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Abstract

The second stage of the preliminary archaeological assessment
of Nahanni National Park and vicinity, N.W.T. was conducted
during the summer of 1978. The objectives of this stage

were an extensive survey of the Flat River region, intensive
survey and testing of the Yohin Lake area, and additional
survey and testing in the Nahanni Butte locality, with emphasis
on Site 107X at Chimney Point. All cultural remains observed
in each of these areas are described, and the archaeological
potential of each area is assessed. Isolated prehistoric
remains and several sites associated with trapper-prospector
activity were found near the mouth of Irvine Creek on the

Flat River. At Yohin Lake, prehistoric sites, including one
large multi-component site, were found to be concentrated
around the northwestern shore. The investigations at Site

107X confirmed that the main occupation was intense and
probably occurred in the 1890s or a few years later. A
synthesis of current knowledge of the archaeological resources
of the Nahanni region is presented as a basis for interpretation,
and guidelines for the management of these resources are

suggested.
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Introduction

In 1977 a multi-stage program of preliminary archaeological
assessment was initiated in Nahanni National Park (Fig. 1).
The overall aim of this program was the accumulation of an
initial body of information on the park's archaeological
resources as the basis for planning future interpretation
and cultural resource management programs. The specific
objectives were fourfold: an inventory of archaeological
resources within the park's boundaries; an investigation of
prehistoric’and early historic patterns of resource utilization
in the park; an assessment of potential development and
visitor related impact on the park's archaeological
resources, and development of the basic information for an
interpretive program regarding local prehistory and
cultural adaptation.

The first stage of this research program, conducted
during the period July 1977 to March 1978, involved the
preliminary reconnaissance of the area and collection of
necessary background information. To this end, the
investigation focused on assessing archaeological resources
at eight present or potential impact areas in or near the
park as a basis for planning more intensive research, and
obtaining the relevant human and natural historical
background necessary for further research and subsequent
interpretation. The result of the 1977 research indicated
that, for a variety of reasons, the potential for discovering

significant archaeological remains in most areas of the park



along the Nahanni River was sufficiently low that further

investigations were not warranted. Two areas, Yohin Lake

and Nahanni Butte, were deemed to possess considerable

archaeological potential. It was further indicated that,

due to the dense vegetation cover and deep silt deposition

along the south Nahanni floodplain, intensive survey and

testing would be the only effective means of assessing these
areas (Amsden 1978).

Stage two of the archaeological assessment of Nahanni

National Park is the subject of this report. The field

research of this stage was begun in late June of 1978 and was

based directly on the recommendations of the stage one final

report.

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

The specific objectives were:

Assessment of archaeological resources along the
portion of the Flat River within the park

boundary, including a detailed inventory of the
remains of trapper-prospector activity and
intensive examination of the mouths of Irvine Creek
and the Caribou River.

Assessment of archaeological resources and
determination of the chronology and general nature
of prehistoric and early historic utilization of
the area immediately surrounding Yohin Lake.
Assessment of the multi-component Chimney Point
site (107X) at the Nahanni-Liard confluence to
determine the dates and nature of occupation of

the historic period structures and a more precise
definition of the archaeological sequence there.
Additional assessment of the archaeological
resources on the left bank of the South Nahanni
River from its mouth to the Nahani Butte to
determine more precisely the chronology and general
nature of prehistoric and early historic

utilization of the area.



For all practical purposes the archaeological field work
conducted in 1978 can be considered as consisting of three
separate projects, each corresponding to a separate area
of the park and consisting of a separate problem orientation,
research design, and methods. The nature of the investigation
and results of each individual project are therefore
described separately in each of the next three chapters.
Inasmuch as the background data relevant to the natural and
human history of the entire South Nahanni watershed has
previously been summarized (Amsden 1978: 5-39) this
information is not duplicated here. Instead, the supporting
data are introduced where relevant to specific topics under
discussion. Following detailed discussion of the 1978
archaeological investigations in the park, the final two
chapters integrate the findings of the total Nahanni National
Park archaeological assessment program. Chapter Four
synthesizes what is currently known of the archaeology of the
park and surrounding region and suggests ways in which this
information may most successfully be utilized for
interpretive purposes. Chapter Five presents general
guidelines and specific recommendations for managing the

cultural resources of the park.



Flat River Area

Introduction

The Flat River is by far the largest tributary of the South
Nahanni. It originates in the high mountains to the west

of the park and flows a total distance -of over 320 km to its
mouth just above Third Canyon (Fig. 1). Only the lower 129 km
of the river are within the park's boundaries. This stretch
is navigable for the most part, although the presence of a

few rapids and numerous sand bars can present problems.
Although numerous small creeks enter the river from both
sides, the three major tributaries within the park's boundaries
are the Caribou River, which enters the right bank of the Flat
35 km from its mouth, a large unnamed creek entering the left
bank 61 km from the mouth, and Irvine Creek which enters the
left bank 97 km above the mouth.

Although the Flat River passes between rather spectacular
high mountains of the Ragged Range upstream from Irvine Creek,
for the most part its valley is broad and shallow. During
Illinoisan times the entire valley was filled with glaciers
of Cordilleran origin and shortly thereafter was inundated
by a glacial lake as far upstream as Irvine Creek. It is
significant for archaeological purposes, however, that the
entire valley was unglaciated during the Wisconsin period and
has therefore been free for human occupation for over
100,000 years (Ford 1976).

Although there are no lakes of significant size in
the Flat Valley within the boundaries of the park, just
upstream of the boundary are McMillan, Clark, and
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(Drawing by D. Milton).



Seaplane lakes. Seaplane Lake, in particualr, is known to
have substantial northern pike and whitefish populations.

The vegetation of the Flat Valley is similar to that of
the rest of the park (see Amsden 1978), especially in the
area around Irvine Creek. Upriver from there is
considerable evidence of forest fire activity, and the
resulting deadfall and secondary growth makes ground travel
extremely difficult in places.

During the 20th century, the Flat River valley was
probably the scene of more activity on the part of trappers
and prospectors than any other area in the park. The general
region including McLeod, Borden, and Bennet creeks just
south of the park has always been the scene of most intensive
gold prospecting. The original find by the McLeod
brothers at the turn of the century was supposedly in this
vicinity (Addison and Addison 1977) . This attracted a
stream of subsequent prospectors which has continued even
today, although the height of this activity was in the late
1920s and 1930s. This activity spilled over into areas further
downstream which are now included within the park. This was
especially the case around the mouth of Irvine Creek and
the Caribou River. Albert Faille, in particular, spent most
of his time in this area and built several cabins over the
years (Neily 1977).

There is also evidence that around the turn of the
century, and probably earlier, the middle Flat River region
was the scene of more native occupation than other areas
of the park. 1In the early 1900s, the McMillan-Bennet
Creek area was used for trapping by Indians from Telegraph
Creek and McDames Creek and occasionally by Slave from the
Liard (see Addison and Anthony 1977: 280; Addison and
Bates 1977: 73-74). Slave Indians overwintering near the
headwaters of the Meilleur and Caribou Rivers occasionally

traveled down the Caribou River, thence the lower Flat and



and South Nahanni in springtime. Irvine Creek was apparently
also on a major travel route (Charles Yohin 1977: pers. comm.).
Bill Clark (Addison and Anthony 1977: 255) reported seeing
caches he attributed to Indians near the mouth of Irvine

Creek.

Methods

Although the area about the mouth of the Flat River was
investigated rather intensively in 1977 (Amsden 1978), the
rest of the River was not; therefore, the middle Flat

River was the only major portion of the park not surveyed

at that time. For this reason, it was decided that the

1978 research, while focusing primarily on intensive survey
and testing in the Nahanni Butte and Yohin Lake areas, should
include an extensive survey of the Flat River comparable to
that conducted for the rest of the park in 1977 (Amsden 1978:
Chapt. 2). The objectives of this survey were the location of
known cabin sites and a search for prehistoric sites in the
Irvine Creek and Caribou River localities.

The Flat River survey occurred over a period of 10 days
in early July. Park Wardens using a jet boat took the writer
and two field assistants upriver to the mouth of Irvine
Creek, which was as far as it was safe to proceed. The field
party spent three days there surveying the lower portion of
Irvine Creek and along both banks of the Flat River for a
few kilometres both upstream and downstream from the
creek mouth (Fig. 2). The party then canoed downstream,
spending two days at the mouth of the Caribou River before
proceeding on to the mouth of the Flat. En route, several
locations above and below the Caribou River were examined
in an attempt to locate cabins documented by Wayne Neily
(1977).
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Specific methods of site survey during this segment of
the research were basically the same as those employed in
1977 (Amsden 1978: 42). Essentially this involved examining
the few available exposed terrace banks (near Irvine Creek)
and placing small test pits at regular intervals in those
areas covered by dense vegetation. As in 1977, the emphasis
was on recording through drawings and photographs the
location and general nature of any cultural remains
recovered. Extensive excavation was intentionally kept

to a minimum.

Newly Recorded Sites

Of the several localities investigated along the Flat
River, the Irvine Creek vicinity proved to be the most
productive of cultural remains. Here, in addition to
several known features, were found three previously
unrecorded sites. Each of these was assigned a provisional

site number and is described in detail below.

Site 109X

Borden Grid: JjSp

Quadrangle: 95E/10 "Irvine Creek"
Military Grid Reference: 9VXU311262

Location. Site 109X is on a low floodplain approximately

35 m back from the left bank of the Flat River 2.5 km
upstream from the mouth of Irvine Creek (Fig. 2). In contrast
to most of the surrounding area, the immediate site vicinity
is relatively open and grassy with scattered willows.

There is a considerable amount of deadfall in the general

area as a result of a fairly recent forest fire.

Description. The site occupies an area of approximately
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70 m by 30 m. Within this area are scattered bone fragments,
tin cans and artifacts, and five features (Fig. 3). Feature
1l is an earthen ridge approximately 25 cm high by 30 cm wide
which defines a square measuring 4 m by 4 m. A brief

shovel test failed to reveal the presence of any logs. The
whole feature is overgrown by bush. The remains of what
appear to be a barrel type stove and several sections of
stove pipe were found inside. The feature probably
represents a shelter of some sort: possibly a tent with
banked walls or, less likely, a cabin. Feature 2 is an
irregular shaped, steep-sided pit measuring 2.7 m by 1.6 m
by 0.9 m deep. It is difficult to speculate on its function
as it is too large and too close to Feature 1 to have served
as a latrine or a pit cache. Feature 3 is a rectangular pit
measuring 6 m by 0.9 m by 0.2 m deep. It appears as

though it might have been partially refilled and may have
served as a latrine or cache pit. Feature 4 is a similar
rectangular pit measuring 2 m by 0.5 m by 0.8 m deep. It
too appears to have been a latrine or pit cache.

Although artifacts, bones and other debris were found
scattered throughout the site area, most of the artifacts
were in close proximity to Feature 1. A Winchester model
94 .30-.30 cal. carbine (20 in barrel) was found leaning
against a charred tree stump immediately behind (west of)
Feature 1. This rifle, although rusted and pitted, is in
fairly good condition; the action is rusted shut and the
lower half of the tubular magazine is missing, as are all
wooden parts of the stock.

A rather tight concentration of artifacts was found
immediately in front (east) of Feature 1 (Fig. 4). Some
of these artifacts were partially exposed to the surface,
though many were covered by a thin mat of vegetation and
litter. The most prominent item in this cluster was a
Winchester model 94 .30-.30 rifle (26 in barrel) serial
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Figure 3. Sketch map of Site 109X, Irvine Creek Area. (Drawing by K. Walton) .
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Figure 4. Artifact cluster at Site 109X, Irvine Creek area.
(Photo by author).






