900 YEARS BEFORE US IN ALASKA, THERE WAS

A HANDFUL OF BOLD and resourceful Thule IT TAKES A VILLAGE TO HUNT A WHALE THULE INGENUITY AT WORK
hunters in a small walrus-skin boat called an umiak
regularly faced off against bowhead whales seven
times their size and weighing some 40 tons.
Whaling was so integral to Thule life that whaling
captains and their families ranked highest in
community status and whales were interwoven into
Thule religion. Equally practical as spiritual, whale
blubber could be stored, and such an abundance
of essential nutrients in the harsh Arctic environ-
ment made Thule people wealthy. The whale
provided more than sustenance though. The Thule
used every piece of the massive prey to elevate
everyday life: bones became house frames, oil
provided light and heat, and baleen could be
shaped as armor, buckets, and goggles —fitted
with narrow slits to prevent blindness as the sun
struck the stark white landscape. Not content to
master the Arctic seas’ biggest quarry, the Thule
became some of the world’s most successful and
expansive settlers, filling in the 3,000-mile swath
between the Bering Strait and Greenland. By land,
the hardy Thule people proceeded on foot or by
dogsled, becoming the first culture to harness

the power of canines for transport.
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