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1.  INTRODUCTION  

 
The founding and later persistence or demise 

of a settlement can often be attributed to aspects of site 
and situation and the interplay between these 
geographic concepts [1].  

Site, or characteristics of place, usually 
determines the initial development of a human 
settlement (village, town, or city), but as time 
progresses situational factors often affect the success or 
failure of the venture. This has been especially true in 
Greenland where the inland ice, climate, sea, and 
topography severely limit suitable sites for human 
aggregation and where governmental policies of the 
past often directed the location and subsequent 
development or abandonment of many settlements [2], 

[3]. Historically, settlements in Greenland were located 
largely based on site characteristics, particularly marine 
and sometimes land animal resource exploitation 
possibilities [4]. Fluctuations in the resource base 
(situation) would impel people to occasionally relocate 
to places with better hunting and fishing prospects and 
this would lead to the abandonment of settlements and 
the emergence of new ones. In modern times the 
vagaries of nature have been accompanied by 
governmental directives which have played a role in 
settlement survival, growth, or closure.     

This paper compares the story of two 
settlements, Kangeq and Kapisillit, both located in the 
vicinity of Greenland’s capital city Nuuk. The two 
villages have some common history. Both locales 
exhibit seasonal (Dorset people prior to 1000 A.D.) and 
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The founding and later persistence or demise of a settlement is often due to aspects of site and situation and their interplay. 
Historically, settlements in Greenland were located based on site characteristics, particularly animal resource exploitation possibilities, 
but fluctuations in the resource base often would impel people to relocate to places with better prospects. Settlements would be 
abandoned and new ones developed. In modern times the vagaries of nature have been accompanied by governmental directives which 
influenced settlement survival, growth, or closure. Kangeq and Kapisillit are two places where the interplays between site and situation 
eventually led to the closure of one and the survival of the other. This paper demonstrates that both locales shared some early history as 
well as some site traits and situational factors. The demise of Kangeq is shown to be mainly the result of a change in sea temperature 
and the Danish colonial government’s G50 and G60 initiatives. Kapisillit persisted through environmental change and population 
decline, and benefitted somewhat from certain government programs although cultural attitudes impeded the reindeer domestication 
experiment. Greenland Self-rule in the 21st Century meant better government understanding of Inuit sensibilities, and now there is the 
possibility that Kapisillit will remain a viable settlement and that Kangeq might have some kind of modest reemergence. 
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permanent (Thule people beginning in 14th Century) 
habitation over the centuries [5] and this indicates that 
these sites possessed good access to fish and marine 
and terrestrial mammals which formed the basis of 
those cultures’ subsistence. Both settlements are also 
located within the confines of the Norse Western 
Settlement (Vestribyggð) which lasted from about 985 
to 1350 A.D.  Kapisillit is about 14 km north of the site 
of Sandnæs, the largest Norse farmstead in the Western 
Settlement of medieval Greenland. While the Norse did 
not farm at Kangeq, Norse artefacts have been found in 
Inuit (Thule) middens there which suggests they came 
to hunt or trade in that locality [6]. The “modern” era 
for both settlements commences with Danish 
colonization in the 18th Century. In the 20th Century, 
particularly after the 1950s, the two settlements embark 
upon different courses. Kangeq is abandoned by 1974 
and Kapisillit survives. This paper demonstrates that 
human settlement in the vicinity of Kangeq and 
Kapisillit has ebbed and flowed over the centuries, 
largely due to various cultural and agency perceptions 
of site characteristics and situational changes. 
 
2. THEORY AND METHODOLOGY 

 
Site and situation are often complementary 

influences in the origin and evolution of a settlement. 
They often interact with each other and that can result 
in fashioning a settlement’s unique story. Site is the 
actual location of a settlement and is composed of the 
physical characteristics of that location [7], [8], [9]. 
Examples of natural site characteristics are elements of 
climate, proximity to a navigable body of water, soil 
fertility, drinking water supply, local flora and fauna, 
topography, and relief.  Human-built features such as 
airports, canals, and other infrastructure once in place 
may also be viewed as site characteristics. Situation 
involves a wide range of circumstances such as: 1) the 
location of a place within a broader regional or global 
framework, 2) relative location, 3) natural or human-
caused disasters and climate change, 4) economic, 
demographic, and/or social changes, and government 
programs and directives. Once a settlement has been 
created, situation advantages (and disadvantages) can 
take on a site aspect [1], [9]. 

The initial motive for creating a settlement 
tends to arise from human perception of the site 
characteristics, but it is often situation that leads to 
expansion, regression, demise, or change of the 
settlement over time. This is quite evident in the cases 
of Kangeq and Kapisillit, both which originated because 
of encouraging site attributes, but their evolution (or 
expiration) was largely due to situation, namely 
government intervention [10], [11], [12], [13]. 

An extensive literature review of books, 
papers, and websites dealing with Kangeq and 
Kapisillit’s history, culture, and physical geography was 

conducted to ascertain how these settlements evolved in 
a manner different than other locations in West 
Greenland. Once this was established, a theoretical 
framework was developed by examining some of what 
had been written regarding the components the site and 
situation. To gain further insights and in preparation 
for a visit, correspondence with several current and 
former residents of the two places began in January 
2016.  In order to integrate theory and the reality of the 
region, the author undertook field work in the region 
during June and July 2016. Field work consisted of 
several guided excursions to the sites to interpret the 
cultural landscape and photograph relevant physical 
and human-made features. A series of casual interviews 
were conducted with several local residents in Kapisillit, 
tourist industry personnel, and the publisher of Saga 
maps to gain their perceptions of the region’s 
geography, history, and sociology. Upon returning 
home the author continued correspondence with 
several current and former residents, a few people from 
Nuuk who have kinship ties to the villages, and with an 
archivist from Greenland’s National Museum. Then 
commenced the fashioning of a descriptive analysis of 
the settlements. All photographs in this paper were 
taken by the author and all maps were compiled by the 
author. 
 
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

3.1. General site characteristics of the region 

 
          Kangeq and Kapisillit are located in coastal 
West Greenland in the Sermersooq municipality which 
contains Greenland’s capital city of Nuuk (Fig. 1). Like 
many things in Greenland, the municipality is large, 
occupying an area of 531,900 km2 in south-central and 
eastern Greenland. With the exception of the coastal 
fringes, this territory is largely covered by the inland ice 
sheet (Fig. 2). There are limited sites for permanent 
human habitation except for along the coast; in fact in 
the whole of Greenland there is only one settlement of 
significant size (Kangerlussuaq) that is not directly on 
the sea and it is only 9 kilometres from its harbour. The 
Sermersooq municipality has a population of 21,868 
persons, 16,454 of which dwell in Nuuk [14]. 
       The region discussed in this paper begins 
along Kapisillit Kangerluaq (one of the arms of Nuup 
Kangerlua fjord) and extends south-westward for about 
100 kilometres to Kangeq (Fig. 3). Kapisillit (60°24’N 
latitude, 50°16’W longitude) is located on a peninsula 
near the head of Kapisillit Kangerluaq and is 
approximately 75 km northeast of Nuuk. Kangeq (64°7' 
N, 52°3'W) is located on the island of the same name 
near the entry to Nuup Kangerlua fjord approximately 
20 kilometres southwest of Nuuk.  

The region’s geology is composed of a granitic-
gneissic-migamatic geologic basement complex largely 
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of pre-Cambrian age (some rock in the area dates back 
over 3 billion years). The physiography superimposed 
upon the geologic basement is a generally alpine-like 
landscape that exhibits the effects typical of continental 
glaciation (Fig. 4).   

 
               Fig. 1. Location of Nuuk and Sermersooq municipality. 

 

 
 

Fig. 2. Extent of the Inland Ice. 

 
 

Fig. 3. Site and situation of Kangeq and Kapisillit. 
 

 
 

Fig. 4. Topographic setting of Kapisillit. 

 
Mountains in the vicinity of Kapisillit average 

over 800 meters in height and there are several 
summits nearby that exceed 1300 meters. The 
settlement is positioned for the most part on a strip of 
undulating lowland that begins to rise a few hundred 
meters from the water. The front of the inland ice sheet 
is a little over 20 kilometres southeast of this village. 
Kangeq Island has an area of approximately 4.9 km2 
and its terrain is undulating to moderately rugged. with 
elevations on its coastal fringe ranging 0 to 10 meters 
a.s.l. and a short distance inland there are hilly places 
that exceed 35 meters (Fig. 5). Many toponyms in 
Kalaallisut (West Greenlandic dialect) describe site 
characteristics and Kangeq means “promontory”. The 
abandoned settlement of Kangeq is located on a little 
inlet on the southeast tip of the island. 

As over much of Greenland’s west coast, the 
climate is influenced by the maritime location and the 
proximity of the Inland Ice. In the Köppen classification 
system, the climate of the region is determined to be ET 
(polar tundra climate). Every monthly mean 
temperature is below 10°C, but as the climograph for 
Kapisillit (Fig. 6) shows, there are several months with 
means above freezing. Because of the maritime effect, 
winters are not exceptionally cold. Wintertime monthly 
means are just a little under -10°C.  Precipitation for 
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Kapisillit averages 59 cm annually. Nuuk, which is more 
open to the sea, is a bit wetter with 75 cm and it can be 
assumed that the same is true for Kangeq which has no 
reporting station. Overcast and foggy conditions occur 
frequently in the region’s fjord system. Snow is a 
significant part of the regional landscape with Nuuk 
reporting a yearly average of 105 days when some snow 
falls and 223 days with some snow cover [15].  

 
 

Fig. 5. Topography near Kangeq. 
 

 
 

Fig. 6. Climograph for Kapisillit. 

 
The two major factors controlling the ice 

conditions in the open sea and fjords are the “warm” 
northward-flowing West Greenland Current and the 
cold southward-flowing Baffin   Island Current. Sea ice 
is normally absent from the study area’s coastal waters 

from April/May until November/December, although 
icebergs may be encountered throughout the sea ice-
free season. Isolated from the offshore conditions, sea 
ice forms locally during winter in the fjords. The 
innermost reaches (such as at Kapisillit) of the fjords 
have ice from December to March. Much of this is land-
fast ice. “Land-fast” means that it is bound to the 
coastline and doesn’t move like open-water pack ice. 
Nuuk harbour gets up to 30 cm thick sea ice. In summer 
there can be icebergs and bergy bits in the fjords, especially 
near Kapisillit where the nearby glacier Kangiata Nunaata 
Sermia is the source (Fig. 7 and Fig. 8). 

 
 

Fig. 7. Ice at Kapisillit quay in June 2016. 
 

 
 

Fig. 8. Icebergs in Kapisillit Kangerluaq about 11 km 
west of Kapisillit in June 2016. 

 
Sporadic permafrost exists over parts of the 

region, especially in the inland areas [16]. Where the 
permafrost is found, the layer generally is not very thick 
because of the insulating property of months of snow 
cover [17]. Because of the tundra climate and the 
sparseness of vegetative cover, the soils of the sites are 
thin and mainly of the orders gelisols, entisols, and 
inceptisols. Vegetation in many places is discontinuous 
and comprised largely of the usual tundra flora of 
grasses, sedges, mosses, lichens, and dwarf willow. 
Higher elevations and slopes are typically bare rock (see 
Fig. 4 and Fig. 5).  Terrestrial mammal species are few 
in number at both Kangeq and Kapisillit. Arctic fox and 
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mountain hare are fairly common around both 
locations. In the past wild caribou lived in the vicinity of 
Kapisillit while today there is a feral reindeer 
population (largely a remnant from a domestication 
experiment that began during the 1950s and faded away 
in the later decades of the 20th Century. Polar bears 
(technically classified as marine animals rather than 
land denizens) on occasion visit the region. One was 
killed near Nuuk in 2012 [18] and in July 2015 a 
married couple returning from a hunting trip 
encountered one on the open fjord near Kangeq [19]. 

As in all of Greenland, it is the sea around 
Kangeq and Kapisillit that is teeming with animate life. 
Several whale species are common and fjord seals and 
migratory seals are numerous. Local hunters and 
fisherman say that in recent years seal populations in 
the area appear to have grown and that has had a 
negative effect on traditional fishing [20 and author’s 
conversations with locals]. A variety of fish make their 
home in the region’s fjord system with cod, lumpfish, 
redfish, and salmon being the most notable harvests. 
The Kapisillit River is the only known place in 
Greenland with a spawning salmon population (In fact, 
Kapisillit is the Kalaallisut word for “salmon”). Genetic 
studies of these salmon have determined that they live 
isolated from other North Atlantic salmon populations 
[21]. These fish are anadromous and spend much of 
their life in seawater but return to the Kapisillit River 
from late June onwards to spawn during late autumn. 
The surviving adults either spend winter in the river or 
return to the fjords. 
 
3.2. Site, situation, and settlement in the Pre-

modern Era 

 
Paleo-Inuit. The area around Nuup Kangerlua 

fjord was along the migration route of the Paleo- Inuit 
peoples and bands would have hunted and settled here 
because of site characteristics. Saqqaq culture sites 
dating back to around 2000 B.C. have been unearthed 
just a short distance northwest of Kapisillit on lowland 
strips protected from the wind by low ridges [22]. The 
Saqqaq disappeared from west Greenland around 900-
800 B.C. perhaps due to cooling temperatures and the 
arrival of the Dorset culture at roughly the same time.  
Temperature reconstructions in west Greenland show a 
marked cooling beginning around 800 B.C. and lasting 
over 800 years [23]. The Saqqaq, with their hunting 
and fishing technologies may not have been able to 
adapt as they preferred open-water hunting of seals and 
colder temperatures with greater sea ice coverage would 
have curtailed that activity [24]. The Dorset who 
succeeded them possessed technologies such as snow 
knives, sledge shoes, and soapstone vessels for burning 
seal fat, that were better-suited to the now colder 
climate [25], [26]. Archaeological evidence of the Late 
Dorset culture has been found near Kangeq. These 

people were accustomed to colder temperatures and 
were quite adept at hunting from the sea ice [27]. The 
Dorset people seem to have vanished from the Nuuk 
region prior to 1000 A.D. Their disappearance was 
likely due to the onset of the Medieval Warm period 
which would have impacted their subsistence. The 
vanishing of the Dorset from south Greenland remains 
a mystery. Speculation is that because of their small 
populations, 20 or 30 persons in a settlement, and their 
isolation, the Dorset settlements south of Disko Bay 
(Latitude 69°N) succumbed to disease or deprivation. It 
would appear that the Saqqaq and Dorset were both 
affected by situation, namely climatic shift. With the 
Dorset gone, it can be inferred that the environs of 
Kangeq and Kapisillit remained uninhabited until the 
arrival of the Norsemen [6], [26], [28]. 

The Norse Western Settlement.  Erik the Red 
and the Norsemen fortuitously arrived in Greenland as 
the Medieval Climatic Optimum (Medieval Warm 
Period) was getting underway. This time of relatively 
mild climatic conditions in Europe and the North 
Atlantic lasted roughly 900-1300 A.D.  As Erik sailed up 
the fjords in southwest Greenland in 982 A.D., he saw 
the potential that parts of the physical landscape 
presented for animal husbandry, hunting, and fishing.  
The Norse founded two far-flung settlements, the larger 
Eastern Settlement (peak population of about 4,000) 
located near present-day Narsarsuaq (61° 10' N, 45° 
25'W) and the smaller Western Settlement (peak 
population 1000) located along a series of fjords near 
present-day Nuuk. At both locations the overall 
landscape was not too different from the place Erik had 
left in Iceland, but, upon closer inspection, this was a 
better land. For instance, there were no sterile lava 
flows and there was the possibility of having larger 
hayfields. Willow scrub could be used for fodder and 
fuel and sporadic in location were sizeable groves of 
birch [6].  Lyme-grass (Elymus arenarius), a plant Erik 
was probably familiar with, grew wild in a number of 
places along the fjords. This versatile plant was used in 
Iceland as a human food source, especially if cultivated 
barley crops failed [29]. It was also used for grazing 
sheep and cattle and could be cut for fodder. There were 
sizeable swatches of potential pasture. The site 
characteristics were quite suitable for a dairying and 
sheep-oriented culture. There were also suitable ship 
landing sites in both regions and this was important for 
a small society that would need long-distance trade with 
Iceland and Norway. The Western Settlement was also 
relatively close to the Norursetur (“Northern places”) 
hunting area by Disko Bay where they obtained walrus 
skin and ivory, narwhal tusks, polar bear skin, and 
gyrfalcons.  The yearly expeditions were essential for 
augmenting the economy the Eastern and Western 
Settlements by providing commodities for trade with 
Iceland and Europe [30].  In addition to these features, 
the Western Settlement was hidden from the coast, the 
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fjords had tricky tides, and the winds could be vicious, 
all which provided some protection from sea-pirates 
and marauders. 

Archaeological evidence suggests that the 
Western Settlement had 90 farms spread over the area’s 
fjord system [31]. The largest and most important was 
Sandnæs along Ameralik Fjord (formerly called 
Lysefjord) a short distance south of present-day 
Kapisillit. The area had numerous small lakes and 
glacial meltwater streams that provided fresh water for 
people and stock. Caribou roamed the region and 
provided the pastoralists with supplemental meat. 
Before the climate cooled, the Western Settlement had 
functional farms and sufficient hunting. But situation 
began to change in the 13th Century and by the mid-14th 
Century the Western Settlement was abandoned. As the 
climate cooled, a type of chain-reaction of impacts 
threatened the viability of the Norse settlements. 
Summer sea ice increased and impeded navigation and 
reduced the availability of harbour seals. Lower 
summer temperatures would reduce livestock survival 
rates and pasture quality and quantity suffered. This 
was particularly devastating to the small upland farms 
in the more arctic Western Settlement [32]. The 
environmental changes would have lowered subsistence 
flexibility. The demise of the Western Settlement is not 
completely understood. A number of researchers 
postulate that combination of increasing isolation, late 
winter subsistence failure, political and economic 
change in Europe, and increasing competition with the 
newly arrived Thule [31], [32], [33]. Despite the old 
popular notion that the Norse did not adapt to the 
changing environment and situations and subsequently 
perished, recent research contends that they did make 
adjustments. However, they saw themselves as 
agriculturalists and traders. When such endeavours 
became increasingly difficult, the Norse begrudgingly 
consumed more food from the fjords, but eventually 
decided to leave Greenland for a more suitable 
environment [34]. An orderly abandonment seems 
plausible given the archaeological evidence [34], [35]. 
Speculation is that he last residents may have 
attempted to sail to Vinland or Iceland and disappeared 
[36]. 

The Thule. The Thule people, ancestors of 
Greenland’s Inuit, arrived in the Nuuk fjord region 
around 1300 A.D., just about the time that the Norse 
Western Settlement is in disarray. Thule sites at Kangeq 
date to 1295-1435 [37]. The Thule were well-adapted to 
the cooling climate and settled mainly near the coast 
where they may have effectively blocked Norse hunting 
efforts there [38]. Some Norse artefacts have been 
uncovered in the middens of the Thule settlements. 
Whether these were obtained through trade or by 
scavenging the abandoned Norse farms is not fully clear 
[39], [40]. Recent excavations and analyses are 
providing us with a clearer picture of Thule life in the 

region, but artefacts, especially organic ones, may now 
be endangered because of regionally warming 
temperatures [41]. Local middens show that the Thule 
took advantage of all locally available food sources, both 
terrestrial and marine, and also subsisted on sea birds 
in the Kangeq area [42]. 
 
3.3. Site, situation, and settlement from the 

1700s to the present 

 
The demise of the Norse left the Thule as the 

only inhabitants of the region until the 1700s. Some 
European explorers and whalers likely visited the 
Kangeq area in the late 16th century, but left nary a 
trace [43]. In May 1721 the Danish-Norwegian Lutheran 
priest Hans Egede sailed to Greenland intending to 
bring the Reformation to “lost” Norse colony. Finding 
no remaining Norse, Egede set out to impart the Gospel 
upon the Inuit and established the first Danish mission 
and trading post in Greenland on the “Island of Hope” 
(Kangeq Island). Disturbed by the windy conditions of 
Kangeq and facing a financial crisis, Egede moved his 
colony to the current location of Nuuk in 1728. The 
Thule (Inuit) continued to utilize Kangeq and there still 
are remains of several turf winter houses on the island 
(Fig. 9). 
      Kangeq. From the 18th Century onward, the 
Danish colons under the auspices of various 
governmental agencies and programs set up a number 
of official settlements in Greenland. Kangeq was 
awarded official status in 1854. Madsen [2] provides 
data on population and number of houses/buildings in 
Kangeq for various years from the late 19th Century to 
closure in 1974.  By 1889 there was a spækhus (blubber 
house) which indicates that seal products were being 
traded in the village. By 1907 there was a powder house, 
a store, and a small chapel with a school room built by 
the Moravian brethren. The population in 1918 was 118 
persons and 15 Inuit houses are noted. There was new 
construction in the 1930s and that included a small fish 
house (fish processing factory). Population was slowly 
increasing and reached its peak (155 residents) around 
1960. Much of the male adult population lived by 
subsistence hunting and fishing and it would seem that 
Kangeq was not very different from a dozen other small 
settlements in the larger region. 

The production for trade/exchange that 
existed in many small settlements such as Kangeq 
consisted mainly of the harvesting, transfer, and basic 
processing of raw materials such as fish, seals and foxes 
while utilizing manual labour and simple technologies 
such as salting and drying and generating only small 
revenue [12]. As the 20th Century progressed, new 
economic realities involving infrastructure and 
expanded commercial fisheries caused the Danish 
colonial government to seriously assess the future of 
Greenland’s smaller settlements. In November 1948, 
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the Greenland Commission was established to examine 
potential problems that existed in Greenland with 
reference to social, economic, political, cultural and 
administrative issues. The Greenland Commission of 
1950 (hereinafter called G50) listed a number of 
priorities that would be taken into account with regard 
to the closure or continuation of a settlement. All 
revolved around the capacity of the place to support 
future population growth. Briefly these priorities were: 
feasibility of development of professional opportunities 
for the local population; room for erecting new 
buildings; access to potable drinking water; 
productivity of the trading association [correspondence 
with Mikkel Nohr Jensen, Archivist, Greenland 
National Museum, and July, 2016].  

Development and modernization of 
Greenland’s commercial fisheries was also a priority 
and that industry was increasingly being concentrated 
at Nuuk. The subsequent 1960 G60 plan expanded 
upon the G50 plan. G60 proposed the abandonment of 
some fishing settlements that had low production or 
that had problems because of lack of investments in 
production plants [10].  

Madsen [2] suggests that Kangeq was ripe for 
closure because it had long suffered from problems 
such as poor housing construction and a poor water 
supply “not free from an inflow from middens”.  The 
village population was also declining. Stemming from 
these negative situations were social problems and the 
population of Kangeq was often uncooperative with the 
trade manager. A situation regarding local codfish 
stocks in the 1950s and 1960s may have also made 
Kangeq a candidate for closure. A decline in regional 
ocean water temperature had greatly reduced the 
reproduction of the cod stock. In tandem with over-
fishing, this prevented the cod from spawning and 
within a few years it practically wiped out the cod stock 
[44]. In effect this was a case of a loss or reduction of a 
site characteristic, i.e. fish stocks, because of intrinsic 
and extrinsic situation (over-fishing and water change).    

As part of the Danish colonial rule policy of the 
1950s through the 1970s a number of settlements in 
West Greenland that were deemed unproductive and, in 
terms of infrastructure and power generation and too 
expensive to maintain were to be closed. The residents 
of these settlements would be relocated to communities 
with “better” opportunities [13], [45].  

In the case of Kangeq and nearby Qoornoq the 
relocation was to Nuuk. People had no choice about 
remaining in the village as the school and power 
generator were shut down and mail delivery ceased. The 
last 64 residents left Kangeq in 1974 and while much of 
the village is still standing, it is a “ghost town” today 
(Fig. 10, 11, and 12). Most of the people from Kangeq 
who were relocated to Nuuk found themselves living in 
small apartments in 5 story buildings just outside of 
Nuuk’s Central Business District (Fig. 13).  

 
 

Fig. 9. Remains of Inuit turf winter house at Kangeq. 
A former resident of the village believes it may have been lived 
in as late as 1930. 

 

 
 

Fig. 10. Former KGH (Royal Greenland Trade 
Company) store in Kangeq. According to Orla Dalager from 
Nuuk, this building was also the home of the trade manager 
around 1904. 

 

 
 

Fig. 11. Abandoned fish processing plant in Kangeq. 
 

These living quarters with amenities such as 
electricity, heat, and running water were a great 
improvement in living standards compared to the 
traditional housing of the villages and the apartment 
blocks were in close proximity to schools, shopping and 
other services [46]. The design of the structures, 
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however, was unsuitable for the Inuit lifestyle as it was 
conceived by a totally different social structure from 
that which most of the residents came from, i.e. a 
hunting, fishing society [47]. Many residents from 
places such as Kangeq found it hard to adapt to the new 
conditions and the move had notable personal and 
social costs [48]. The size and floor plan of the 
apartments made it difficult to enter and exit wearing 
bulky arctic clothing, and the Scandinavian-style closets 
were too small to store fishing and hunting equipment. 
Such things were often stored on the balconies or in 
hallways, creating potential hazards [49]. On occasion 
coagulated blood stopped up the drain pipes because 
fishermen were gutting their catch in the bathtubs. 
Many of the new arrivals became disillusioned and 
some resented the fact that their lives had been 
infringed upon by the colonial government [50]. 

 
 

Fig. 12. Derelict bridge that used to span the cove 
between two sections of Kangeq. Note the load of lumber on 
the dock in the centre of the photograph. There have been 
some efforts to refurbish several of the homes. 

 

 
 

Fig. 13. Apartment building blocks outside of Nuuk 
CBD. These are similar to the infamous “Bloks” that housed 
persons relocated from Kangeq in the 1970s. 

 
While Kangeq today is “officially’ abandoned 

and has no permanent residents there is an intermittent 
human presence. In the ephemeral summer tour 
operators from Nuuk bring tourists to view the “ghost 
town” and the abandoned fish plant is used by regional 
fishermen to store equipment (Fig. 14). A few former 
residents and a few descendants of former residents 

occasionally visit as well for nostalgia, hunting, or to 
scavenge useful items [51 and author’s conversations 
with several persons who had lived in Kangeq, June, 
2016].   

 
 

Fig. 14. Nets stored in the abandoned fish processing 
plant in Kangeq, June, 2016. 

      
Kangeq may be considered a relic of the 

colonial government’s G50 and G60 initiatives and the 
dubious process of Danization espoused by that 
government. Greenland was granted Home Rule in 1979 
and since that time there have been further 
refinements, most recently the Act on Greenland Self-
Government in 2009. The Act recognizes that the 
Greenlandic people have a right to self-determination 
and the government in Nuuk has made a number of 
adjustments addressing the sensibilities of the Inuit 
majority. For some abandoned villages, this has meant 
a new chance, albeit limited, for life. For example, the 
sheep station settlement of Qoorqut located on an arm 
of the fjord about 28 km east of Nuuk was abandoned at 
about the same time as Kangeq. In recent years the 
municipal government in Nuuk has encouraged some 
redevelopment in Qoorqut in terms of summer school 
camps, vacation homes, and tourist opportunities. By 
2008 most buildings in the village were refurbished and 
were in use throughout the year, but as there was no 
permanent population [52]. Today Qoorqut has become 
a cultural and recreational destination for residents of 
Nuuk and a music festival in held there annually 
[Source: correspondence with Anne Lincke Ottosen, 
Sept. 2016]. At this time such large-scale 
redevelopment is not seen in Kangeq. However, 
Sermersooq municipality is allowing a few of the houses 
to be refurbished (Fig. 15) by individuals (including a 
former resident) and organizations from Nuuk [53]. 

Kapisillit. The area around Kapisillit was 
inhabited intermittently since the time of the Norse 
colony. The Inuit apparently set up seasonal habitation 
here to avail themselves of salmon and wild reindeer 
and Thorhallesen’s description of Moravian missionary 
work in the area mentions such a settlement called 
Pissigsarbik in 1774-75 [54].   
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The beginning of the permanent settlement in 
1927 [55] may be partly a case of situation leading to 
settlement. In 1926 the National Council for South 
Greenland entertained a proposal to move the 
population of the settlement Umanak Godthåbsfjord (a 
small island west of Kapisillit) to a new place in the 
fjord [2]. Conditions at Umanak were difficult especially 
in winter when “the ice settles so unfortunately that 

both fishing and hunting impossible” [2]. There were 
also sanitation issues. People from Umanak had been 
hunting fox and landing fish near the mouth of the 
Kapisillit River for years, making this a reasonable 
move. While the government did not compel the people 
to relocate, a number of people apparently went to the 
new place. While it is not clear as to their locational 
origin, the first permanent settlers at Kapisillit were the 
Jakobsen brothers in 1927 [55]. They were soon 
followed by other settlers, many who may have come 
from Umanak as Madsen [2] reports that by 1930 
Kapisillit had a population of 74 while Umanak had lost 
about half of its population (83 persons in 1918, 46 in 
1930). Because of its population growth and the 
expanding fisheries nearby, Kapisillit was granted legal 
status as an udsted (trading post) in 1937 [55]. Shortly 
thereafter a facility for salting and drying codfish and 
air-drying halibut was erected. In 1948 a school was 
built to serve the growing population (161 in the 1940s). 
      In the early part of the 20th Century the Danish 
Board of Greenland proposed introducing sheep 
farming to parts of Greenland in an attempt to diversify 
local economies in the face of declining seal harvests 
and to cultivate greater self-reliance for Greenlanders 
[13]. The first sheep farm developments were started in 
the 1920s in the southwest near present-day 
Narsarsuaq where the activity is still extant today. 
Perhaps because the Norse had raised sheep at 
Sandnaes,   a branch of the Sheep Breeding Station was 
established in Godthåb (Nuuk) in 1932 to cultivate local 
interest in sheep farming. This government sheep 
station moved to Qoorqut, but interest was low as the 
region was profiting from cod and only a few privately-
held ventures are noted in the 1940s. These farms were 
at Kapisillit and Neriunaq and they seem to have lasted 
until the 1960s while the government farm ceased 
operation a decade sooner. Another initiative of the 
Danish colonial modernization strategy (G50) was the 
introduction of domestic reindeer herding. A pilot 
program was established in the 1950s a short distance 
southwest of Kapisillit. Sami (Laplander) herders from 
Europe were brought in with some reindeer in order to 
educate the Inuit in the art of reindeer husbandry. The 
hope was that a viable and profitable enterprise would 
develop. The industry reached its apex in the late 1960s 
with as many as 7000 animals on the range and over 
2000 slaughtered, but the numbers diminished through 
the 1980s and early 90s [11]. At first the herds were 
owned by KGH, but in 1978 ownership was transferred 

to the residents of Kapisillit under the management of 
the local Greenlandic Co-operative. Aastrup [56] 
believed that improper or careless range and herd 
management ensued because no one in the Co-
operative had received training in reindeer ranching. In 
time the herd's normal pattern of congregating in large 
groups devolved into to a pattern of living in small 
groups. The animals became less likely to migrate 
between winter and summer pastures.  An  aerial survey 
in 1989 showed: “1) no signs of human husbandry…; 2) 

distribution, herd structure and foraging activity was 

similar to that of wild reindeer; 3). the percentage of 

calves was two thirds what would be common for a 

domestic herd” [11]. It appeared that many of the 
reindeer were feral and some may have been interbred 
with wild caribou. The herd was owned by the Co-
operative until 1998 and sold to the Nuuk Municipality 
which decided to leave the animals as they were, 
effectively ending reindeer husbandry in the Kapisillit 
region. A similar reindeer program had been instituted 
further south in Greenland near Qaqortoq (465 km 
from Kapisillit) and there are two companies still 
operating [57]. Why the activity failed at Kapisillit is a 
matter of speculation and several commentators have 
suggested that reindeer domestication may have not 
been culturally compatible with the hunter tradition of 
Kapisillit [58], [59]. The operations further south may 
have worked better because that area has a longer 
tradition of animal husbandry, namely sheep farming. A 
few traces of the defunct reindeer enterprise can still be 
found around Kapisillit, and have been or will be 
converted to other uses (Fig. 15). 

 
 

Fig. 15. The reindeer range across the water from 
Kapisillit. The red building was part of the operation. 

 
The 1950s and early 1960s were the halcyon 

days for Kapisillit. The cod fishery was booming, the 
reindeer operation was at its highpoint, and the 
population peaked at 302 in 1960. A modern church 
was erected in 1960 and several paved paths were laid 
out and the village took on a prosperous look, which, 
despite the economic downturn that followed, still 
remains today (Fig. 16). The disappearance of the cod 
caused by colder water temperatures in the region and 
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an outbreak of rabies in the local arctic fox population 
in the 1960s severely impacted two of the economic 
mainstays of Kapisillit and a number of residents left in 
search of employment, most going to Nuuk. The 
population then experienced a steady decline, falling to 
187 in 1970, 127 in 1980, and 86 in 2010 [2], [60].  

The population in 2016 stands at about 63 
[Sources: various official and unofficial websites and 
author’s conversations with residents]. Today there are 
few employment opportunities in the settlement and 
many residents are pensioners or are receiving some 
kind of monetary assistance from the government. The 
unemployment rate for working-age non-retired adults 
(estimated from data provided by the municipality, and 
depending on computation method) ranges from 19 to 
40%. Some residents still supplement their existence 
with fishing and/or hunting (Fig. 17). 

 
 

Fig. 16. Kapisillit in 2016. 
 

 
 

Fig. 17. Drying fish and reindeer antlers in Kapisillit. 

 
In spite of the economic problems faced by 

Kapisillit, it does not appear that any government 
agencies ever considered closing the settlement. 
Anecdotal information from recent years even seems to 
imply tacit encouragement of keeping the settlement 
viable. Some people from Nuuk have weekend and 
vacation homes in Kapisillit and retirees have been 

returning. Sørensen [61] relates the story of a 
grandmother in Nuuk who planned to retire in Kapisillit 
to give her grandchild “the opportunity of experiencing 

what she referred to as a more genuine Greenlandic 

way of life”. 

Discussions and developments in recent years 
may offer hope that Kapisillit will survive and perhaps 
have some economic revitalization due to public and 
private initiatives. Since Kapisillit offers an experience 
of a small Greenlandic village and is close to the ice 
fjord, there is already a little bit of tourist activity which 
could be expanded. The Sermersooq municipal council 
has been developing a comprehensive plan for the 
village which considers recreational areas, natural 
preserves, homes, expansion of the docks and a 
recreational connection to Nuuk [55]. Such efforts 
might enhance the village as a tourist destination. A few 
parts of plan have already been put in the place. Due to 
an annual race that takes place in the region a trail from 
Nuuk to Kapisillit has been marked and a hiking club 
and ski club from Nuuk has erected four shelters on the 
trail [62]. 

Kapisillit currently is supplied with electricity 
from a diesel generator, at a high cost due to 
importation of fuel by ship and local delivery 
infrastructure problems in an arctic environment. This 
is a common problem for many of Greenland’s small 
settlements and is in part responsible for lackluster or 
fading local economies. It has been suggested that the 
village could reduce its reliance on diesel “using a 

diverse mix of energy production types, owned and 

managed by the community themselves…” [63]. Tactics 
suggested include solar thermal collectors, wind, and 
fish-based biogas. Implementation of such approaches 
could possibly enhance Kapisillit’s prospects for 
tourism, and perhaps even attract some new industry. 

Table 1 below summarizes the settlement 
histories of Kangeq and Kapisillit. 

 
Table 1. Comparative settlement histories of Kangeq 

and   Kapisillit. 
 

CHARACTERISTIC KANGEQ KAPISILLIT 

Former Paleo-Inuit or 
Thule presence or 
settlement 

yes yes 

Former Norse presence or 
settlement 

trade/hunting; 
no settlement 

farms nearby 

Year settlement founded 1721 1927 

Year given official status 1854 1937 

Peak population (Year) 155 (1960) 302 (1960) 

Current population  0 

86 (2010 
official)                              
63 (2016 
unofficial) 

Current Status abandoned viable 
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  4. CONCLUSIONS  

 
For much of the period of Danish colonial rule 

in Greenland the government encouraged and/or 
actively directed the consolidation of the dispersed 
seasonally nomadic Inuit into a number of “permanent” 
settlements. This was done to facilitate administration, 
trade, and religious conversion.  

In some cases, the locations for these 
settlements were selected because of site characteristics 
that might benefit traditional subsistence activities 
while in other instances, (for example, Kulusuk in East 
Greenland) the place was selected to suit Danish 
purposes [3].  

It is estimated that in the early 1900s, there 
were 169 trading stations and settlements in West 
Greenland and an undetermined number in East 
Greenland and the northern Thule regions [2].  

As the 20th Century progressed, the colonial 
government came to the realization that many of these 
settlements were no longer viable and had come to be 
very expensive to maintain. In addition, climatic 
fluctuations over the decades had at times impacted 
(sometimes positively, sometimes negatively) local and 
regional subsistence and commercial ventures in seal-
hunting and fisheries.  

The conclusion was that there were just too 
many little settlements. Various programs, particularly 
the G50 and G60 initiatives, were developed to address 
this situation and a number of settlements were shut 
down in the second half of the 20th Century. Today 
there are only 17 official towns and 58 settlements 
remaining [14], [64]. 

The stories of Kangeq and Kapisillit are 
intertwined with the concepts of site and situation. Both 
were founded on the basis of seemingly favourable site 
characteristics, but progressed or regressing largely 
because of extrinsic factors, i.e., situation.  

Climatic variations and government programs, 
both situational factors, played, and continue to play, 
significant roles in the two locales and likely will 
influence what develops in the near future. As shown in 
this report, the results have been quite different with 
Kangeq being abandoned and Kapisillit persisting. 
There are some potential bright spots for the future of 
Kapisillit largely because the Self-rule government has a 
better understanding of the intricacies of Greenlandic 
culture than did the former Danish colons.  

Kangeq as well may also see some small 
revitalization. As Uiloq Jessen of the The Nordic 
Council and resident of Nuuk states, “…the settlements 

… still have a cultural importance to Greenland. This is 

why you can expect that the settlements will continue 

to be kept alive for a long time. Many people in the 

settlements still live in a traditional way and the fear 

might be that especially the Greenlandic hunting 

traditions and that way of life will disappear” [64]. 
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