
The Language of Snow 
How many different names can you think of to 
describe the snow around you?   
 
What do you call the snow on the ground? Or 
the snow collected in the branches of trees? 
Northern peoples created a rich vocabulary to 
describe the different kinds of snow that fell 
around them.   
 
Scientists use the single word descriptions of 
the Inuit and Chipewyan peoples to describe  
snow conditions that would take many English 
words.  Here are a few examples. 
 
Pukak (poo-cack) the layer of bonded, granular 
snow that covers the ground.  Animals travel 
through the pukak layer, where the heat from 
the earth keeps them warm.  
 
Siqoq (see-kok) drifting snow, the kind that 
makes “snow snakes” drift across the snow or 
road. 
 
Qali (kal-ee) snow that collects on 
tree branches and fence posts. 
 
Api  (ah-pee) snow on the ground. 
 
Anniu (an-nee-you) falling snow. 
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We are located only 20 minutes North of Winnipeg between Hwy 7 and 8 on Hwy 67 at 220.  
Call us at 467-3300 for more information or visit us online at www.ducks.ca/ohmic. 
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That the feet of Snowshoe 
Hares act like snowshoes and 
allow them to float over the 
snow. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
That the shape of pine needles 
helps the tree retain moisture 
throughout the winter. 
 
 
 
 



Snow as Habitat 
Many animal species depend upon the insulative 
qualities of snow in order to survive the winter. 
Because snow does not transfer heat efficiently, it is 
an excellent insulator and as such provides essential 
habitat for a myriad of animal species. Temperature 
gradients in the snow create environments much 
more conducive to winter activity than those found 
at the surface.  

 
Have you ever wondered where small 
mammals such as mice, voles and shrews 
spend the winter? To escape the harsh 
Manitoba temperatures and winds these 
small animals live in tunnels under the 
layers of snow. The temperature just 
above the ground remains at a fairly 
constant -5ºC even though the air 
temperature may be -30ºC.  Ventilator or 

airshafts made by animals digging up to the surface for 
fresh air can be a dangerous place for the small 
mammals.  Snowy Owls or foxes may be waiting to 
pounce on surfacing animals. 
 
Grouse species will also burrow into the snow 
during storms and cold snaps to escape 
periods of extreme temperatures. Body heat 
escaping from these animals generates 
enough heat to create a comfortable living 
environment. So next time you 
hurry into your warm house to 
escape the cold, think about all the 
species living in their warm houses beneath the snow! 
 
Living under the snow is just one of the ways that the 
animals staying for the winter at Oak Hammock 
Marsh are able to survive through Manitoba’s long 
winter.  While out on a walk through the marsh; see if 
you can spot any signs of life under the snow. 
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Why are no two Snowflakes the same? 
The reason behind the rarity of finding 
two identical snowflakes lies in the 
structure of the snowflake itself and the 
process of its construction.  
 
Minute dust and salt particles in the 
atmosphere gather water molecules. As 
these molecules gather on the particles they 
begin to freeze and produce six-sided 
(hexagonal) ice crystals, starting the process 
towards snowflake production. The snowflakes 
begin to take shape through the lining up of 
millions of six-sided plates and therefore the 
chances of two snowflakes having their millions 
of sides lining up in the same direction is 
extremely small. 
Because snowflakes come in so many shapes, 

scientists divide them into seven basic groups. 
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