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The welcome packet is probably the only 
one in the Air Force with this provision: 
“Storm Condition Delta — All personnel 
are restricted to the buildings in which they 
are located at the time a Storm Delta is de-
clared. Absolutely No Pedestrian Or Vehic-
ular Travel Is Permitted.”

Even in good weather, drivers are re-
quired to radio in with the number of travel-
ers and destination when leaving the base 
perimeter, marked with signs rather than a 
fence.

The changing conditions are of particu-
lar interest to the crew at the Ballistic Mis-
sile Early Warning System. They are on 
a mountain where the weather is crazier 
than down on the base, and they need to be 
manned 24/7, all year. No exceptions.

Maj. Chris Castle, the operations officer 
at BMEWS, said the weather can change in 
an instant.

“When that happens, we have to be pre-
positioned to ensure that we can continue 
operations,” Castle said, “because we can 
be severed from the main base for three of 
four days, so we have to keep an eye on the 
weather.”

Having two crews on site is essential.
“If it takes a turn for the worse, we bring 

up other folks to augment the ones who are 
here, send home people who don’t need to 
be here, and that way people can just rotate 
in and out here, without having to travel on 
the road,” he said.

Smokovitz recounted one such day.
“It was the day before or on Thanksgiv-

ing, and I got recalled,” he said. “That’s the 
thing with being on crew; if the weather 
gets bad or something bad happens, they 
can call you. You’re basically on six-ring 
standby; you’ve got six rings to pick up or 
you’re in some trouble.

“So, all right, pack your bags, quick quick 

quick, run out to the truck, 
and by the time we made 
it up to ‘12 Swiss’ (the 12th 
Space Warning Squadron) 
the weather just kept getting 
worse and worse as we went 
up the mountain.

“We should have pulled 
over and gone into the storm 
shelter,” he said. “I mean, we 
had the car in first gear; it was 
barely moving along. We just couldn’t see 
anything.”

Shelters dot the roads to the radars and 
North and South Mountains. Each has two 
beds, some food in a footlocker with a break-
able seal, and a phone connected directly to 
a base operator. Best of all, there is a heater. 
The heat knocks you back when you open 
the door.

Predicting the storm
At 947 miles from the North Pole, Thule 

is closer to Moscow than to Washington, 
and without much land mass upwind, fore-
casting the weather is more a seat-of-the-
pants operation than at just about any U.S. 
weather station.

Al Hay, 54, is a retired Air Force master 
sergeant. He has been a polar forecaster for 
12 years and has been a contractor at Thule 
for two years. As the Air Force takes over 
forecasting at Thule, he’s returning to his 
roots, forecasting weather on the other side 
of the Earth — Antarctica. Hay is headed to 
McMurdo Station this month. 

“We’re working here with minimal data,” 
he said. “In the States, you have a large net-
work of radars ... whereas up here, you got 
nothing; you got Baffin Bay. Nothing really 
local in our area.”

Despite the lack of data, the weather guys 
must be ready to sound the alarm.

Dave Siebert, 57, who calls Phoenix home, 

spent 20 years in the Air Force 
and seven years at Thule.

“We’ve got two main mis-
sions here: Resource Pro-
tection is going to be the 
populace of the base as well as 
the equipment,” he said. “We 
have a 30-knot warning for, 
like, not opening the hangar 
doors.

“The second one is going to 
be for the aircraft that comes through. We 
support anyone, from NASA, Canada, a lot 
of scientists; Ukraine comes through just 
for general exercises.”

Tech. Sgt. John Thompson III, 34, had 
been at Thule for three weeks.

“[Y]ou get into the storm season, the 
colder season, and [weather forecasters] get 
into notification of when there may be large 
storms, or hurricane-force winds, bliz-
zards, whiteouts, things like that, that cause 
people to be relegated to their dorm with no 
movement. You don’t wanna head outside in 
something like that.” 

Some years are bad. Siebert remembered 
one year with seven Charlie storms with 
some going into Delta; other years have one 
Charlie that lasts a few hours.

Shifting ground
The base sits on permafrost, which is soil 

at or below freezing. All construction has 
to be raised so the heat of the building or 
pipes doesn’t melt the soil and destabilize 
the structure.

Pipes that cross streets arch over the 
traffic at 90-degree angles, and the super-
highways of pipes between the barracks 
make for some of the ugliest landscaping 
imaginable.

When you’re aiming radars thousands 
of miles out, soil stability is crucial.  Castle  
pointed out the cooling towers at the facility.

“To have a large-foundation building, 
very heavy and very large, especially some-
thing that’s producing a lot of heat ... your 
building can settle and crack and move,” he 
said.

To cool the ground under the massive 
radar systems, an intricate cooling sys-
tem was installed, he said, “which is really 
counterintuitive: Why would I have to cool 
something in Greenland? But they have to 
pump cold Arctic air constantly underneath 
that to keep it from settling.”  

Permanent midnight
In October, the sun arcs low across the 

southern sky. You lose about a half-hour of 
light each day. In November, twilight gives 
way to constant darkness.

“Dark season was a little weird,” Smo-
kovitz said. He arrived in October, work-
ing the midnight shift and sleeping during 
daylight hours until the sun set for good. “It 
was always dark, and I never saw anybody 
for months. ... It’s awkward; your body is 
used to seeing the sunlight; used to seeing 
people.”

Full-spectrum lighting, which mimics
sunlight and is sometimes used in the treat-
ment of seasonal affective disorder, is avail-
able in the dorm rooms. Some airman gave 
the devices positive reviews, but everyone 
who’d been through one winter lit up when 
talking about the sun’s return.

“On Feb. 21, we had the ‘first light’ party.
‘The sun’s out! The sun’s back!’ Smokovitz 
said. The higher altitude at BMEWS gave 
the crew there a glimpse of the sun over the 
opposing mountains before the people on 
the main base saw it.

“We always referred to it as ‘hope on the 
horizon, ”
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 THULE AIR BASE, Green-
land — On a bitter late Septem-
ber day, in water temperatures at 
the base pier around 32 degrees, 
two Inuit men visiting Thule to 
demonstrate their culture took 
to the harbor in kayaks to show 
how they maneuver and roll and, 
mostly, how they stay alive. 

“Cold,” said Outdlaq Qujaukit-
soq as he splashed water on his 
face before executing rolls in the 
frigid water. “Next year, we do 
this in August.” 

 The day before, Mads Ole Kris-
tiansen, from nearby Qaanaaq, 
came to Knud Rasmussen’s Com-
munity Center on Thule to explain 
traditional hunting practices to 
an appreciative crowd of 50 U.S. 
and Canadian military members, 
as well as the Danes who support 
them.

Both visits were part of a series 
of events designed to keep  the 
people here from going stir crazy. 
Other distractions include mov-
ies, a hockey tournament and all-
terrain vehicle rides to the local 
waterfall. 

Kristiansen shared his heri-

tage with the crowd, his English 
halting.

 “I was born in ’60, and that 
time, every Inuit boy, he must 
be doing with hunting,” he said. 
“And I was 8 years old. I was be-
ginning with my father to fishing 
and hunting.”

He occasionally looked to fel-
low Greenlander and community 
center employee Helene Nielsen 
for help with a word, but the 54-
year-old offered a 45-minute talk 
on Inuit hunting techniques.

 As his daughter, Aviana, 5, and 
son, Suikkaq, 2, flitted around 
the room, playing under the pool 
tables, Kristiansen talked about 
the different seasons of hunting, 
quotas on how many of each ani-
mal he could kill in a season and 
how each was hunted.

Most Inuit retain their tradi-
tional first names but have Dan-
ish family names, the result of 
Danish priests ministering to the 
families starting in the early 20th 
century. They live and hunt much 
as their ancestors did.

“From my heart, I understand 
my past,” Kristiansen said. “They 
live here in high Arctic, and they 
hunt walrus, narwhal, polar bear 
and seal. ... Polar bear. Most im-

portant to us. Without polar bear, 
we are nothing.”

 He talked about hunting 
narwhal.

“Many narwhal come in our 
fjord every summer, to make 
newborn,” he said, mentioning 
the national rules and quotas. 
“They want to keep narwhal in 
this area, and must be safe. No 
following narwhal in boat; they 
must be hunting in kayak. That 
why in 2014, there still narwhal 
in our fjord.”

He picked up a harpoon, the 

tip of which comes off when it 
enters the narwhal. It is attached 
to a rope, and at the other end is 
a balloon made of seal skin. The 
narwhal is easily tracked and be-
comes exhausted. 

At the pier, the Inuit men were 
selling narwhal meat, as well as 
that of seal, musk ox and beluga 
whale — all laid out on plastic 
sheets.

The community center also had 
arranged for Thule personnel to 
sample some seal stew — a bit 
gamey but not unlike beef or ven-

ison — and narwhal soup, which 
did not have much taste, with on-
ions and potatoes mixed in.

One Danish nurse, Karina 
Nielsen Kastberg, bought a five-
pound hunk of musk ox.

“It’s good as steak, or minced. 
It’s like tasting heaven,” she said.

Soon the group of about 10 Inuit 
men and women began packing  
up and getting ready to set out for 
Qaanaaq, 60 miles north. In three 
days, it would be walrus season.
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Malik Kleist rights his kayak with the help of his fellow kayaker, Outdlaq Qujaukitsoq. A group of Inuit 
locals demonstrated their culture and provided food in front of a small but appreciative and apprehensive 
crowd watching from the Thule Air Base main pier.


