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Preface

If you stand on a high hill in Rankin Inlet, a small community halfway up the western shore of Hudson Bay in Canada, and look east, way east, past Thomson Island—what we Inuit call Igluligjuaq, The-big-island-with-the-igloo—past Falstaff Island, called Ukkusiksat, or Soapstone—you will see a mirage, yes, a real mirage, a shimmering white island that floats just above the horizon. What you see is Marble Island. It lies forty-five kilometres straight out to sea.

Marble Island is seventeen kilometres long, lying east-west, and four kilometres wide. It is comprised almost entirely of white stone, quartzite, from which it gets its name.

In Inuktitut, the language of the inhabitants of the new Canadian territory of Nunavut where the island lies, it is called Uqsuriak—meaning Oil Slick—because from a distance, that is what it looks like: oil floating on water.

Marble Island is steeped in exploration and whaling history. In the early 1700s an explorer, James Knight, looking for the Northwest Passage and the riches that he imagined lay beyond, is believed to have perished on the island, along with his two ships and crew of forty men. Three hundred years later, you can still see the outline of his brick house at the east end of the island, covered in sod and overgrown with tundra grasses. His two ships remain in their silty, murky, watery grave at Eastend Harbour, a testament to the unrelenting, unforgiving harshness of the elements and Knights unfounded fear of the Inuit.

From the mid-1700s to the early 1900s, Marble Island was a favourite anchoring place for whaling ships hunting the bowhead and right whales. Sunken ships, anchor chain, barrel hoops, graves, and other signs of human occupation can still be seen on and around the island.

Marble Island is also shrouded in folklore. A strange custom awaits you: you have to crawl up the beach on your hands and knees when you set foot on it for the first time. They say if you don’t, you will be dead within a year. The reason for this custom is not known. It may be to pay homage to the old woman who was cast off on the ice floe that, legend says, became Marble Island. Or it may be to show respect to the explorers and whalers who died there, crawling on their hands and knees, victims of the dreaded scurvy. Or it may be for some other reason lost to history. But whatever the reason for the custom, you are wise not to tempt fate: better to suffer the small inconvenience of crawling up the beach and being sure of surviving another year.

But we are getting ahead of ourselves. That is a story for another day. Wolverine lived long before the explorers and whalers came. This is a story of his people.


Wolverine Is Born
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Qabluittuq, The-man-with-no-eyebrows, was happy. He had a son, his very first child. Tonight, his wife, Can’t-see, was nursing the new baby. The little boy had a wrinkled face and black, slick hair, sticking out in all directions. The-man-with-no-eyebrows sat on the bed beside his wife, holding the baby’s hands.

“Atausiq, marruuk, pingasut … qulit!” he counted the tiny fingers. “One, two, three … ten!” he exclaimed.

He took the baby’s feet: “Atausiq, marruuk, pingasut … qulit!” he counted the tiny toes. “One, two, three … ten!” he shouted again. “A perfect boy!” The-man-with-no-eyebrows was a happy man, indeed.

Can’t-see asked, “What shall we call him?”

“We will call him Qavvik—Wolverine,” The-man-with-no-eyebrows said. “We will name him after my father.”

“Sakiga,” Can’t-see said, looking lovingly at the baby. “My father-in-law.”

The-man-with-no-eyebrows took his naked baby in his huge hands and held him up above his head, close to the ceiling of the igloo. Wolverine was a beautiful baby with very dark skin, slightly blue from the cold. He had what looked like bruises on his back, just above his tiny bum; all Inuit are born with bruises like that. His eyes were closed. His short arms and legs flailed like he was trying to fly. The-man-with-no-eyebrows danced around and around, holding his baby up in the air.

“My father,” he said to the little boy, “I am so happy you are here again.”

“You’d better let me have him,” Can’t-see said. “He will get cold.”

It was only then that The-man-with-no-eyebrows realized it was cold in his igloo, cold enough to see his breath. Igloos are never very warm.

“Aittaa!” he shouted. “How foolish of me. Of course.”

He handed the baby back to his wife. Can’t-see tucked Wolverine under her amaut—her caribou-skin baby-carrying coat. She looked up at her husband. He seemed so serious, concerned, and a little embarrassed. A smile raised the ends of her mouth; there was no harm done. She giggled. Then The-man-with-no-eyebrows and his wife laughed until their stomachs hurt and tears flowed from their eyes. Wolverine was their first baby. They were just learning to have a family.

“Turn up the qulliq,” The-man-with-no-eyebrows said. “We have plenty of seal fat, and soon spring will come.”

The qulliq was their only source of heat throughout the winter. It was a heavy hunk of soapstone carved in a half-moon shape with a depression on the top to hold the seal oil. Can’t-see took her carved soapstone wick-adjusting prod and gently raised the wick, pulling it up the lip of the qulliq. The flames licked higher and a warm glow filled the igloo. She felt a little guilty, turning up the flame so much, but her husband had said there was plenty of seal oil. It was her habit to conserve every bit of seal fat that she could. During a very cold winter, their survival could depend on it.

The-man-with-no-eyebrows went outside to look at the end of the day. Spring was coming. The sun stayed longer in the sky now, climbing higher above the horizon each day. He stood there through the dusk, thinking happy thoughts of life yet to come. A light breeze blew from the west, soft and warmish on his tanned face. Already, there must be bare ground to the west that heated up with the sun through the day, making the west wind smell earthy and feel warm to the skin.

He stood there until the light of dusk faded and the great expanse of the ice on Hudson Bay disappeared with the coming darkness. The air became crisp and clear. The first stars appeared in the big ceiling of sky above him. Tomorrow will be another good day, he thought. One of his dogs, lying on the snow, stretched her legs way out, looked up at him, and yawned a fitful yawn. The-man-with-no-eyebrows shivered in his caribou-skin shirt. The fur was thinning from constant use, just in time for spring and summer. His clothes would be cool in the heat of the coming seasons.

Tomorrow, he decided, they would travel south to the point of land called Siuraarjuk—Bit-of-sand. Just to the south of Bit-of-sand was a white island. The island is called Uqsuriak, or Oil Slick, because from a distance, that is what it looks like: shiny oil floating on water. One day, many, many years from now, people from across the big ocean to the east would come, and they would call it by a new name; they would call it Marble Island. They would call it Marble Island because they thought the island looked as white as the marble of an Italian statue.

The-man-with-no-eyebrows’ father had taken him there when he was a young man. They had hunted beluga whales and narwhals around the island. They had explored the caves.

The-man-with-no-eyebrows had seen the giant whales in the deep waters, just east of the island. He had seen the spray and the warm mist that followed as they blew air out through the tops of their massive heads. He had watched them breach, flying way up into the air and crashing down, splashing water all around. Arviit, they are called—bowhead whales. They are huge, but sometimes they clung to the shores of Marble Island, hiding from the ravenous aarlut—the orcas, killer whales. He would take his father there again; it was his turn.

The-man-with-no-eyebrows had eyebrows, of course, just as Can’t-see could actually see; that was just his name. It was a good name. It had been passed down from generation to generation until it came to him. The first The-man-with-no-eyebrows probably had no eyebrows at all, or maybe his eyebrows were so faint that people had started to call him “The-man-with-no-eyebrows.” It had probably started as a nickname, finally becoming his name when people forgot what his real name was.

Sometimes men had the name; sometimes women had it. Whether it was a man or a woman did not matter. What mattered was that the spirit of the person was carried on. Whomever the name came to had the responsibility of giving rebirth to the person behind the name. When he or she was gone, it was passed down to someone else as long as the name had been given dignity during the persons lifetime. The-man-with-no-eyebrows lived as best he could so that one day, when he was gone, a kindly mother and father would find it in their hearts to name their child after him, a worthy man. And the name, The-man-with-no-eyebrows, would survive another generation.

And now, Wolverine, his father, was reborn. It was a time of great happiness. The-man-with-no-eyebrows’ heart filled with love and visions of his father, the elder Wolverine. He would teach Wolverine to hunt the smaller beluga whales and narwhals. He would teach his son to survive until he became a man.

The-man-with-no-eyebrows smiled. It was time to move, he thought. It was time to go and look for a wife for his son. There would be people at Bit-of-sand, people with baby girls for his son to marry. Tomorrow, they would head that way.

He looked once more at the darkening sky. He wiped his eyes with his hands. Tears had formed with the stinging cold of the evening air. As he went inside to his wife and his baby, his chest swelled with pride.


A Family at Last
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Can’t-see had come from the big island to the east called Salliq—Farther-out-to-sea. Her family were great seafarers, making their living fishing and hunting in the middle of the big bay, known simply as Salt. They ventured out to other islands in their kayaks and umiaqs—skin boats—sometimes reaching the other side of the bay in search of seals, walruses, whales, and polar bears. And there were plenty of walruses and polar bears on Farther-out-to-sea and the islands beyond. Can’t-see’s parents and her brothers and sisters were still there.

But her husband was a mainlander, which was why they lived here, on the mainland. She was happy here. Somehow, her family would find out about her son. It would not take long. They would meet other people in their nomadic travels, all over the land and the sea ice. Those people would tell others that she and The-man-with-no-eyebrows had a son. People would pass the word along, and soon, everyone would know there was a new boy called Wolverine. Can’t-see looked at the new baby nestled in her arms with pride, love, and a new sense of responsibility.

She had given birth to him during the day when her husband was out hunting seals at the floe edge. To her, that seemed to be the way things were done: when it was time for a woman to give birth, the men went out hunting and the women stayed to assist with the birth.

But Can’t-see had given birth on her own. There were no other women about to help her. It had been difficult, but she had been prepared. Alone in her igloo, she had surrounded herself with caribou skins, rolled up to support her arms and her back. And then she had brought Wolverine, a moving, breathing baby boy out into the world. There was no magic in the world that could be better than that.

She had lain there, just looking at her baby. She had carried this beautiful boy inside her body for months. He had grown until she could feel him move, hard little feet kicking her stomach out from the inside. And now, here he was, in person. She had marvelled at her baby boy, until she remembered she was not yet finished. Painfully, she had gotten up; it was hard work, having a baby. She had cleaned up the igloo. Then, walking on wobbly legs, she had taken the old caribou-skin bedding down to the sea where it would go out with the ice in spring. When she was finished, she was relieved. This was her job and she had done it. She could not help smiling about that. Holding Wolverine’s tiny hand in hers and watching him suck on her breast, she had fallen asleep briefly, overcome by a tiredness like she had never felt before. The return of her husband had woken her from her sleep.

Here they were, all together. Her eyes twinkled in the glow of the qulliq. This was what she had wanted ever since she was a little girl, playing house outside her mother’s tent: a family. She had a good husband and a baby boy; she had a family.

“Tomorrow, we will go south and find a nuliaksaq, a wife-to-be, for him,” The-man-with-no-eyebrows said. “We will go to Bit-of-sand.”

“Yes,” Can’t-see said. “He must have a wife-to-be.”

That night, Can’t-see and The-man-with-no-eyebrows woke many times, just to look at their son and smile in the faint glow of the qulliq. With the sun’s first rays licking the dome of their igloo, they finally fell into a short but fitful sleep.


Paaliaq Has a Bad Day
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Sitting in his igloo with his wife, Auk, and his elderly mother at Bit-of-sand, Paaliaq was not a happy man. His daughter was crying and he did not know why. He should have known, of course; he was an angakkuq—a shaman—after all. But he was a man, and men never know much about babies.

Paaliaq did not like to hear his baby crying. He bounced her on his lap and listened to her wail. He wanted her, so much, to be a happy girl. But her crying filled his igloo.

They called her Anirniq—Breath. She was such a beautiful baby. Just to look at her made Paaliaq sigh. Her hair was long and black. She had big brown eyes that flickered when she smiled. She had long, jet-black eyelashes that seemed to leave shadows on her eyelids. Already, she opened her eyes and smiled if you said “Apuu!” And she smiled so beautifully. But she wasn’t smiling now. She was crying as loud as she could.

“She just needs to exercise her voice,” Paaliaq’s elderly mother said.

“Oh,” Paaliaq said. “But, Mother, why does she have to do it by crying?”

Paaliaq was a good man. He was a good shaman. He tried to help people with his special gift. But now and then, some people said he was a teeny, tiny bit short-tempered. And that made him mad. He wasn’t short-tempered, he’d say; he just had a lot of things on his
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