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Dedication

For Taylor




Epigraph

Even a wounded world is feeding us. Even a wounded world holds us, giving us moments of wonder and joy. I choose joy over despair. Not because I have my head in the sand, but because joy is what the earth gives me daily and I must return the gift.

—ROBIN WALL KIMMERER, BRAIDING SWEETGRASS

Everything is alive in its own way.

—REMY LEE SHEA
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Introduction

A Gift of Whales

ON A BRIGHT JUNE MORNING IN 2005, I STOOD at the edge of the sea ice in Canada’s Admiralty Inlet watching narwhals talk with each other.

Here and there on the dark open water, whales in pairs and small groups thrust their heads above the surface and, very gently, brought their long tusks together. One animal would then slide its tusk along another’s, or several whales would gently collide, tusks held aloft in a kind of slippery Musketeer salute.

Over and over for hours the whales convened this way, breaking the sea’s glassy surface, hanging there for several breaths, then slipping below in a slough of bubbles. At times the water seemed pierced with tusks, our air world nothing more than a pincushion.

It was my first visit to the Arctic, and I had never seen anything like this. The whales were probably all males (only very rarely do females grow tusks), and it’s been suggested that the display is one way males size each other up: literally a biggest tusk contest. There was even a word for the behavior—biologists call it tusking.

Tusking? It sounded ridiculous, a kind of linguistic laziness. Like calling speech mouthing. Turning the noun into a verb seemed to suggest violence, too, like stabbing or jousting, when the whales’ gestures were in fact careful and slow. I observed no obvious plays for dominance. None of the rough spectacle you might expect from big socially ambitious mammals.

Instead, the males caressed each other.

In their restraint, it seemed clear that something powerful was passing between them, and for this we had no language.

TWENTY YEARS AGO, NARWHAL TUSKS WERE MYSTERIOUS objects, still closer, perhaps, to the unicorn horns they’d been mistaken for in the courts of medieval Europe. The tusks are elongated teeth that spiral out of a male’s upper jaw, and now we know they are laced with nerve endings, perhaps making them sensitive to pressure, temperature, and other sensory data in ways similar to human fingertips. No wonder, then, that the whales I witnessed weren’t clobbering each other. In recent years, the whales have also been observed stunning fish with their tusks, and apparently playing with fish, too. Other research has shown that layers of the tusk can be read almost like tree rings, offering a view into an individual’s diet, say, or its exposure to mercury.

In 2005, none of this was known. It was extremely difficult to study narwhals, for they avoided boats and humans, often diving under the ice whenever researchers tried to draw near. They were among the largest living enigmas on earth.

At the time I was a young staff writer for National Geographic magazine, sent north to Admiralty Inlet, on my first big assignment. I was to visit the floe edge, the place where melting sea ice meets open water. In Inuktitut, the language of the Inuit, this place can be called sinaaq. My editors had asked me to investigate, to the extent that I could, whether or not climate warming was having any effect on wildlife along the floe edge, but back then climate change wasn’t the emergency—the daily alarm—that we know now. Mostly I was there to be a witness, and to bring back a description of everything I saw.

The narwhals, tuugaaliit, had only recently arrived, pushing through leads in the ice from their winter grounds in Baffin Bay and Davis Strait, a journey of several hundred miles. With the males were pregnant females, who would soon give birth, and juveniles of previous breeding years. From my campsite on the sea ice, it was impossible to know how many narwhals had reached the inlet, but more seemed to arrive each day, joined by pods of ghost-white belugas and even a few enormous bowheads, which loomed like submarines in the still black water. I was overwhelmed by their numbers, and the whales were merely part of the larger show, which included polar bears, seals, cod, and copepods, along with innumerable birds roosting along the cliffs in the distance.

This gathering at the sinaaq was one of the Arctic’s most spectacular events and I was a novice, out of my depth in every way. The floe edge vibrated with sex, death, and feasting under the endless light of the midnight sun. The scale of the journeys undertaken by the whales and bears and birds, the icescapes and sea roads they had crossed—the sheer weight of all those lives converging, colliding—here were stories that could never fit into any magazine.

For a while I tried anyway. I slept little during those sun-washed days. I attended to the animals’ comings and goings. Scribbled notes as if the number of words might somehow match the volume of life. Finally, after many hours of watching and counting, I surrendered, stuffed numb fingers into pockets, and just listened to the whales’ wet breath roll over the water. I tried to imagine what they were saying.

ALMOST A DECADE AGO, A GEOGRAPHER NAMED Michael Sfraga told me there was no such thing as the Arctic.

Sfraga, who would go on to become the first U.S. ambassador to the Arctic, liked to sketch out what he meant with numbers: Four million people living in the region. Some four-hundred thousand of them Indigenous. Dozens of languages, dozens of tribes and nations and homelands, all of them scattered across just eight modern states . . . you get the idea.

“So when you say, ‘the Arctic,’” he said, “Which one do you mean?”

The question gave me a place to begin.

The word Arctic comes from the ancient Greek arktikos, which can mean northern and is related to the bear constellations Ursa Major and Ursa Minor. It’s a term that’s been cast like a net over the northern part of the globe. At its peak is the North Pole, and the ring at the bottom is the Arctic Circle, which runs around the earth at sixty-six degrees north latitude. This net is, generally speaking, why so many people (myself included) have thought of the region in catchall terms: big, cold, white, and far away.

Indigenous perspectives are quite different. In the many dialects of Iñupiaq and Inuktitut, related language families that reach across the North American Arctic from Greenland through Canada to Alaska, the things that make up the far north—land, water, ice, and territory—have many names, though the largest meaning is perhaps captured in the concept of nuna. This root word appears in various forms throughout Arctic North America. The word carries a meaning of land, but it can expand to describe a sense of country, belonging, or even the territories of animals. You see it in the name of the only Indigenous-governed territory on the continent: Nunavut. It’s there in the name Greenlanders call their country (the one that, as I write, U.S. President Donald Trump is aggressively seeking to annex): Kalaallit Nunaat. The name of a small tribe I visit in this book, who live only in a single isolated village in the heart of Alaska’s Brooks Range, is Nunamiut.

I’ll use the word Arctic going forward for simplicity, but most of my observations, revelations, and travels—most of this book—unfolded in Indigenous nuna.

This book is a journey through that space, through many Arctics. When I began to imagine it, the line I hoped to follow went around the top of the world like a thread pulled through rich fabric and I thought it would be possible for me to travel from Alaska to the far east of Siberia. That didn’t happen. The world changed during the course of my research and fieldwork. Some portions of the north—most notably Russia—became impossible for me to enter, though I could still walk up to the door and peer in. Other places I dreamed of going were too far away, or too expensive, for me to reach. My own life also changed. When I began seriously considering this project, my partner and I had one son. Since then we’ve had two more. It isn’t easy to leave them, and they are still too young to come north with me.

The places I have decided to include in this book, while not linear, do progress through distinct themes. The book begins in the world of animals and then moves to one of people. The middle two chapters concern the mingled destinies of both—humans and animals in relationship. The final two chapters turn toward ancient disasters and modern wars and explore how far people will go to survive when their lives grow more chaotic or they face the end of their world.

Taken together, the chapters offer a journey through thresholds—places where, if you look in one direction, the old cold world can still be glimpsed, in the migrations of caribou, the hunting skill of an Inuit elder, the discoveries of young archaeologists gathering clues to unsolved mysteries. And if you turn the other way, you’ll see the next Arctic, the emergent one, gathering in the near distance. This is the north that melts, greens, and grows warmer. This is the space where, to borrow again from Sfraga, “a whole new ocean is opening up before us, and that hasn’t happened before.” This is the future where nations like Russia and Norway sink more oil wells into the Arctic seabed and where animals no longer keep their old appointments with people.

THE ARCTIC I SAW IN 2005 NO LONGER EXISTS.

Innumerable changes have unfolded since I stood on the sea ice in Admiralty Inlet. Most of them have to do with heat, human-caused climate warming, and the fact that today the Arctic is warming three or four times more rapidly than any other region of the planet. This book assumes you know some of the story.

The heat I’m speaking of is destroying the Arctic cryosphere, that portion of the north that consists of frozen water: glaciers, sea ice, snow, and permafrost. This heat disrupts weather patterns, the migrations of animals, the movements of ocean currents. This heat is disrupting the distribution of plants and animals and people, forcing some out of places they have known for centuries even as others come north into new areas that were once too cold. Heat lets more ships travel through the Arctic and more tourists visit. It will allow more gas, oil, minerals, and fish to be extracted from within and below the Arctic Ocean. This heat is ours, this book assumes you agree, and to this end I won’t spend much time diving deeply into the science of climate warming.

Instead, I have tried to tie the stories here together with a sense of the stakes, as the Inuk activist and Nobel Peace Prize nominee Sheila Watt-Cloutier describes them in her book, The Right to Be Cold. “What is happening today in the Arctic is the future of the rest of the world,” she wrote. “In one lifetime, we Inuit have seen our physical world transform, the very ground beneath our feet shift dramatically.” The far north has been mostly left out of southern thinking, she says, condensed across generations into a world of inertia and frigid emptiness.

But a necessary reframing of this dim old view puts cold at the very center of attention, not only in the north but for southerners, too. In the Arctic, Watt-Cloutier tells us, cold is freedom. It’s freedom to travel over the ice where there are no roads, freedom to hunt and visit distant kin. Cold is also an invitation to seek and cherish warmth, to create community, to let your life be shaped by weather and animals. Above all, it is cold that binds the many Arctics together, and this in turn has enabled the climatic stability we at lower latitudes have long enjoyed. In the chapters ahead I carry her haunting question everywhere: What can it mean, for all of us, if the north ceases to be cold?

By the time I reached the floe edge on Admiralty Inlet, great upheaval was already well underway. The effects of warming were still not well known and they could be difficult to see. Scientists were talking about it, of course, and many were shouting warnings. But most of the rest of us weren’t listening.

In Arctic Canada (and everywhere else in the far north), traditional ways of life had been changing, too, for decades. By the 1970s, the last of the nomadic Inuit had been lured or coerced into settlements and virtually no one lived on the land anymore. No one used igloos. Hardly anyone kept dog teams or traveled by dogsled because the practice had been discouraged, sometimes violently, by missionaries and government officials.

To get places, Inuit now rode snowmobiles and all-terrain vehicles. They drove boats and cars, climbed aboard jet liners. They came home to watch satellite television and defrost slabs of seal meat in the microwave. All this is to say that the Arctic has never existed outside our modern, entangled world. It is not timeless or inert. I didn’t know much about these changes when I went north for my first trip twenty years ago. Since then, I’ve traveled to the Arctic many more times. Often I’ve gone as a journalist, working for National Geographic, but sometimes I’ve headed north on my own. And now I see transformation everywhere.

In Admiralty Inlet, one consequence of the warming world seems to be an increase in the number of killer whales entering the region. In colder times sea ice prevented the big predators from traveling in certain parts of the north. Killer whales don’t seem to like ice, and one reason may be that their tall dorsal fins do not make for easy or comfortable under-ice travel. This, for the narwhal, offered an enormous protection.

The narwhal is smaller, slower, and far less aggressive than the whale the Inuit call aarluk. Killer whales are well-known hunters of narwhals. But narwhals have no dorsal fin, and they are at home under ice. For hundreds or perhaps thousands of years, they have been able to seek refuge beneath it.

In our era, this protective barrier is rapidly diminishing. Almost every summer it seems a new record is set for sea ice lows. The shrinking ice seems to have allowed killer whales into areas they rarely visited or had never been seen in before, including Hudson Bay. Inuit in many places have reported the whales attacking and eating narwhals. There is, apparently, even a specific term for the way narwhals and other species react: aarlungyuk, which can mean a fear of aarluk. Scientists in Canada have estimated that killer whales may eat hundreds of narwhals per year in their newly expanding range.

Of course the aarluit (plural of aarluk) can’t be blamed for doing what they do. They’re merely moving into an emergent world, one humans have helped to create. Like us, they are fast, adaptable, hungry. In a way they have become our avatars. It doesn’t do the animal justice to take this analogy too far. But here, in the expansion of aarluit, we see the unintended consequences of our appetites.

WHEN I FIRST ARRIVED IN THE ARCTIC, I WAS LESS than a year into my job at National Geographic. What I wanted most was to prove that I could handle the work. The assignment was a kind of test, and I was given to know that if I messed up it would be a long time before I was sent anywhere else. So I stayed awake more than I slept, watching the sea with Paul Nicklen, the photographer I was working with, and Andrew Taqtu, a hunter and photographer from the town of Arctic Bay who had taken us out onto the ice.

Slowly, the lid of clouds that had hung around for days pulled back to reveal an endless blue. At that time of year, the sun never really sets, and somewhere north of us, in Lancaster Sound, the ice was breaking up, opening corridors for animals. Each day more arrived. The black-and-gray-flecked narwhals, often joined by ghost-white belugas. Countless birds arced through the air—fulmars, terns, kittiwakes, gulls—filling space with their wingbeats and chatter. Below them, on the ice, ringed and bearded seals lay by their aglus, their breathing holes.

Polar bears wandered near our camp, too, their fur sometimes streaked with blood from recent meals. And once, in a wide channel between shelves of ice, an enormous bowhead appeared. It lay at the surface, calm and still, so close that I imagined reaching out to touch the gray scars running over its gleaming black back.

There was little else to do but wait and watch. I carried a shotgun with me to the toilet, in case of bears. Sometimes, in the endless evenings, we ate boiled seal with ketchup. In all of this we longed for narwhals. Whenever we heard their breath out on the water, we dropped bowls and mugs, shoved on boots, and ran to the edge. Sometimes they went shy and disappeared. Other times they began tusking. I remember asking Andrew what the behavior meant, and he told me he did not know. All he could say was that the whales seemed to do it only here, and only at this time of year.

Thinking now of the scale of those journeys—of the geography and memory represented by the animals’ arrival in that place—is still overwhelming. Some of the seabirds and possibly the whales had crossed the globe. Many of the whales were probably older than I was. Other creatures had traveled hundreds of miles, all of them risking their lives with purpose. And each species had been visiting that spot for generations, perhaps thousands of years. In southern life we don’t value patterns and rituals so ancient. We have few equivalent traditions and little regard for such continuity.

I remember the sky and water alive with bodies. In tusking narwhals, in the explosive breath of the bowhead and the expectant hunger of polar bears, you could see acknowledged some kind of inheritance. And, a day’s journey away, in Andrew’s town, Inuit hunters were tuning snowmobiles, cleaning rifles, planing down the runners of their sleds. They were preparing to join the great gathering, as their ancestors had done, and take a place at the enormous table.

NOTHING EVER CAME OF THAT ARCTIC TRIP.

After a couple of weeks on the sea ice, I traveled back to the States and the story was killed, the first casualty of my career in magazines. I was angry, but also relieved. I wasn’t ready to say what I had seen. A year passed, then two, and more. No one ever asked me to write about the floe edge, no one asked me to explain or account for it.

One way I have come to think of that journey is through an old story of the Iñupiat in Alaska. They once believed, and perhaps still do, that whales spend most of their lives dwelling in a country of their own, far beyond the human realm. From there they observe us, judge us, and descend into our world to give themselves to righteous and humble hunters. In this telling, the whales know what they are doing when they allow themselves to be killed. They understand the gift they are giving with their bodies and know their sacrifice will bring great joy to the hunters and their communities. Back then I was no hunter, the whales had not come for me. And yet their gift was so large anyone could’ve received it.

For twenty years I have thought almost daily of that gift. This book is my attempt to finally meet it and offer something in return.

ON ONE OF MY LAST DAYS ON THE ICE, I BORROWED a kayak from Paul Nicklen and paddled out onto the sea. The water was calm, no animals in sight. The narwhals had vanished. I cannot recall how long they’d been gone, but we worried they would not return to our tiny sector of the vast floe edge. Without them we were bored, irritable, strangely lonely. Paul in particular was stressed—he needed more images, he needed to find a way to get closer to the whales. I paddled out onto calm water under bright sun, but soon the darkness and depth of the sea filled me with a kind of dread. I had never kayaked in water so cold, so deep. After a while I let the boat drift, turned my face to the sun, and thought of drowned explorers.

Then I heard it: the wet-soft breath of a narwhal.

Suddenly I found myself surrounded by a small pod. They swam close, within feet. I could see their tails, their tusks, watch the light play over their mottled skin. They were curious, investigating, carving wide circles. Males and females rose and dove beside me in the black water.

I whipped around in the cockpit, wondering if anyone else had noticed. Back on the ice, Paul had set up his big camera. He was waving, saying something. Later he told me he was shouting, “Get out of the way!” But I couldn’t hear him.

In that moment I thought he was simply as happy as I was. Waving for the joy of it, for the wonder of that place. Awash in the thrill of the narwhals’ nearness.

I raised my hands and shouted, “They’re everywhere!”










Among Wolves

Umingmak Nuna / Ellesmere Island

I AM STANDING ON A HILLSIDE IN THE HIGH ARCTIC with four white wolf pups. We’re staring at one another, wondering how it has come down to this. They’re only a few months old and I have been here on the tundra for even less time, so taken together we are all too new to know anything. We are lost at the top of the world.

It’s mid-September, about twenty-five degrees Fahrenheit. The sky is pale, colorless, headed toward twilight. Below us Ellesmere Island opens like a map we cannot read. Martian-red soil in the drainages, moon-blue mountains at the horizon. Accordion hills unfolding treeless and bare to the east.

The pups look at one another, then at me, several rounds of nervous glances. Somebody please do something. Then, they have an idea. A revelation. It seems to hit all at once. They sit on a bench of bare stone and howl. They howl like the lost children they are. It’s a magnificent crescendo, the four voices high and mournful and tumbling down the rocks. You’d think they were a choir, this a hymn, but it’s a cry for help.

Somewhere out there is the rest of the pack, five older wolves who walked off an hour or two ago and left me alone with the pups. They’re hunting musk oxen. We don’t know where they headed, and by now they could be miles away. The pups seem to grasp this and already they know that anything might happen out there on the tundra. This is why I hear a note of panic in their howls. Maybe they’ve never been left on their own before. Surely they’ve never been left with a human.

I watch them fill their lungs. The pups aren’t very big—each one’s a couple of pillows pushed together. They have large paws, though. Carpet-tack teeth. One day, if they survive, they will grow to be seventy or eighty pounds and capable of pulling down musk oxen many times larger. Now, they are hungry as well as lost, and this adds an edge to our misadventure.

My eyes go to the runt, the smallest of them. She is always first to start howling and she holds on longest, as though she understands the tenuousness of her place in the pack. Her breath dissolves into the air. Her eyes are more thickly lined in black than those of her siblings’. After each chorus she resets herself, placing her paws and squaring her shoulders—howling being a whole-body experience—then she turns her tiny ears to listen for an answer. None comes. The pups howl again and listen again. There is nothing but cold and wind and the enormous Arctic silence.

Then, from afar comes a faint cry. They all hear it. Ears swivel, butts begin to bounce on the rock. The pups howl once more and this time there is a clear and closer answer.

After a few minutes the older wolves bound up the hill. The pack reunites and there is such effusive happiness—whining, face-licking, nuzzling—that the impression is almost one of surprise. It’s as though the wolves did not believe they’d see each other again. Maybe the pups really did feel that way, maybe it’s just the nature of love in this hard place. A couple of the adults seem to glance at me in reprimand and I shrug to show it wasn’t my fault, but the mood is high and there’s work to do and soon the family is moving, down into open ground, heading east or was it north toward plains busy with oxen.

I follow behind, as happy as they are and still stunned to have been left alone with wolf pups. I notice the cold now, probing along the seams of my clothing. For a moment it strikes me as strange that cold should make all this possible—the wolves, the oxen, my time with the pups. But up here cold is key. It’s the glue that binds this world together and keeps everything else at bay.

I’D LANDED ON THE FOSHEIM PENINSULA IN LATE AUGUST outside a small Canadian weather station called Eureka. The station sits at about eighty degrees north latitude, and it is one of only three inhabited places on Ellesmere Island. The others are Alert, another weather station at the northern tip of the island, and Grise Fiord, an Inuit village along the south coast. Ellesmere itself is the northernmost island in Canada, and at nearly seventy-five thousand square miles it’s slightly smaller than Great Britain. Between the weather stations and the village about two hundred people live in all that space. Much of the rest is polar desert: arid, frigid, bare. But this makes it a good place for wolves. Possibly it’s the best place of all.

The wolves I had come to see belonged to an unusual population that seems limited to the Fosheim and possibly areas around it. They were known to be remarkably tolerant of humans, and scientists had been able to observe them up close, with astounding intimacy. The wolves’ behavior, which is often described as fearlessness, had even allowed researchers to overturn some long-held and less-than-generous assumptions about their kind. The animals’ lack of fear had, too, given rise to a handful of documentary films, magazine articles, and photo books, which to my mind tended to cast the wolves as some kind of semi-mystical creature, a species that looked familiar, but that in fact we had never encountered before. The truth, of course, is that our kinds have known each other since the beginning.

The Arctic wolf is a subspecies of the gray wolf, Canis lupus, which means it’s essentially the same animal you may see in Yellowstone National Park, or in the forests of Alaska, or in the mountains of Spain, Italy, China, Iran, and Russia. In evolutionary terms, their species is older than ours, and in the deep past, before humans overtook them and began to relentlessly destroy them, gray wolves were the most widely distributed large predator on the planet. They are also the ancestors of every domestic dog breed. What this implies is that humans and wolves weren’t merely familiar with each other (the way we’re familiar with, say, squirrels), but that we had some kind of intimate and ongoing correspondence—even a series of negotiations that resulted in wolves becoming our pets. Our history, then, is not so much a tale of strangers but of becoming estranged.

I’d come to the Fosheim to join three filmmakers, friends of mine, who were making another documentary about Arctic wolves but trying to do it differently by borrowing methods from the biologists who’d studied them. My role was to help them make the film, but I’d also brought questions of my own.

Shortly before I went north I’d had an unsettling first encounter with a wild wolf in a desert city far from home. It had utterly scrambled my view of them. Afterward, I thought of that wolf almost every day. I became more interested in the stories of wolves and in human relationships with them. One consequence of that encounter was that I began to notice the absence of wolves everywhere. I was suddenly aware of the old holes left in landscapes and ecosystems by their violent removal. And I saw the results of that legacy in things we took for granted where I lived, on the East Coast of the United States. You could glimpse their goneness in the explosion of the white-tailed deer population, for example. Or in the presence of coyotes on the streets of my parents’ Massachusetts suburb. Or in the creeping homogeneity of New England’s forests, which could be blamed in part on the deer. These things, now considered normal, could be traced directly back to the extermination of wolves during America’s centuries-long war against them.

But in the Arctic, far beyond that history, white wolves seemed to have forgotten what humans are capable of. Or perhaps they never knew. It seemed to me they might tell us something—about ourselves and our burning world, maybe even our entangled future. Of course I also wanted to know about the wolves themselves. I had gone most of my life expecting that I would never see one, and I’d never really examined why. The truth is that before my first wolf encounter, I’d come to think of them as nearly imaginary creatures. To see them, you had to believe in them, and mostly I did not.

The Arctic, though, is nothing if not a last refuge of the imagination, and when National Geographic invited me to head north and look for wolves, my mind had already been prepared. On the long flight north I stared out the window, watching for ice. When
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