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PREFACE

The first time I visited Greenland was in 1980. With some good friends, we set up our small camp in the Valley of Flowers, located behind the town of Ammassalik – now called Tasiilaq. Both children and adults prepared carefully at home, studying maps and reading books. Yet, we adults were left speechless when we stood among the red, blue, and green wooden houses scattered across the mountainsides, with ice floes drifting in the fjord. In contrast, the children were unfazed: they had learned from children’s books filled with drawings that this was how Greenland looked, so they had no reason to be surprised! Since then, Greenland has held a special place in my heart!

The History of Greenland does not expect the reader to have a ‘childish’ experience; every encounter with Greenlandic nature and society remains worth appreciating. The description of Greenland’s history will help prepare the reader for the journey!

Any description can only be subjective because it reflects the author’s choices about content, structure, and perspectives. These choices also shape this book. Even with numerous literary and scientific references, extensive travels around Greenland, and personal immersion into the culture, it cannot offer an objective, photographic portrayal of the country, its people, and its history. Like Stefan Jonsson’s historical sketches of map drawings in Pia Arke’s beautiful book, Scoresbysund Stories, every written account captures a zeitgeist and offers a view of the past.

That cannot be used as an argument against reporting. However, other perspectives may surface, and later interpretations of what has happened may arise.

The History of Greenland, therefore, does not present the whole Truth about Greenland’s past. Instead, it aims to connect and give an overview of more than 4,500 years of history — a period about 15 times longer than the time Greenlanders and Danes have shared since Hans Egede established the mission and the first colony among the Greenlanders.

Greenland is on the verge of gaining independence from Denmark – the remarks and actions of its political leaders clearly indicate this direction, and the future of its relationship with Denmark and the Danish Commonwealth remains uncertain. Support for independence among the population is also questionable, especially if it impacts individuals’ finances and standard of living. Money plays a significant role as we are discussing a block grant from Denmark to Greenland of about DKK 4-6 billion annually, or roughly a quarter of Greenland’s gross domestic product, which will eventually be lost. Another factor is the security situation in the Arctic. As sea ice melts and new shipping routes open, the region shifts from low tension to one with increased military activity.

As I write this, President Trump is eager to acquire Greenland “one way or the other,” which makes understanding the history and recent events that have shaped the current situation even more critical.

The History of Greenland serves as an excellent starting point for contemplating the future. As a result, this history book also looks ahead because the future is approaching quickly. The reader will gain insights and understanding that will help lessen the impact of upcoming major national and international political events, popular demands, and Greenlandic and Danish self-perceptions!

As I am not a native English speaker, I apologize for any written mishaps. The content and translation into English are fully my responsibility.

Torbjørn Ydegaard

Læsø, 2026


PART 1

THE CULTURES OF

GREENLAND

The main story of Greenlandic history is repeated migration. People from the far west or the far east arrived in Greenland either by walking or sailing, settled there for a time, and then disappeared. After a few centuries, this pattern repeated itself.

The various Arctic hunting cultures originated from Siberia and northern Canada. They migrated through the Thule area, which stretches from Canada to Greenland. From there, they spread to occupy, at different times, all of Greenland or only parts of it. The distinct cultures are visible in the archaeological excavations at Sermermiut near Ilulissat and elsewhere, where cultural and non-cultural layers alternate, revealing the timeline of immigration, settlement, and periods without culture from bottom to top.

The Norse peasant culture originated in Norway and Iceland. The Norse arrived by boat and settled in South and South-West Greenland. They, too, eventually vanished, but at the same time, they laid the foundation for the Danish Greenlandic relationship of the past three centuries.

Therefore, the history of immigration also includes the Danish-Norwegian colonization that began in 1721. The colonists initially came from Denmark-Norway and later mostly from Denmark. They, too, arrived by boat – and now by airplane – to the shores of Greenland. And perhaps they will disappear again, leaving the land to the descendants of Arctic hunting cultures.

You can explain history using the ideas of continuity and disruption. A disruption happens when a culture or group of people enters and then later vanishes from history. Despite apparent differences, there is continuity because Arctic hunting cultures shared many similarities, as they all adapted to the specific Arctic conditions.

The Greenlandic population is an immigrant community.




THE ARCTIC HUNTING CULTURES

Overview of the cultures that have inhabited Greenland:

— Independence I (2500–1800) travelled along the north coast and established itself in northeastern Greenland.

— Saqqaq (2500–800) appeared around the same time as Independence I but took a southward route, passing through Melville Bay, and established itself in West and South Greenland. It is the longest-standing culture in Greenland.

— Independence II (800–100) migrated north around Greenland and down to Jameson Land in northern East Greenland.

— Early Dorset (800–0), possibly linked to Independence II, migrated south, rounded Cape Farewell, and settled the area north of Scoresby Sund, where they may have encountered their Independence II relatives.

— Late Dorset (700–1300) is the only hunter-gatherer culture that remained solely in the Thule area.

— Norse (985–1500) were Norwegian and Icelandic farmers with strong sailing skills on the open sea. They settled in South and West Greenland. They encountered the Inuit culture, with which they did not always have a peaceful relationship.

— Inuit culture (1200–) expanded north and south, establishing communities around Greenland. The Inuit are the direct ancestors of today’s Greenlandic people. While Inuit culture is often divided into Thule, Inussuk, and Inuit, this book only uses Inuit to prevent confusion.

— Danish-Norwegian colonization (1721–) started with Hans Egede’s missionary efforts and established the current Greenlandic society.

Prehistoric Arctic hunting cultures

The term ‘prehistoric times’ is a European concept referring to the era before humans began keeping written records of their lives and events. The boundary between prehistoric and historic periods is defined by the ability to write and document events, and to pass these accounts in written form. This distinction developed within the rich literary traditions of the Middle East and Europe, including Greek philosophy, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. For these civilizations, writing has long been the essential factor that differentiates civilization from savagery and chaos. However, the original Arctic and Greenlandic hunting cultures did not see things in the same way.

At the same time, there is often a connection between writing and the development of state power. The ability to write and calculate makes it much easier to lead and govern large populations across vast territories – think of the Christmas Gospel, where ‘all the world should be enrolled’ for the benefit of the Roman empire.

Conversely, the Arctic hunting cultures of prehistory are primarily preserved through oral tradition, about which we can only speculate. Traditions, such as myths, legends, and stories, were passed down through generations by the spoken word. For people of that era, spoken words held as much significance as writing does for those in the Middle East and Europe. That is why these hunting cultures do not distinguish between prehistory and history.

However, the separation based on writing in the source material is generally maintained here. Nonetheless, this principle remains subject to debate.

Another reason to maintain the distinction between prehistoric and historical cultures is that today’s Greenlandic population is not genetically connected to the prehistoric inhabitants of Greenland. Prehistoric peoples are not ancestors of the current Greenlanders. Although the cultures may seem similar, this is merely a sign of cultural convergence: new cultures with no genetic links to earlier and now-extinct cultures resemble each other because they have developed and endured under similar natural conditions—the Arctic—with its specific possibilities and limitations.

Independence I

Like all later Arctic cultures, the first Arctic hunting cultures that reached Greenland’s shores can be traced back to eastern Siberia. From there, they migrated across the Bering Strait to Alaska. Gradually, generation by generation, they moved along the coast of the Arctic Ocean further east.

About 4500 years ago, they crossed the narrow strait between Canadian Ellesmere Island and the areas north of present-day Qaanaaq. The journey then took them to Peary Land and the northernmost part of Greenland. Later, they continued along the east coast as far south as Wollaston Forland.

Contrary to what you might think, Peary Land is one of Greenland’s most significant snow- and ice-free areas. When the Independence I people lived there, the climate was milder than it is now, and the land was home to musk oxen, foxes, and hares, as well as seals, walruses, and polar bears in the sea and on the ice.

In North Greenland, there is very little plant growth, so the ruins of the past are not covered with leaves and other biological material, which would typically decompose into soil and conceal the remains. As a result, tent rings, tools, and kitchen stones remain exposed on the ground even after many years have passed. Over centuries, the land has rebounded due to the retreat of inland ice, causing the oldest settlements to be situated at the highest points and farthest from the shoreline. From these high locations, the ruins appear progressively younger as you move down towards the sea.

Extensive archaeological surveys have been conducted in North Greenland since World War II. As a result, we have a clear understanding of the material culture of the Independence I people—how they lived and what their tools looked like. When we understand their tools, we also gain insight into the animals they hunted and the methods they used.

People lived in tents, possibly with a low stone wall, throughout the year. The roof, made from large animal skins, was supported by driftwood. Driftwood comes from Siberian rivers and drifts across the Arctic Ocean. A lot of driftwood washes ashore on the coasts of Greenland, especially in North and East Greenland.

The tents looked quite similar. A stone-paved aisle ran through the tent, dividing it into two sections from the entrance to the central fireplace. On both sides of the aisle, the floors were covered with warm, long-haired musk hides. There was plenty of room for a family to spread out and relax.

The interior was divided by gender. The women sat on the left, where we now find sewing needles, while the men sat on the right, where remnants of hunting weapons can still be seen. The blubber lamp was unknown, so the hearth in the centre of the tent had to provide both light and warmth, with cooking happening in the same spot. Muskox bones, driftwood, and manure served as fuel.

When all the tent houses were similarly furnished, it reveals how people thought. There was a gender-based division of labour. We know from other cultures that the hearth was probably sacred. We also understand that a person’s position around the hearth indicates their rank within the family hierarchy: the head of the family sat furthest inside. From there to the entrance, people sat in descending order of rank. The interior of the tent was likely a mirror image of a divine world.

Although North Greenland is a vast area, only about 20 families lived there at any one time. Few animals inhabited the region, and the vegetation was sparse. Therefore, the people needed extensive hunting grounds to survive.

Many settlements were situated near the sea, where the ice melts early, allowing the capture of sea animals and polar bears. Even this far north, there are areas where the sea seldom freezes, likely due to current conditions. Such an area is known as a polynya in Russian. Open water draws marine mammals and birds, and often acts as a prime hunting ground for hunter-gatherer cultures. Additionally, several polynyas are found along Greenland’s northern and northeastern coasts.

The people of the Independence I era knew neither dogs, sleds, qajaq, nor umiaq. (A qajaq is the Greenlandic word for kayak—we borrowed the term from Greenlandic, with the plural form ‘qaannat’. An umiaq is a large boat made of a wooden frame covered with skin. Women rowed it. Its plural is ‘umiat’.) When travelling, they walked.

Their preferred hunting weapons were bows and arrows tipped with stone. They performed well with these tools. We can observe that the tools have evolved. So, even though tradition holds you back, you can introduce new ideas and improve tools with greater sophistication.

Independence I disappeared around 1800 BC, probably due to a colder climate. The sea ice thickened, leading to fewer seals. Alternatively, they might have overhunted musk oxen, which are easy to hunt but take a long time to reproduce. The small population may have led to inbreeding and, eventually, a non-viable human condition.

Saqqaq

The Saqqaq people arrived in Greenland around the same time as the Independence I people, about 4,500 years ago. The two cultures are so similar that they might belong to the same group. The only difference is that Independence I turned left upon reaching Greenland, while Saqqaq turned right.

At first glance, it might seem logical to turn right because it offers a direct route to the south and a milder climate. However, large ice-free land areas with muskox and other game exist to the north and northeast. To the south, you quickly reach Melville Bay. For 300 km, the Inland ice sheet extends to the sea, leaving only a few nunataks visible. (A nunatak is a mountain peak that protrudes through an ice sheet or sits between two glaciers. Nunatak is a Greenlandic word that is now used internationally. Nuna means land.) The ice sheet acted as a barrier, keeping muskox in North Greenland and creating difficulties for the Saqqaq people.

But across they came! And they eventually settled all over Greenland.

Like Independence I in North Greenland, Saqqaq also lived in tents year-round, possibly with low walls made of peat and stone. The central passage in the tent featured flat-edged stones, a worktable, a fireplace, and space for fuel. Excavations indicate they used cooking stones, which are round, smooth stones heated in the hearth and placed in skin bags with water and meat. The heated stones allowed them to cook the meat because they lacked fireproof pots made of stone or ceramics to put directly in the fire.

The central corridor symbolized the society and worldview of the Saqqaq people, like what we observed with Independence I. The hearth and the central corridor served as a gateway to the spiritual realm. The fixed architecture offers security against unpredictable forces of nature.

They had dogs but no sleds. The dogs were probably used for hunting and hauling gear.

The Saqqaq people were a prehistoric culture during the Stone Age. They crafted tools from stone, bone, teeth, or antler. They thrived in the Arctic because they could work with the diverse materials available. These tools became highly specialized. Stone tools, such as arrowheads, hide scraping tools, and knives, remained sharp and effective. The same applied to bone needles. Sewing skin and fur was essential since these were the only materials used to make clothing.

They researched and experimented with different types of stone to find the most suitable, showcasing their innovation and effort to improve their tools. They also worked with other materials, such as driftwood, which was used, among other things, for hunting weapons.

The Saqqaq culture is the longest-surviving culture in Greenland, lasting approximately 1700 years. Over time, conditions changed gradually and varied from location to location.

The first Saqqaq people established permanent settlements. Later, they adopted a semi-nomadic lifestyle, moving between summer inland camps and winter coastal sites. This change was likely due to a population increase, which required larger hunting territories. They may have also adjusted their movement patterns to the environment, following reindeer as they migrated between summer grazing areas near the Ice Sheet and winter grazing spots on the coast – moving back and forth in sync with the reindeer.

In Disko Bay, winter settlements housed 5 to 10 families, each in their own house. The most well-known settlement in the area is Sermermiut, located near the Icefjord south of Ilulissat. When archaeologists dig into the ground, a distinct profile appears between the cultural layers and the others. The deeper they dig, the older the objects they find. The remains reveal information about life back then – what they ate, the tools they used for hunting, and more. Sermermiut is part of the Ilulissat Icefjord World Heritage site.

Archaeological excavations have uncovered remains of a drum frame. This suggests that the Saqqaq people likely already had angakkut (the plural of angakkoq) – shamans – capable of undertaking soul journeys to the spiritual realm. Drums and angakkut should be viewed within the context of house construction, which features a central passage serving as the gateway to the spiritual realm, with the hearth as a sacred space.

Another sign of the Saqqaq people’s animistic worldview (the belief that animals, plants, and sometimes all things in nature are alive and animated) is the presence of harpoon points shaped like animals. In this view, humans and nature are not separate; all is one. This may be to honour the spirit of the game animal, or perhaps the shape gives the tool some of the animal’s qualities.

The Saqqaq people were skilled hunters who used highly specialized tools suited for different game animals. In many parts of the country, reindeer and seals were the most crucial game. They hunted with bows and arrows and spears. People had kayak-like boats and used them to set seal nets and hunt whales.

Besides the summer reindeer hunts inland, they also used the summers for gatherings, where families from large areas assembled to hear news, find lovers and spouses, get pregnant, add new genes to the family, and trade.

Around 800 BC, the Saqqaq people disappeared from Greenland.

Independence II

Around the same time that the Saqqaq culture disappeared, new groups emerged in North and Northeast Greenland. We call them Independence II, but they might be connected to the early Dorset culture (see next section).

Independence II focused on the sea and spent part of the year in large polynyas, where catches were abundant. They were also semi-nomadic, moving their residences between summer and winter. Typically, they lived with 25 to 30 people in the same location. On the southern tip of Prince Henrik’s Island, archaeologists uncovered a large settlement where people hunted both on the sea ice and on the mainland.

Independence II still hadn’t developed any form of transportation—dog sleds, qaannat, or umiat. However, they had blubber lamps made of soapstone. This invention addressed a significant challenge in lighting, heating, and cooking by enabling the use of fat from marine mammals, thereby eliminating the need for driftwood. A blubber lamp resembles a small dish with a sloped bottom. At the top of the dish, small pieces of blubber are placed, from which the oil drips downward to the bottom, where a moss wick extends across the entire width of the lamp, producing a clear, yellow flame. This principle was also known in Europe and has been used up to modern times.

They also created the crossed women’s knife, called the ulo. It makes it easier to scrape skin clean of fat.

Lances, spears, and harpoons were the main hunting tools, not bows and arrows. Polar bears, seals, walruses, and seabirds were hunted on the sea ice. They also hunted muskox, fox, and hare on land, as well as trout in the rivers. A muskox kill was transported whole to the settlement. It’s a bit special when you lack a means of transport; those animals can weigh up to 400 kg!

Early Dorset

The early Dorset culture arrived in Greenland at the same time as Independence II. They might have been the same group, with their paths diverging at Thule. Independence II moved northeast, to the north of Greenland, while the early Dorset headed south, reaching Cape Farewell and travelling along the east coast. They extended as far as Jameson Land at Scoresby Sound and may have encountered the tribespeople from Independence II. In any case, the two cultures are closely connected and interdependent.

The Dorset people reached Greenland around 800 BC. They might have met the last Saqqaq people.

The Dorset cultures are named after Cape Dorset on the southwest coast of Baffin Island, where their settlements were initially excavated. They occupied eastern Canada and Greenland.

The Dorset people did not use bows and arrows. They hunted muskox and reindeer with spears. The same goes for walruses and seals. They must have relied heavily on fishing, as evidenced by their advanced fishing spears, which have barbs to grip the fish. The stone spearheads were shaped so they could be easily tied onto a shaft. A new development was their snow knives—long knives used to cut blocks of snow — an indication that they had mastered the art of building and living in igloos. Additionally, they had sleds but no dogs, so they had to drag their loads across the snow themselves.

Their habitation shifted between winter settlements by the sea and summer reindeer hunting inland. Evidence suggests they also had permanent residences in several locations for year-round living. From these bases, they embarked on shorter or longer hunting trips across the district.

They likely disappeared again around the year 0. However, it could have happened much later because Islendingabók (The Book of the Icelanders) states that in 982, Erik the Red found South Greenland abandoned. Nevertheless, he discovered ruins and the remains of skin boats, which cannot survive 1000 years in the humid South Greenlandic climate.

Late Dorset

A new group of Dorset people arrived in Greenland around 700 AD. Like the early Dorset culture, this later culture originated from eastern Canada.

In Greenland, they stayed within the land areas north of Melville Bay—the current Thule District. However, they found something valuable that earlier cultures didn’t have: meteorite rock with a high iron content. The stones must have fallen between the early and late Dorset cultures. Five or six large meteorite blocks were near the present settlement of Savissivik. Several blocks are now in the USA, and one is in Copenhagen.

The late Dorsets could not forge iron as we do today, with the heat that softens it. However, they could cold forge it into tools, such as harpoon points. Iron gave the people an advantage in developing hunting tools. They could also trade it. Tribespeople from far and wide came to buy this wonder material, paying with flesh and skin. Iron ore from the Savissivik meteorites is found across most of Greenland and in parts of eastern Canada.

Later, the Dorsets could trade iron with the Norsemen, who were on hunting trips north to Upernavik. The late Dorset culture thus reflects a transitional phase between the Stone Age and the Iron Age.

The late Dorset people conducted large joint hunts for walrus, reindeer, muskox, and seal.

Their clothes were of high quality. Sewing needles and cutting tools made of iron created new opportunities, and perhaps with iron, they could buy skins that they couldn’t get locally.

Besides the Norsemen on summer journeys north along West Greenland, the Dorsets also encountered the first Inuit tribes, who arrived in Greenland around 1200. The Inuit culture was technically more advanced than the Dorset culture in terms of hunting tools and techniques. They drove the Dorsets out of the best hunting areas.

Gradually, stories and legends about the Dorset people spread among the Inuit. The Inuit called them Tunit, meaning “the Inland people,” and over time, they became seen as naive giants who could be dangerous to humans and even marry them.

One story about Tunit says that their outer clothing was large and loose, and they wore nothing underneath. When hunting seals at their breathing holes, they had to stand for hours. They lit a blubber lamp under their fur to stay warm. When they forgot it, they burned their genitals!

The legends of Tunit show how truth can be concealed within narratives, even if we don’t have to accept them at face value.

The historical hunting cultures

Historical hunting cultures share many similarities with the prehistoric cultures of Greenland. However, they have coexisted alongside European written culture, and many aspects of their way of life, religious beliefs, and worldviews have been documented by Europeans – and later by themselves. Therefore, they are considered historical cultures.

At the same time, they are the direct and ancestral roots of today’s Greenlandic population. They differ from the prehistoric hunters, from whom we find no genetic traces among the living Greenlanders.

As an immigrant culture, it is known as the Thule culture. Later, it evolved into the Inussuk culture and ultimately became Inuit. For simplicity and to avoid geographical complications, the term ‘Inuit’ is used here for the entire period.

The following description primarily relates to West Greenland. North and East Greenland are addressed separately.

Inuit culture

Around 1200, new groups began migrating from Canada to Greenland. There, they encountered both the late Dorset culture and the Norse culture. We refer to these people as Inuit. Inuit means ‘people’ and is a plural term. Therefore, it is incorrect to say ‘Inuits.’ In the singular, it is called an Inuk, which can also be a boy’s name. They were relatively prosperous, and over the next 300 years, they established themselves throughout Greenland.

The Inuit originally came from northeastern Siberia, where the Bering Strait meets the Arctic Ocean. There, they developed a sophisticated culture based on whaling. Around 1000 AD, they expanded eastward into Alaska, Canada, and Greenland. Why they did so remain unclear. Perhaps a milder climate caused the sea north of Alaska and Canada to open, allowing whales to search for food there, and humans followed. Maybe Genghis Khan and the Mongol warriors pushed them away from their homeland. Perhaps the Mongols bought so much iron for their weapons that the Inuit couldn’t trade for it, leading them to move to better markets for this vital resource. Or maybe they had been hunting whales so intensely that they began to disappear. Indeed, the answer is likely a combination of these possible reasons.

Hans Egede and the Danish-Norwegian colonization of Greenland in 1721 encountered this Inuit culture.

Historical overview

Immigration to Greenland took place over many centuries. People arrived in small groups and moved north and south across Greenland from the Thule region. Excavations reveal that by the 13th century, Inuit groups had summer settlements as far south as Sermermiut at Ilulissat and inland at Kangerlussuaq. They encountered Norsemen on hunting trips along the coast, seeking walrus and narwhal teeth.

Excavations have shown that the Inuit traded with the Norsemen, gaining access to iron and Norse artifacts. They also imported pottery from Alaska. As a result, they were part of a widespread network of trading routes.

A hundred years later, the Norsemen left the Vesterbygd complex in Nuuk-fjord. Inuit settled in the area. Around 1400 AD, the Inuit expanded across Greenland’s north, reaching as far south as Scoresby Sund. They also migrated to South Greenland at the same time. The Norse disappeared shortly afterward. Inuit reused or adapted many of the Norsemen’s tools for their own use.

Although South Greenland was not ideal for sledding, the technique was still known and remembered. People continued to keep many dogs, which provided good fur and meat. The groups that later migrated north along the east coast resumed using dog sleds when they reached the large fjords at Ammassalik.

In Ammassalik, the encounter between the two immigrant trails happened sometime in the 16th century. Many generations had passed since their shared origin in Siberia, and their culture, language, and tools must have been different.

During the 15th to 18th centuries, the Inuit developed hunting tools and techniques to adapt to the climate in West Greenland. Kayak fishing and hunting in open water became essential, leading to the development of kayaks and related skills for managing wind and waves. They learned net fishing from the Dorset and Norsemen, and they built a network of trade routes along the coast. They traded whale blubber from Disko Bay, caribou products from inland at Kangerlussuaq, soapstone from Kangeq at Nuuk Fjord, and fox skins from South Greenland.

But everything was far from an idyll. In 1585 and again in 1587, the Englishman John Davis visited some settlements in the Nuuk area. He reported seeing wounds and injuries among the people, signs of violent conflicts. Davis was also sometimes met with aggression himself.

In the 17th century, people left the northern Thule region. Perhaps the climate grew colder, causing whales and humans to migrate south.

With increased immigration from the Thule District, population pressure in West Greenland grew. At the same time, many European whalers began arriving in the Davis Strait, and some engaged in trade with the Greenlanders. The influx of European trade goods had a significant impact on local culture, ultimately leading to a decline in Greenland's traditional barter economy. During the 18th century, between 6,000 and 10,000 Inuit lived in Greenland. They became more permanently settled than before and carried out shorter fishing and hunting trips from fixed settlements.

In 1721, Hans Egede established a mission and trading post in Kangeq. A few years later, they moved to the area where Nuuk is now situated. Nuuk and later colonies and trading posts reduced the need for Inuit trade voyages. In 1823, the British sailor Clavering met the last remaining people in Northeast Greenland. When later explorers arrived, they found the community had disappeared. In 1884, Gustav Holm encountered the last remnants of the original Inuit culture in Ammassalik.

The last Inuit migration to Greenland occurred in 1865 when a group of Inuit from Canada settled in the Thule District. During the same period, large parts of Southeast Greenland’s population relocated to South Greenland, where conditions were more favourable and European trading posts were more accessible.

The material culture

The houses were originally small, single-family dwellings measuring about 4 by 5 metres. They were built from stone and peat, with whale bones supporting the peat-covered roofs. A buried hallway acted as a heat trap, preventing warm air from escaping the house. The floors consisted of flat stones.

There was a deep bench running the entire width at the back of the house, raised 50 cm above the floor. As a result, the ground plans of these houses were entirely different from those of earlier hunting cultures. The hearth in the centre of the house was replaced with blubber lamps, which were positioned beside the house’s front wall.

People sat and ate on the benches, and nearly all indoor activities took place here.

Next to the houses, there were meat pits. In cold climates, meat can be stored outdoors. The meat was covered with large stones to prevent dogs and predators from reaching it.

Hunting tools and techniques were thoroughly developed and appropriate for various game animals.

From the umiaq, the Inuit could hunt large whales collectively. When whaling, men rowed the boat. Harpoon tips with inflated bladders attached to them were hammered into the whales. The more harpoon tips with bladders you inserted into the whale, the faster it tired. When it had grown weary and was just lying on the surface, a man jumped from the umiaq onto its back and killed it with a lance down through its breathing hole. To survive falling into the cold water, the man on the whale’s back wore a “spring fur” made of waterproof skin. It is a onepiece suit that covers the body, head, hands, and feet and is fastened tightly around the face. The man could get into the suit through a hole in the front, which could also be sealed entirely watertight. Because of the air inside the spring coat, the man could float until he was rescued.

The yearly hunting cycle between winter and summer settlements gradually took on its distinctive Greenlandic character.

The summer hunts took place inland. Depending on the animals they hunted, some families shared a camp and worked together, while others lived more independently. During the summer, they could relocate their camp several times.

The caribou hunts were collaborative efforts, in which clappers guided the herd to large cairns arranged in long rows to create a narrow ring where the captives stood. Besides providing meat, caribou offered the world’s warmest hides for clothing, seating, sleeping mats, tendons for sewing threads, and antlers for tools.

The individual families set fox traps, which consisted of long, covered stone corridors with trapdoors. The fox’s soft fur was highly valued.

Fishing was also a family affair. However, several families could share the same good fishing spot. The small ammassat (capelin) was harvested from the shore using a rake and dried in the sun. Salmon and trout were caught with lures, often in pools where the fish could not escape.

Crowberries, bog bilberries, and rose roots were gathered during the Arctic summer. Anything not eaten immediately could be pickled in a sealskin and hidden under large stones until winter.

Furthermore, hay had to be collected for the lining of kamiks (boots).

During winter, they lived in large communal houses along the coast.

The seal catch provided their daily food. Seals could be hunted in the open sea from a kayak. On winter ice, they could be harpooned when they came to their breathing holes to breathe. Sometimes, hunters worked in pairs, with one ready with a harpoon and the other watching the breathing hole. Any slight movement in the water indicated a seal was surfacing. At a signal, the harpoon was launched at the animal. The harpoon point was positioned crosswise in the animal and attached to a line leading to the captors.

Uuttoq hunting took place in spring, when the sun began to warm. The seals rested on the ice, soaking up the sun. The hunter could then quietly approach by mimicking the seal’s movements. It all sounds straightforward, but it isn’t. Often, it takes a long time to get close to an animal, so many times, a hunter returns home empty-handed.

Hunting the large whales, as described above, was a joint effort from the umiaq. Smaller whales, such as narwhal and beluga, were caught from kayaks, as were the seals. Hans Egede writes about the great whaling.

They wear their finest clothes for whaling, just as they would for a wedding; otherwise, the whale will escape them, since he does not tolerate impurity.

The whales provided abundant meat and blubber, while belugas or narwhals supplied raw skin, mattaq, which is both delicious and high in vitamin C.

The hunting of the great whales ended once Europeans had exhausted their numbers.

The individual hunter hunted seals from a kayak. The tools used were similar to those in whaling, but smaller and lighter in scale. A bat about 50 cm long was used to throw the harpoon farther. It extended the thrower’s arm and increased the force of the throw.

As a new development, the Inuit adopted dog sleds, which enabled them to travel significantly faster and farther during hunts and other travel. This allowed them to expand quickly along the coasts. With dog sleds, Melville Bay, which previously hindered travel, became more accessible.

Bows and arrows were also used. Well-made, elastic bows are almost impossible to make from driftwood. Instead, they used baleen strips layered like leaf springs. Examples of slings and bolas have also been found.

Lures were used for salmon fishing in the rivers. Two bone or tooth arms, about 15 cm long, were attached to long shafts. The inside of these arms had teeth that held the fish securely in place.

Women’s work was just as vital for the survival of the population as men’s hunting.

When the man came home with a catch, it was the woman’s job to skin and fur the animals. She used an ulo—a knife with a cross-blade. The meat had to be cut off for human consumption. The skin had to be scraped of fat and blubber and processed for clothing. Blubber had to be saved for lamps and as a source of food for humans. The tendons were used as sewing thread.

The women had to keep the wick of the blubber lamp straight so it would shine and warm without smoking. To control the flame, they used a lamp stick. If the flame went out and no other lamp was available to borrow fire from, they had to relight it with a drill bit. In 1972, eight mummies—six women and two children—were discovered at Qilakitsoq, south of Uummannaq. The mummies likely date from the 15th century. Studies reveal that at least one woman had a significant amount of soot in her lungs, far more than is typically found in today’s cities with high air pollution. This was probably due to her constant work with the blubber lamps, which were done indoors.

However, sewing and repairing fur clothing was a woman’s most important task. Without mastering this craft perfectly, men could not survive in the harsh wilderness while hunting.

Inuit dressed like royalty; they used skins and fur from seals, foxes, and dogs. Bird skins were also used, with the feathers still attached. When the feathers faced the body, it created a very warm garment. For use in kayaks, the men wore white gut-skin anoraks. They were waterproof, lightweight, and helped camouflage the hunter, so the seal mistook him for a piece of ice.

Sewing needles were made from bone or meteorite iron from Savissivik, or you could buy needles from the Norsemen.

Other tools found during excavations:

— A flat baleen tool used for knocking snow off clothes and out of furs.

— Snow knife

— Peat hoe crafted from whale ribs

— Tubs crafted from barrel staves – a Norse method adopted by the Inuit.

In excavations, trade goods or relics from the Norse have also been uncovered:

— Dolls depicting Inuit children, but with Norse-style studded hoods!

— Chess pieces

— Wool fabric

— Church-bell metal

The material culture reveals a creative society that was self-reliant yet also engaged in trade, incorporating practical elements whenever possible.

Cultural renewal

The Inuit culture in Greenland developed over the centuries following the initial settlement. During this time, tools and techniques changed notably and adapted to the environment and climate, which, along the Greenland west coast, is considerably milder than in northern Canada. Furthermore, whalers from the Netherlands started visiting the Davis Strait during the summers. Some engaged in trade with the Greenlanders, giving them access to goods and materials they had previously been unable to obtain.

As a new development, people started building larger communal houses where multiple families lived together. These homes emphasize the increasing importance of community. Although hunting from a kayak remained a solitary activity, the catch was now shared among a larger group, enhancing food security for everyone.

Each family had its designated place on the extended bench inside the house, along with a blubber lamp that provided both light and heat. It often became sweltering inside the house. One, therefore, went almost undressed; children went naked until the age of 15 or 16, and only then did they start to cover their genitals.

The Inuit learned to make tubs from barrel staves, a tradition passed down from the Norse people. The urinal, placed under the bench, became an essential part of the furniture. Urine was used to wash skin, and hair was soaked in urine—surely something the lice didn’t care for! Peter Freuchen reports:

Arnarak had styled her voluminous hair on top of her head, as was customary at the time, and it swayed and dangled as she danced. Unfortunately, I was pretty tall, and she was short. The ceiling in the room was so low that I had to bend over her while we danced, the top of her hair slapping my nose from side to side every time we turned – a trance in which the smell of ammonia was more numbing than love.

Fortunately, Freuchen finds an opening in the ceiling, allowing him to stand upright and breathe in the scent of the raw hides lying under the roof, mixed with my lady’s urine-perfumed atmosphere... Ah – the lovely first experience in Greenland!

The communal house was so large—or long—that you could bring a kayak in for repairs through a gap in the gable. The house made it possible to use kayaks year-round, which was very practical in a place where winters had less ice.

Qajaq. The development and use of the kayak showcase the Inuit culture’s ability to adapt to climatic changes and local natural conditions. Regardless of its specific design, the kayak had to meet the following conditions:

— It must be able to transport its owner.

— It must be suitable for rowing on local waters, considering the specified wind, current, and wave conditions.

— It must be capable of hauling the catch home.

— It must be able to maneuver in ice-filled waters.

— It must be possible for the owner to carry it over land so that his hands remain free to carry other items.

— It must be able to be pushed between the hunter’s legs when the ice is unsafe, and he must be able to get into it quickly.

We do not know the exact type of kayak the earliest Inuit brought with them. However, the last group to migrate from Canada to Thule in the 1860s used kayaks like those found on Baffin Island. These were shorter and wider than the kayaks used further south in Greenland, featuring a triangular cockpit that could not be sealed watertight around the hunter. As a result, this type was not suitable for open water and large waves that could wash over the deck. The design may offer clues about early kayaks, which were suited to cold climates and used only in closed fjords and for hunting near the ice edge.

Along the southern part of the West Coast, the Inuit encountered less ice cover, increasing the need to hunt seals in open water yearround. Simultaneously, colonization, which began in 1721, allowed for the use of railing boards spanning the entire length of the kayak, thereby enhancing its stiffness and seaworthiness.

The kayaks were modified for the new conditions. They became longer and narrower. The cockpit was redesigned to be round, allowing a half-coat (the spray cover) to be waterproof laced around it and the man beneath the arms. As a result, water couldn’t enter the kayak when waves swept over it or if it capsized.

A lifted bow and stern offer two advantages: The high bow rises above the waves rather than cutting through them, improving stability when paddling in open water, and it makes it easier to guide the kayak onto sea ice, increasing safety during winter paddling.

When Gustav Holm arrived in the Ammassalik District in 1884, the kayaks there were somewhat longer and narrower than those on the West Coast. They were also flatter, with lower bows. Their use was more limited than in West Greenland. It turned out that the West Greenlanders who accompanied Holm in their kayaks were better paddlers than the Ammassaliks and often went hunting, while the locals had to stay on land.

The dog sled is another tool that has been created and adapted to meet specific conditions.

In the Thule District, where dog sleds are used on the flat sea ice and heavy game animals such as walruses must be transported, the sleds are























































































































































































































































































	Natural conditions probably set an upper limit of 1,500 people in East Greenland.



	There can be no question of coercion, but rather of what we now call nudging.

	Relocation should only be considered after exploring all other options.




	It requires a broader distribution of the population, for example, through ‘hunting secondments’ for a year or two at a time. Conversely, the declining quality of schooling for children argues against it.

	The Greenlandic diet, primarily made up of seal, is healthier than imported Danish food.




	Fishing could be an option – for Greenland shark, cod, and halibut.
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