
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We think of Greenland as being very remote, 

isolated, having few people, and cold. It is all those 

things.  

 

Remote? The only way to fly there is via Iceland, 

and it takes 12 ï 14 hours from either New York or 

London. Cold? Eighty percent of this, the largest 

island in the world, is covered by a permanent ice 

sheet that is several miles thick. Sparsely populated? 

There is a grand total of 46,500 people (90% 

Greenlandic Inuit) who live there. Of those, about 

half live in the relatively warm capital, Nuuk, in the 

extreme southwestern part of the island. 

 

But where we paddled was the southeastern part of 

Greenland in the area around Tasiilaq and 

Ammassalik. The people in Nuuk think of this area 

as being very remote, isolated, sparsely populated 

and cold! They too are right: there are three or four 

towns with a few hundred people in each.  The area 

straddles the Arctic Circle. The people in East 

Greenland are largely subsistence fishermen and 

hunters.
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Kulusuk/Angmmagssalik area: Kulusuk (put in) is the far south island. The destination glaciers are the white semi-circle top right. 

 The Basics 

This was a guided expedition, in July, using a 

Rekjavik-based outfitter, Ultima Thule, who 

supplied Feathercraft doubles (and one single), 

tents, food and, surprisingly, only a spray jacket to 

deal with 45-degree water. Most people had brought 

at least wet suits with them. 

Departing from Kulusuk, we spent eight and a half 

days on the water, covering approximately 65 miles, 

camping each night.  

Weaving in and out of the islands that sit in between 

the Angmagssalik and Sermiligaq fjords, we headed 

north toward the Arctic Circle, with an ultimate 

goal of the Karale and Knut Rasmussen glaciers at 

66 degrees north. 

Day time temperatures hit 60 when sunny, 50-55 

when cloudy and 45 when rainy. Nights were 

typically around 40 -50F. 

The Group 

It was an international team with two Americans, a 

Canadian, a Swede, a Belgian couple, and the Icelandic 

guide. Of course the Europeans each spoke about five 

languages. There were just two of us who had extensive 

experience sea kayaking.  

The Swedish woman was a long-distance (100 K) ice 

skater and knew something about dealing with cold 

weather. Every day when we beached the boats at our 

camp site, she would get out of the boat, immediately 

take off all her clothes in front of everyone and change 

into dry stuff. Meanwhile, the rest of us would be 

screwing around setting up tents, moving gear around, 

unrolling sleeping bags and doing other chores, all while 

still damp from paddling or rain. When we finally 

changed our clothes it was too late ï we remained 

chilled for the rest of the night while she was 

comfortably toasty. 
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Frequently the passages between the islands were clogged with ice and we had to carefully pick our way 

through, following leads as they presented themselves. (All photos: Rick Wiebush) 
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Sometimes we confronted dead ends in the leads and had to transfer ourselves and our boats by sliding them 

over ice bridges until we got to open water on the other side. 

 

But once in more open water, the views were spectacular: snow covered mountains everywhere, rising up out of 

the water that held ice of all different shapes and sizes. 

 

January 2020              Coastbusters                            Page 4  

 



 

 

The camp sites werenôt tough to take. 

 

Since it was July, we had almost 24 hours of sunlight. The pic below is from a campsite at 1 AM 
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But the ice was the main player in this story. An impressive number of shapes, sizes and colors: Icebergs, sheet 

ice, bergy bits, growlers, brash ice; white, blue, green; irregular squares, lopsided rectangles, pointy triangles, 

rounded mounds, etc. The front, horizontal chunk of the berg shown below was about 50 yards long and 40 feet 

high. The chunk sticking up in the rear on the left side was about 100 ft high -  picture a 10 story building. 

Recall that what you can see of this berg is just one tenth of itsô actual size. Itôs blue because it is very dense; 

much of the oxygen has been compressed out of it. 
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We didnôt see much wildlife. This Arctic Fox spent some time sniffing around one of the camps. On a different 

day, we found one of his relatives trying to open dry bags that were in the cockpit of one of the boats.   

 

 

There also wasnôt much greenery ï too rocky, too windy, and too cold. Some of the ñevergreensò we saw on 

rocky hillsides were four inches tall. One exception was this patch of dandelion-type cotton grass on a hillside 

in the little community of Sermiligaaq (population 225). 
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