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Abstract 

During the summer of 19 77 a preliminary archaeological 

reconnaissance was conducted in Nahanni National Park, N.W.T. 

and vicinity. The first objective of this study was the 

inspection of five visitor impact areas within the park and 

three potential development areas nearby. The second 

objective was to acquire sufficient knowledge of the park's 

archaeological resources to guide future, more intensive, 

archaeological examination there. The environmental and 

historical background necessary to an evaluation of these 

resources is presented. All cultural remains observed in 

each area investigated are described, and each area is 

assessed with respect to its archaeological potential. 

Cabins and caches related to relatively recent trapper-

prospector activity were found in almost all areas. 

Aboriginal sites of the prehistoric and early historic 

periods were found to be concentrated in the lowermost 

portion of the South Nahanni watershed, and the relevant 

background information suggests this is to be expected. 

Recommendations are made for more intensive archaeological 

research in the area. 



Vlll 

Acknowledgements 

Several individuals and organizations are thanked for 

assistance provided during one or more stages of the project. 

David Riddle and Dr. L. P. Stene, both of Winnipeg, were 

able field assistants. Dr. Stene's enthusiasm and expertise 

in geomorphology are especially appreciated. Supt. Eric 

Hiscock and the entire staff of Nahanni National Park cheer­

fully assisted in every possible way and bailed the field 

party out of a couple of jams; Art Cochrane, Ted Bastien, and 

Phil Burton helped above and beyond the call of duty. Major 

field equipment items were generously loaned by Arctic 

Research Laboratory, Inuvik (thanks to John Ostrick); the 

Dept. of Fisheries, Fort Simpson; R. & R. Research, Ltd., 

Winnipeg (thanks to Dr. R. R. Riewe); and Don Pike, Winnipeg. 

Several present or former residents of the Nahanni area 

provided historical or ethnographic information; Ernie Leith, 

Father Mary, Dick Turner, Raymond Vitale, and especially 

Charles Yohin are thanked in this regard. Anna Cairns, 

Canadian Wildlife Service, Edmonton shared her intimate 

knowledge of the Flat-Nahanni confluence area verbally and 

in correspondence. Dr. J.F.V. Millar, Saskatoon, provided 

information on previous archaeological research in the area 

and donated several artifacts; he was also a gracious host. 

Ian Clarke, John D. Combes, and Don Pike, all of the Parks 

Canada Regional Office in Winnipeg, assisted in various ways; 

the enthusiastic and patient support of John Combes, Chief 

Archaeologist, is especially appreciated. Finally, Sheila 



IX 

C. Amsden did all of the typing in her usual efficient, and 

normally cheerful manner; her continued contribution in other, 

less tangible, ways cannot be sufficiently acknowledged. 



Figure 1. Nahanni National Park and areas investigated in 1977. 
(Drawing by Dianne Milton). 

x 



Introduction 

2 
Nahanni National Park is an irregular 4,760 km tract along 

the lower South Nahanni River and the lower part of the Flat 

River in the southwestern portion of the District of 

Mackenzie, Northwest Territories (Fig. 1). It was declared 

a national park in 1974, and both prior to and since then 

there have been a number of studies aimed at assessing the 

resources of the park for planning, management, and interpretive 

purposes. To date, virtually every aspect of the park's 

unique natural and historical features have received at least 

preliminary attention. The only exception to this is that 

the park's archaeological resources are virtually unknown. 

In order to fill this void, the present author was 

contracted by Parks Canada in 1977 to conduct a preliminary 

archaeological reconnaissance of the park. The overall 

objective of this study was to acquire the necessary 

background information for assessing the archaeological 

potential for Nahanni National Park for the purpose of 

management and development of these archaeological resources. 

The specific objectives of the study were threefold. The 

first objective involved inspection of present and potential 

visitor impact areas to ensure that current visitor activity 

or future development does not destroy significant 

archaeological remains. The eight designated areas were: 

Rabbitkettle Lake; Virginia Falls; the mouth of the Flat River; 

Deadmen Valley; Nahanni (Kraus') Hot Springs; and three 

possible Visitor Service Centre sites near the Liard River--

the Nahanni Butte area, the mouth of the Blackstone River, 
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and the uplands south of the Netla River (Fig. 1). The 

second objective was to gain a general impression of the 

nature and distribution of archaeological sites and major 

environmental features within the park in order to facilitate 

planning future, more intensive, investigations. The third 

objective was the collection of the necessary background of 

data on the ethnography, history, and environment of the park 

and vicinity to be used along with the data obtained through 

field work in resource management and subsequent interpretion. 

This report presents the results of the 1977 archaeological 

survey and subsequent analysis, as well as the relevant 

background information and recommendations. The report is 

divided into four chapters. The first of these presents the 

necessary environmental, ethnographical, historical and 

archaeological background on the park and the immediate 

vicinity necessary to the meaningful interpretation of the 

1977 fieldwork. The next chapter describes the actual 

archaeological survey and the specific methods used in 

acquiring data. Then, the results of the survey are presented 

separately for each of the specific areas investigated. In 

the final chapter, the survey results and background 

information are synthesized into a preliminary assessment 

of the archaeological resources of Nahanni National Park and 

vicinity, and recommendations are offered for future research. 
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Background: Natural and Human History 

In order to place the results of the 1977 archaeological 

survey in perspective, it is necessary to consider the natural 

and historical background of Nahanni National Park. Because 

the boundaries of the park do not coincide with those of any 

natural units, it is most productive to treat the total 

South Nahanni watershed as a more coherent and more manageable 

unit. It should also be noted that the background information 

presented here, especially that relating to natural history, 

is not intended as an exhaustive summary of current knowledge. 

Rather, the present discussion is limited to isolating those 

features which (1) were probably most prominent in determining 

the nature of past human utilization of the region, or (2) bear 

directly on the nature of the discoverable material remains of 

that utilization. For present purposes it is most convenient 

to group the various sorts of background data into the broad 

categories of physical environment, biology, ethnography, 

history, and previous archaeological research. 

Physical Environment 

Physiography and Geology 

The South Nahanni watershed encompasses an area of over 
2 

36,000 km , extending eastward from the Yukon border to the 

Liard River. Certainly the most imposing features of the 

physical environment are the vast mountain ranges which occupy 

all but a very small proportion of the area. In the northern 

half of the watershed, the southernmost portion of the 
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Mackenzie Mountains predominate, at the extreme eastern edge 

of the southern terminus is the Nahanni range, an extension 

of the Franklin Mountains to the north. South of the 

Mackenzies, from west to east, are the Logan and Selwyn 

Mountains, the Highland Plateau and the Liard Plateau 

(Addison 1974). The highest elevations occur in the west, 

in the Logan Mountains. Here peaks over 2,500 m (8,000 ft.) 

a.s.l. are not uncommon. In the eastern section, most of the 

higher mountains tend to fall between 1,400 and 1,800 m 

(4,500 to 6,000 ft.). According to Ford (1974: 13-14), the 

origin of the mountains can be traced to the Cretaceous period, 

when the injection of a large granitic batholith in the 

region around the park's western boundary resulted in massive 

folding of the overlying consolidated Paleozoic sediments. 

Although these sediments, constituting the bedrock geology of 

the mountains, are diverse in nature, limestones, dolomites, 

sandstones, siltstones and shales constitute the predominant 

rock types (Ford 1974). 

Although the mountains of the South Nahanni are now 

appreciated primarily for their scenic splendour, they do 

have significance with respect to prehistoric and historic 

patterns of utilization of the region. First, the higher 

mountain ranges obviously impose severe restrictions on 

travel and settlement within the area. On the positive side, 

the composition and structure of the mountains ensures an 

abundant source of raw materials for the manufacture of stone 

tools. Coarse-grained cherts and siltstones occur both in 

outcrops and in pebble form in many of the stream beds and, 

though not ideal for flintknapping purposes, they are 

certainly adequate. Finally, a number of economically 

important minerals, including gold and several base metals, 

occur in the mountains. As Addison (1974: 63-65) suggests, 

the presence of significant gold deposits is perhaps more 

imagined than real. Nevertheless, the prospect of "striking 
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it rich" has been the primary impetus drawing non-natives 

(and to a lesser extent, natives as well) to the Nahanni 

region during this century. 

Although mountains clearly predominate the landscape 

of the South Nahanni, major lowland areas do exist in the 

easternmost sector of the region. The Mackenzie Plain 

extends from the north, separating the Mackenzie mountains 

from the Nahanni range, and within the park it occupies a 

stretch of approximately 25 km between the mouth of First 

Canyon and the Twisted Mountain. The western edge of the 

Great Slave Plain is approximately 15 km west of the mouth 

of the South Nahanni River at Nahanni Butte, just outside 

of the easternmost boundary of the park (Addison 19 74: Fig. 

2.1.1). With the exception of a few prominent rises, 

elevations tend to be less than 300 m (1,000 ft.) a.s.l. 

on the Mackenzie Plain, and they are generally below 200 m 

(600 ft.) on the Great Slave Plain. 

Hydrology 

Equally important as the mountains to the Nahanni landscape 

is the vast stream system of the South Nahanni itself. The 

South Nahanni River, the primary tributary of the Liard, 

originates in the Logan Mountains at the Yukon border. From 

there it flows in a generally southeasterly direction over 

600 km to its mouth at Nahanni Butte, slightly more than 

one-half of this being within the present boundaries of the 

park. From well above the northwestern boundary of the park 

to Virginia Falls, the river is wide and relatively quiet 

(although the current is deceptively swift) and flows through 

a broad glacial valley. Virginia Falls is nearly 100 m in 

height and represents the only major obstacle to river travel. 

Below the falls, the character of the river changes drama­

tically, passing through a long series of gorges and canyons 
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until it finally enters the plain. Below the canyon, the 

river flows rather quietly to its mouth, although one section 

of braided, often shallow, and constantly shifting channels 

("The Splits") can present problems to the water traveller. 

Of the South Nahanni River's many tributaries, most 

important by far is the Flat River. This river originates 

some 50 km due west of the park's western boundary, and 

from there it flows through a formerly glaciated valley in a 

direction roughly paralleling that of the South Nahanni 

River until it enters the latter at a point just upstream 

from Third Canyon. In all, the river's course extends over 

200 km, although only the lower 80 km - all navigable - are 

within the park. Numerous other tributaries enter the South 

Nahanni on both sides. For the most part, these are 

unnavigable by watercraft, although the valleys, particularly 

those to the south, do offer access into the surrounding 

mountains. 

Although accurate records have not been kept, the South 

Nahanni usually freezes up from mid-October to early November, 

and break-up occurs normally in late April or early May 

(Addison 1974:87). Peak flows normally occur in June, and 

these are frequently of major flood proportion. The most 

recent major flood, in 1962, reached up to 75 cm above the 

existing banks at both Deadmen Valley and Nahanni Hotsprings. 

Addison (1974:93) suggests that floods of this magnitude 

probably occur on the order of every 25 to 50 years. This 

is of critical importance to the archaeologist, because at 

such times major loads of silt are deposited along the banks 

of the river, covering up the ground surface and any archaeo­

logical remains which may occur there. A further complication 

is the fact that the South Nahanni River along much of its 

course is actively shifting its channel and cutting into its 

banks; therefore, not only are all archaeological remains 

of any antiquity along the banks of the South Nahanni 
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covered by deep layers of silt, but many of these have since 

been washed away. For this reason, periodic silt deposition 

and bank erosion are probably the two most important features 

of the hydrology of the South Nahanni in terms of its potential 

for archaeological research, and their effect should not be 

underestimated in any evaluation of the park's archaeological 

resources. 

A final river-related feature which is worthy of note 

here are the canyons along the South Nahanni River which, in 

places, are up to 1,200 m deep. There are three of these 

major canyons, ranging in length from 14 km to 35 km. The 

easternmost of these, First Canyon, is the most spectacular 

and bears the most relevance to the archaeology of the region. 

Here the swiftness of the current.and two major riffles make 

upstream travel by canoe during the open-water season quite 

difficult; even during the winter months, travel over the 

ice can be extremely hazardous due to thin ice, patches of 

open water, and overflow (Patterson 19 66; Addison and 

Anthony 19 77) . 

Another important feature, seen most readily in First 

Canyon and its tributary Lafferty Canyon but also occurring 

in other parts of the park, are the numerous limestone caves 

and rock shelters (Ford 1973, 1974, 1977). These have been 

the source of much speculation about prehistoric habitation; 

however, with a very few exceptions, all of these caves 

occur high on the face of cliffs and access is difficult, if 

not impossible. It therefore seems unlikely that the caves 

would have been occupied in the past, and previous speleo­

logical and archaeological research has tended to confirm 

this assumption. 

Lakes are rare within the South Nahanni watershed, and 

those that do occur are small. Brintnell (Glacier) Lake, a 

few kilometers north of the park's northwestern boundary, is 

probably the largest in the watershed, measuring slightly 
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over 300 hectares. Smaller lakes include Rabbitkettle and 

Hole-in-the-Wall in the northwestern corner of the park; Sea 

Plane, McMillan, and Clark Lakes near the Flat River just 

outside the park's southwestern boundary; and Yohin Lake 

between Yohin Ridge and the Jackfish River near the park's 

eastern boundary. Of these, Yohin, though shallow and 

marshy, probably possesses the greatest potential for human 

habitation due to its sizable fish population and relative 

ease of access from the Liard River. 

There are also a number of warm and mineral springs 

within the Nahanni watershed. Principal among these are: 

Rabbitkettle Hotsprings near Rabbitkettle Lake; Wild Mint 

Hotsprings near the Flat River; and Nahanni (Kraus') 

Hotsprings at the mouth of First Canyon. It is difficult 

to estimate the effect these springs may have had on 

prehistoric settlement, though the Nahanni Hotsprings in 

particular provides a unique habitat (see Marsh and Scotter 

1975) and attracted the Kraus family to settle there on a 

permanent basis up until 1971. 

Quaternary Geology 

Evidence presented by Fort (1974, 1976) indicates that 

portions of the South Nahanni region were glaciated during 

at least three separate periods in the past. Indeed, 

remnant alpine glaciers still exist in portions of the Logan 

and Selwyn Mountains. Although each of the glaciations had 

a major effect on the landscape, only the latest event - that 

occurring during late Wisconsin times - is directly relevant 

to the archaeology of the area. During the classical Wisconsin 

period, sometime after 30,000 years ago, glaciers entered 

the region from two directions. In what is now the north­

western corner of the park, valley glaciers, related to the 

Cordilleran glaciation, extended into the Hole-in-the-Wall 
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Valley and near the Rabbitkettle River. This is termed the 

Hole-in-the-Wall glaciation (ibid.). From the west, a small 

lobe of the Laurentide ice sheet penetrated only a slight 

distance up the Nahanni Valley approximately to the mouth 

of Jackfish River. This has been labelled the Jackfish 

glaciation (ibid.). 

The rest of the park, nearly all of it, was unglaciated, 

being within the ice-free corridor extending southward from 

the Beringian Refugium (Prest et al. 1967). This does not 

mean, however, that all of the South Nahanni region was open 

for occupation. The Jackfish glaciation formed an ice dam 

which backed the South Nahanni River up to a maximum level 

of 400 m a.s.l., thus forming a glacial lake, Lake Tetcela. 

This lake inundated the lowland area east of First Canyon, 

Deadmen Valley, and all three of the canyons. The mountains 

surrounding this area, however, would have been exposed at 

this time, as was all the area of the Flat and South Nahanni 

Valleys west of Third Canyon (Ford 1974, 1976). The signifi­

cance of this should be obvious: most of what is now Nahanni 

National Park was part of that very small proportion of 

Canada which was open to the first immigrants from Asia. 

Recession of the late Wisconsin glacial ice and the 

subsequent draining of Lake Tetcela may have begun as early 

as 14,000 years ago; the lake had probably disappeared 

completely by 8,000 years ago, with post-glacial conditions 

existing since that time (Ford 1974: 181). 

Climate 

In the most general of terms, the climate of the South Nahanni 

watershed can be characterized as being continental subarctic. 

Due to the absence of long-term weather records,and extreme 

local variations in weather patterns, it is nearly impossible 

to depict the area's climate in any precise fashion; however, 
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