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1. Polar Night

Norah Burke

As the hot arctic! summer drew to a close, till the magenta’ sun
only slid along the horizon to sink again at once, the polar bear knew
that a hard time lay ahead for her.

During the months of night, fifty degrees below zero, her cubs
would be born. The great task of motherhood was already begun,
the time soon coming when she would bury herself deep down under
the snow to give birth. From then until the dav when she and the
cubs burrowed up into daylight again, she would not cat. She and
they must live on what she had stored in her body during the sum-
mer, and on what she could catch and eat now. She must finish fat-
tening herself up for the ordeal®. And there was not much time left.

At the moment she was hunting along the edge of the ice, be-
cause where there was water there were seals, also fish, and the
chance of a porpoise’ or walrus’. As winter closed the roots and
berries and lichen® and seaweed of the polar islands into glass, the
bears moved to the ice-edge for their food.

This was the arctic region, the area north of the limit of tree-
growth. The shores of Greenland, Siberia, Alaska, Canada bor-
dered upon this spectral” sea. It was a landscape of snow and old ice
and new ice, of drifting pack ice®, and berg ice’ from the glaciers',
all in constant motion, lanes and pools of pure cobalt looking-glass!!
opening and closing all the time in the pack. Where the old ice had
been pushed up together in terraces'?, ice-eaves'® burned green and
lilac'* underneath. In summer the ivory gulls*® and other birds made
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the air raucous'® with quarrels, but now all that the bear could hear

was the wash of blue water against grinding ice.



Under the dark sky, on the white land, in the desolation!” of
the arctic landscape, she was part of its white power, moving with a
long swinging walk and huge flat yellow hairy snowman footfalls.
Strong and dangerous, the largest of bears, able to swim forty miles
out to sea if need be, she stalked her kingdom in which no natural
enemy challenged her reign. Her feet, bristled underneath to give
grip on'® the ice, carried her huge weight with a light and silent
tread; while the low swinging head searched the ice all the time for
food.

She was not clearly aware of what was happening in her body,
but the instinct!® was there to love the unborn cubs, to prepare for
them and to protect them; she did not risk her body in careless ad-
ventures as she would at other times.

But food? Food —

Already the iron of winter was in the clean cold air, though she
felt the cold only with her eyes and black nose and black lips, where
the air stung her, and on the long pinkish gray tongue, moving all
the time to prevent freezing, that slung in and out of her mouth a-
mong the large cruel teeth.

Suddenly, away down the ice-field, where a dark blue lead
showed in the pack, she saw a blackish slug on the ice — a seal. It
was essential to catch him. In a moment she had decided on her ap-
proach, and slipped silently into the water to cut off his line of re-
treat. The ice rocked as her great weight left it.

The bear was as much at home in the water as on land — buoy-
ant®®, swimming like a dog, but on top or submerged — and the
water much warmer than the air on her face. Not wet, either: in-
side the layer of fat and the shaggy oily watertight coat, she felt as
dry as on land.
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By a series of cunning?' dives and approaches, and keeping un-
der the shoulder of ice, she gci near to the seal. Breathing carefully,
every nerve keyed to the task of silent approach, ready to spring —
to dive — to slaughter, she slid nearer — nearer —

Suddenly the seal saw her. Terror convulsed?? his face. A mo-
ment of awful indecision — whether to plunge into the sea, his nat-
ural line of escape, and perhaps fall straight into her jaws, or to
struggle across the ice to that other hole —

He swung away from her, humping®® madly along. The bear
lunged up out of the water, on to the ice, on to the terrified seal.

2* her everywhere like a tidal wave.

The water sloughed of
There was a flurry of snow and water and fighting seal. His quick
struggling body flapped under her as she slew him. Blood spurted on
to the snow. .

When the seal was dead, the bear attended first to herself, get-
ting rid of the wet from her coat before it could freeze, although oil
had kept off the frost sc far. She shook, and the drops flew off in
rainbows in all dicections. She rolled and nosed along in the snow,
wiping her flarks?, her chin, and soon all was dry. A few hairs
crisped up and stuck to each other with frost. _

Now for the seal. She ripped up the body, turning back the
skin and blubber, letting out a cloud of steam, and ate greedily of

% meat. Seal meat was her favorite, full of flavor, a

the hot crimson
hot meal, not like the white icy flakes of cod?’.

Then, although the bear had no natural enemies, she stopped
suddenly as she ate, lifted her head, looked, listened, scented.
Blood dripped from her chin onto the snow.

There was nothing.

All the same® she trusted her instinct and, leaving the rest of
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the meal, slipped into the water, where she could keep her cubs
safe, where it was warmer, and easier to move.

Presently she saw upright seals coming along the shore. They
were rather rare creatures, these, and dangerous for all they were so
weak. The places where they lived had light and noise, and smelled
full of good food. The she-bear often drew near the places, attracted
by those smells. She hunted these land-seals too, and ate them when
she could. They were not like the sea-seals, though. They wore seal
fur, and their skins were rubbed with seal blubber, but there was a
different taste inside.

They in their turn hunted bear, as the she-bear knew well. She
had sometimes found the place of the kill, and seen the white empty
skins hanging up by the camps, smelled the dark red gamy? flesh
cooking.

Now as she watched the approaching men, she considered
whether to kill them, but the unborn life in her said get away. So
she dived and swam and melted out of their radius.

In the next few days the bear gorged on® fish and seal. No
longer the hot rocks and scree of summer gave forth good-tasting
moss and lichens or the sharp-fleshed berries and sweet roots. She
dived into the cold blue ocean for her food.

But now the arctic day was over. In the pink twilight, a snowy
owl was flitting silently across the waste, moving south and south as
life was squeezed out of the arctic desert by the polar night.

Then came the freezing of the sea. Crystals formed below the
surface and rose, and needles of ice shot across from one to another,
joining them together, thickening, hardening, adding more ice to
the floes already many years old. The ice talked, grinding its teeth,
sending out every now and then a singing crack. Curtains of colored
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flame rippled®! in the sky. The polar night began.

Now the real cold came. Now the food disappeared, and old
male bears grew lean and savage.

The she-bear chose her den.

There was a great raw range of decayed ice that had been
pushed up into mountains whose hollows were packed with snow. I-
cicles® yards long hung on the south side from the summer, and be-
hind this curtain of ice, she found-a great purple cave, carved in dia-
mond and full of snow.

This was the place.

Her body was ready now for the ordeal. Thick fat, gathered
from seal and halibut®, lined her skin.

She burrowed down into® the violet snow on the floor of the
cave. It was so light that the wind of moving blew it about like
feathers and she could breathe in it. She burrowed deeper and deep-
er, while the snow sifted and fell in soundlessly behind her, till
presently she was deep enough.

She curled and rolled herself round and round, pushing the
snow, packing it, shaping the den. All the sides of it melted with
her heat, then froze again into slippery walls. And the hot breath
passed up through the way she had dug, melting the sides of the
channel which also froze again and left a tube which would supply
her with air until she came up in the spring.

Inside the snow and ice — inside her thick oily fur and the lay-
er of blubber, she was warm, full fed and sleepy. She slept and
waited.

In the fullness of time, the first familiar pang® of birth trem-
bled in her stomach. Pain fluttered like a butterfly and was gone.

She stirred, lifted her head, rearranged herself.



It came again, stronger, longer.

She moved uneasily.

Then in long strong accomplishing strokes it was there —
hard, forcing, contracting, out of her control. Moving to a crescen-
do®. She grunted, tensed all her muscles, pressed and gasped. An-
other spasm, and on the smooth strong river of pain, she felt the
first cub come out.

A wave of relief relaxed her.

There he lay mewing®’, so wet and tiny, hardly alive, and she
nuzzled him delightedly, starting to clean him up.

But now another spasm — the same long final one as before,
though easier — and the second cub was born.

It was over now. She felt the diminishing contractions, the
subsidence®® of pain, pulsing quieter.

Now to clean them up. She licked and licked them, turning
them over, rolling and caressing them; then life strengthened in
them as they dried, as they fed. She lay in bliss, feeling her own
life flowing from her heart.

Meanwhile in the world above, the sun had returned, first a
green glow, then a rosy one, then touching the topmost peaks, days
before the first sunrise.

Deep in the snow cave, the bear knew it as the snow grew lu-
~ minous with the light pressing through.

One day she heard voices. The snow vibrated with footsteps,
the ice ceiling cracked.

She rose, shook herself free of the cubs and stood ready in case
the land-seals saw the warm yellow air hole that marked her den —
in case one of them walked over her and fell in. . .

She stood fierce, lean, ready, to defend her cubs, her heart
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pounding hot and loud as fever in her thin body.

Gradually the voiced and the footsteps died away.

Presently it was time to come out into the world again. The
cubs’ eyes were open, their coats grown, they were walking, get-
ting stronger everyday. Now they must come out and face the world
and swim and fight and catch seals. There was everything to teach
them, and while they were still learning — still babies, they had got
to be kept safe and fed. All this she pad to do alone. Other years
she’d had a male to help her, but this time he was gone — lost —
those white skins hanging by the camps —

She began to tear her way out, the giant paws and black nails
breaking open the ice walls of their den. The ice gave, snow fell in.

They climbed out.

Clean frozen air, dazzling with sun, hit them like the stroke of
an axe. Light eatered the brain in needles through the eyes. Only
gradually, as the pupils centracted, did it become possible to see.

Under an iridescent” sun-halo®®, the arctic landscape blazed
white and navy blue. Everything hit *kem at once — light, noise,
wind — the blast ¢f a new world.

Down therc was the water —

The mother bear plunged joyfully into the buoyant cleanness.
All the dirt and staleness of winter were washed away. It was like
flight. She plunged and rose and shook and plunged again in sheer
joy. So fresh, so clean, the salt cold water running through her
teeth —

Then she resumed the heavy duties of parenthood, turned to
the cubs. They were siting on the edge, squeaking with fright, and
she began urging them to come in. They kept feeling forward, then
scrambling back. Suddenly one ventured too far down the ice, and
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slithered, shrieking, into the sea, where he bobbed up again like a
cork.

His brother, seeing this, plucked up courage® and plunged in
too in one desperate baby-jump, landing with a painful smack! and
blinking*? in the spray.

They found they could swim.

Presently she pushed them up on to the ice again where they
shook and dried, and the next thing was food. She left them while
she killed a seal, and the three of them ate it. )

After that there were lessons, how to fish, how to kill. Living
was thin at first, for three hunters cannot move as silently as one,
but they got along.

Until the day when land-seals approached them unseen from
behind an ice ridge. The first they knew of it was an explosion, and
one cub gasped and doubled up as he was hit. The bears dived for
the water, even the wounded little one. He managed to keep up
with them, and his mother and brother would die rather than desert
him.

3
They all swam on, but slowly — slowly. Both cubs were still

so small and slow, and they must hurry —

Blood ran in the sapphire* water.

Other shots spattered beside them.

Anxiety roared in the she-bear’s blood. Her heart was bursting.
She pushed the cubs on, and turned to meet her enemies. Reared up
on to the ice and galloped* towards them, a charge® that nothing
could stop — not even death — if they’d stay to face it, but they
broke and ran.

The bear returned to her cubs.

The wounded one was sinking lower and lower in the water,
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breathing waves, and she managed to push him out at last on to dis-
tant ice. Then she licked him as he lay suffering in the snow, and
his brother licked him too, whimpering with distress as he worked.

So that presently the blood stopped, and after a long time the
suffering too. The cub sniffed the air. In the first real moment of
recovery he consented to take food.

Pain went away from her heart.

Before them lay all the arcric lands, the snow in retreat. The
floes*®, soft and friable'” from solar radiation, were being broken up
by the waves. Plant life teemed® in the water, the more open sea
colored bright green by diatoms®. Millions of wild flowers studded
the rocky scree®. There was everything to eat at once — lichen and
moss and roots and halibut and seals. Salmon®! swam the green wa-
ter, and cod. Seaweed washed round the rocks. On the land there
were hares and young birds. )

The summer gathered to almost tropical heat. Snow water
dribbled into pools. Icicles glistened with wet, dropped and broke
like glass.

And the mother bear, in the snow, with her cubs did not know
why she behaved as she did. There was pain and there was happi-
ness, and these two things drove her according to unfathomable®?
laws. When the summer ended, and the polar night began, she

would do the same things over again, and her children after her.

Notes:
1. arctic Jt# Wy 4. porpoise K
2. magenta — bright crimson ¥ 5. walrus fio3 3
FAR NSl 6. lichen (K #EH &, Bk
3. ordeal /™[t 1 E¥NHE, K



7. spectral Y6 HY
8. pack ice M ARk

10.
11.

12,
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
-18.
19.
20.

21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.

. berg ice vk LT TSR K

€23

glacier YK 1l

pure cobalt: looking-glass &
M B AR

in terraces 2HHEH
eave 1§ .
lilac ET & ;REAH
ivory gull R @K
raucous ¥RERY
desolation Jit 3¢

give grip on e
instinct Z<BE

bouyant RE B R & ; O R
;)

cunning HLE R ; R
convulse Bl 2R 3)
hump #EH

slough off — come off
flanks 5 i) 75 N
crimson JBZL 8

cod ¥

all the same R Mt
gamy HEW KB

10

. gorge on — eat greedily

. ripple &K

. icicle 7K#E

. halibut KitH#&

. burrow into — dig

. pang [

. crescendo ¥ =¥, X 18

578 2 A DR

. mewing Bk Bk Y

. subsidence B 55, ¥ &

. iridescent UL A

. sun-halo H &

. pluck up courage R B X
. blink EZiR

. sapphire — bright blue color
. gallop — run fast

. charge %

. floe HUKIR

. friable SR

. teem — be present in large

numbers

. diatoms FE

. scree TR R A i) 1L 35

. salmon #£ff

. unfathomable B/ R] # &



Exercise One

Section A Understanding
I. Interpretations of the story.

1.

What did the she-bear have to do before the long darkness

came?

. In paragraph four the author gave us a detailed description of

the place where the bear lived, what kind of place do you

think it was? What was the author’s purpose here?

. Do you think the she-bear was a powerful figure? In what

sense?

. Where did threat to the bear come from? Did she have any

natural enemies?

. In the {i:st paragraph, the author said thai the polar bear

would have a hard time . What hard time do you know she

had from the story? Please list tour at least.

. Does male bears hely bring up cubs? Why did the she-bear in

the story have to protect and train her cubs alone?

II. Arrange the following descriptions in a correct order.

III.

) giving birth to cubs

) digging up a den for the long night

) capturing a seal for fattening herself up
) meeting face to face with land-seals

) training her cubs to swim

NN N N SN

) cleaning herself in the water

Rewrite the story in less than 200 words with the following
sentences as your reference.

1. The polar bear was brave and powerful figure.

2. She had a strong parental love and a clear sense of responsi-
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