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    Ice, wind, and human ingenuity meet on equal terms. In Eskimo Life, Fridtjof Nansen presents a sustained meditation on how a people and a place shape one another, crafting a portrait of the Greenland Inuit that is at once careful, vivid, and humane. Rather than framing the Arctic as a backdrop for heroic self-assertion, Nansen turns outward, studying the knowledge that allows communities to flourish at the edge of the inhabitable world. The result is an account that invites readers to attend to skill, cooperation, and adaptation, and to understand survival not as spectacle but as an everyday, communal art.

The book is widely regarded as a classic because it helped define the possibilities of polar literature and ethnographic writing in the modern era. Nansen’s prose marries disciplined observation with narrative poise, setting a standard for later explorers and scholars who sought to write about unfamiliar cultures without sensationalism. Its influence endures in travel writing that privileges empathy over conquest, and in anthropological texts that weave material culture, environment, and social life into integrated portraits. The work’s longevity owes equally to its literary clarity and to the durable relevance of its themes: resilience, ingenuity, and the ethics of looking closely at others.

Fridtjof Nansen, the Norwegian explorer and scientist, wrote Eskimo Life in the wake of his 1888–1889 expedition across Greenland. Drawing on his time among Greenland Inuit communities, he composed the book in the early 1890s as a focused study of daily life, tools, customs, and the intimate relationship between knowledge and landscape. It is non-fiction, situated between ethnography and travel narrative, and seeks to record practices that outsiders often misunderstood. Nansen’s aim is not to catalog curiosities, but to explain how each habit, material, and technique coheres within a complete way of living in a demanding environment.

Readers encounter descriptions of households and settlement patterns, the making and maintenance of clothing and gear, and the design logic of kayaks, sledges, and other essential technologies. Nansen attends to methods of travel, hunting, and food preparation, and to the tacit rules that govern sharing, cooperation, and leadership. He observes how children learn by watching and doing, how stories and songs transmit memory, and how seasonal rhythms organize work and rest. Throughout, he emphasizes the fit between practice and place, showing how knowledge is stored not only in words but also in tools, gestures, and the built environment.

Nansen’s purpose is explanatory and corrective. Writing for a European audience prone to caricature, he demonstrates that the practices of Greenland Inuit life emerge from rigorous testing and collective intelligence. His scientific training undergirds a method that favors comparison, function, and cause over exoticism. He aims to replace myths with mechanisms, tracing how a particular seam, knot, or route confers safety and efficiency. In doing so, he argues implicitly for intellectual humility: to survive in the Arctic requires learning from those who know it best, and to understand those lives requires taking their knowledge on its own terms.

Formally, the book advances by topic and scene rather than by dramatic plot. Nansen selects emblematic details and lets them accumulate into a coherent whole, a technique that lends the work both clarity and texture. His tone is measured, analytical, and often admiring, and his language avoids ornament without sacrificing elegance. He is precise about materials and procedures, yet attentive to feeling, noting the satisfactions of craft and the comforts of companionship. The effect is immersive and trustworthy: the reader senses the chill of wind and the warmth of a crowded dwelling, and grasps how both belong to a single pattern.

As an early, widely read study grounded in field experience, Eskimo Life helped shift expectations for Arctic narratives. Instead of treating Indigenous people as scenery or assistants, Nansen foregrounds their expertise as the central fact of polar survival. Subsequent explorers and writers took cues from this approach, drawing more directly on local knowledge and seeking to describe it with precision. The book also influenced scholars by demonstrating how attention to tools and techniques can illuminate social structures and values. Its legacy is a literature that values reciprocity, context, and respect over spectacle, a standard that continues to inform responsible travel writing.

The historical vocabulary in the book’s title reflects the period in which it was written, and many readers today prefer Inuit or more specific community names. Acknowledging this shift is part of reading the work attentively. Nansen wrote as an outsider, and his account bears marks of its time even as it strives for fairness. For contemporary audiences, the text offers both insight and a prompt to seek Indigenous-authored perspectives alongside it. Approached with that awareness, the book remains a valuable primary source: it preserves careful observations of material culture and social practice, and it documents early cross-cultural encounters in the North Atlantic Arctic.

Several themes recur with quiet insistence. Adaptation is not framed as heroism but as method, embedded in patient trial and error. Community is portrayed as a network of obligations and generosities that ensures continuity across seasons. Technology appears not as imported machinery but as knowledge embodied in local materials and forms. The environment is neither enemy nor idyll but a partner that sets terms. The book also traces the moral education of attention: to look closely is to learn, and to learn is to revise one’s assumptions. These themes give the work philosophical depth beyond its documentary value.

Eskimo Life retains striking relevance today. In an era of rapid environmental change, it models how to read landscapes carefully and how to value knowledge that is place-specific and cumulative. It highlights practices of sustainability born from necessity rather than ideology, inviting reflection on design, resource use, and resilience. It also prompts ethical questions about representation and listening, pressing readers to consider who speaks, who is heard, and how understanding travels across cultural boundaries. The book thereby connects historical observation to contemporary debates about climate, sovereignty, and the rightful place of Indigenous knowledge in public and scientific discourse.

For modern readers, the experience of the text is one of lucid companionship. Nansen’s voice guides without insisting, offering scenes and explanations that reward patience and curiosity. The pacing reflects the work itself describes: deliberate, attentive, cumulative. While the subject matter is technical at times, the writing remains accessible, so that the logic of a tool or habit becomes gradual revelation rather than abrupt lesson. The result is a portrait that respects its subjects and trusts its audience. It is a pleasure rooted in precision, and a persuasion rooted in evidence, qualities that help the book endure.

To introduce Eskimo Life is to invite readers to a sustained study of human capability under exacting conditions. Written in the early 1890s by Fridtjof Nansen after his Greenland expedition, it stands as a classic for its clarity, fairness, and attentiveness to how culture and environment interlock. Its pages distill themes of adaptation, community, and ethical observation that continue to engage and instruct. For contemporary audiences, the book offers both a historical record and a living argument: that understanding grows from respect, that skill is a form of wisdom, and that careful looking can widen the moral circle.
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    Fridtjof Nansen’s Eskimo Life presents a systematic account of the daily existence of Greenland’s coastal peoples as he observed them during his 1888–1889 expedition and subsequent stay. He opens by situating readers in the Arctic environment, emphasizing the maritime setting, drifting ice, stark seasonal contrasts, and scattered settlements along fjords and inlets. The introduction explains his aim to record practical facts rather than theory, noting how climate, scarcity of resources, and the ocean’s rhythms shape work, travel, and social habits. He outlines the population’s distribution and explains that survival rests on intimate knowledge of ice, weather, and animal behavior.

Nansen then describes dwellings and household routines. Summer brings light tents of skins, quickly moved to follow game and fish. Winter life centers on low, turf-and-stone houses with small windows, raised sleeping platforms, and seal-oil lamps that provide both heat and light. He details the careful tending of lamps, constant drying of clothing, and management of smoke and moisture. Women oversee the home, prepare food, maintain lamps, and sew; men repair boats and gear when not hunting. He highlights the division of labor, the economy of space, and the cleanliness practices suited to cold, cramped interiors and limited fuel.

Subsistence occupies a central place in his account. Seal hunting dominates, pursued at breathing holes, on the ice edge, or from kayaks with harpoon and line attached to floats. When available, walrus, whale, and caribou supplement the diet; birds and fish are seasonally important. Nansen explains storage, fermentation, and drying methods that even, imperfectly, bridge lean periods. He outlines the rules of sharing a catch within households and the wider community, emphasizing customary claims on different parts. He notes cycles of abundance and scarcity, the risk of starvation, and the precise timing, stealth, and patience demanded by Arctic hunting.

Travel and equipment receive careful attention. The kayak, built from a light frame covered with skins, is described in its proportions, cockpit closure, and rolling technique, along with the larger women’s boat, the umiak, used for moving families and goods. Where conditions permit, dog sledges serve winter journeys over sea ice and snow. Nansen documents harpoon heads, toggles, lines of plaited sinew, floats made from seal bladders, and ingenious adaptations of bone, stone, and driftwood. He notes how trade metals begin to replace traditional materials. Navigation by landmarks, ice texture, and wind, combined with prudence, underlies safe movement.

Clothing and craftsmanship are presented as essential technologies. Garments of seal and reindeer skin provide layered insulation and water resistance, with inner and outer parkas, hooded coats, mittens, and boots (with hair direction chosen for function). Women’s skill in cutting, scraping, softening, and sewing skins with sinew thread ensures tight, waterproof seams. Nansen observes repair routines, the constant drying and smoking of gear, and the careful allocation of valuable materials. Ornamentation is modest and practical. He remarks on the fit of clothing to activity—hunting, paddling, hauling—and the balance between warmth, flexibility, and durability required by prolonged exposure to cold and wet.

Social arrangements follow. Nansen outlines family structures, marriage practices, household organization, and patterns of hospitality that distribute resources and obligations. Child-rearing includes naming customs and frequent fostering or adoption, which tie families together. He describes norms of generosity and reciprocity, the importance of reputation, and informal means of dispute resolution. Without formal chiefs, public opinion, elders’ influence, and communal discussion regulate behavior; in some areas, song contests and ridicule help diffuse conflict. He notes flexibility in arrangements shaped by resource constraints, and the expectation that courage in hunting and reliability in sharing sustain community standing.

Beliefs and ritual occupy a substantial section. Nansen records the role of the angakok (shaman), who mediates with spirit powers, diagnoses misfortune, and presides over taboos related to hunting, birth, and death. He summarizes myths about sea and land beings, and the moral rules attached to them. Amulets, personal rules, and ritual observances are linked to success in the hunt and community well-being. He describes burial customs, ideas of the soul, and the handling of illness and accident. Rather than speculative analysis, he provides examples from narratives and practices, indicating how spiritual explanations frame conduct and regulate everyday life.

Turning to language and recreation, Nansen notes a rich oral tradition of stories, songs, and humor. He describes drum dances, string games, and athletic contests that enliven winter darkness and reinforce social bonds. Carving and minor ornamentation are discussed as practical and expressive work. He includes observations on vocabulary related to ice, animals, and travel, and comments briefly on dialectal variation. Memory and precise description support navigation and hunting, while storytelling preserves knowledge and precedent. Leisure, he suggests through examples, is interwoven with instruction, with play and performance providing both entertainment and a means to transmit skills and norms.

Finally, Nansen addresses contact with Europeans. He outlines the influence of missionaries and traders, the adoption of firearms and metal tools, and changes in housing, clothing, and belief. He notes benefits such as reliable supplies and new materials, alongside disruptions to subsistence patterns and authority. His closing chapters reiterate the book’s purpose: to record a resilient, adaptive way of life formed by the North Atlantic environment. He emphasizes the community’s resourcefulness under constraint and the coherence of customs to circumstances. The overall message is an organized, factual portrait of Greenlanders’ material culture, social order, and thought, shaped by sea, ice, and season.
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    Fridtjof Nansen’s Eskimo Life is set chiefly in Greenland in 1888 and 1889, the period immediately following his pioneering ski crossing of the island’s ice sheet. The narrative locales concentrate on the west coast around Godthaab (today Nuuk), then the colonial capital of Danish Greenland, and include recollections from the remote east coast landing site near Umivik. The time was marked by Danish trade monopolies, Lutheran and Moravian missions, and sporadic contact with European whalers and explorers. Climatically, the lingering effects of the Little Ice Age maintained heavy pack ice along the east coast, shaping settlement isolation. Published in 1891, the book interprets Inuit life against this late nineteenth-century colonial-scientific milieu.

The book’s temporal frame coincides with a surge of polar science and exploration after the First International Polar Year (1882–83) and with rising Norwegian national self-assertion within the union with Sweden (1814–1905). Godthaab was a hub where mission stations, the Royal Greenland Trading Company’s depots, and Inuit communities intersected. Nansen’s wintering there in 1888–89 enabled sustained observation of households, hunting technologies, and communal institutions. East Greenland, by contrast, remained largely unadministered and ice-bound; contact was rare, underscoring the sharp differences within Greenlandic experience. Eskimo Life renders these environments not as mere backdrops but as historically specific spaces where colonial governance, global trade, and local subsistence strategies converged.

Danish-Norwegian colonization of West Greenland began in 1721 when missionary Hans Egede established a mission near present-day Nuuk, laying foundations for the colony later called Godthaab (1728). Moravian missionaries arrived in 1733, founding Neu Herrnhut and, later, stations such as Lichtenfels (1758) and Lichtenau (1774). These institutions reshaped social life through schooling, baptismal records, and new norms, while also facilitating trade. Eskimo Life repeatedly situates everyday practice inside this mission-colonial frame, noting church calendars, catechism, and village layouts that had emerged over the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Nansen’s descriptions of clergy, services, and hybrid customs reflect the deep historical layering of Christianity in West Greenlandic settlements.

The Royal Greenland Trading Company (Den Kongelige Grønlandske Handel, 1774) formalized a state monopoly that regulated exchange of seal oil, skins, and narwhal ivory for imported flour, rifles, kettles, and textiles. Nineteenth-century policies concentrated trade at coastal stations, fostered dependence on annual shipments from Copenhagen, and limited private competition. This political economy shaped settlement patterns and work rhythms, from spring sealing to autumn provisioning. In Eskimo Life, Nansen inventories household goods, prices, and barter practices around Godthaab, and he notes the constraints and benefits of the monopoly. His appraisals of material culture, scarcity, and the circulation of metal tools are inseparable from the company’s long-standing commercial regime.

European whaling and sealing in Davis Strait and Baffin Bay expanded dramatically from the late eighteenth century, with over one hundred British and Dutch vessels at peak seasons in the 1820s. Ships from Hull, Dundee, and Amsterdam brought firearms, iron, and epidemics, while accelerating extraction of bowhead whales and seals. By the mid-nineteenth century many stocks had declined, altering Inuit hunting returns and labor opportunities near ports like Holsteinsborg (Sisimiut). Nansen’s book references older whaler tales, metal harpoon tips, and the scarcity of certain marine mammals near populated coasts. He interprets these traces as evidence of the profound nineteenth-century transformations that whaling had imposed on Greenlandic subsistence and trade.

Nansen’s 1888 crossing of Greenland was a watershed event. The six-person team—Fridtjof Nansen, Otto Sverdrup, Oluf Christian Dietrichson, Kristian Kristiansen, and the Sámi men Samuel Balto and Ole Nilsen Ravna—was put ashore on the inhospitable east coast near Umivik after negotiating heavy pack ice. They began their inland journey in August 1888, hauling sledges and traveling on skis toward the west. The expedition chose to aim for Godthaab, without a return ship, forcing completion. Eskimo Life draws on this passage to frame many ethnographic comparisons: Norwegian skiing techniques, sledge design, and survival practices are set against Inuit technologies that the party observed before and after the crossing.

The traverse covered more than 500 kilometers over the central ice sheet at elevations above roughly 2,500 meters, with temperatures plunging and winds severe. Crevasses, sastrugi, and storms delayed the party; food loads were rationed precisely, and tents adapted to drifting snow. They reached the western edge in late September and Godthaab in early October 1888. Scientific instruments recorded temperature, altitude, and snow conditions, yielding data that fed glaciology and meteorology. In Eskimo Life, the logistical lessons—diet, clothing, hauling—are repeatedly contrasted with Inuit best practice, especially in dog-sledge use, boots, and layering, allowing Nansen to assess European methods against a centuries-old Arctic knowledge system.

Wintering in Godthaab (1888–89) allowed Nansen to observe kinship patterns, house construction, kayak craftsmanship, and communal hunts under colonial administration. He interacted with Danish officials, clergy, and Greenlanders across trading days and church festivals. He documented seal and ptarmigan hunting calendars, sewn-skin garments, and food sharing rules, while noting the influence of imported goods such as coffee, sugar, and firearms. These insights are central to Eskimo Life, whose chapters move from tools and dwellings to marriage customs and childrearing. The book’s authority stems from this winter of embedded observation, when Nansen compared expedition improvisations with everyday Greenlandic solutions to cold, darkness, and scarcity.

The First International Polar Year (1882–83) galvanized national expeditions to collect standard meteorological, magnetic, and auroral data across the Arctic. Denmark established a station at Godthaab and coordinated observations along the West Greenland coast, integrating Greenland into a transnational scientific network. The IPY popularized systematic field science and validated polar logistics later adopted by explorers. Nansen’s methods and measurements during and after the 1888 crossing belong to this movement. In Eskimo Life, quantitative notes on weather, ice, and diet sit beside ethnographic description, mirroring the IPY ideal that rigorous observation should support both geophysics and human geography.

Norway’s political union with Sweden (1814–1905) cultivated a culture of exploration as national self-fashioning, from skiing clubs founded in the 1860s to polar ventures celebrated in the press. Nansen’s Greenland success in 1888 and Eskimo Life (1891) quickly became emblems of competence and modern science associated with a distinct Norwegian identity. While the book focuses on Greenlanders, its undertone valorizes skills—skiing, frugality, communal effort—that paralleled nationalist virtues at home. By highlighting Inuit efficiencies unknown or neglected in Europe, Nansen also indirectly criticized metropolitan complacency, a stance that resonated with Norwegian audiences seeking models outside dominant Scandinavian and continental frameworks.

East Greenland remained largely isolated until Lieutenant Gustav Holm’s women’s boat expedition (Konebådsekspeditionen) reached Ammassalik (Tasiilaq) in 1884 after a journey begun in 1883. Holm’s party mapped settlements, documented dialects, and established first sustained contact with East Greenlanders, whose material culture had diverged under isolation. Nansen landed farther south in 1888 and saw only limited east coast communities, but Holm’s reports framed his expectations. Eskimo Life references the contrasts between east and west—housing, kayaks, and trade goods—underscoring how late contact produced marked cultural differences. The book thus mirrors the historical opening of East Greenland in the 1880s as a scientific and colonial frontier.

Epidemics reshaped Greenlandic demography after 1721. A devastating smallpox outbreak in 1733–34, soon after Moravian arrival, killed a large fraction of West Greenland’s population; subsequent waves of measles (notably 1846) and influenza in the nineteenth century periodically reduced communities and disrupted knowledge transmission. Mission and trading records meticulously tracked baptisms and burials, revealing oscillations in numbers and age structures. Nansen’s Eskimo Life remarks on population sparsity, mortality fears, and the resilience of kin-based support. His observations of adoption, fosterage, and communal food sharing can be read as social adaptations forged through a century and a half of epidemic shocks tied to European contact.

Greenlandic technologies—kayaks, umiaks, dog sledges, toggling harpoons, and tailored fur garments—represent refinements of the Thule tradition adapted to ice, currents, and prey. Nineteenth-century trade introduced iron blades and firearms, altering hunting tactics and risk calculations. Kayak frames remained locally sourced from driftwood and bone, with sealskin coverings sewn by women central to household economies. Eskimo Life dwells on these implements, detailing kayak balance, harpoon lines, and snow-house ventilation, and compares them with the expedition’s Norwegian skis, tents, and stoves. By foregrounding tool performance in exact conditions, the book situates Inuit material culture within a historical dialogue of innovation under scarcity and contact.

Climatic conditions at the tail end of the Little Ice Age maintained a formidable East Greenland pack ice barrier, driven by the East Greenland Current exporting polar ice southward along the coast. This impeded regular shipping and insulated many east coast communities from sustained European influence well into the nineteenth century. Seasonal variability dictated travel windows and the availability of driftwood. Nansen’s problems making landfall in 1888 and the decision to overwinter in Godthaab reflect these constraints. Eskimo Life repeatedly connects diet, housing, and mobility to ice regimes, interpreting social arrangements as rational responses to sea-ice uncertainty characteristic of the era.

Lutheran and Moravian missions reshaped West Greenland through schools, hymnody, and village governance intertwined with Danish administrative authority. Stations like Neu Herrnhut (1733), Lichtenfels (1758), and Lichtenau (1774) trained catechists, promoted monogamous marriage, and fostered literacy in Greenlandic. By the nineteenth century, a bilingual Christianity had emerged alongside preserved hunting practices. Nansen attends to Sunday observance, marriage registration, and moral codes, while noting persistent ceremonial and naming customs. Eskimo Life represents this layered moral geography as historically produced, neither timelessly indigenous nor wholly European, and uses these observations to analyze social cohesion and conflict in Godthaab’s late nineteenth-century communities.

Eskimo Life functions as a critique of European presumption in the Arctic by documenting the efficiency and humanity of Inuit institutions under conditions that often defeated outsiders. Nansen highlights the ethics of sharing, the discipline of labor, and the fit of clothing and dwellings to climate as benchmarks against which to measure industrial society’s waste. His descriptions of Danish trade monopolies, mission authority, and imported alcohol indirectly question policies that weakened resilience. Without polemic, he juxtaposes colonial paternalism with demonstrated local competence, suggesting that European governance should learn from, rather than overwrite, established social and technological systems.

The book also interrogates late nineteenth-century social hierarchies and racialized science by presenting Greenlanders as rational actors whose knowledge survived centuries of shocks from whaling, epidemics, and trade. Nansen’s admiration for skill over status, and for communal obligation over market individualism, implies a critique of European class divides and urban poverty. He portrays colonial towns where dependence on distant supplies could be more precarious than subsistence strategies honed locally. These contrasts expose the political economy of monopoly and mission as historically contingent choices, not inevitabilities. Eskimo Life thus uses historical observation to question the justice and efficacy of contemporary policy and prejudice.
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    Fridtjof Nansen was a Norwegian explorer, scientist, author, diplomat, and humanitarian whose life spanned the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He is widely remembered for pioneering polar expeditions, foundational work in oceanography and neuroanatomy, and influential leadership in international relief after the First World War. Nansen combined meticulous scientific method with an austere, adventurous ethos, turning exploration into a vehicle for knowledge rather than spectacle. His bestselling narratives and sober reports shaped public understanding of the Arctic, while his creation of the “Nansen passport” offered a lifeline to stateless people. In 1922 he received the Nobel Peace Prize for his humanitarian achievements.

Educated in zoology at the Royal Frederick University (today the University of Oslo), Nansen early embraced a rigorous, field-centered science. He worked at the Bergen Museum in the 1880s and published studies on the nervous system of lower vertebrates that supported the emerging neuron doctrine. His formative experience at sea on northern voyages honed practical skills and sparked a lifelong interest in ocean currents, sea ice, and climate. Intellectually, he drew on contemporary European biology and on the literature of Arctic travel, while culturally he was shaped by Norway’s skiing tradition, which later informed his approach to polar mobility and logistics.

Nansen’s reputation as an explorer took shape with the first documented crossing of Greenland’s icecap in the late 1880s. Using skis and light sledges, and adopting techniques observed among Greenlanders, his small party traversed from east to west, overturning prevailing assumptions about what was possible in polar travel. The expedition emphasized careful planning, physical economy, and respect for local knowledge. He recounted the journey in The First Crossing of Greenland, and reflected more broadly on Greenlandic society and adaptation to the Arctic environment in Eskimo Life. These books were noted for clear prose, empirical detail, and a humane curiosity about cultures of the North.

He then advanced a bold theory that a ship could drift across the Arctic Ocean on sea ice, carried by transpolar currents. The Fram expedition of the mid-1890s put this to the test. In a specially built vessel designed to withstand ice pressure, Nansen’s team gathered oceanographic and meteorological data while intentionally freezing in. With Hjalmar Johansen, Nansen later made a sledge dash northward, reaching a record latitude before turning back safely. The expedition yielded influential data on Arctic circulation and sea depth, and Nansen’s Farthest North became an international sensation, combining narrative drama with meticulous scientific observation.

After returning, Nansen’s scientific career broadened. He held academic posts in Oslo and helped institutionalize oceanography in Norway, collaborating with figures such as Bjørn Helland-Hansen and engaging with ideas that informed Vagn Walfrid Ekman’s current theory. He improved instruments for sampling, including the widely used Nansen bottle, and led cruises in the North Atlantic and Arctic that defined standards for hydrographic work. As an author, he ranged from technical papers to broad syntheses, notably In Northern Mists, a study of early Arctic exploration. His writing balanced clarity and restraint, striving to connect observed phenomena with large-scale geophysical processes.

Nansen’s public role expanded during Norway’s emergence as an independent state in the early twentieth century, when he represented national interests abroad. After the First World War he accepted assignments from the League of Nations, organizing the repatriation of prisoners of war, directing relief during the Russian famine, and creating identification papers for stateless refugees, later known as Nansen passports. His approach joined administrative rigor with pragmatic compassion, and he advocated for cooperative international solutions to displacement and hunger. In recognition of this work, he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1922, reinforcing his global stature beyond exploration.

In his later years, Nansen continued to combine research, public speaking, and humanitarian advocacy, remaining a prominent voice on polar science and refugee relief until his death in 1930. His legacy is multidimensional: techniques he championed—ski travel, light sledging, and disciplined logistics—reshaped polar expeditions; his instruments and methods helped found modern physical oceanography; and his refugee documents pioneered international protection for the stateless. His books remain classics of exploration literature, valued for their lucid style and careful observation. Today, Nansen is read as a model of science-led exploration and as a humanitarian whose practical innovations outlived the crises that prompted them.
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GREENLAND AND THE ESKIMO

Greenland is in a peculiar manner associated with Norway and with the Norwegians. Our forefathers were the first Europeans who found their way to its shores. In their open vessels the old Vikings[1] made their daring voyages, through tempests and drift-ice, to this distant land of snows, settled there throughout several centuries, and added it to the domain of the Norwegian crown.

After the memory of its existence had practically passed away, it was again one of our countrymen[1] who, on behalf of a Norwegian company, founded the second European settlement of the country.

It is poor, this land of the Eskimo, which we have taken from him;[1q] it has neither timber nor gold to offer us—it is naked, lonely, like no other land inhabited of man. But in all its naked poverty, how beautiful it is! If Norway is glorious, Greenland is in truth no less so. When one has once seen it, how dear to him is its recollection! I do not know if others feel as I do, but for me it is touched with all the dream-like beauty of the fairyland of my childish imagination. It seems as though I there found our own Norwegian scenery repeated in still nobler, purer forms.

It is strong and wild, this Nature, like a saga of antiquity carven in ice and stone, yet with moods of lyric delicacy and refinement. It is like cold steel with the shimmering colours of a sunlit cloud playing through it.

When I see glaciers and ice-mountains, my thoughts fly to Greenland where the glaciers are vaster than anywhere else, where the ice-mountains jut into a sea covered with icebergs and drift-ice. When I hear loud encomiums on the progress of our society, its great men and their great deeds, my thoughts revert to the boundless snow-fields stretching white and serene in an unbroken sweep from sea to sea, high over what have once been fruitful valleys and mountains. Some day, perhaps, a similar snow-field will cover us all.

 [image: ]
‘THE BOUNDLESS SNOW-FIELDS STRETCHING CALM AND WHITE FROM SEA TO SEA’



Everything in Greenland is simple and great—white snow, blue ice, naked, black rocks and peaks,  and dark stormy sea. When I see the sun sink glowing into the waves, it recalls to me the Greenland sunsets, with the islets and rocks floating, as it were, on the burnished surface of the smooth, softly-heaving sea, while inland the peaks rise row on row, flushing in the evening light. And sometimes when I see the sæter-life[2] at home and watch the sæter-girls and the grazing cows, I think of the tent-life and the reindeer-herds on the Greenland fiords and uplands; I think of the screaming ptarmigan, the moors and willow-copses, the lakes and valleys in among the mountains where the Eskimo lives through his brief summer.

But like nothing else is the Greenland winter-night with its flaming northern lights; it is Nature’s own mystic spirit-dance.

Strange is the power which this land exercises over the mind; but the race that inhabits it is not less remarkable than the land itself.

The Eskimo, more than anyone else, belongs to the coast and the sea. He dwells by the sea, upon it he seeks his subsistence, it gives him all the necessaries of his life, over it he makes all his journeys, whether in his skin-canoes in summer, or in his dog-sledges when it is ice-bound in winter. The sea is thus the strongest influence in the life of the Eskimo; what wonder, then, if his soul reflects its moods? His mind changes with the sea—grave in the storm; in sunshine and calm full of unfettered glee. He is a child of the sea, thoughtlessly gay like the playful wavelet, but sometimes dark as the foaming tempest. One feeling chases another from his childlike mind as rapidly as, when the storm has died down, the billows sink to rest, and the very memory of it has passed away.

The good things of life are very unequally divided in this world. To some existence is so easy that they need only plant a bread-fruit tree in their youth, and their whole life is provided for. Others, again, seem to be denied everything except the strength to battle for life; they must laboriously wring from hostile Nature every mouthful of their sustenance. They are sent forth to the outposts, these people; they form the wings of the great army of humanity in its constant struggle for the subjugation of nature.

Such a people are the Eskimos, and among the most remarkable in existence. They are a living proof of the rare faculty of the human being for adapting himself to circumstances and spreading over the face of the earth.

The Eskimo forms the extreme outpost towards the infinite stillness of the regions of ice, and as far, almost, as we have forced our way to the northward, we find traces left behind them by this hardy race.

The tracts which all others despise he has made his own. By dint of constant struggle and slow development, he learnt some things that none have learnt better. Where for others the conditions which make life possible came to an end, there life began for him. He has come to love these regions; they are to him a world in which he himself embodies the whole of the human race.[3] Outside their limits he could not exist.

It is to this people that the following pages are devoted.

The mutual resemblance of the different tribes of Eskimos is no less striking than their difference from all other races in features, figure, implements and weapons, and general manner of life.

A pure-bred Eskimo from Bering Straits is so like a Greenlander that one cannot for a moment doubt that they belong to the same race. Their language, too, is so far alike that an Alaska Eskimo and a Greenlander would probably, after some little time, be able to converse without much difficulty. Captain Adrian Jacobsen, who has travelled both in Greenland and in Alaska, told me that in Alaska he could manage to get along with the few words of Eskimo he had learnt in Greenland. These two peoples are divided by a distance of about 3,000 miles—something like the distance between London and Afghanistan. Such unity of speech among races so widely separated is probably unique in the history of mankind.

The likeness between all the different tribes of Eskimos, as well as their secluded position with respect to other peoples, and the perfection of their implements, might be taken to indicate that they are of a very old race, in which everything has stiffened into definite forms, which can now be but slowly altered. Other indications, however, seem to conflict with such a hypothesis, and render it more probable that the race was originally a small one, which did not until a comparatively late period develop to the point at which we now find it, and spread over the countries which it at present inhabits.

If it should seem difficult to understand, at first sight, how they could have spread in a comparatively short time over these wide tracts of country without moving in great masses, as in the case of larger migrations, we need only reflect that their present inhospitable abiding-places can scarcely have been inhabited, at any rate permanently, before they took possession of them, and that therefore they had nothing to contend with except nature itself.

The region now inhabited by the Eskimos stretches from the west coast of Bering Straits over Alaska, the north coast of North America, the North American groups of Arctic Islands, the west coast, and, finally, the east coast, of Greenland.

By reason of his absolutely secluded position, the Eskimo has given the anthropologists much trouble, and the most contradictory opinions have been advanced with reference to his origin.

Dr. H. Rink, who has made Greenland and its people the study of his life, and is beyond comparison the greatest authority on the subject, holds that the Eskimo implements and weapons—at any rate, for the greater part—may be traced to America. He regards it as probable that the Eskimos were once a race dwelling in the interior of Alaska, where there are still a considerable number of inland Eskimos, and that they have migrated thence to the coasts of the ice-sea. He further maintains that their speech is most closely connected with the primitive dialects of America, and that their legends and customs recall those of the Indians.

One point among others, however, in which the Eskimos differ from the Indians is the use of dog-sledges. With the exception of the Incas of Peru, who used the llama as a beast of burden, no American aborigines employed animals either for drawing or for carrying. In this, then, the Eskimos more resemble the races of the Asiatic polar regions.

But it would lead us too far afield if we were to follow up this difficult scientific question, on which the evidence is as yet by no means thoroughly sifted. So much alone can we declare with any assurance, that the Eskimos dwelt in comparatively recent times on the coasts around Bering Straits and Bering Sea—probably on the American side—and have thence, stage by stage, spread eastward over Arctic America to Greenland.

It is in my judgment impossible to determine at what time they reached Greenland and permanently settled there. From what has already been said it appears probable that the period was comparatively late, but it does not seem to me established, as has been asserted in several quarters, that we can conclude from the Icelandic sagas that they first made their appearance on the west coast of Greenland in the fourteenth century. It certainly appears as though the Norwegian colonies of Österbygd and Vesterbygd (i.e. Easter- and Wester-district or settlement) were not until that period exposed to serious attacks on the part of the ‘Skrellings[2]’ or Eskimos, coming in bands from the north; but this does not preclude the supposition that they had occupied certain tracts of the west coast of Greenland long before that time and long before the Norwegians discovered the country. They do not seem to have been settled upon the southern part of the coast during the first four hundred years of the Norwegian occupation, since they are not mentioned in the sagas; but it is expressly stated that the first Norwegians (Erik the Red and others) who came to the country, found both in the Easter- and the Wester-districts ruins of human habitations, fragments of boats, and stone implements, which in their opinion must have belonged to a feeble folk, whom they therefore called ‘Skrellings’ (or ‘weaklings’). We must accordingly conclude that the ‘Skrellings’ had been there previously; and as such remains were found in both districts, it seems that they could scarcely have paid mere passing visits to them. It is not impossible that the Eskimos might simply have taken to their heels when the Norwegian viking-ships appeared in the offing; we, too, found them do so upon the east coast; but it does not seem at all probable that they could vanish so rapidly as to let the Norwegians catch no glimpse of them. The probability is, on the whole, that at that time the permanent settlements of the Eskimos were further north on the coast, above the 68th degree of north latitude, where seals and whales abound, and where they would first arrive on their course from the northward[4] (see p. 13). From these permanent settlements they probably, in Eskimo fashion, made frequent excursions of more or less duration to the more southerly part of the west coast, and there left behind them the traces which were first found. When the Norwegian settlers began to range northwards they at last came in contact with the Eskimos. Professor G. Storm[5] is of opinion that this must first have happened in the twelfth century.[6] We read in the ‘Historia Norvegiæ’ that the hunters in the unsettled districts of north Greenland came upon an undersized people whom they called ‘Skrellings,’ and who used stone knives and arrow-points of whalebone. As their more northern settlements became over-populated, the Eskimos no doubt began to migrate southwards in earnest; and as the Norwegians often dealt hardly with them when they met, they may eventually have taken revenge in the fourteenth century by first (after 1341) attacking and devastating (?) the Wester-district, and later (1379) making an expedition against the Easter-district, which seems in the following century to have been entirely destroyed.[7] It was about this time, accordingly, that the Eskimos probably effected their first permanent settlements in the southern parts of the country.

There is evidence in the Eskimo legends as well of the battles between them and the old Norsemen. But from the same legends we also learn that there was sometimes friendly intercourse between them; indeed the Norsemen are several times mentioned with esteem. This appears to show that there was no rooted hatred between the two races; and the theory that the Eskimos carried on an actual war of extermination against the settlers seems, moreover, in total conflict with their character as we now know it. Thus it can scarcely have been such a war alone that caused the downfall of the colony. We may, perhaps, attribute it partly to natural decline due to seclusion from the world, partly to absorption of the race, brought about by the crossing of the two stocks; for the Europeans of that age were probably no more inaccessible than those of to-day to the seductions of Eskimo loveliness.

As to the route by which the Eskimos made their way to the west coast of Greenland there has been a good deal of difference of opinion. Dr. Rink maintains that after passing Smith’s Sound the Eskimos did not proceed southwards along the west coast, which would seem their most natural course, but turned northwards, rounded the northernmost point of the country, and came down along the east coast. In this way they must ultimately have approached the west coast from the southward, after making their way round the southern extremity of Greenland. This opinion is mainly founded upon the belief that Thorgils Orrabeinsfostre fell in with Eskimos upon the east coast, and that this was the Norsemen’s first encounter with them. I have already, in a note on the preceding page, remarked on the untrustworthiness of this evidence; and such a theory as to the route of the Eskimo immigration stands, as we know, in direct conflict with the accounts given in the sagas, from which it appears (as above) that the Eskimos came from the north and not from the south, the Wester-district having been destroyed before the Easter-district. It appears, moreover, that we can draw the same conclusion from an Eskimo tradition in which their first encounter with the old Norsemen is described. In former days, we are told, when the coast was still very thinly populated, a boatful of explorers came into Godthaab-fiord and saw there a large house whose inhabitants were strange to them, not being Kaladlit—that is, Eskimo. They had suddenly come upon the old Norsemen. These, on their side, saw the Kaladlit for the first time, and treated them in the most friendly fashion. This happened, it will be observed, in Godthaab-fiord, which was in the ancient Wester-district—that is to say, the more northern colony. There is another circumstance which, to my thinking, renders improbable the route conjectured by Dr. Rink, and that is that if they made their way around the northern extremity of the country, they must, while in these high latitudes, have lived as the so-called Arctic Highlanders—that is, the Eskimos of Cape York and northwards—now do; in other words, they must have subsisted chiefly by hunting upon the ice, must have travelled in dog-sledges, and, while in the far north, must have used neither kaiaks nor woman-boats, since the sea, being usually ice-bound, offers little or no opportunity for kaiak-hunting or boating of any sort. It may not be in itself impossible that, when they came further south and reached more ice-free waters again, they may have recovered the art of building woman-boats and kaiaks, of which some tradition would in any case survive; but it seems improbable, not to say impossible, that after having lost the habit of kaiak-hunting they should be able to master it afresh, and to develop it, and all the appliances belonging to it, to a higher point of perfection than had elsewhere been attained.

The most natural account of the matter, in my opinion, is that the Eskimos, after crossing Smith’s Sound (so far there can be no doubt about their route), made their way southwards along the coast, and subsequently passed from the west coast, around the southern extremity of the country, up the east coast. It is impossible to determine whether they had reached the east coast and settled there before the Norsemen came to Greenland. On their southward journey from Smith’s Sound they must, indeed, have met with a great obstacle in the Melville glacier (at about 77° north latitude), which stands right out into the sea at a point at which the coast is for a long distance unprotected by islands. But, in the first place, they may have been able to make their way onward in the lee of the drift-ice; and, in the second place, this difficulty is at worst not so great as those they must have encountered in passing round the northern extremity of Greenland. Moreover, the passage in an open boat from Smith’s Sound southward along the west coast of Greenland to the Danish colonies has been several times accomplished in recent years without any particular difficulty. In opposition to this theory it may, no doubt, be alleged that the East Greenlanders possess dog-sledges, which are not used on the southern part of the west coast, where there is not enough ice for them. But if we remember with what rapidity, comparatively speaking, the Eskimos travel in their women-boats, and how fond they were in former times of roaming up and down along the coast—and when we take into account the fact that from time immemorial dogs have been kept along the whole of the west coast—this objection seems to lose its weight.

The Eskimos are at present spread over the whole west coast of Greenland, right from Smith’s Sound to Cape Farewell. On the Danish part of the west coast they number very nearly 10,000. On the east coast, as we learn from the account of the Danish woman-boat expedition of 1884-85, under Captain Holm, there are Eskimos as far north as the Angmagsalik district (66° north latitude), their numbers in the autumn of 1884 being in all 548. Further north, as the Eskimos told Captain Holm, there were no permanent settlements so far as they knew. They often, however, made excursions to the northward, possibly as far as to the 68th or 69th degree of latitude; and a year or two before two woman-boats had sailed in that direction, and had never been heard of again. It is uncertain whether there may not be Eskimos upon the east coast further north than the 70th degree of latitude. Clavering is known to have found one or two families of them in 1823 at about 74° north latitude; but since that time none have been seen; and the German expedition which explored that coast in 1869-70, and wintered there, found houses and other remains, but no people, and therefore assumed that they must have died out. The Danish expedition of 1890 to Scoresby Sound, under Lieutenant Ryder, reports the same experience. It therefore seems probable that they have either died out or have abandoned this part of Greenland. This does not seem to me absolutely certain, however. There may be small and confined Eskimo colonies in these northern districts, or there may be a few nomadic families whom no one has as yet come across. This portion of the east coast must, in my opinion, be quite specially adapted for Eskimo habitation, as it is very rich in game. It therefore seems to me strange that when once the Eskimos had arrived there they should have gone away again; nor does it seem probable that they would die out in so excellent a hunting-ground. If there are Eskimos upon this north-east coast, their secluded position, debarring them from all intercourse, direct or indirect, with the outer world, must render them, from an ethnological point of view, among the most interesting people in existence.
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APPEARANCE AND DRESS

As I now sit down to describe these people, at such a distance from them and from the scenery amid which we lived together, how vividly my first meeting with them, upon the east coast of Greenland, stands before my mind’s eye! I see two brown laughing countenances, surrounded by long, coal-black hair, beaming, even amid the ice, with bright contentment both with themselves and the world, and full of the friendliest good-humour, mingled with unaffected astonishment at the appearance of the marvellous strangers.

The pure-bred Eskimo would at first glance seem to most of us Europeans anything but beautiful.

He has a round, broad face, with large, coarse features; small, dark, sometimes rather oblique eyes; a flat nose, narrow between the eyes and broad at the base; round cheeks, bursting with fat; a broad mouth; heavy, broad jaws; which, together with the round cheeks, give the lower part of the face a great preponderance in the physiognomy. When the mouth is drawn up in an oleaginous smile, two rows of strong white teeth reveal themselves. One receives the impression, upon the whole, of an admirable chewing apparatus, conveying pleasant suggestions of much and good eating. But, at the same time, one traces in these features, especially in those of the women, a certain touch of ingratiating petted softness.

To our way of thinking, such a face could scarcely be described as beautiful; but how much prejudice there is in our ideas of beauty! I soon came to find these brown faces, gleaming with health and fat, really pleasing. They reflected the free life of nature, and suggested to my mind pictures of blue sea, white glaciers, and glittering sunshine.

It was, however, chiefly the young that produced this impression; and they soon grow old. The shrunken, blear-eyed, hairless old women, reminding one of frost-bitten apples, were certainly not beautiful; and yet there was a certain style in them, too. Toil had left its traces upon their wrinkled countenances, but also a life of rude plenty and a habit of good-humoured, hopeless resignation. There was nothing of that vitreous hardness or desiccated dignity which the school of life so often imprints upon aged countenances in other parts of the world.

The half-caste race which has arisen upon the west coast, of mingled European and Eskimo blood, is apt to be, according to our ideas, handsomer than the pure-bred Eskimos. They have, as a rule, a somewhat southern appearance, with their dark hair, dark eyebrows and eyes, and brown complexion. A remarkably Jewish cast of countenance sometimes appears among them. Types of real beauty are by no means rare—male as well as female. Yet there is apt to be something feeble about these half-breeds. The pure-bred Eskimos undoubtedly seem more genuine and healthy.

It is a common error among us in Europe to think of the Eskimos as a diminutive race. Though no doubt smaller than the Scandinavian peoples, they must be reckoned among the middle-sized races, and I even found among those of purest breeding men of nearly six feet in height. Their frame produces, on the whole, an impression of strength, especially the upper part of the body. The men have broad shoulders, strong, muscular arms, and a good chest; but, on the other hand, one notices that their thighs are comparatively narrow, and their legs not particularly strong. When they get up in years, therefore, they are apt to have an uncertain gait, with knees slightly bent. This defective development of the lower extremities must be ascribed, for the most part, to the daily confinement in the cramped kaiak.

A noticeable physical characteristic of the women appeared to me to be their comparatively narrow hips, which we are apt to regard as inconsistent with the type of feminine beauty. They certainly seemed to me considerably narrower than those of European women; but it is hard to say how much of this effect is to be ascribed to difference of dress. The Eskimo women, however, are remarkable for their very small and well-formed hands and feet. Their physique, as a whole, strikes one as sympathetic and pleasing.

The complexion of the pure-bred Greenlander is of a brownish or greyish yellow, and even among the half-breeds a certain tinge of brownish yellow is unmistakable. This natural darkness of the skin, however, is generally much intensified, especially in the case of men and old women, by a total lack of cleanliness. As an indication of their habits in this particular, it will be sufficient if I quote the concise description given by our very reverend countryman, Hans Egede, of the method of washing practised by the men in particular: ‘They scrape the sweat off their faces with a knife.’

The skin of new-born children is fair, and that not merely because they have not yet had time to grow dirty. Hans Egede Saabye noted long ago in his Journal[8] that children have on the small of their back a bluish-black patch, about the size of a sixpenny piece, from which the dark colour of the skin seems to spread as they grow older. Holm makes a note to the same effect in his account of the east coast.[9] I cannot speak on the subject from personal observation. It is perhaps worth noting that something similar is related of Japanese children.

Most of my readers have probably formed some idea of the Eskimo costume from pictures (see Frontispiece). They are probably aware that its most noteworthy peculiarity lies in the fact that the women dress almost like the men. Their costume is certainly very much prettier and more sensible than our ugly and awkward female fashions.

In South Greenland the men wear upon their body what is called a timiak[3]. It is made of bird-skins, with the feathers or down turned inwards, is shaped very much like our woollen jerseys, and, like them, is drawn over the head. The timiak is provided with a hood, used as a head-covering in the open air; at other times it is thrown back, and forms, with its upstanding selvage of black dog-skin, a sort of collar round the neck. At the wrists, too, the timiak is edged with black dog-skin, like a showy fur overcoat among us. Above the timiak, an outer vest (anorak) is worn, now for the most part made of cotton. Trousers of seal-skin, or of European cloth, are worn upon the legs; on the feet a peculiar sort of shoes, kamiks, made of seal-skin. These consist of two layers, an interior sock of skin with the fur turned inwards, and an exterior shoe of hairless, water-tight hide. In the sole, between the sock and the outer shoe, is placed a layer of straw or of bladder-sedge.[10] Into these kamiks the naked foot is thrust.

The costume of the women closely resembles that of the men. In South Greenland a bird-skin jacket is worn upon the body, which has, however, no hood to cover the head, but instead of it a high upstanding collar edged with black dog-skin, which is made to glisten as much as possible; and outside this collar a broad necklace of glass beads is often worn, radiant with all the colours of the rainbow. The wrists, too, are edged with black dog-skin. The cotton vest above this garment is of course as brightly coloured as possible, red, blue, green, yellow, and round its lower edge there generally runs a broad variegated band of cotton, or, if possible, of silk. Trousers are worn on the legs, generally of mottled seal-skin, but sometimes of reindeer-skin. They are considerably shorter than the men’s trousers, coming only to a little way above the knee, but are richly decorated in front with bright-coloured embroideries in leather, and white stripes of reindeer-skin or dog-skin. The kamiks are longer than those of the men, and come up to above the knees; they are generally painted red, but sometimes blue, violet, or white. Down the front of them is sewn a band of many-coloured embroidery.

Besides the garments above-mentioned, there is another, used by women who are nursing children. It is called an amaut, and resembles an ordinary anorak, except that at the back there is a great enlargement or pouch, in which they carry the child all day long, whatever work they may be about. As the amaut is lined both inside and out with reindeer- or seal-skin, this pouch makes a nice warm nest for the child.

As no fashion-paper is published in Greenland, fashions are not so variable among the Eskimos as they are with us. Even in this respect, however, they are no mere barbarians, as the following example will show:

In former times, the women’s anoraks and jackets were as long as the men’s; but after the Europeans had imported the extravagant luxury of wearing white linen, they felt that such a wonderful tissue was far too beautiful and effective to be concealed. Instead, however, of cutting away their bodices from above, like our beauties at home, they began below, and made their anoraks so short that between them and the trouser-band, which was allowed to slip



OEBPS/text/00001.jpg
Fridtjof Nansen |






OEBPS/text/00002.png





OEBPS/text/00004.jpg





