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    In an expanse where winter rules the horizon, a scientist learns that human life is not an exception to nature but a precise expression of it. The Central Eskimo sets its compass by that insight, inviting readers to consider how detail—of snow, stone, sea, and skill—builds a complete world. Rather than grand theories announced from afar, this work proceeds by patient observation, attending to practices that make survival not merely possible but intelligible. Its pages remind us that culture is not an abstraction hovering above the landscape; it is the measured rhythm by which people inhabit demanding places with ingenuity and poise.

Authored by Franz Boas and published in 1888 within the Sixth Annual Report of the Bureau of Ethnology to the Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, The Central Eskimo distills research undertaken during Boas’s 1883–1884 fieldwork in the Baffin Island region of the eastern Canadian Arctic. Its central premise is straightforward and ambitious: to provide a comprehensive ethnographic account of the people Boas calls the Central Eskimo, describing material crafts, subsistence, social life, and beliefs in relation to the Arctic environment. What emerges is both a careful record and a framework for understanding cultural practice as context-dependent and empirically knowable.

The book is a classic because it demonstrates, with uncommon rigor, what firsthand fieldwork can accomplish. Boas observes, measures, classifies, and compares, showing that reliable knowledge arises from sustained encounter rather than inherited doctrine. Against the sweeping evolutionary schemes popular in his day, he treats particular customs as meaningful in their own histories and settings. The Central Eskimo thus announces an enduring methodological shift: cultures should be studied in their full complexity, not as rungs on a ladder. Its legacy rests in the standard it set for accuracy, humility before evidence, and the ethic of staying long enough to learn what careful attention reveals.

Beyond its scientific significance, the book has a distinct literary impact. Boas writes with clarity and restraint, allowing practices to unfold through concrete description rather than flourish. The cadence of his prose mirrors the measured pace of Arctic life: seasonal, methodical, responsive. Readers unfamiliar with the region encounter a textured world in which each tool, pathway, and decision fits a larger design. This unadorned eloquence helped define a style of ethnographic narrative that is both precise and vividly legible, bridging the distance between specialist knowledge and a general audience curious about how humans adapt, cooperate, and remember.

Enduring themes animate the work. Adaptation is presented not as mere reaction to harshness, but as an art of fit—skills, materials, and timing aligned with sea ice, weather, and animal migrations. Knowledge is social: learned through apprenticeship, travel, and exchange. Technology appears as a refined dialogue with the environment, where design choices are weighed against risk and opportunity. Social life emerges in patterns of reciprocity, mobility, and mutual obligation. Without reducing culture to climate, Boas shows how environment and practice co-construct one another, giving readers a durable lens for considering the relationship between place and possibility.

The influence of The Central Eskimo extends far beyond Arctic studies. Boas became a foundational figure in American anthropology, and the monographic care on display here helped shape the training and expectations of later writers and scholars. His emphasis on field-based evidence, cultural particularity, and linguistic attentiveness resonated in the work of students and successors such as Ruth Benedict, Margaret Mead, Edward Sapir, Alfred L. Kroeber, and Zora Neale Hurston. Even where questions have changed, the model of close description paired with analytic modesty remains a touchstone for ethnographers and for writers seeking to render lifeways without distortion.

The book also belongs to its moment: the late nineteenth century, when ethnology was consolidating as a discipline and North American institutions were organizing extensive documentation projects. Issued by the Smithsonian’s Bureau of Ethnology, it participates in a broader archival enterprise while refusing the era’s most sweeping generalizations. Boas’s contribution lies in aligning institutional aims with meticulous field standards. He illustrates how a publicly funded report can uphold scientific rigor, treat interlocutors as expert witnesses of their own worlds, and replace speculation with verifiable observation—an approach that helped professionalize anthropological writing and grounded later debates in shared evidence.

Readers will notice the historical terminology in the title. While the book uses “Central Eskimo,” many today refer to Indigenous peoples of the Canadian Arctic as Inuit, and language preferences vary by region and community. Recognizing this shift is part of reading the text responsibly. Boas worked within the conventions of his time, yet his method—listening, recording, and contextualizing—invites present-day readers to approach the material with care and respect. Treating names and categories as historical artifacts, while attending to the specificity of the communities described, allows the ethnography to inform without effacing contemporary perspectives.

The Central Eskimo is organized to make the unfamiliar navigable. Without resorting to anecdote for its own sake, it traces how subsistence, travel, dwelling, clothing, and social arrangements form interlocking systems. Descriptions of seasonal movements, the use of materials, and shared narratives are presented systematically, so that choices at one scale—toolmaking, for instance—illuminate values at another. Comparative notes anchor local practices within a broader Arctic frame, while remaining grounded in what Boas directly observed. The result is a coherent portrait: a society understood through its own logics and through a landscape that demands precision.

For contemporary readers, the work’s relevance is immediate. As climate change reshapes the Arctic, Boas’s documentation provides historical baselines for practices tied to sea ice, wildlife, and travel. Just as importantly, the book affirms the centrality of Indigenous knowledge to understanding dynamic environments. It offers a record of techniques, orientations, and collaborative learning that informs today’s discussions about stewardship, risk, and resilience. By foregrounding observed expertise rather than abstract conjecture, The Central Eskimo models a way of engaging with knowledge that remains essential amid rapid ecological and social change.

The book’s appeal is not only in what it documents, but in how it invites readers to read slowly—to dwell with procedures, attend to sequences, and appreciate the elegance of solutions refined over generations. Its prose balances empathy with analytic discipline, presenting people as thinkers and makers whose decisions have traction in the world. That stance continues to attract writers across the humanities and social sciences who seek credible, humane accounts of cultural life. In its clarity and composure, The Central Eskimo demonstrates how careful description can be as compelling as drama.

To approach The Central Eskimo today is to encounter a classic that still speaks with quiet authority. It endures because it joins method to meaning: a painstaking account of how people inhabit place, and a reminder that understanding begins with attention. Boas’s study invites readers to set aside preconceptions, learn the terms by which others live, and recognize the intelligence of practices tuned to a demanding world. In doing so, it connects the late nineteenth century to our present, offering tools for thinking across difference and a lasting example of scholarship that is at once exact, respectful, and deeply engaging.
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    Franz Boas’s The Central Eskimo, published in 1888 in the Sixth Annual Report of the Bureau of Ethnology, presents a systematic ethnography of the peoples then grouped under the term “Central Eskimo,” based primarily on his 1883–1884 fieldwork on Baffin Island. Boas situates his account in direct observation, collection, and mapping, aiming to document material culture, social practices, language, and oral tradition alongside environmental conditions. The work unfolds as an integrated portrait: it begins by establishing the geographic and climatic setting, proceeds through subsistence and technology, examines social and ritual life, and closes with linguistic notes and comparative remarks that underline the diversity within the central Arctic region.

Boas first delineates the physical environment that frames daily life. He describes coastal inlets, sea ice, and tundra as dynamic features that impose seasonal constraints and opportunities. Ice formation, prevailing winds, daylight extremes, and the distribution of marine and terrestrial animals are treated as decisive factors in shaping settlement, travel, and food procurement. He also notes the availability of raw materials—stone, bone, ivory, and driftwood—which condition the forms of housing, tools, and vessels. This environmental survey establishes the basis for subsequent chapters, emphasizing how resource patterns and unstable conditions require flexibility in movement, technology, and social cooperation.

The book next turns to the seasonal round of subsistence, detailing how families and larger camp groups adjust to winter, spring, summer, and autumn. Boas describes ice-based hunting, including methods for obtaining seals at breathing holes, and the transition to open-water pursuits for marine mammals when leads expand. Inland caribou hunting, fishing, and the gathering of usable plants supplement the marine focus. He notes strategies of food storage and the careful distribution of labor by age and skill. The account underscores the fine-grained timing of activities, where weather, light, and animal migrations compel rapid changes in camp location and technique.

Material culture receives extended treatment, with attention to construction, tools, and transport. Boas describes snow houses and skin tents as complementary dwellings adapted to season and circumstance, along with lamps that provide heat and light. He documents harpoon components, lines, and floats designed for marine hunting, and discusses bows, knives, and the preparation of skins for clothing. Sleds for over-ice travel and small boats for open water reflect a precise understanding of local conditions. Throughout, Boas stresses regional variation in forms and workmanship, showing how availability of materials and hunting specializations shape distinct technological solutions.

Boas then examines social organization as it appears in household composition, cooperation among related families, and the organization of camps. He outlines patterns of marriage, household formation, and the transmission of skills, while noting practices of sharing that distribute food and maintain social ties. Leadership emerges through competence, generosity, and reputation rather than fixed offices. He also records mechanisms for dispute management and the importance of hospitality in travel. These observations show how subsistence, kinship, and mobility intertwine, producing arrangements that are simultaneously resilient and responsive to shifting environmental and social conditions.

The account situates local life within broader networks of travel and exchange. Boas describes visits between communities for trade, marriage alliances, and cooperative hunting, and he notes how routes over sea ice and tundra link otherwise distant groups. He records the growing presence of outside traders and whalers, especially in coastal areas, and observes the circulation of metal tools and other imported goods alongside traditional equipment. Without generalizing beyond his evidence, he indicates that contact introduces new materials and opportunities, while also accelerating changes that can alter technologies, economies, and the rhythms of camp life.

Beliefs and ritual practices appear in close relation to subsistence and social order. Boas presents accounts of spiritual specialists, conceptions of animal spirits, and rules that govern conduct during hunting, childbirth, and other transitions. He describes taboos and observances intended to secure success and maintain balance, together with mortuary customs and commemorative acts. Rather than isolating religious life as separate, the book shows it embedded in daily practices, calibrated to the uncertainties of ice, weather, and game. Boas documents what he observed and was told, attending to local variation and noting when information came from comparative reports.

Expressive culture and language form another major section. Boas records songs, dances, games, and narrative traditions, noting their educational and social functions as well as their aesthetic qualities. He describes patterns in decorative arts, carving, and clothing, and he includes word lists and remarks on phonetics and dialect differences within the central region. The treatment highlights the interplay between performance, memory, and environment—how stories travel with camps, how games and crafts reinforce skills, and how linguistic variation accompanies shifting networks of kinship and trade—while remaining careful to distinguish firsthand observation from material drawn from other sources.

In closing, Boas reflects on the variability of customs across neighboring groups and the importance of detailed, context-rich description for understanding them. He cautions against broad generalizations that ignore historical pathways and environmental constraints, and presents his work as a baseline against which future change might be measured. The Central Eskimo endures as a foundational ethnography that couples rigorous observation with sensitivity to local particularities. While terminology and interpretive frameworks have evolved, the book’s durable contribution lies in its careful documentation and its demonstration that culture must be studied in relation to place, practice, and history.
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    Franz Boas’s The Central Eskimo emerges from the late nineteenth century, a period defined by imperial expansion, scientific professionalization, and intensifying Arctic exploration. Its empirical base is Boas’s fieldwork among Inuit communities of Baffin Island in 1883–1884, and its publication came in 1888 within the Bureau of American Ethnology’s Sixth Annual Report. The setting includes the Canadian Eastern Arctic, then loosely administered as part of the Northwest Territories under the Dominion of Canada, and a transatlantic network of scientific societies and museums. Dominant institutions shaping the narrative ranged from national geographic societies to whaling companies, mission boards, and the Smithsonian-linked ethnological apparatus.

Arctic exploration had been propelled by naval and commercial ventures since the early nineteenth century, with search expeditions for Sir John Franklin after 1845 and the expansion of commercial whaling in the Davis Strait and Baffin Bay. By the 1830s–1840s, Scottish and British whalers reopened regular access to Cumberland Sound, establishing shore stations that drew Inuit into trade and seasonal labor. This history resonates throughout Boas’s account, which documents communities already long engaged with foreign ships and goods. The Central Eskimo thus records a society neither isolated nor static, but one interwoven with global maritime circuits and the legacies of exploration.

Boas’s fieldwork followed immediately on the First International Polar Year of 1882–1883, a multinational effort to produce coordinated meteorological, magnetic, and geographic observations across polar regions. Although Boas’s expedition was independent, its questions—about the relation of environment to human life—echoed the Polar Year’s ethos of systematic, comparative science. German scientific bodies, including geographical societies and museum networks, had championed such projects, and the transnational moment created pathways for research travel, data sharing, and publication. The book mirrors these priorities by integrating environmental description, cartographic detail, and ethnographic observation into a single, methodical portrait.

Boas was trained in physics and geography in Germany, earning his doctorate in 1881, and was influenced by contemporary debates in psychophysics, geography, and ethnology. Intellectual currents around him included neo-Kantian critiques of simplistic environmental causation and the ethnological propositions of Adolf Bastian about the “psychic unity” of humankind. Boas also encountered the anthropometric and museum-oriented traditions connected to Rudolf Virchow. The Central Eskimo reflects this mixed heritage: careful physical and geographic description is paired with a sensitivity to history, language, and meaning, laying groundwork for the methodological pluralism that would later become Boas’s hallmark.

At publication, unilineal evolutionism dominated Anglophone anthropology, with figures such as Edward Tylor and Lewis Henry Morgan organizing human societies into progressive stages from “savagery” to “civilization.” Such schemes were often intertwined with scientific racism and environmental determinism. Boas’s monograph does not polemicize, but its detailed documentation undermines simplistic stage theories. By tracing distinctive distributions of tools, rituals, and stories, and by showing the variability and historical contingency of customs, The Central Eskimo anticipates Boas’s later, explicit critique of grand evolutionary narratives and his advocacy of historically grounded, culture-specific analysis.

The Bureau of American Ethnology, established in 1879 under John Wesley Powell, served as a federal hub for collecting, cataloging, and publishing research on Indigenous peoples of North America. Its Annual Reports gathered monographs, linguistic studies, and material culture analyses with the aim—often framed as urgent—of documenting lifeways thought to be endangered. Boas’s study entered this milieu. The paradox of the BAE context—scientific preservation alongside U.S. assimilationist policy, including the Dawes Act of 1887—shaped how such works were read. The Central Eskimo benefited from BAE distribution while also challenging prevailing theoretical frameworks from within.

Politically, Baffin Island in the 1880s fell within the vast, sparsely administered Northwest Territories, transferred to Canada from the Hudson’s Bay Company in 1870. While formal Canadian governance in the Eastern Arctic remained light well into the twentieth century, commercial actors—whaling vessels, trading posts, and intermediaries—were influential. The Hudson’s Bay Company and independent traders facilitated exchanges of skins, baleen, and furs for manufactured goods. Boas’s descriptions of tools, clothing, and foodways often register the presence of trade items alongside older techniques, revealing a political economy shaped by imperial jurisdiction but mediated daily through commerce.

Christian missions were major forces in the eastern Arctic, though their timing and intensity varied by region. Moravian missions had been established along the Labrador coast since the 1770s, encouraging limited circulation of religious ideas and trade along the broader Arctic rim. In the Baffin region where Boas worked, sustained Anglican mission activity would grow notably in the 1890s and after. During Boas’s 1883–1884 residence, contact with whalers, rather than mission schools, predominated. The Central Eskimo registers the cultural contact zone of ships, shore stations, and itinerant traders, showing how spiritual and educational transformations were uneven and temporally staggered across the North.

The nineteenth-century whaling economy exerted strong pull across Baffin Bay and Cumberland Sound. Demand for baleen—used in corsets, umbrellas, and other manufactured items—peaked in the mid- to late nineteenth century, creating opportunities and disruptions for Inuit communities. Seasonal employment, exchange of seal oil and skins, and access to firearms, metal tools, tea, and flour altered subsistence patterns and risk management. Boas’s accounts of hunting practices and mobility sit within this changing material landscape, where imported goods coexisted with local technologies. The book implicitly documents how global commodity chains penetrated the Arctic and reconfigured social and economic choices.

Everyday life in the Central Arctic was structured by sea-ice dynamics, seasonal migrations of marine mammals, and precise technological repertoires. Sleds, dog teams, kayaks, and skin boats made possible patterned movements; snow houses, stone lamps, and tailored skin clothing supported winter survival; and specialized harpoon heads, lines, and techniques underpinned seal and whale hunting. Boas presents these systems not as curiosities but as interconnected solutions adapted to specific environments. In doing so, the monograph countered stereotypes of Arctic lifeways as primitive, emphasizing skill, knowledge, and the social organization required to cooperate under extreme conditions.

Contact with ships and stations also brought infectious disease, accidents, and shifting demographic pressures. Throughout the nineteenth century, outbreaks of influenza and other illnesses were recorded across parts of the Eastern Arctic in the wake of intensified whaling traffic, though the timing and severity varied locally. Famine risks rose when ice conditions, game patterns, or trade access faltered. While Boas’s text is primarily ethnographic, its observations of social obligations, food-sharing norms, and mobility strategies can be read against this backdrop, in which communities developed buffers—material, ritual, and relational—against volatility heightened by outside contact.

Language was central to Boas’s method. During the early 1880s, literacy in Inuktitut syllabics had not yet spread widely across Baffin communities; it would grow later, especially with Anglican missionary efforts in the 1890s and early twentieth century. Boas therefore relied on oral narratives, vocabularies, and careful elicitation to document grammar, terms for landscape, and specialized technical lexicons. The Central Eskimo records regional variation among what he termed “Central Eskimo,” illuminating how language anchored knowledge of ice, weather, animals, and kinship. This linguistic focus foreshadowed Boas’s later insistence on the centrality of language to understanding culture.

Cartography and Indigenous geographical expertise form another historical thread. Nineteenth-century explorers and whalers often depended on Inuit pilots and mapmakers to navigate leads, currents, and portages. Boas’s documentation of place names and routes comes within this tradition of co-produced geographic knowledge, even as national expeditions sought to fix the Arctic on European and North American maps. The monograph’s maps and descriptive passages preserve aspects of Inuit spatial knowledge at a time when imperial cartography, hydrographic surveying, and the circulation of nautical charts were redefining what counted as authoritative geographic information.

Museums and collecting practices strongly shaped what ethnographers recorded. European and North American institutions sought Arctic artifacts to illustrate technological “stages” and world cultures in comparative displays. Boas participated in collecting, yet his text resists reducing objects to decontextualized specimens. By linking tools to social settings, stories, and environmental constraints, The Central Eskimo shifted emphasis from typological sequences to cultural meanings. This approach was part of a larger late nineteenth-century debate over whether museum halls should arrange objects by evolutionary rank or by geographic and cultural grouping—a debate in which Boas would later be influential.

Methodologically, Boas’s extended residence and active participation in daily life represented a marked departure from armchair anthropology and quick-stop travelogues. He learned elements of the local language, traveled with hunting parties when feasible, and relied on repeated interviews to cross-check stories and practices. The result is a portrait attentive to internal variation and historical change. Although the term “participant observation” gained currency later, The Central Eskimo exemplifies its precursors, demonstrating that careful, long-term engagement could yield more faithful accounts than speculative comparisons based on secondhand reports.

The work’s timing also shaped its reception. Published in 1888 in the BAE Annual Report, it reached scholarly readers in the United States and Europe at a moment when anthropology was consolidating as an academic enterprise. The monograph’s empirical rigor and rejection of sweeping, a priori evolutionary claims helped Boas secure subsequent research and institutional roles, influencing the trajectory of American anthropology in the 1890s and beyond. For Arctic studies, it provided one of the most detailed contemporary accounts available to English-language audiences, becoming a touchstone for later ethnographers and historians.

Terminology in the text reflects its era. The label “Eskimo,” commonly used by Euro-American scholars and traders in the nineteenth century, has since been replaced in most contexts by Inuit for the peoples of the Eastern and Central Arctic. Recognizing this shift is essential to situate the book historically: its language mirrors prevailing nomenclature and power relations, while its content—often respectful and precise—works against the racial hierarchies commonly associated with that vocabulary. The Central Eskimo thus stands at a linguistic and ethical crossroads, preserving knowledge while revealing the constraints of period discourse and classification systems. Boas’s careful descriptions of kinship, ritual, and material practice were both products of their time and instruments for questioning it. In a world energized by imperial science, industrial demand, and missionary ambition, the book documents Inuit life as dynamic, adaptive, and historically situated. Its evidence pushed against environmental determinism and racial typology, showing culture as patterned yet contingent. As a mirror, it registers the reach of whaling capitalism, exploration, and state knowledge-making; as a critique, it disassembled the neat ladders of civilization popular in 1880s anthropology and argued, by demonstration, for a more plural, empirical understanding of human societies.
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    Franz Boas (1858–1942) was a German-born American anthropologist, often described as the founder of modern anthropology in the United States. Working from the late nineteenth into the mid-twentieth century, he reshaped the discipline through rigorous fieldwork, a commitment to historical analysis, and a systematic, four-field approach spanning cultural anthropology, linguistics, archaeology, and physical anthropology. Boas is closely associated with cultural relativism and a sustained critique of biological determinism, positions that influenced scholarly research and public debate. His career combined academic leadership, museum work, and mentorship, establishing enduring standards for ethnographic documentation and analysis that continue to inform anthropology, Indigenous studies, folklore, and adjacent human sciences.

Educated in Germany, Boas earned a doctorate in physics at the University of Kiel in 1881 with a dissertation on the optical properties of water. He soon shifted toward geography and ethnology, bringing experimental habits of measurement and skepticism about sweeping generalizations into the human sciences. German traditions of historicism, philology, and geography shaped his outlook, encouraging attention to language, local histories, and environmental contexts. Early interests in perception and the relation between mind and surroundings prefigured his lifelong concern with how culture mediates human experience. This training furnished Boas with methodological tools that later underpinned his ethnographic practice and his insistence on meticulous, context-rich description.

In the 1880s Boas undertook demanding field research in the Arctic, living among Inuit communities on Baffin Island. The results informed The Central Eskimo (1888), a foundational ethnography that integrated environmental observation with social life and oral traditions. After emigrating to the United States, he taught and conducted research while also organizing anthropological displays for the World’s Columbian Exposition in 1893. He soon deepened long-term work on the Northwest Coast, notably with Kwakwaka'wakw communities in collaboration with George Hunt. Through collecting texts, recording languages, and documenting ceremonial life, Boas assembled extensive materials that would shape museum collections and scholarly understandings of the region for decades.

By the turn of the twentieth century, Boas established Columbia University as a leading center for anthropological training in the United States. He advocated a four-field curriculum and promoted intensive fieldwork, linguistic analysis, and careful archiving of texts and artifacts. His mentorship helped launch a generation of influential scholars, including Ruth Benedict, Margaret Mead, Alfred L. Kroeber, Edward Sapir, and Zora Neale Hurston. Boas also edited and contributed to major venues for scholarship, helping professionalize the discipline and set editorial standards. A central emphasis of his program was that ethnographic facts must be related to particular histories rather than arranged under universal evolutionary stages.

Boas articulated cultural relativism and historical particularism through a series of influential works. The Mind of Primitive Man (1911; revised 1938) challenged racial hierarchies and argued that culture, not biology, explains most differences in behavior and achievement. His studies of immigrant populations, including analyses of cranial measurements, questioned claims of fixed racial types and spurred debates about plasticity and environment. He advanced linguistic research in the Handbook of American Indian Languages and published broader syntheses such as Anthropology and Modern Life (1928) and Race, Language and Culture (1940). Across these writings, Boas insisted on methodological rigor and cautioned against ethnocentric comparisons and sweeping typologies.

Committed to public engagement, Boas intervened in controversies over immigration, eugenics, and race, arguing that scientific evidence did not support hierarchical classifications of peoples. He criticized the misuse of science for nationalist or military ends and publicly condemned researchers who acted as spies under the cover of scholarship during wartime, a stance that prompted professional censure. He worked to build scholarly institutions, taking active roles in associations and journals that set standards for ethical conduct and research dissemination. As authoritarian regimes advanced in the 1930s, Boas spoke against racist ideologies and defended academic freedom, linking scientific responsibility to broader civic obligations.

Boas continued writing, teaching, and advising students into the early 1940s, remaining a central figure in debates over method, theory, and the public uses of anthropology. He died in New York in 1942, leaving an extensive corpus of monographs, articles, linguistic texts, and museum catalogues. His legacy endures in the four-field organization of many departments, in protocols for collaborative, community-centered ethnography, and in sustained critiques of racial essentialism. The work of his students and their students carried his influence across North American anthropology and beyond. Contemporary scholarship continues to engage Boasian questions about history, language, power, and cultural difference.
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The following account of the Central Eskimo contains chiefly the results of the author’s own observations and collections made during a journey to Cumberland Sound and Davis Strait, supplemented by extracts from the reports of other travelers. The geographical results of this journey have been published in a separate volume.1 A few traditions which were considered unsuitable for publication by the Bureau of Ethnology may be found in the Verhandlungen der Berliner Gesellschaft für Anthropologie, Ethnologie und Urgeschichte, 1887. The linguistic material collected during the journey will be published separately.

Owing to unfortunate circumstances, the larger portion of the author’s collections could not be brought home, and it has therefore been necessary, in preparing this paper, to make use of those made by C. F. Hall, 1860–1862 and 1865–1869; W. Mintzer, 1873-’74, and L. Kumlien, 1877-’78. Through the kindness of Professor Otis T. Mason, I was allowed to make ample use of the collections of the National Museum and have attached its numbers to the specimens figured. The author’s collection is deposited in the Museum für Völkerkunde at Berlin. I am indebted to the American Museum of Natural History; to Mr. Appleton Sturgis, of New York; to Captain John O. Spicer, of Groton, Conn.; and to Mrs. Adams, of Washington, D.C., for several figures drawn from specimens in their possession.
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In citing the various authorities, I have used abbreviations as indicated at the end of titles in the following list of works consulted:

De | Martini | Forbisseri | Angli navigati | one in regiones occi | dentis et septen | trionis | Narratio historica, | Ex Gallico sermone in La | tinum translata | per | D. Joan. Tho. Freigivm. | [Design.] | Cum gratia & privilegio Imperiali, ciↄ. iↄ. xxc. [Colophon:] Noribergæ | Imprimebatur, in officina Ca | tharinæ Gerlachin, & Hære | dum Iohannis Mon | tani. Anno ciↄ iↄ xxc. (Cited, Frobisher.)

A | voyage of discovery, | made under the orders of the Admiralty | in | His Majesty’s ships | Isabella and Alexander, | for the purpose of | exploring Baffin’s Bay, | and inquiring into the probability of a | north-west passage[1]. | By John Ross, K.S. Captain Royal Navy. | London: | John Murray, Albemarle-street. | 1819. (Cited, Ross I.)

Journal | of a voyage for the discovery of a | north-west passage | from the Atlantic to the Pacific; | performed in the years 1819–20, | in His Majesty’s ships | Hecla and Griper, | under the orders of | William Edward Parry, R.N., F.R.S., | and commander of the expedition. | With an appendix, containing the scientific | and other observations. | Published by authority of the lords commissioners | of the admiralty. | London: | John Murray, | publisher to the admiralty, and board of longitude. | 1821. (Cited, Parry I.)
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In the spelling of Eskimo words the author has adhered as closely as possible to Kleinschmidt’s orthography, as he did not deem it proper to introduce a linguistic alphabet after so much has been published in another and almost sufficient one.

Accents and lengths have been marked where it seemed to be desirable. In quotations Eskimo words are spelled according to this system where it is possible to recognize their meaning and derivation. In other cases the original spelling of the authors has been retained. The alphabet used in this paper is as follows:




	Vowels: a
	—
	a in father.



	e
	—
	ey in they.



	i
	—
	ee in feel.



	o
	—
	o in nose.



	u
	—
	oo in pool.



	au
	—
	ow in how.



	ai
	—
	i in hide.



	



	Consonants: q
	—
	a hard, guttural sound (Kleinschmidt’s ĸ).



	r
	—
	the German guttural r.



	rn
	—
	a guttural and nasal r.



	χ
	—
	the German ch in Buch; Scotch ch in loch.



	g
	—
	English g in go.



	k
	—
	English k.



	ng
	—
	English ng in during.



	b
	—
	English b.



	p
	—
	English p.



	v
	—
	pronounced with the lips only.



	f
	—
	pronounced with the lips only.



	m
	—
	English m.



	d
	—
	English d.



	t
	—
	English t.



	s
	—
	English s in soul.



	n
	—
	English n.



	(g)dl
	—
	ḏ of Lepsius’s standard alphabet.



	(g)dtl
	—
	ṯ of Lepsius’s standard alphabet.



	l
	—
	English l.



	j
	—
	German j in jung; English y.



	ss
	—
	š of Lepsius’s standard alphabet, sounding between s and sh.
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The Eskimo inhabit almost the whole extent of the coast of Arctic America[1q]. A large part of this country is occupied by the Central Eskimo, one of the great groups into which that people is divided. They live in the northeastern part of the continent and on the eastern islands of the Arctic-American Archipelago. In Smith Sound they inhabit the most northern countries visited by man and their remains are even found at its northern outlet. The southern and western boundaries of this district are the countries about Fort Churchill, the middle part of Back River, and the coast west of Adelaide Peninsula. Along the whole extent of this line they are the neighbors of Indian tribes, with whom they are generally on very bad terms, a mutual distrust existing between the two races.

The geography of the whole country is known only in outline, and a great portion of it awaits its explorer. Following is a sketch of what is known about it, so far as it is of importance to the ethnologist.

The vast basin of Hudson Bay separates two large portions of the American continent: Labrador and the region of the large Arctic rivers. The southern shore of the bay is inhabited by Indian tribes who interrupt the communication between the Eskimo of both regions. Hudson Bay, however, has the character of a true mediterranean sea, the northern parts of its opposite shores being connected by a number of islands and peninsulas. The low and narrow Rae Isthmus, which presents an easy passage to the Arctic Ocean, unites Melville Peninsula to the main body of the continent. From this peninsula Baffin Land stretches out toward the north of Labrador, with only two narrow channels intervening: Fury and Hecla Strait and Hudson Strait. Another chain of islands, formed by the parts of Southampton Island and Mansfield Island, stretches from Repulse Bay to the northwest point of Labrador, but the distances between the islands and the roughness of the sea prevent communication.

On the western part of the continent the great bays, Chesterfield Inlet and Wager River, are of importance, as they allow the Eskimo, though they are a coast people, to penetrate into the interior of the continent. A narrow isthmus separates the head of the bays from the lakes of Back River. At Coronation Bay the latter approaches the Arctic Ocean very closely, and it is probable that the coast west of Adelaide Peninsula, which is skirted by innumerable islands, is indented by deep inlets extending towards the lakes of Back River. Thus communication between the Arctic Ocean and Hudson Bay is facilitated by this large river, which yields an abundant supply of fish. From Wager River an isthmus leads to its estuary.

Boothia Felix[2], the most northern peninsula of the continent, is united to it by two narrow isthmuses, the former extending from  Pelly Bay to Shepherd Bay, the latter from Lord Mayor Bay to Spence Bay. It is separated from North Somerset by the narrow Bellot Strait. Farther west Adelaide Peninsula and King William Land form the continuation of the continent toward the western extremity of Boothia, thus outlining a spacious bay sheltered from the currents and the pack ice of Melville Sound and the adjoining bays. The eastern sides of Boothia and North Somerset and the western coasts of Melville Peninsula and Baffin Land form a gulf similar to Fox Basin.

Farther north, between Baffin Land and Greenland, North Devon and Ellesmere Land are situated. Thus Baffin Land forms a connecting link for three regions inhabited by Eskimo: the Hudson Bay Territory, Labrador, and Greenland.

The orography of the western coast of Hudson Bay is little known. Most of this coast seems to form a hilly land, consisting generally of granite. Between Wager River and Chesterfield Inlet it rises to a chain of hills of about one thousand feet in height, extending to a plateau farther north. Another chain seems to stretch in a northeasterly direction from Back River to the source of Hayes River. West of Back River Silurian strata prevail. The granite hills form a favorite haunt for the musk ox and reindeer.

Melville Peninsula consists chiefly of a chain of granite hills, sloping down to a Silurian plain in the eastern part of the peninsula. The northeastern part of Baffin Land is formed by a high chain of mountains stretching from Lancaster Sound to Cape Mercy. Long fjords and deep valleys divide them into many groups. Bylot Island, which stands high out of the sea, is separated from the mainland by Pond Bay and Eclipse Sound. The next group stretches from Pond Bay to the fjord of Anaulereë´ling. Farther to the southeast the groups are smaller, and in Home Bay they are separated by wide valleys, particularly near Eχalualuin, a large fjord on the southern side of that bay.

From this fjord an enormous highland, which I named Penny Highland, extends as far as Cumberland Sound, being terminated by the narrow valley of Pangnirtung. The eastern boundary runs through the fjords Maktartudjennaq and Narpaing to Nedluqseaq and Nudlung. In the interior it may extend to about fifteen miles east of Issortuqdjuaq, the most northern fjord of Cumberland Sound. The whole of the vast highland is covered by an ice cap sending forth numerous glaciers in every direction. In Pangnirtung and on Davis Strait they reach the level of the sea.

Penny Highland, which forms the main body of Cumberland Peninsula, has attached to it a few mountain groups of moderate extent: the peninsula of Nudlung and the highland of Eχalualuin and that of Qivitung.

Farther southeast, between the valleys of Pangnirtung and Kingnait-Padli,  is situated the highland of Kingnait, with sharp peaks emerging from the ice cap which covers the lower parts of the plateau. The rest of Cumberland Peninsula is formed by the highland of Saumia, which much resembles that of Kingnait. Near Cape Mercy the ice covered highland slopes down to a hilly region, which falls abruptly to the sea.

The southern parts of this range of mountains are composed of gneiss and granite. It may be that Silurian strata occur in some places, but they have not yet been found anywhere in situ. The northern parts are too imperfectly known to enable us to form an idea of their geological character.

The mountains just described slope down to a hilly region, which farther to the west levels off to a plain. The hills are composed of granite, the plains of Silurian limestone, which extends from Prince Regent Inlet to the head of Frobisher Bay.

The peninsula between Cumberland Sound and Frobisher Bay is formed by a plateau, which slopes down gradually to the northwest. It is drained by a great river flowing into Auqardneling, a fjord on the western shore of Cumberland Sound. Near Lake Nettilling the country is very low, the level of the lake being only forty feet above that of the sea. Here the watershed between Cumberland Sound and Fox Basin closely approaches the eastern shore, coming within five miles of the head of Nettilling Fjord. It is formed by a narrow neck of land about a quarter of a mile wide and sixty-five feet above the level of the sea.

From Eskimo reports I conclude that the plateau of Nugumiut, as we may call the peninsula between Frobisher Bay and Cumberland Sound, is comparatively level. Only a single mountain south of Qasigidjen (Bear Sound) rises into the region of eternal snow.

The peninsula between Frobisher Bay and Hudson Strait is formed by a granite highland, the Meta Incognita of Queen Elizabeth. It is covered with ice and sends a few glaciers into the sea. Farther west, near Lesseps Bay and White Bear Sound, the country becomes lower. The narrow isthmus leading from Hudson Strait to Amaqdjuaq cannot be very high, as the Eskimo carry their kayaks to the lake, which I believe is about two hundred feet above the level of the sea.

Last of all I have to mention the highlands of King Cape. The rest of the land is taken up by a vast plain in which two large lakes are situated; the southern, Amaqdjuaq, empties by a short river into Lake Nettilling, whence the long and wide Koukdjuaq runs to the shallow sea. From observations made by Captain Spicer, of Groton, Conn., and information obtained from the Eskimo, we learn that the whole of the eastern part of Fox Basin is extremely shallow and that there are many low islands scattered about in those parts of the sea. The plains of Baffin Land, Fox Basin, and the eastern half of Melville  Peninsula may be considered a wide basin of Silurian strata bordered by granitic elevations on every side.

Besides the configuration of the land, the extent of the land ice formed during the winter is of vital importance to the inhabitants of the Arctic region, because during the greater part of the year it affords the only means of communication between the tribes, and because in winter the seal, which constitutes the principal food of the Eskimo, takes to those parts of the coast where extensive floes are formed. Therefore the state of the ice regulates the distribution of the natives during the greater part of the year and must be considered in studying the habits of the Eskimo. The extent of the land ice principally depends on the configuration of the land and the strength of the currents. On a shore exposed to a strong current an extensive floe can only be formed where projecting points of land form deep bays. We find the distribution of ice regulated in accordance with this fact all around the shores of the Arctic Ocean.

The strong current setting out of Lancaster Sound and Smith Sound generally prevents ice from forming under the steep cliffs of the land. Sometimes the pack ice of the sounds is stopped and freezes together into rough floes; a smooth plain is never formed. By far the largest land floe is formed from Bylot Island to Cape Dyer (Okan). In Home Bay it extends to a distance of about eighty miles from the mainland. The formation of this floe is favored by a number of shoals which extend from the peninsulas of Cape Eglinton (Aqojang), Cape Aston (Niaqonaujang), and Qivitung, for the large floes drifting south are stopped by the icebergs aground on these banks. The greater part of the floe is very rough, smooth ice prevailing only in the bays.

The strong southerly current passing through the narrowest part of Davis Strait between Cape Walsingham (Idjuk) and Holsteinborg breaks up the ice all along the shore from Cape Dyer to Cape Walsingham, Exeter Sound alone being covered by a larger floe. The bay between Cape Mickleham (Nuvuktirpang) and Cape Mercy is well covered with ice, which extends to the islands farthest out toward the sea.

Near Cape Mercy the strong tides caused by Cumberland Sound prevent the ice from consolidating in the entrance of the gulf. As the sound widens greatly behind the narrow passage formed by Nuvukdjuaq and Qaχodluin, the tide sets in with great force. For this reason the floe never extends beyond that narrow entrance. Often the head of the open water runs from Qeqerten to Nuvujen, and instances are known where it even reaches the line of Pujetung-Umanaq.

The southwestern shore of Cumberland Sound from Qaχodluin to Cape Brevoort (Qeqertuqdjuaq) is always washed by water, because  a strong current, which often breaks up the ice of Field and Grinnell Bay (the bays of Ukadliq and Nugumiut), sets along the coast.

The floe seldom extends to Lady Franklin and Monumental Islands (Kitigtung and Taχolidjuin), but usually runs from point to point, compelling the natives to pass across the land in order to reach the floe of the neighboring bay. Most of the time the edge of the floe covering Frobisher Bay extends to a line from Countess of Warwick Sound (Tuarpukdjuaq) to about fifteen miles southeast of Gabriel Island (Qeqertuqdjuaq), whence it runs south to Kingnait. Sometimes Aqbirsiarbing (Cape True) is the most eastern point inclosed by the ice. A dangerous current sets through the strait between Resolution Island (Tudjaqdjuaq) and the mainland, forming whirlpools which menace every ship that attempts the passage.

Hudson Strait never freezes over. The greater part of the year it is filled with an immense pack which never consolidates into a continuous floe. As there are no large bays along the northern shore of that strait, no land floes of great importance are formed. Only the Bay of Qaumauang, North Bay, and Behm Bay (the bay of Quaiirnang and that east of Akuliaq) are covered with floes which are of importance to the natives. The bays east of Akuliaq and the large fjords of that region form a comparatively large body of ice.

Probably no land ice is formed between King Cape (Nuvukdjuaq) and the northern parts of Fox Basin. According to Parry and the reports of the natives, Fury and Hecla Strait and the bay which forms its eastern outlet are covered by land ice which is connected with the floe of the bays of Fox Basin as far as Piling.

In Hudson Bay there are very few places in which the land ice extends to a considerable distance from the shore. Neither Frozen Strait nor Rowe’s Welcome freezes over, each being kept open by the swiftly running tides. The most extensive floes are formed in Repulse Bay, Wager Bay, and Chesterfield Inlet.

The drifting ice of the Gulf of Boothia never consolidates and even Committee Bay is rarely covered by a smooth land floe. Pelly Bay and the sea on the east coast of Boothia as far as Victoria Harbor (Tikeraqdjuq) freeze over, since they are sheltered by numerous islands. Still larger is the sheet of ice which covers the bay formed by the estuary of Back River, King William Land, and Boothia. The western shore of this peninsula farther north is skirted by a border of land ice the extent of which is unknown.

It is a remarkable fact that, although the extreme western and eastern parts of the country abound with extensive floes, the Hudson Bay region and the Gulf of Boothia are almost devoid of them.

This brief sketch will enable one to understand the geographical distribution and the migrations of the Eskimo tribes who inhabit this country.
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The mode of life of all the Eskimo tribes of Northeastern America is very uniform; therefore it is desirable to make a few general observations on the subject before entering into a detailed description of each tribe. All depends upon the distribution of food at the different seasons. The migrations or the accessibility of the game compel the natives to move their habitations from time to time, and hence the distribution of the villages depends, to a great extent, upon that of the animals which supply them with food.

As the inhospitable country does not produce vegetation to an extent sufficient to sustain life in its human inhabitants, they are forced to depend entirely upon animal food. In Arctic America the abundance of seals found in all parts of the sea enables man to withstand the inclemency of the climate and the sterility of the soil. The skins of seals furnish the material for summer garments and for the tent; their flesh is almost the only food, and their blubber the indispensable fuel during the long dark winter. Scarcely less important is the deer, of whose heavy skin the winter garments are made, and these enable the Eskimo to brave the storms and the cold of winter.

That the mode of life of the Eskimo depends wholly on the distribution of these animals will therefore be apparent, for, as already observed, they regulate their dwelling places in accordance with the migrations of the latter from place to place in search of food.

When the constraint of winter is broken the natives leave their old habitations. The warm rays of the sun melt the roofs of their snow houses, the strong vaults which afforded shelter and comfortable warmth during the long cold winter begin to break down, and new houses must be built. They therefore exchange the solid snow houses for light tents, which are very small and poor, until a sufficient number of sealskins for better structures is secured.

As at this time seals are found in abundance everywhere, basking in the warm sunshine and enjoying the beginning of the spring, a great supply is easily secured. As the season advances food becomes more plentiful, and with the breaking up of the rivers and ponds the salmon leave the latter and descend to the sea. About this time the Eskimo establish their settlements at the head of the fjords, where salmon are easily caught in the shallow rivers. In July the snow, which has covered the land for nine months, has melted away and the natives undertake hunting trips inland, in order to obtain the precious skins of the reindeer and the meat of the fawns, which is always highly prized. With the breaking up of the ice the variety  of food is further increased by the arrival of the walrus and the ground and harp seals, which leave the country during the winter. Birds are also found in abundance, and no cares afflict the natives.

Before the sea begins to freeze over again the Eskimo return from deer hunting and gather at places where there are the best chances for obtaining food in the autumn. A few weeks are spent in making short excursions near the settlements, as longer journeys would be too dangerous during this tempestuous season. The colder it grows the more the natives are confined to their huts and the more they become dependent on the seal. While in summer shrubs of various kinds are available for cooking purposes, in winter blubber affords the only fuel for cooking and for heating their huts.

At last the smaller bays are sufficiently frozen to permit a new way of pursuing the game. The hunters visit the edge of the newly formed floe in order to shoot the seals, which are secured by the harpoon.

The process of freezing goes on quickly and the floating pieces of ice begin to consolidate. Only a few holes are now found, in places where icebergs, moved by the tides or the strong currents, prevent the sea from freezing. During a short time these openings form the favorite hunting ground of the natives. Though the walrus and the ground seal migrate to the edge of the floe as soon as the ice begins to form, the common seal (Pagomys fœtidus) remains, and this is always the principal food of the natives. In the autumn the fjords and the narrow channels between the islands are its favorite haunt; later in the season it resorts to the sea, frequently appearing at the surface through breathing holes, which it scratches in the ice. As winter comes on it is hunted by the Eskimo at these holes.

The foregoing observations will serve as a preliminary to the description of the distribution of the tribes of Northeastern America. The object of this section is to treat of the immediate relations between the country and its inhabitants, and a detailed account of their habits will be found in subsequent pages.

According to Dr. H. Rink[3], the Inuit race may be divided into five groups: the Greenlanders; the central tribes of Smith Sound, Baffin Land, the west shore of Hudson Bay, the Back River region, and Boothia; the Labradorians, on the shores of that peninsula; the Mackenzie tribes of the central parts of the north shore of America; and the tribes of Alaska. I am somewhat in doubt whether the central tribes and those of Labrador differ enough to justify a separate classification, as the natives of both shores of Hudson Strait seem to be closely related. A decisive answer on the division of these tribes may be postponed until the publication of Lucien M. Turner’s excellent observations and collections, which were made at Fort Chimo.
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I shall begin with the enumeration of the tribes in the southwestern part of Baffin Land. This country is inhabited by the Sikosuilarmiut, i.e., the inhabitants of the shore without an ice floe. They are settled in two places: Nurata, east of King Cape, and Sikosuilaq, within the peninsula (or island?) which projects east of King Cape. The large fjords Sarbaq and Sarbausirn, which belong to their territory, are known to me only by a description which I received in Cumberland Sound. In summer they visit the upper parts of this long fjord to hunt deer on the plains which reach to the shore of Fox Basin. Probably they do not extend their migrations very far to the north or northeast; otherwise, they would reach Lakes Amaqdjuaq and Nettilling, the region about the latter being the hunting ground of the natives of Cumberland Sound.

I know of only a single meeting between the Eskimo visiting Lake Nettilling and others who are supposed to have come from Hudson Strait. It occurred in 1883 south of the lake.
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This tribe is settled on the northern shore of Hudson Strait. Their winter resort lies west of Qeqertuqdjuaq (Parry’s North Bluff). In summer they travel through White Bear Sound or Lesseps Bay to Lake Amaqdjuaq, which they reach after crossing a neck of land about ten miles in width. The exact direction of the road cannot be ascertained, as the position of their starting point, which is called Tuniqten, is doubtful. Crossing a short portage they ascend to Lake Amitoq, whence on a second portage they pass the watershed between Lake Amaqdjuaq and Hudson Strait. From the small Lake Mingong a brook runs into Sioreling and thence into Lake Amaqdjuaq (Baffin-Land, p. 67). On the southern shore of the large lake they erect their summer tents. Farther east, in North Bay, there is another winter residence of the same tribe. Unfortunately, I cannot specify the place of this settlement, which is called Quaiirnang.
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East of the Akuliarmiut live the Eskimo so frequently met near Middle Savage Islands. Their principal residence is near Lake Qaumauang, from which they take their name Qaumauangmiut. My investigations concerning these tribes were much embarrassed by the want of trustworthy charts. If charts are tolerably well delineated, the Eskimo understand the meaning of every point and island and can give detailed accounts of the situation of the settlements and the migrations of the inhabitants.

Between Sikosuilaq and Akuliaq but a moderate amount of intercourse is kept up, as the settlements are separated by a wide and uninhabited stretch of land. Notwithstanding this many members of one tribe are found to have settled among the other. An American  whaling station which was established in Akuliaq a few years ago may have had some influence upon the distribution and the life of these tribes. The greater importance of Akuliaq, however, cannot be ascribed to the presence of the whalers alone, as a few harbors near Sikosuilaq are also frequently visited by them. The whalers report that there are about fifty inhabitants in Sikosuilaq, about two hundred in Akuliaq, and farther east fifty more. Thus the population of the north shore of Hudson Strait probably amounts to three hundred in all.

The Qaumauangmiut are probably closely related to the Nugumiut of Frobisher Bay.
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I can give a somewhat more detailed description of this tribe, among the families of which Hall[4] passed the winters of 1860-’61 and 1861-’62 (Hall I). Unfortunately, he does not give any coherent account of their life, only meager information being furnished in the record of his journeys. Besides, generalizations cannot be made from his two years’ experience. My own observations in Cumberland Sound may serve as a complement to those of Hall. As he gives only a few native names of places, it is sometimes difficult to ascertain the exact position of the localities to which he alludes.

According to Hall and my own inquiries four places are inhabited by this tribe almost every winter: Tornait (Jones Cape of Hall), about thirty-five miles above Bear Sound, in Frobisher Bay; Operdniving and Tuarpukdjuaq, in Countess of Warwick Sound; Nugumiut, in (Cyrus W.) Field Bay; and Ukadliq, in (Cornell) Grinnell Bay. As these bays open into Davis Strait the formation of the ice is retarded and its extent diminished, and consequently some peculiarities in the arrangement of the life of the Eskimo are observed here. The only occupation of the Nugumiut and the inhabitants of Ukadliq is sealing with the harpoon on the floe of the inner parts of the bay. Near Ukadliq the tide holes east and west of Allen Island abound with seals. In winter, when the seals take to the open ice, the village of this group of families is established near Roger’s Island
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