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Praise for


ICE WALKER




“For most of my life, I have read stories of animals, stories that possibly made me who I am. My heroes have been the likes of Ernest Thompson Seton, who was able to get inside the skin of other creatures without anthropomorphizing. James Raffan’s Ice Walker is a worthy member of that tradition. As he captures the smells, sounds, and feel of the Arctic, we become engaged and travel with Nanu and share her world. We care about her, her cubs, and her environment and end up wanting to protect those all the more. This book is important reading!”


ROBERT BATEMAN, Canadian naturalist, artist, and bestselling author of Life Sketches and Robert Bateman’s Canada


“An unbearable truth shadows every page of this intimate portrait of a female polar bear and her rapidly changing world. Our reliance on fossil fuels has placed us all on thin ice, bears and humans together. James Raffan enlarges our sympathies with this quiet, unsentimental call to fellow-feeling and action.”


CANDACE SAVAGE, FRSC, award-winning writer and naturalist


“Stories touch us in ways that no list of facts can. James Raffan proves to be a master storyteller, bringing us an intimate saga of a polar bear’s three-year life cycle. Beautifully drawn with scientific accuracy and cultural sensitivity that comprehends the land itself and all its inhabitants, Ice Walker gives us a fresh sense of the reality of climate change.”


BERT HORWOOD, author and emeritus professor of science education at Queen’s University


“This is a great piece of Canadian literature. Raffan’s painstakingly simple and stark prose combine with an impressive firsthand knowledge of the landscape and its inhabitants to create a compelling and worrisome story that holds a powerful mirror of accountability up to us and what we are doing to this amazing planet.”


GRANT LINNEY, environmentalist, polar educator, and presenter with Al Gore’s Climate Reality Project


“Just as a polar bear slips between worlds, from solid ground to sea ice and back again, James Raffan moves effortlessly between the tangible and the imaginative in this strikingly evocative, scientifically rigorous exploration of ‘bearness.’ In journeying vicariously with a female polar bear through a world in flux, we see that no one and nothing exists in isolation, especially in the far north. Failing to recognize this reality more broadly will only accelerate our undoing. Ice Walker, then, is an act of defiance and hope. This is nature writing at its most intimate, compassionate, and exhilarating pitch.”


KATE HARRIS, award-winning and bestselling author of Land of Lost Borders
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To Huxley, wherever you are.







A woman had a miscarriage and ran away from her family. As she ran, she came to a house. In the passage lay the skins of bears.


She went in. The inhabitants turned out to be bears in human shape.


But she stayed with them. The big bear caught seals for them. He pulled on his skin and went out, often remaining away for some time, but always eventually bringing something home.


One day, the woman who had run away took a fancy to see her relations and wanted to go home. Then the mother bear spoke. “Do not talk about us when you get back to men,” she said. She was afraid that her two young ones might be killed by men.


So the woman went home, and a great desire came over her. And one day, as she sat caressing her husband, she whispered in his ear, “I have seen bears.”


Many sledges drove out, and when the mother bear saw them coming toward their house, she had great compassion on her young ones and bit them to death. She did not wish them to fall into the power of men.


Then she rushed out to look for the woman who had deceived them. She broke into the house where the woman was and bit her to death. When she came out again, the dogs closed up a circle around her and rushed upon her.


The bear defended herself, but suddenly she and the dogs all became luminous and rose into the sky as stars. And those are what they call Qilugtûsat—they who are like a flock of barking dogs after a bear.


Since then, Inuit have been cautious about bears, for they hear what people say.


—Adapted from an Inuit story told by Greenlandic Inuk Aisivak to explorer Knud Rasmussen in his book The People of the Polar North, 1908





[image: Image]






[image: Image]








preface An Arctic Home








Imagine you are in the International Space Station, curving over northern North America. From the heavens, Hudson Bay looks like an enormous paw print on the torso of the continent, a massive beating heart drawing lifeblood from a vast network of lakes and rivers that drain nearly 1.5 million square miles of what is now the United States and Canada. At the estuaries of all the great rivers that flow into the bay, freshwater and seawater mix and begin to swirl in a great counterclockwise gyre that freezes and thaws, contracts and releases, as the earth makes its way around the sun.


Daily tides impelled by the moon, swayed by movement of earth around the sun, pulse the big bay in sinus rhythm. In the spring, great floes of ice pump rhythmically through Hudson Strait into the Labrador Current and on into global oceanic circulation. Mists rising off those same waters are energized by the sun. They rise and swirl in the atmosphere, eventually returning to earth as rain or snow on the high ground, where the cycle is renewed.


Now imagine, in the middle of all that pulsing, renewing energy, one seven-year-old female polar bear, striding into an uncertain future, as another thirty-six months in the Arctic unfold.


In Canada, the Cree, to the south, call her Wabusk. The Inuit, to the north, call her Nanuq or Pihoqahiak, the Ever Wandering One. And because these iconic white carnivores occupy the entire circumpolar world, people throughout the region know her as well. The Sami in Scandinavia and western Russia call her God’s Dog, never mentioning her name. In Greenland, she is Tornassuk, the master of helping spirits. Throughout the Arctic she has other names: the Old Man/Woman in a Fur Coat; Sea Bear; Ice Bear; Ah-tik-tok (the One Who Goes Down to the Sea); the Lady of the Arctic; White Sea Deer; or even Farmer, by whalers who mocked her pigeon-toed gait. Science calls her Ursus maritimus, meaning “sea bear” in Latin. Common usage terms her a polar bear. Whatever her name, this is home. And home is changing.


The tracks she is making, as she walks on a midwinter day, are on a trail that leads back more than a hundred and fifty thousand years. There are almost no terrestrial fossil records of polar bears, because most of them have lived and died on or over water. She is a bear of the sea, but she is a direct descendant of land bears. Emerging DNA evidence and biogeographical analysis indicate that Siberia is the most likely place where polar bears first emerged. Whether it was competition for limited resources or evolutionary pressure that forced them to explore new habitats, brown bears moved off the land and onto the Arctic ice all those years ago.


On the ice, lighter-colored bears proved more successful hunters of seal than darker-colored bears. Bears with longer canine teeth, and with a longer gap back to their molars, could hunt seals more efficiently because their bite was more lethal. Bears with thicker coats, furrier paws, and smaller noses and ears also did better in the cold. And a unique ability to metabolize a diet of more fat than protein allowed them to out-compete their darker, terrestrial cousins.


Seal fat is the perfect food for polar bears. It provides the maximum benefit for the minimum effort, when it comes to hunting. Science tells us that burning anything creates carbon dioxide and water. Because polar bears live in an environment where liquid freshwater is nonexistent for much of the year, they benefit from the interior production of water as part of the process of metabolizing the energy-rich seal fat. Our bear, then, is perfectly adapted to a life on the ice.


How many polar bears are there today? By combining historical data with a few decades of systematic censusing, scientists agree that today there might be something like twenty-five thousand polar bears in nineteen separate populations distributed along the coasts of Greenland, Svalbard, Norway, Russia, Alaska, and Canada. The western Hudson Bay population is estimated to be about six thousand bears, allowing an average of more than seventy-seven square miles per individual bear. Which means our bear will often travel alone in a vast landscape of ice and snow.


As evolutionary luck would have it, another mammal also began its evolution into its current expression about two hundred thousand years ago. Like the bear, Homo sapiens also eventually moved from the land of the northern forest onto the ice of the Arctic, perhaps ten thousand years ago, in search of food or opportunity, or to avoid conflict—whatever the cause, the first human dwellers of the northern ice were adapted spectacularly to life there. These first human inhabitants of the ice, those who became the modern Inuit, would never have been able to move beyond the boreal forest, with its ready supply of firewood and food, unless they were able to hunt seals. On land, the trees were a source of fuel for cooking and warmth; on ice, the fat of sea mammals—seals, principally—fired their flames, allowing them to exist above the tree line. It was the hunt for this precious source of energy for their cooking lamps, or “qulliq,” that connected early Inuit to the other large fuel-hungry predator in this realm, the polar bear.


Perhaps it was the ferocity and majesty of the bear that garnered both fear and respect as it competed for seals, or maybe there was something in the bear’s eerie resemblance to a human being when skinned. Whatever it was, through predator–prey relationships, competition for seals as a food source, stories, myths or the unexplainable, bears became intertwined with early human experience on the sea ice of the circumpolar world. The story told to explorer Knud Rasmussen by Greenlandic Inuk Aisivak, about the woman who lived with bears after having a miscarriage, is but one of an international multicultural trove of tales, legends and lore celebrating the age-old relationship between polar bears and Arctic peoples.


Since this early time, polar bears and polar peoples have been cohabiting one of the most challenging and unforgiving habitats on earth. For as much as polar bears have evolved to live in the icescapes of the circumpolar Arctic, so, too, have the northern peoples, in large part because of the seal. And it is this triad of bear, hunter, and seal—and the ice on which they live—that is central to the survival of the Arctic world. They all have the right to thrive and to be cold.


Today, we face daily warnings that a human-caused warming of the climate is melting ice and threatening life, particularly in the polar regions. In most instances, we are shown images and stories of beleaguered polar bears struggling to survive on disappearing ice or being harvested for food or sport. We hear much less about the people of the north, most of whom, like the bears, also rely on an intimate and existential relationship with ice for a significant part of the year. Both have lessons to teach us.


The story that follows has its genesis in my belief that the intertwining worlds of northern bears and northern peoples offer deep wisdom that the rest of us could use to adjust our behavior in response to climate change. In spite of unanimity in the scientific community about its existence and graphic evidence of its accelerating effects on our lives through flooding, sea level rise, forest fires, and increased catastrophic weather events around the world, very little of what we see and hear seems to translate into action.


Should we begin to appreciate fully the global changes wrought by human appetites, we might begin to understand that the threats to polar bears are also profound threats to us. Only then will we have the ability to create a shift in perspective from which real solutions can be forged.
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Miscarriage Moon FEBRUARY
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Seven-year-old Nanurjuk, “the bear-spirited one,” is hunting for seals on Hudson Bay in Canada’s Arctic on a frosty day in February. The temperature on the ice is –37ºC. The temperature of the blood circulating through arteries and veins of her massive feet is around +37ºC. Exposed human flesh at this temperature freezes in minutes. And yet in the half inch between the surface of the snow and the inside of her feet, there is a temperature difference of 74 degrees. Bumps or papillae in her hair-covered soles are a two-way communication system, sensing differences in ice texture and temperature. Through skin glands, she sends signals to anyone who will cross her track with the right sensory equipment. The message today is that she is healthy and coming into season.


Behind her, an Arctic fox, moving like white wind on the shadowed snow, follows from a distance, in the hope of scraps from the hunt. Like a wolf, the fox walks more on her toes. The polar bear, as all bears do, steps forward onto her heels, leaving full round footprints wherever she goes. A bigger foot area produces a snowshoe effect in deep snow, exerting less pressure on thin ice. Her hind feet step perfectly into the prints of her front feet, saving the energy she would need to expend to break track with all four feet in deep snow. The impression she leaves on this trail she’s making is that she is on just two legs, upright like a woman.


She stops and sniffs the frigid air, with almost no vapor trail from her mouth or nose. In a frozen world where liquid freshwater for drinking is absent, she draws on metabolic water created by the burning of seal fat, her main food source. The outside air is desert dry, but the air in her lungs is humid. Somehow she is able to conserve moisture and stay sufficiently hydrated, even when running or exerting herself physically in the hunt, when a human would soon die from winter dehydration. Every one of these adaptations is a marvel that has taken untold generations to evolve. These are not physiological changes that can respond to seasonal or even annual environmental shifts.


Nanu has fared better this winter than last, when she mated successfully for the first time, but without sufficient energy stores to see her pregnancy through to live births. Toward the end of that pregnancy, her first, as she waited alone in the quiet and relative safety of her den, under spruce roots in the bank of a stream far inland, she felt the movement deep within her, but then it stopped. When the contractions came, the two cubs were stillborn. There was nothing to be done but head back to the winter ice to start again.


This year, the hunting has been better. Still, with a hunting success rate of about one seal in twenty tries, she must work hard to kill enough for the calories she needs. Once every week or ten days, with constant roaming, vigilance, stealth and a bit of luck, she has scored adult ringed and bearded seals who have offered a generous coating of blubber. Most times, she leaves the meat, bone and viscera for the fox, her constant companion, and for the ravens who, no matter what the weather or how low the temperature may be, will show up and comment on her kills. Sometimes, when they tiptoe too close to the edge of her patience, she lunges, and they cackle.


In her first winter, as she was learning about the ice and the hunt with her mother, Nanu experienced a stillness of winter ice she has not seen since. Back then, seven years ago, the bay surface froze thick and deep. When the temperature would rise or fall by a few degrees, enough to make the ice expand or contract, the peace would be broken with cannon booms of cracks forming. The booms would echo off low clouds or bounce off pressure ridges. Otherwise, her world was silent.


In the blue blackness of winter’s coldest nights, cracks or “leads” where seals might breathe were few and far between. Prey moved elsewhere, perhaps to the floe edge in the deepest waters in the middle of the bay. Resting when her cubs were tired, nursing all the while, her mother did her best to provide for Nanu and her brother. Now, if this is the year for the birth cycle to continue, she will be called upon to do the same, should she become pregnant again.


On this late February day, the ice is talkative, moved by wind and current and murmuring constantly with voices that sound old and crotchety at one moment, young and squeaky at another, like summer gulls. Pressure ridges form along the cracks, rising like mini mountain ranges and snaking toward the sky. At other times, the grinding of ice on ice creates keels that push down into the water, inverted mountain ranges that create rich habitats for plankton, krill, fish and ultimately seals, who make their way into Nanu’s diet—when she gets lucky.


Clambering up and down and over these ridges takes energy, but the reward for working fractured ice is success in the hunt. And when it snows, as it seems to be doing more now than she remembers from the early days, the mountain ridges provide places for the winds to eddy and drifts to form, places for unfettered sleeps or for rolling to clean her face and fur after eating. When Nanu naps, she knows these nooks will keep her away from view and prevent her scent from being unnecessarily broadcast downwind. Marauding big male bears are less of a risk when there are places to hide, ice panels to break the wind and divert her scent, complicate her trail, and lengthen her time for reaction.


Today, the active ice makes it difficult to discern what might be a seal and what might be just moving ice. But visual cues are only part of the hunt. She has other sensory resources at her disposal. With the sensitivity of those amazing feet, she can feel vibrations in the ice. Sometimes, these are from the movement of the ice itself, other times, from seals scratching and scraping as they tend their breathing holes. She can also sense vibrations with her ears, which are sensitive to even the subtlest of movements. And, happily, there is always the smell of seal, especially at this time of year, when the ringed seals and the bigger bearded seals are whelping the year’s crop of young. Because Nanu does the bulk of her winter foraging under starbright skies, the more sensory cues she has, the better.


With a gamboling offhand walk, her head swinging rhythmically from side to side, sniffing the ice, testing the air for more than an hour, Nanu has been following tendrils of seal smell that add purpose to her gait the stronger they get. Her sense of smell is so finely tuned that when she crosses a vapor trail like this one, she can sense the direction it is coming from and be assured that she is moving toward the prey. Today, without question, there is seal on the wind.


Experience has taught Nanu that seals are formidable in their ability to avoid capture. They, too, can differentiate sounds underwater almost as well as they do in air. So Nanu takes care to ensure that she gets the upper hand. Despite her considerable size and mass, she places each foot deliberately to avoid percussive pressure on the ice or any cracking of surface crystals, which might betray her intentions to nearby prey.


She stops between two bus-sized chunks of ice and lets her belly rest on the cool surface beside an almost imperceptible dome in the surface of the new snow. This is an aglu, a breathing hole for seals. She quiets her own breathing and tips her head, listening. The seal smell has been getting stronger as she draws closer to this exact point. She waits for the familiar compression of air when the seal’s face breaks the surface of the water in the aglu. Immediately following that will be a swoosh of water as the seal pulls itself up into its den under the snow. She waits in silence.
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