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The Woman Who Had a Bear as a Foster-Son 

Inughuit People – Greenland (Denmark) 
 

There was once an old woman living in a place where others lived. She 

lived nearest the shore, and when those who lived in houses up above 

had been out hunting, they gave her both meat and blubber. 

 And once they were out hunting as usual, and now and again 

they got a bear, so that they frequently ate bear's meat. And they came 

home with a whole bear. The old woman received a piece from the ribs 

as her share, and took it home to her house. After she had come home 

to her house, the wife of the man who had killed the bear came to the 

window and said: 

 ‘Dear little old woman in there, would you like to have a bear’s 

cub?’ 

 And the old woman went and fetched it, and brought it into her 

house, shifted her lamp,1 and placed the cub, because it was frozen, up 

on to the drying frame to thaw. Suddenly she noticed that it moved a 

little, and took it down to warm it. Then she roasted some blubber, for 

she had heard that bears lived on blubber, and in this way she fed it 

from that time onwards, giving it greaves to eat and melted blubber to 

drink, and it lay beside her at night. 

 And after it had begun to lie beside her at night it grew very fast, 

and she began to talk to it in human speech, and thus it gained the 

                                       
1 The Qulleq or lamp of the Inuit peoples was a soapstone bowl where a wick of moss 

or Arctic cotton fed with oil from animal fat was permanently lit. The lamp was used to 

dry animal skins and cook, as well as to heat and light the home. It was a 
fundamental element for the survival of these peoples. (Collection Editor's Note) 
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mind of a human being, and when it wished to ask its foster-mother for 

food, it would sniff. 

 The old woman now no longer suffered want, and those living 

near brought her food for the cub. The children came sometimes to play 

with it, but then the old woman would say: 

 ‘Little bear, remember to sheathe your claws when you play with 

them.’ 

 In the morning, the children would come to the window and call 

in: 

 ‘Little bear, come out and play with us, for now we are going to 

play.’ 

 And when they went out to play together, it would break the 

children's toy harpoons to pieces, but whenever it wanted to give any 

one of the children a push, it would always sheathe its claws. But at 

last it grew so strong, that it nearly always made the children cry. And 

when it had grown so strong the grown-up people began to play with it, 

and they helped the old woman in this way, in making the bear grow 

stronger. But after a time not even grown men dared play with it, so 

great was its strength, and then they said to one another: 

 ‘Let us take it with us when we go out hunting. It may help us to 

find seal.’ 

 And so one day in the dawn, they came to the old woman’s 

window and cried: 

 ‘Little bear, come and earn a share of our catch; come out 

hunting with us, bear.’ 

 But before the bear went out, it sniffed at the old woman. And 

then it went out with the men. 

 On the way, one of the men said: 

 ‘Little bear, you must keep down wind, for if you do not so, the 

game will scent you, and take fright.’ 

 One day when they had been out hunting and were returning 

home, they called in to the old woman: 
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 ‘It was very nearly killed by the hunters from the northward; we 

hardly managed to save it alive. Give therefore some mark by which it 

may be known; a broad collar of plaited sinews about its neck.’ 

 And so the old foster-mother made a mark for it to wear; a collar 

of plaited sinews, as broad as a harpoon line. 

 And after that it never failed to catch seal, and was stronger even 

than the strongest of hunters, and never stayed at home even in the 

worst of all weather. Also it was not bigger than an ordinary bear. All 

the people in the other villages knew it now, and although they 

sometimes came near to catching it, they would always let it go as soon 

as they saw its collar. 

 But now the people from beyond Angmagssalik heard that there 

was a bear which could not be caught, and then one of them said: 

 ‘If ever I see it, I will kill it.’ 

 But the others said: 

 ‘You must not do that; the bear's foster-mother could ill manage 

without its help. If you see it, do not harm it, but leave it alone, as soon 

as you see its mark.’ 

 One day when the bear came home as usual from hunting, the 

old foster-mother said: 

 ‘Whenever you meet with men, treat them as if you were of one 

kin with them; never seek to harm them unless they first attack.’ 

 And it heard the foster-mother's words and did as she had said. 

 And thus the old foster-mother kept the bear with her. In the 

summer it went out hunting in the sea, and in winter on the ice, and 

the other hunters now learned to know its ways, and received shares of 

its catch. 

 Once during a storm the bear was away hunting as usual, and 

did not come home until evening. Then it sniffed at its foster-mother 

and sprang up on to the bench, where its place was on the southern 

side. Then the old foster-mother went out of the house, and found 

outside the body of a dead man, which the bear had hauled home. Then 
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without going in again, the old woman went hurrying to the nearest 

house, and cried at the window: 

 ‘Are you all at home?’ 

 ‘Why?’ 

 ‘The little bear has come home with a dead man, one whom I do 

not know.’ 

 When it grew light, they went out and saw that it was the man 

from the north, and they could see he had been running fast, for he had 

drawn off his furs, and was in his under breeches. Afterwards they 

heard that it was his comrades who had urged the bear to resistance, 

because he would not leave it alone. 

 A long time after this had happened, the old foster-mother said to 

the bear: 

 ‘You had better not stay with me here always; you will be killed if 

you do, and that would be a pity. You had better leave me.’ 

 And she wept as she said this. But the bear thrust its muzzle 

right down to the floor and wept, so greatly did it grieve to go away from 

her. 

 After this, the foster-mother went out every morning as soon as 

dawn appeared, to look at the weather, and if there were but a cloud as 

big as one's hand in the sky, she said nothing. 

 But one morning when she went out, there was not even a cloud 

as big as a hand, and so she came in and said: 

 ‘Little bear, now you had better go; you have your own kin far 

away out there.’ 

 But when the bear was ready to set out, the old foster-mother, 

weeping very much, dipped her hands in oil and smeared them with 

soot, and stroked the bear's side as it took leave of her, but in such 

manner that it could not see what she was doing. The bear sniffed at 

her and went away. But the old foster-mother wept all through that day, 

and her fellows in the place mourned also for the loss of their bear. 
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 But men say that far to the north, when many bears are abroad, 

there will sometimes come a bear as big as an iceberg, with a black spot 

on its side. 

 Here ends this story.  

 
Collected by Knud Rasmussen; edited and rendered into English by W. 
Worster (1921). 

Public Domain.  
 

 

Comments 

Knud Rasmussen (1879-1933) was the polar explorer and ethnographer 

who compiled this and many other stories from the Inuit Peoples. Born 

in Greenland to a Danish father and an Inuit mother –Rasmussen's 

native name was Kunúnguaq– he grew up among other children of the 

Kalaallit People, learning the hunting techniques of the polar regions, 

driving dog sleds and enduring the harsh weather conditions of the 

Arctic. 

 Rasmussen is well known for his Thule Expeditions, carried out 

between 1912 and 1933. To highlight his Fifth Expedition (1921-1924), 

in which he tried to unravel the origin of the Inuit and collected a 

number of anthropological, ethnographic, meteorological, geological, 

botanical and zoological data (Rasmussen, 1927). On this trip, he 

traveled 18,000 miles by dog sled, from Greenland to the Pacific, 

traveling across the ice cap in northern Canada and Alaska, and being 

the first European to cross the Northwest Passage in this way. 

 Regarding the story, "The woman who had a bear as a foster-son", 

Rasmussen says he picked it up from among the Inughuit, the ‘Polar 

Eskimos’, who lived in the area of the Smith Sound, those living in 

northern Greenland. These people differ from the rest of the Inuit 

groups due to the climate changes that took place during the 17th 

century. These weather conditions frozen the northwestern regions of 

Greenland, isolating them from the rest of the Inuit groups. This led 

them to develop different language and culture, but also to lose their 

ability to build kayaks and umiaks, which further isolated them from 
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other groups. In fact, when Europeans established contact with them in 

1818, the Inughuits thought they were the only human beings in the 

world (Advameg, 2020). 

 At that time, in the early 1800s, Inughuit population was 

estimated at between 100 and 200 people, and it did not increase much 

further until Rasmussen's arrival in the 1930s, when 250 Inughuits 

were counted. In the last population census, carried out in 2010, this 

ethnic group had reached 800 individuals. 

 But the fact of living in such a remote place and having been 

discovered as late as the 19th century did not save them from the 

injustices that many other native cultures suffered at the hands of the 

western imperialist powers. In the early 1950s, during the Cold War, 

the United States expanded the infrastructure of their Thule Air Force 

Base, near Pituffik, forcing 27 Inughuit families to move to Qaanaaq, 

about a hundred miles further to the north. This was disastrous for the 

cultural and social life of the Inughuit. The only compensation for the 

invasion of their land was of an economic nature, and took place in 

1999, almost fifty years after their fathers and mothers, grandfathers 

and grandmothers were evicted from their own territory (Stern, 2009, 

2010). 
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Associated text of the Earth Charter 
 

Principle 15b: Protect wild animals from methods of hunting, 

trapping, and fishing that cause extreme, prolonged, or avoidable 

suffering. 

 

Other passages that this story illustrates 
 

Principle 1: Respect Earth and life in all its diversity. 

 

Principle 1a: Recognize that all beings are interdependent and every 

form of life has value regardless of its worth to human beings. 

 

Principle 15: Treat all living beings with respect and consideration. 

 

Principle 15a: Prevent cruelty to animals kept in human societies 

and protect them from suffering. 

 

 

 


