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Great Hunters of 
the Arctic

Native peoples in the Arctic region of 
the world believe that polar bears are very 
special creatures. They call the polar bear 
Nanuk, and consider it to be wise, powerful, 
and almost like a person. Many of the native 
tribes tell age-old legends and myths about 
the polar bear. Almost all these legends have 
something to do with the amazing way that 
polar bears live in their harsh environment. 

Polar bears are incredible hunters. Their 
favorite foods are ringed seals and bearded 
seals. Both types of seals live on sea ice that 
floats in the cold, cold waters of the Arctic 
Ocean or Hudson Bay. Seals are mammals, 

Chapter 
One 1

Polar Bears book.indd   5 3/30/07   12:17:57 PM



6

so they have to breathe air just like humans. 
The seals find holes in the sea ice, then they 
climb on top of the ice to breathe. Leads 
and polynyas (pah-lin-YAHS) are holes that 
form naturally in sea ice throughout the year. 
The seals also cut their own breathing holes 
in the ice. The native people call these holes 
aglus (AH-gloos). 

Polar bears catch these seals in an 
ingenious (in-JEEN-yuss) way. They know 
that the seals need to come up to breathe, 
usually once every five to fifteen minutes. 
Polar bears use their powerful sense of smell 
to find leads, polynyas, or aglus that seals are 
using. Once they find a breathing hole, they 
wait patiently for a seal to surface. Because 
there are many breathing holes that seals 
can use, the polar bears often have to wait 
for many hours or even days before a seal 
appears. 

This type of hunting may sound easy, 
but it’s not. The bears have to travel many 
miles across the sea ice to find the best 
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A polar bear is about to feast on a seal that was captured 
on sea ice. The polar bear waited for the seal to come up 
for air, then grabbed it.

hunting grounds. The weather is extremely 
cold and often very windy. Also, the sea ice 
is constantly moving. In the winter, the sea 
ice moves south down to the shoreline of 
northern Canada, Hudson Bay, Alaska, and 
Russia. In the summer, the sea ice moves 
back to the north, and huge areas of open 
water are created between the shoreline and 
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the edge of the ice. In the past few decades, 
the amount of sea ice and its movement have 
been changing. These changes could cause 
very big problems for the polar bears.

Melting sea ice can force polar bears to swim long 
distances to find food. They have been known to swim 
over a hundred miles to find new hunting grounds. Polar 
bears are the only bears that depend on the sea.
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Polar bears live around the Arctic Ocean along the 
coasts of Alaska, Canada, Greenland, Russia, and 
Scandinavia (not shown). They also live along the coast 
of Hudson Bay. The town of Churchill, on the western 
side of Hudson Bay, calls itself the Polar Bear Capital of 
the World.
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