands back into their mitts, the water in the
net holes was covered with a thin layer of new ice.

From the river, we continued to head south and
slightly east for a half hour to Lake Iqahtsiarvik.

Upon arrival, we set up two prospectors tents on
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Levi llluitok removes a char from nets on the Kellett River en
route to Lake Iqahtsiarvik April 25.

I




Arctic Atmosphere

April 29, 2012, Issue 39

SURVIVAL COURSE CON’T. — the lake’s frozen
surface beside an enormous, 20-foot deep snowdrift at
the base of a mountain.

After setting up the tents, no one could find the
pots and everyone was hungry. The semi-frozen char
collected at the nets — already considered a treat —
became even more desirable. Two or three 18-inch char
were pulled out and carved up. Later, after the pots had
been found, two dozen hotdogs were devoured with
equal relish.

I enjoyed the mild taste of the raw char, but the
skin is tougher than a catcher’s mitt. I was instructed to
swallow the skin whole but instead I discreetly chucked
it into a conveniently located snow bank.

Following lunch, Levi and Bartholemy worked
together to build an igloo and through a series of ges-
tures, demonstrations, and occasional English words,
such as “good” or “no good,” taught the students how
it’s done.

Students learned about snow selection, helped set
up a quarry, and cut and removed the snow blocks using
a snow saw or pana, a snow knife.

Fitting the blocks together is a bit of an art form;
students didn’t have much success until the next day.
Levi and Bartholemy, however, took turns at deftly
holding and shaping blocks, positioning them to hang 70

degrees from the vertical with one firm punch following |-

shaping with the pana.

I thought everyone would want to sleep in the
igloo, but to my surprise they all preferred the canvas
tents equipped with Coleman stoves serving as heaters. I
opted for the igloo.

When I told them I didn’t need a stove, Agatha

and the students looked at me with a mixture of surprise |

and concern; the boys laughed and said I would freeze.
Their expressions made me uneasy.

My confidence was shaken by their laughter so
when Agatha told me there was an extra stove I quickly
dug it out of the gamutik, fueled it and brought it to my
igloo — just in case.

Of four the students I asked, only one had actu-
ally slept in an igloo. In contrast, like most of the elders
in town, Levi and Bartholemy were probably both born
in igloos and lived in them during their younger years
since housing wasn’t built in Kugaaruk until 1967.

That evening I carefully prepared my sleeping
area on the floor of the igloo after closing the doorway
with two blocks of snow. My bedding consisted of a
folded tarp on the ice of the lake, a two-inch thick foam
pad, two caribou hides with the fur facing upward, and a
down-filled mummy sleeping bag rated to -20°C/-4°F
topped with another caribou hide (fur facing down). My
ever-trusty Canada Goose Resolute parka completed the
pile.

On my bottom half, I wore a pair of wool socks,
a pair of cotton long underwear (my only mistake), a

second pair of wool socks, polypropylene long johns,
and my boot liners.

On my top half, I wore a synthetic moisture-
wicking fleece shirt, a fleece cardigan and my polyester/

Bartholemy removes the first slab of snow from the igloo’s en-
tranceway.
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Bartholemy builds the base while Levi cuts blocks.
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Levi, kneeling on the left, watches while a student takes a turn
cutting blocks as Bartholemy completes the base circle.
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SURVIVAL COURSE CON’T. — cotton blend school
sweatshirt. On my head, I wore a sheepskin bomber hat,
earflaps down. Over my eyes, | wore a sleeping mask —
an airline freebie — against the early sunrise. The mask
had the additional benefit of covering the tip of my nose,
the only part inclined to freeze. I left the stove off.

The process of getting ready for bed lasted nearly
an hour, about as long — if [ understand correctly — as
it took Neil Armstrong to don his space suit. I finally fell
asleep around 9:30 p.m.

At 1 a.m. I woke up hot. Very hot. In fact, I was
sweating. Sweating in this climate is very dangerous.

The humidity could de-
stroy the insulating prop-
erties of virtually every-
thing I wore or wrapped
around myself.

I unzipped the
sleeping bag and stood
upright in my igloo,
thinking to myself,
“Why, oh why, did I
wear cotton long under-
wear?” I had no choice
but to remove all of my
clothing in order to pull
the annoyingly damp
garment off. I was so
hot, however, the pros-
pect of standing in the
-27°C/-17°F degree
breeze seeping through
the igloo’s porous snow
(spring snow is not ideal

Students pull fish from nets on
the Kellett River.

igloo material) was a relieving thought.

I couldn’t see the clouds of steam rising in the
darkness, but I could feel myself quickly drying and
cooling off. A few minutes later, I manoeuvred myself
back into my sleeping bag. This time, I did not place the
caribou skin or my ever-trusty Canada Goose parka on
top of the down-filled mummy bag.

By 1:30 a.m., I was back to sleep and slept
soundly until 5:30 a.m. when the sound of the tent flap-
ping in the wind 50 meters away woke me up.

The first thing I saw when I opened my eyes was
a thick layer of hoar frost attached to my sleeping bag in
a donut-like ring around the 3-inch diameter opening
though which I had been breathing.

I awoke greatly refreshed and warm. Out of curi-
osity, I decided to test the stove’s ability to warm the
igloo. I ran it flat out for half an hour and did not notice
the slightest change in ambient temperature, confirming
the poor insulating qualities of the spring snow.

Around 6:30 a.m., I slithered out of my tiny door-
way into the wide white world. Everyone was still sleep-
ing except for Levi and Bartholemy, who were fishing at
separate holes. Jigging in this part of Nunavut is done
with a stick attached to about five feet of line and a hook
baited with char stomach.

I walked up behind Levi, who had the pointed
hood of his black homemade parka pulled up, to see if |
could discern from his gestures when people were get-
ting up and what the program of the day was. As I ap-
proached him, I noticed a completely frozen char stuck
head first into the snow at his side.

When [ said “good morning,” he quickly turned
to me, a three-inch long frozen chunk of char between
his teeth. There before me was a happy man at home in
his element.

I enjoyed trying to figure
out his responses to what must
have certainly been my unintelligi-
ble questions. In the end, I bid him
ublakut (pronounced 0o-blah-
koot), good morning, and turned
to leave without the slightest idea
of the order of the day.

I returned to my igloo and
began to pack my bedding, cloth-
ing, and other equipment. When I
finished, I returned to the main
tent to find the boys awake and
tired.

Two or three of them said
they’d been cold and all agreed
that the sound of the tent flapping
in the wind was thoroughly annoy-
ing. I had slept better than any of
them, the venerable Levi and Bar-
tholemy excepted.



Arctic Atmosphere

April 29, 2012, Issue 39

SURVIVAL COURSE CON’T.

Breakfast consisted of tea with instant oatmeal
mixed into it, some hard biscuits and peanut butter. Fol-
lowing breakfast, Levi and Bartholemy paired the boys
and had them compete at building emergency shelters.

These shelters are roughly casket shaped. A two-
foot by seven-foot section of suitable snow is cut into
blocks, removed, and arranged so as to form a covering
over the hole.

Such shelters in expert hands can be constructed
in less than 10 minutes and can determine life or death

TOP & BOTTOM: Students construct emergency shelters
under the guidance of elders Bartholemy and Levi on Lake
Iqahtsiarvik April 26.
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when a sudden blizzard appears.

The temperature fell during the morning and
around noon we started preparations for our return trip.
Lunch before hitting the trail consisted of ramen noodles
with sliced hot dogs. The 50 or so enormous char pulled
from the river added weight to our returning load.

The trip home was much colder than the trip out.
When we reached Levi’s nets on the Kellett River, sev-
eral students had frostbitten their faces. I could see ice
crystals clinging to the skin of their cheeks.

Two groups of elders were checking their nets
nearby when we arrived. It was a real old boys meeting
and all the conversing — which seemed to be about net
positions, catches, the location of the returning caribou,
and included a good deal of teasing — was in Inuktitut.

I’ve never seen a more cohesive and friendly
bunch of men. All of these elders have known each
other since birth while living in a community that few
leave and fewer move to; it was truly refreshing to
watch them interact. No one was in a rush and no one
felt the need to speak in order to fill the moments of
silence that separated the laughter.

By the time we departed temperatures had
dropped to about -25°C/-13°F, which feels considerably
colder with wind chill, and the guides on the snow ma-
chines sped up to reduce travel time. It was a hairy ride!

I managed to jam a caribou hide under myself
while bouncing around on a pile of frozen fish in the
gamutik. I then completely flattened my parka’s hood to
block out all the flying snow and save my face from
frostbite.

We were in the air more than we were on the
ground for the last hour of travel. The only break oc-
curred when Bartholemy’s snow machine broke down.
The young guides managed to get it running long
enough to reach a fishing shack where we met up with
some other people out checking nets.

It was fairly clear that Bartholemy’s machine was
not going to run again without a trip to a garage — if
ever. Nevertheless, Bartholemy wanted to get it running
once more to see if it would make it back to Kugaaruk.

It was wonderful to watch the filial devotion of
the young bucks who took turns pulling the machine’s
start cord with incredible vigor as Bartholemy casually
held the throttle down. One by one they walked up and
pulled until they were pretty much ready to vomit. As
one fell to the side, another would eagerly take his place.
Four healthy young men and about 150 pulls later, the
machine started to run.

Bartholemy mounted the machine and gunned it
about 120 metres before it finally died again. It was
worth the effort to try another restart, but to no avail.
Bartholemy’s sled was left behind and its passengers
distributed into other sleds.

In Kugaaruk, I was greeted by the smiling faces
of my family and the warmth of home — wonderful
beyond words.



