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David informs us in his Glaswegian brogue. 
He arrived in Canada in 1989 with the last in-
take of Hudson’s Bay Company recruits from 
Scotland, a centuries-old practice as Scots sur-
vived well in northern solitude. Plunked into 
Eskimo Point (now Arviat), he quickly learned 
to grade wolverine, polar bear and wolf furs at 
a trading post before transferring to Pond In-
let where he imported a few kayaks in the early 
‘90s and set up his own guiding operation, 
Polar Sea Adventures. 

With skis, boots, expedition parkas and 
pants doled out, we gather the following mor-
ning on the sea ice in front of Pond, a cluttered 
parking lot of snowmobiles, howling sled dogs 
and half-packed komatiq sleds surrounded by 
stacks of bins and mounds of duffle bags. Dra-
matic, glacier-streaked Bylot Island—11,100-
sq-km and half-covered in ice—glitters in 
sunlight 25 km across Eclipse Sound. Currents 
snap off the thinning sea ice at the eastern and 
northern ends of this frozen crescent of sea-
water that leads into fabled Lancaster Sound, a 
region so rich with migratory wildlife it’s called 

the Arctic’s Serengeti.
I leap into a large wooden 

box lashed atop a sled, set-
tling onto luggage softened 
with a hefty foam mattress 
alongside two fellow trav-
ellers, medical specialists 
from Travers City, Mich-
igan. “We didn’t want win-
ter or the ski season to end 
yet,” says Carolyn Keith, 
“so we came up here.” Her 
partner, John Bruder, agrees 
with a thumbs-up from the 
depths of his parka. My 
kind of folks, I think, as our 
sled lurches forward head-
ing east on the handy ice 
highway, towed by a snow-

mobile piloted by one of our two Inuit guides, 
Tommy Aglak, cigarette dangling from his 
lower lip.

Komatiq are marvels of Inuit engin-
eering. Held together with only rope or seal 
sinew, they are flexible enough to survive ver-
tebrae-jarring bounces across ragged ice. Their 
outward-angled wooden runners are slickened 
with nylon strips, though narwhal ivory tusks 
were traditionally used. As we thump along, 
an incongruous sight whizzes past—a komatiq 
stacked with bright red kayaks towed by a grin-
ning young Inuit, Steven Kasarnak. 

my tent wall awakens me by thumping a reg-
gae beat onto the left side of my face. I lift my 
eye-patches, struggle into a parka and wriggle 
outside to find a shovel. Blinded by golden sun-
shine bouncing off an iceberg towering above 
our base camp, I blink at the endless ice horizon, 
a ground blizzard swirling around my legs. 

It doesn’t matter how many times I’ve come 
to the northern tip of Baffin Island to do this—
and this is my fifth time in two decades—I can 
never really wrap my head around the surreal 
fact that I’m camped atop the frozen Arctic 
Ocean, six kilometres from shore in prime 
polar bear country and my watch is telling me 
it’s two o’clock… in the morning. 

the arctic can be every bit as exotic as Af-
rica, and nowhere more so than hanging out at 
the floe edge where the sea ice meets the open 
ocean in springtime. It’s a superb and strange 
environment not only for experiencing wildlife 
activities up close, but also for gaining insight 
into the millennia-old culture and skills of 
active hunter-gatherers. 

Round-the-clock daylight defrosts, cracks 
open and shears off a thick crust of saltwater 
ice, exposing a nutrient-rich marine smorgas-
bord—the ocean. Watching a seething mass of 
hungry critters at this all-you-can-eat feeding 
frenzy is a true Arctic safari. Skies darken with 
migratory snow geese, eider ducks, swoop-
ing jaegers and swirling clouds of kittiwakes 
and gulls. Murres kamikaze into the waves, 
so buoyant when they surface that they shoot 
from the water like corks.

Whales gorge themselves, as do opportun-
istic polar bears patrolling the ice in search of 
seals and the carcasses left by Inuit hunters who 
set up white canvas tents at the edge in order to 
fill their families’ pantries. I’ve been deafened 
by the screeching of thousands of seabirds nest-
ing in every cranny of sheer cliffs and stood just 
metres from a pod of narwhal at the floe edge 
in thick fog, their syncopated gasps surround-
ing me as if the ocean itself were breathing. 

But not this time. 
The floe edge is a unique, temporary mar-

ine wilderness that exists for only a few weeks 
in May and June before the ice “rots” and 
abruptly sweeps out to sea, often with the 
push of a full moon or high tide. Since guided 
trips are arranged months in advance, timing 
is a crapshoot. I signed up for this particular 
week because Ottawa-based northern outfit-
ter Black Feather launched active floe edge 
trips in 2014, which include backcountry  

skiing and kayaking, hopefully in the company 
of narwhal, belugas, seals and the occasional 
bowhead whale. Often, floe edge trips are quite 
sedentary—travelling by snowmobile-drawn 
sled and walking in search of wildlife and lo-
cal features—allowing rare, easy-access to the 
wild Arctic for virtually anyone, regardless of 
age or fitness.

My first clue that things might not unfold 
as hoped arrived in the form of an email from 
long-time friend and polar guide, David Reid, 
a week before I flew 3,000 km north from 
Montréal in mid-May. It was a bright red ice 
map, not a good thing if you’re an icebreaker 
or an Arctic kayaker. Red means 9/10th to 
10/10th—or solid—ice. “We have a lot of ice 
this year,” was all David wrote.

Anyone who’s escaped to the tropics in win-
ter or joined a safari knows—but prefers to 
forget—that agreeable weather and abundant 
wildlife aren’t guaranteed. It’s a gamble. On 
four previous trips, I was able to reach the floe 
edge three times, to stand atop the two-metre-
thick ice sheet peering straight down at the ice 

billowing white like underwater clouds. And 
the one trip where I never did reach the floe 
edge was likely the most magical of them all—a 
week camped out on the sea ice with a group of 
Inuit hunters and their families.

So it is without expectation or disappoint-
ment that I gaze across an icy seascape as far 
as I can see before landing in Pond Inlet, a 
friendly 98 per cent Inuit hamlet of 1,500 that 
is Canada’s third-most northerly community. 
During long spring days, the buzz around this 
no-frills town is all about ice—“How wide are 
the open leads?” and “Where is the edge?” After 
all, Inuit too are craving access to the fresh feast 
arriving over the spring horizon after a long, 
cold, dark winter of supermarket pizza and the 
occasional treat of seal meat. 

David Reid and Black Feather guide Colin 
Smith meet our group of six—four Americans 
and two Canadians—over dinner in the Sau-
niq Hotel. “Aye, it’s been colder, windier and 
snowier than people remember for decades,” 

WeiGhed 
mushrooming

Left: Camp life in the 
remote Arctic; travelling 

across the sea ice via 
komatiq and Ski-Doo; din-
ing under the dome; Inuit 
guide, Steven Kasarnak.
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On past floe edge visits we often encoun-
tered open leads of up to a metre, black gashes 
in the ice pulsating with jellyfish. The driver 
simply sped up and took a running leap across, 
the komatiq obediently following, landing with 
a solid thump. But with no open water on this 
day we simple rattle along the base of Baffin 
Island’s spectacular, zigzag-peaked cliffs before 
crossing towards Bylot Island, a bird sanctuary 
that is one of the world’s biggest snow goose 
nesting sites and part of Sirmilik National Park. 

After an exhausting six hours and 75 km 
of gripping and bracing, we round a massive, 

gothic cathedral-shaped iceberg and our base 
camp at the eastern end of Bylot Island comes 
into view, a row of orange expedition tents and 
a heated geodesic dome-shaped dining tent. 
There’s an instant line-up at the repurposed 
L.L. Bean ice-fishing hut that David dubbed 
the “pee-pod.” Its black walls heat it up like a 
sauna and an eerie glowing turquoise light 
radiates up through the ice floor. 

“I haven’t seen that since the ‘70s,” observes 
David Wiltzius, an engineer retired from a 
California nuclear facility. “All it needs is a 
disco ball.”

We drift towards The Dome, whose floor, as 
in our tents, is under-layed with sheets of ply-
wood, insulation from the ice. 

“Our plan is to ski and scout for open water, 
exploring whatever we find in our backyard,” 
says David, as Colin, a West Coast river guide 
from Golden, BC, on his second floe edge 
trip serves up dinner created in the adjoining 
kitchen tent before launching into an impres-
sive line-up of pirate jokes over dessert.

At 600 km north of the Arctic Circle, it’s 
tough to get sleepy with the sun circling around 
at midnight. I chat with Tommy, perched on 
his komatiq viewpoint on polar bear detail, 
sipping coffee with his rifle across his lap. He 
says bears sometimes aren’t frightened off with 
a gunshot. “It sounds too much like ice crack-
ing,” he says. “But they sure run if you start a 
snowmobile.” 

“Yeah, ice could break off right now,” he 
smiles wickedly, raising a finger to check the 
wind. “Next stop, Greenland!” Like many hunt-
ers who work the floe edge, Tommy has been 
swept out to sea when a chunk shears off, to 
be later plucked off by boat. In June of 2013, a 
group of about 20 tourists and guides and 11 
Inuit hunters were marooned off Arctic Bay 
when the ice they were camped on broke off. 
It drifted back to shore nearly two days later 

Sea ice between 
Baffin and Bylot 
islands, with Mount 
Herodier beyond.
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and everyone walked to safety. “Ice goes back 
and forth,” Tommy shrugs. 

Though he also works as a teacher and trans-
lator, Tommy teaches his sons to hunt and 
often brings his entire family onto the ice to 
camp during narwhal hunts. The creatures are 
prized for their 300 to 400 kilograms of much-
loved muktuk—whale skin—as well as meat 
for people and dogs and the lucrative bonus of 
selling their ivory tusks, once so common they 
were used as tent poles. 

Morning dawns to an icy, tent-flattening 
wind that has buried our kayaks in snow. Rob 
Williams, a physician and Richard Wagner 
opera groupie from Timmons, Ontario, hand-
grinds coffee from his Ecuadorean plantation, 
recounting past trips of Antarctic kayaking 
mis-adventures and camping with cannibals in 
Irian Jaya, Indonesia. We ride the komatiqs to a 
spectacular grove of steep-sided castle icebergs, 
grounded and frozen into the sea ice. Bright 

blue chunks of translucent multi-year ice glitter 
like sapphires amid a jumbled white landscape. 
Andrea Sparks, an art schoolteacher from Bos-
ton, wells up with tears as she will several times 
daily, wiping them away with her pink mitts. 
“It’s just so…beautiful!” 

The next morning we snap into skis and hap-
pily shuffle away from camp on powder snow, 
bright sunshine sparkling rainbow colours off 
ice crystals. Colin spots polar bear tracks so 
detailed we can see individual toes, strangely 
raised across the ice. “Their weight compresses 
the snow and casts an imprint, then the loose 
snow blows away,” he says. “These could be a 
week old.” As he lays out lunch on an impromp-
tu two-ski table, David pulls out a map and pin-
points exactly where we are, standing on a thin 
ice crust atop 350 fathoms of water.

Tommy arrives by snowmobile, having spent 
the morning scouting for open water. He an-
nounces that icy ramparts completely encircle 

the ice, dashing our hopes of even reaching the 
bird cliffs, which the Inuit scale with ropes each 
spring to collect eggs. “Snow on the cliffs, no 
birds,” he announces. They’re smart enough to 
stay south waiting for things to thaw.

The next day we aim our skis towards the 
telltale torpedo-shape of a distant seal sun-
ning himself alongside his breathing hole. 
He’s long gone by the time we arrive, but an 
icy blood streak reveals someone’s had bad 
luck here. Seals maintain a network of up to a 
dozen of these escape routes from polar bears 
who scrape out their holes to thin the ice at 
the edges, then wait to pounce on them before 
they even surface, their jaws grabbing them by 
the head. Tommy too has stood motionless for 
hours in temperatures as low as -40 Celsius 
alongside breathing holes, harpoon poised. 
“Like bears, we face into the wind so they can’t 
smell or hear us,” he says. 

David lowers a hydrophone into the hole 
and we all crouch on our knees, listening to the 
high-pitched squeal of swimming ringed seals. 
We coax David to whistle and click his way 
through a repertoire of marine creatures and 
he grudgingly obliges by mimicking bearded 
seals, belugas, narwhal—but the walrus send 
us into hysterics. “It’s a new band, just ‘sealed’ 

Eclipse Sound 
and Bylot Island, 
from the streets 
of Pond Inlet.
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a deal, rockin’ igloos since 2015,” raps Colin. 
“Sounds nice out on the ice!”

During dinner that evening, David and 
Tommy suddenly leap up at the same instant 
and bolt outside with their rifles, leaving the 
rest of us to stare at one another, baffled in 
mid-bite. They’d heard a “huffing” sound that 
could mean an annoyed polar bear nearby. But 
there was nothing. They wrote it off to a pos-
sible seal surfacing in the narrow, slushy open 
lead 10 metres behind our tents.

it’s -15 as I slide into my sleeping bag, 
warmed by a Nalgene bottle filled with hot 
water at my feet—an Arctic bedtime Jacuzzi—
and pick up my book by Nunavik-born global 
warming activist and Nobel Prize nominee, 
Sheila Watt-Cloutier. In The Right To Be Cold 
she says “… as hard as it is for many people to 
understand, for us Inuit, ice matters. Ice is life.” 
Camping on top of it, travelling across it daily 
and seeing how natural an environment it is 
for animals and Inuit, it makes perfect sense. 
Inuit hunters have, for decades, spoken of less 
predictable ice, warmer winters and later fall 
freeze-ups. 

“Sure, it’s colder here this spring, but it’s 
warmer somewhere else in the Arctic,” says 

David who guides in Churchill’s polar bear 
country each fall. “You can’t generalize about 
sea ice or polar bear populations because the 
systems are too big, too complex and too im-
portant to be summed up in a sound bite.” I 
ask Tommy about climate change: “I’m part of 
the problem,” he says. “I ride my snowmobile 
every day.”

Our last day dawns hazy with a light blizzard 
so we hop into the komatiqs again and follow 
Bylot Island’s shoreline to a mid-1800s whaling 
camp where iron cauldrons used for rendering 
blubber rust on the beach. 

Nearby, at Button Point, we hike up a ridge 
alongside a streambed to the remains of seven 
Thule sod houses. On previous visits, this 
haunting site was dotted with yellow Arctic 
poppies and purple saxifrage in deep, spongy 
tundra. Overlooking the sea, the traditional 
houses used over centuries by the Inuit are 
round pits dug into the ground, walls lined 
with stacked rocks and Bowhead skulls, sleep-
ing benches still visible. Whale rib bones 
would have supported a roof draped in cari-
bou or sealskins. 

Many of the town’s older residents, like 
64-year-old Sam Omik, were born and lived in 
sod houses. In 2005, I joined Sam on a narwhal 

hunting expedition to the floe edge. A polar 
bear hunting guide, he was a full-time hunter 
who supported an extended family. Sam was 
after the season’s first narwhal, which arrive at 
the floe edge in huge numbers awaiting break-
up when they stream day and night by the 
thousands to their summer feeding grounds in 
Milne Inlet.

A group of us travelled northwest to Pond 
Inlet’s other floe edge, but what greeted us was 
an impenetrable mass of ice chunks, slabs and 
bergs shoved against the floe edge by an on-
shore wind. We retreated to the shore, camped 
and waited. I watched the ingenuity with which 
Sam and his brother fixed a broken snowmobile 
axel by carving a part out of driftwood. Kids 
practised shooting and snowmobiling skills 
and headed off to learn to hunt with the adults. 
There was a harmony and happiness between 
teens and adults that is rarely experienced in 
the often-dysfunctional and overcrowded 
community life of the hamlet. No wonder the 
Inuit craved heading “out on the land.” For six 
days we hung out, keeping busy and drinking 
endless pots of sweet tea around a green Cole-
man stove, an Inuit campfire. Though sunny, 
the wind never let up and we finally returned 
to town, komatiqs stacked with caribou, seals 
and snow geese to feed their families. The fol-
lowing day, over the local radio station, meat 
leftover from the hunt was offered free to any-
one in the community who needed it. 

Beside me at the sod houses, Tommy sighs. 
“That was the life. No running around for 
money, gas, cigarettes. Just feeding yourself,” he 
says. “I was born 200 years too late.”

We warm up in an old hunter’s cabin at the 
tip of Button Point, then travel to the camp to 
pack. Setting off back to Pond Inlet the next 
morning, I spot a flock of eider ducks, and to 
the east just above the horizon, a line of distinct 
steel-grey “water clouds”—dark ocean reflect-
ing off clouds. David nods. “There’s open water 
out there… somewhere.”

***on may 24, the day after we flew 
south, Colin and an Inuit guide were back on 
the ice readying the site for the next group. Sud-
denly, that innocuous crack behind our camp 
shattered open and a huge sheet of ice—com-
plete with our tents and The Dome—sailed to-
wards Greenland. The gear was finally rescued 
by boat five kilometres offshore and re-pitched 
inland, a new base from which the floe edge 
group arriving the following day spent a sunny 
week kayaking and skiing. 

Polar bear tracks 
frozen atop the 

sea ice.

ABOVE: Listening to seals 
frolic beneath the ice. 
BELOW: Skiing over the 
sea ice near Bylot Island.

More Info
Discover more about Black Feather's floe 
edge trips at blackfeather.com.


