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David Kaomayok: Indomitable Hunter

Lying in his
mother’s iglu,

Kaomayok became
sicker and sicker,
too weak to get
up, unable to 
eat.  It was the
winter of 1948-49.
David Kaomayok
was 16-years-old.
The camp was at
Creswell Bay, on the east side of Somerset
Island in the high Arctic, where six or seven
families depended on the seals, fish and
polar bears of the region to sustain them.
“As I got sicker, I couldn’t feel my feet any
more,” said Kaomayok, who was soon con-
vinced that he was about to die.  “My legs
were hanging by the sinews, like rotten
meat and bones.  Very painful.  I was 
barely alive.”

Ihumaitok, his mother, did what she
could to comfort him, but there seemed lit-
tle hope of recovery. Others in the camp,
with similar symptoms, had already died.
Finally, desperate to try something,
Ihumaitok cut off his legs.  “Once my moth-
er amputated my legs, I started to feel a lit-
tle better, because my rotting legs weren’t
attached to me anymore.  I started to feel
stronger again and shortly after, I began to
get around by crawling.”

About then, Ernie Lyall and Takolik
arrived in the camp, by dog-team from Fort
Ross.  As they crawled into Ihumaitok’s iglu,
they came upon one of Kaomayok’s severed
legs.  The men were not totally surprised;
they had been there a few months earlier,
when already eight of the 15 people in
camp had died. They had been trying to get
help ever since.  Now they were back to see
who could be saved. Word had arrived that
an airplane was on its way.  Of the sick, only
young David Kaomayok was left, but to be
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evacuated he had first to be moved down
to Fort Ross, an old HBC post, which meant
a two-day journey by dog-team.

At the time, no one knew for certain
what had caused the plague-like wave of
death in Creswell Bay.  Later, slowly, they
put the pieces together.  “I lost my feet
after eating some poisonous walrus meat,”
explained Kaomayok.  The previous sum-
mer, one of the men in camp, Idlout, had
shot an old walrus, and shared the meat
around the camp.  In skinning the animal,
the men discovered first some lead bullets
lodged in the thick skin, and then, deep
inside, a harpoon head. The naulaq (har-
poon head) fascinated them because it was
very different from anything they had ever
seen before.  Ernie Lyall took the harpoon
head and sent it south to a museum; word
came back that it was at least 100 years old
and originated in Greenland.

“The Greenland hunters sometimes
came over with dog-teams, across the sea
ice, to hunt in the area,” said Kaomayok.
“It was pretty obvious. The sled runner
tracks were different.” To this day,
Kaomayok believes that the old harpoon
head had poisoned the meat in the walrus;
then eating the meat had made him and
several of his relatives deathly ill.

When a DC-3 landed on the sea ice at
Fort Ross, at the south end of Somerset
Island, Kaomayok was loaded on board,
bound for an Edmonton hospital and a
world as strange to him as the moon might

have been.  He did not speak a word of
English.  He had grown up in the 1930s and
’40s travelling and hunting, by dog-team,
throughout the region between Resolute
Bay, Pond Inlet, Arctic Bay, Creswell Bay and
Igloolik – that area, he knew well.  “I still
remember the travel routes we used back
then.” Life for his family was a cycle of the
seasons, focused on the hunt for whales
and walrus, ringed seals and harp seals,
polar bears and fish.

In Edmonton, after surgery, his wounds
healed and eventually he was fitted with
artificial legs. “It took two attempts to fit
my limbs,” he laughs, “and I had to do lots
of exercises.  Once I was able to get around,
I got a job working as a nurses’ assistant.”
During six years in Edmonton – three as a

patient, and three more working at the hos-
pital – he learned to speak some English.
But he missed the hunting life and longed
to return north, so arrangements were
made for him to work at the nursing sta-
tion in Cambridge Bay. It was not long,
however, before the routine of that job
seemed restrictive and he escaped to a
camp northeast of town near Char Lake.
There, together with his new wife Doris
Emnagina Egotak and their growing family,
travelling only by dog-team, he hunted
seals, trapped foxes, caught lots of char and
thoroughly enjoyed being back on the land.
Eventually, circumstances drew them back
into town and Kaomayok worked for 16
years as a wildlife officer, never losing his
attachment to the land and hunting as a
way of life.

Kaomayok’s recovery from the verge of
death was slow, but the mere fact that he
survived at all is a testament to his hardy
nature. That same spirit and determination
has been a consistent characteristic of his
life ever since. For the past 40 years, he has
been among the most active and prolific
hunters and trappers in Cambridge Bay.  He
has an advantage, he says – his feet don’t
get cold.

Today in Cambridge Bay, Kaomayok is
one of the elders who people turn to as a
source of traditional knowledge and old
stories.  His tales go right back to the time
when Inuit first arrived and met the Tuniit
(Dorset Eskimo) who already lived here.
“The area where I grew up was occupied
by Tuniit before. The qaqmak (sod and
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Kaomayok (right) and archaeologist Dr. Max Friesen from the
University of Toronto examine a Tuniit (Dorset Eskimo) harpoon
head, used by seal hunters more than 1,000 years ago, and found on
the ground beside an old Tuniit stone structure near Cambridge Bay.
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stone house) that they built is slightly dif-
ferent from the Inuit style.” There was, he
says, lots of evidence of Tuniit activity.  His
mother, Ihumaitok, once found a pair of
sealskin boots twice the size of normal Inuit
feet. In a dried up riverbed nearby, they saw
an old fish weir built of giant boulders, so
large that only Tuniit could have moved
them into place.

“Our ancestors have told stories about
the Tuniit which were passed down from
generation to generation.  I heard stories
from my elders that the Tuniit and Inuit
lived together in harmony at one time.
Apparently they got along with no dis-
putes.  Then a young Tuniit boy got into
trouble because he damaged some snow-
porches on the Inuit iglus, and when the

Inuit realized what had happened, they
went after him. From what I heard, if Tuniit
were chased, they disappeared.  So when
the boy got home and told his parents that
he was being chased and in danger of
being killed by these Inuit, they all disap-
peared and they were never seen again.
That’s why no bones, nothing.”

Changing time-frames dramatically,
across the broad sweep of history,
Kaomayok also has a story to tell about a
relatively modern encounter.  Northeast of
Cambridge Bay, in the area where he hunt-
ed and trapped for so many years, close to
the coast of Victoria Island, he found some
odd graves, containing rough wooden
coffins.  “I don’t think they were built by
Inuit,” he said. “Maybe white men, home-
made.  I’ve heard of explorers around that
area a long time ago. The ship that they
used was abandoned somewhere in that
area. There was a story a long time ago that
Inuit took some material from an aban-
doned sailing ship.”  And with that, his
sparkling eyes look away, across the land,
as if pondering the mystery of it all.  He
doesn’t know the name John Franklin, but
the reference is unmistakable.

Last year, Kaomayok was at an elders
camp, organized to gather oral-history, at
the Iqaluktuuq archaeological site not far
from Cambridge Bay.  Some elders decided
to walk about a mile to an old Tuniit stone
structure, an extraordinary feature nearly 40
metres long. They all wanted to see it, but
some knew they simply could not manage
the walk. Kaomayok, however, was not to
be left behind. He walked the mile there
and the mile back. Standing beside the lines
of huge boulders, he was obviously fasci-
nated by what he saw, and talked at great
length about the times when Inuit met
Tuniit. Equally impressive to all those there
with him, however, was the indomitable
spirit of a man who once lay close to death,
but rose to walk and hunt and become a
veritable legend in his own time.

David F. Pelly
Regular contributor David Pelly, who has
recorded a wealth of stories and traditional
knowledge from the Elders, wishes to acknowl-
edge the Kitikmeot Heritage Society’s assistance
with the research for this article.
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