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“It is difficult to find in life any event
which so effectually condenses intense
nervous sensation into the shortest possi-
ble space of time as does the work of
shooting, or running an immense rapid.
There is no toil, no heart breaking labour
about it, but as much coolness, dexteri-
ty, and skill as man can throw into the
work of hand, eye and head; knowledge
of when to strike and how to do it,
knowledge of water and rock, and of the
one hundred combinations which rock
and water can assume — for these two
things, rock and water, taken in the
abstract, fail as completely to convey any
idea of their fierce embracings in the
throes of a rapid as the fire burning
quietly in a drawing-room fireplace fails
to convey the idea of a house wrapped
and sheeted in flames.”

Sir William Francis Butler (1872)
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Foreword

Wild rivers are a priceless part of our
natural heritage. Untouched by the
march of man’s technological progress,
these waterways are the arteries of our
land, and one of the main elements in its
growth to nationhood.

Long before Europeans laid eyes on
them, these rivers served the native
peoples as sources of food and means of
transportation. Later, the rivers were to
carry the Europeans on voyages of
exploration and exploitation throughout
the vast interior of the continent. The
settlers who followed travelled the same
routes.

The waterways were the mainstay of
the fur trade; they were the highways to
the gold rushes. They did much to pro-
vide the economic nourishment through
which Canada grew to its present
stature.

With the advent of modern technol-
ogy, some of our rivers were harnessed
to serve our newfound needs. But thou-
sands of kilometres of waterways, and
the land they pass through, remain
essentially untouched.

Today, Canadians are gradually redis-
covering these fascinating wild rivers.
They are recreating the adventures of the
explorers; struggling over the same por-
tages as the heavily-burdened ““coureurs
de bois”’; running rapids which once




hurtled ““voyageurs’ and their precious
cargoes toward the markets of Montreal;
gently floating down majestic rivers
which once carried thousands of anxious
prospectors towards the promise of gold.
Parks Canada is promoting these chal-
lenging voyages of discovery, which
embrace both the past and the present.
However, a good deal of down-to-
earth information about the rivers and
their characteristics is needed before any-
one attempts to navigate them. It is for

this reason that Parks Canada decided to
carry out surveys of wild rivers all across
the country. The result is this series of
booklets, designed to provided a practical
guide for the modern ““voyageur”.

Although ““wild” is used to describe
rivers not yet harnessed to industry, it is
an apt adjective, for many of the rivers
should be challenged only by experienced
and well-equipped canoeists.

Introduction

There are few rivers left in Canada where
one can canoe from headwaters to
mouth without seeing signs of man's
presence. The rivers of the Northwest
Mountains, accessible in most cases only
by aircraft, offer canoeists this rare and
fast-vanishing wilderness experience.
White water skills are essential for trav-
elling these rivers, for most are character-
ized by frequent rapids. Often there is
hardly time to bail the canoe before the
next rapid is encountered. Under such
circumstances a loaded canoe, if cap-
sized, might be impossible to right. This
ever-present possibility and the total iso-
lation of the region dictate the utmost in
safety precautions and procedures.




Frequent changes in water levels great-
ly affect the navigability of these rivers.
There are few lakes to act as catch-
basins, and rocky slopes with thin soil
quickly funnel rainfall into the rivers. The
resulting increase in water volume and
speed can render sections unnavigable in
a very short period. Prolonged rains can
occur at any time during the summer, so
extra provisions should be carried and
extra time scheduled.

Often long and difficult portages must
be undertaken to reach the river from the
access lake. In some cases portage trails
are non-existent and the most direct
route to the river is followed by compass
bearing and utilizing available game trails.

Canoeists planning to travel these
rivers are advised to use sturdy canoes
capable of running white-water and with-
standing frequent and unavoidable colli-
sions with rocks. A spray cover fitted on
to the canoe will allow larger volume
rapids to be run, thus eliminating the
need to follow a course nearer the bank
where most rocks are encountered.

Climate

The Northwest Mountain regions enjoy
an excellent recreational climate through-
out the summer months. The rivers are
usually free of ice by mid-April and the
lakes somewhat later in mid-May. The
precipitation seldom exceeds 375 mm.
Day-to-day weather conditions are
extremely variable during the summer
and strong headwinds in mid-afternoon
are common. These winds are particular-
ly strong in the lower sections where the
rivers are quite wide. In the area of the
Mackenzie Lowlands, thunderstorms and
windstorms occur frequently but are of
short duration. Summer temperatures are
warm during the daylight hours, dropping
quickly once the sun disappears.
Towards the latter part of August, snow-
storms and night frosts occur. Canoeists




are therefore advised to bring quality rain
gear, long underwear and light down-
jackets. A cold layer of air lies above
these mountain rivers and a heavy shirt
or sweater may be needed while canoe-
ing. Water levels are quite low in the fall
but would probably maintain enough
depth for canoe travel. October marks
the end of the canoeing season.

Planning the trip

In planning a canoe trip, allow 25 to

35 km/d paddling. Always allow extra
time and food for such unforeseen
events as being windbound or delayed by
rain.

If egress is to be by plane, make sure
arrangements are taken care of before
the trip begins. Be sure to check out
with some responsible agency (the
RCMP or the Department of Natural
Resources) stating your route and
expected time of arrival. Do not forget to
check in with them at the end of the trip.

Permits for fires and fishing may be
required. Extreme caution should be
exercised in the use of fire. Campfires
should be built on rock or sand only and
extinguished completely. All garbage
should be packed out with you.

A sturdy canoe capable of handling
well in rapids and equipment for its repair
are essential. Aluminum canoes were
used throughout the surveys and proved
very practical.

Since lining and hauling are often nec-
essary, several pairs of running shoes or
other sturdy footwear that can take the
abuse of rocks and constant wetness are
needed.
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2 Norman Wells
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1 Mountain River
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Mountain River

Access and egress

Palmer’s Lake to the Mackenzie River

14 to 16 d (232 km)
Two portages

Date of survey
early August, 1972

The headwaters of the Mountain River
are accessible by float-plane only.
Norman Wells is the nearest base and is
located on the Mackenzie River 102 km
upstream from the confluence with the
Mountain River. The most suitable ac-
cess lake is locally known as Palmer’s
Lake and is located at 64°27'N latitude,
129°40" longtitude. The lake is eight kilo-
metres north of the Mountain River and
a portage is necessary to reach the river.

Another lake, situated 230 km by river
from the mouth of the Mountain River is
also a potential landing site, at 64°24'N
latitude, 129°30'W longtitude. This lake
is located no more than 1.5 km south of
the river but its landing suitability should
be determined on sight. A third possible
landing site is on a lake 272 km by river
from the Mackenzie at 64°7’'N latitude
129°50" longtitude. This lake, three kilo-
metres long and one kilometre wide, is
accessible to twin-engined aircraft. The
5 to 7 km stream draining the lake was
extremely shallow, and dry in many
places, during early August. For 13 km
below the mouth of this stream, on the
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Mountain River, the channel is confined
by steep sided walls. The water is fast,
shallow and the narrow channel provided
no room for manoeuvring. The rapids
cover the entire river width and the
navigability of this section is question-
able. A few kilometres south of the Mac-
kenzie and Mountain confluence is a
research station. Arrangements can be
made prior to the trip to be picked up
here or at Fort Good Hope, 90 km down
the Mackenzie River.

Map required

About the river

N.T.S. 1:250 000 scale
106 A Mount Eduni
106 H Sans Sault Rapids

Geography

Confined narrow valleys, one to two kilo-
metres in width, are characteristic of the
mountainous region, from which border-
ing mountains rise in places to over

2 500 m. Snow capped and precipitous
peaks tend to lose their rugged character
and height, becoming rounded and no
more than 1 800 m high. However, valley
characteristics remain much the same
where the river passes through a series
of ranges at right angles. Running paral-
lel to these ranges are the valley flats of
rivers entering the Mountain River. At
the confluence of these rivers the valley
widens considerably, at times producing
a plain-like effect for many kilometres
before another mountain range is
encountered.




14

The wide open valley of the Mackenzie
Lowland is a direct contrast to the Mac-
kenzie Mountains. Here the river is bor-
dered by cutbanks rising to barely 100 m.
The valley width varies between two and
three kilometres and is characterized by
numerous gravel bars stretching across
the entire valley. Low rounded hills infre-
quently rise above the gently undulating
landscape.

Flora

In the mountainous region, black and
white spruce cover the lower slopes of
the mountains, with alpine tundra gener-
ally occurring above 1 200 m. Immediate-
ly bordering the river are traces of
willow, poplar and alder increasing in size
and density toward the Mackenzie Low-
land. In the Mackenzie Lowlands, large
stands of poplar cover islands in the
channel. Willow, poplar and alder line the
shorelines and are backed by white- and
black-spruce. Vegetative covering is rela-
tively dense in this lower section.

Fauna

Wildlife indigenous to the mountainous
region are moose, Dall’s sheep, grizzly

bears, wolves, rodents, eagles, hawks

and a variety of song birds. Canada

geese, a large variety of ducks and black
bears frequent the Mackenzie Lowlands.

Lake trout abound in the mountain
lakes with grayling found in the major
tributaries and the Mountain River.
Towards the mouth of the Mountain,
pickerel, Dolly Varden and whitefish may
be caught.




The canoe trip

The Mountain River survey took place in
early August. At this time, water levels
could be considered to be relatively low
although they will become lower towards
the end of the month. High and medium
water levels occur in early June and mid-
July respectively. To be able to navigate
this river with relative ease it is suggested
that the trip be taken in August. The
many large volume rapids and Canyon
areas would likely have to be portaged
during high and medium water levels.

Canyon below Cache Creek, Mountain River:
What's round the next bend
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All rapids should be scouted before
being run. Their characteristic pattern is
a short steep drop over large cobbles and
boulders, followed by a short distance of
calm water before the next drop is
reached. Rock gardens are frequent and
considerable manoeuvring in these rapids
is necessary. The river is best navigated
in a covered canoe or kayak, however
most of the rapids can be navigated in
an open canoe. The danger of capsizing
and swamping is ever present. This is
especially true for the canyon at the
mouth of Cache Creek. The velocity of
the river in the mountainous region varies
from 2 m/s to 3 m/s at medium to low
water levels. Weather conditions have
considerable effect and with prolonged or

heavy rains, water levels rise drastically in
a matter of hours. Portage routes, if nec-
essary, are best acquired from the topo-
graphic sheets. No man-made trails are
available and in some places portage
routes may be at least five kilometres
long. This river trip should be attempted
only by experienced canoeists and at
least two weeks allotted to complete the
trip.

Palmer’s Lake to the Mackenzie
Lowland

To reach the river, an eight-kilometre
portage from Palmer’s Lake is necessary,
the first three kilometres involves relative-
ly easy walking to an intermediate pair of
small lakes. A game and horse trail may
be followed for the first kilometre begin-
ning to the west side of a creek flowing
southeast from the lake. The second leg
of the portage follows the most direct

route to the river from the two small
lakes. The hiking for this portion of the
portage is up and over small hills and
past another small lake, one kilometre
from the river. The terrain is covered
with white spruce on the high areas with
black spruce dominating the frequent,
but small wet areas. No trails exist from
the intermediate lakes to the river. The
upper section is typical of most rivers
flowing through the Mackenzie Moun-
tains, in that both large and small volume
rapids are present in varying degrees of
difficulty.
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The predominant channel pattern is
braided and the river's bed bank mate-
rials are generally composed of large
gravel and cobbles. At times, single
channels occur and in four instances
small spectacular canyons or canyon-like
features have formed as a result of the
river passing through a range of
mountains.

One hundred and seventy-nine kilo-
metres above the Mackenzie, at the
mouth of Cache Creek is a 1 015 m long
canyon. The Mountain River narrows
considerably as it enters the canyon, its
width varying from 30 to 50 m as it flows
between 50 m vertical rock walls, with
scree slopes at their base.

The right limit above the canyon wall
is steeply sloping mountain side rising
over 1 000 m above the river. The left
limit above the canyon wall is vegetated
and gently undulating. With one excep-
tion, rapids that occur within the canyon
do not cover the entire river width. Half-
way through, the canyon makes a sharp
right turn causing the water to run hard

up against the vertical left limit. Surging
and boiling water is present to the out-
side of the turn and rough water occurs
on the inside. A vertical rock wall forms
the right limit. This turn is potentially
dangerous. However, during low water
conditions the canyon is completely
navigable.

One hundred and fifty-seven kilometres
above the Mackenzie, just 22 km below
the first canyon, a shorter navigable can-
yon has formed. Again the river channel
narrows considerably as it has cut its
way through a rock wall. High vertical
walls form the right limit but are inter-
rupted by vegetated slopes and bars
along the left.

Six point one five kilometres above the
mouth of Brunson Creek, about 19 km
from the Mackenzie Lowlands, the
Mountain River again becomes incised
between vertical rock walls. It is in this
canyon that a small waterfall occurs.




Rapids are present upon entering the
canyon, the most navigable route being
along the right limit. The water then
becomes placid within the narrow con-
fines of the rock-walled channel. The
canyon walls along the right limit recede
to be replaced by a large boulder bar.
Point seven five of the way around this
large bar, the river becomes a rapid and
makes a sweeping right turn to a three-
metre waterfall. A portage is required
along the right limit for a few hundred
metres. Below the fall the canyon nar-
rows as the river turns left. Rapids are
present in the lower section of the can-
yon but may be avoided.

The fourth canyon occurs where the
Mackenzie Mountains meet the Macken-
zie Lowlands. Small volume rapids are
present but should pose no difficulty to
navigation. The canyon is short and
characterized by relatively slow water,
confined by 15 to 30 m rock walls.

The river is braided throughout most
of its course. Large volume rapids are
ever present, increasing in frequency
towards the Mackenzie Lowland. The
gradient of the river in this upper section
is 6 m/km for the first 80 km of the trip.
Thereafter, the river descends at a rate of
8 m/km gradually decreasing in gradient
upon entering the Mackenzie Lowland. It
is within this 56 km section, just before
the Mackenzie Lowland, that large vol-
ume rapids occur with the frequency of
every five hundred metres.

The Mackenzie Lowlands

Throughout this portion of the Mackenzie
Lowlands, the channel is braided and the
relief subdued as the river flows through
a wide valley flat. The gradient of the
river is 5 m/km from river Kilometre 101
to river Kilometre 56, and 3 m/km from
river Kilometre 56 to the mouth. At river
Kilometre 56 the Mountain River passes
through the western end of the Imperial
Hills, forming a wide canyon. The
entrance to this canyon is characterized
by a rapid with surging and swirling
waters and should be approached with
care. The river poses no other problem
to navigation, except the possibility of
grounding on a shallow bar. The velocity
becomes negligible towards the conflu-
ence with the Mackenzie River.
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2 Natla and Keele rivers
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Natla and Keele rivers

Access and egress

Maps required

O’Grady Lake to Fort Norman

5to 7 d (248 km)
No portages

Date of survey
early July, 1972

The river trip begins at O’Grady Lake,
one of the few alpine lakes in the Mac-
kenzie Mountains. There are no roads or
trails into this isolated region and access
is limited to float planes. Bases are
located at Fort Norman or Norman Wells
along the Mackenzie River as well as the
community of Ross River in the Yukon.
Egress may take place at Fort Norman or
Norman Wells on the Mackenzie River,
97 km and 176 km respectively below the
mouth of the Keele River. Scheduled jet
service is available at Norman Wells.

N.T.S. 1:250 000 scale

105 P Sekwi Mountains
95 M Wrigley Lake

96 D Carcajou Canyon

96 C Fort Norman
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About the river

Geography

The headwaters of the Natla River are
located on the eastern slopes of the
Selwyn Mountains near the Yukon-
N.W.T. border. From these slopes, this
shallow, meandering stream enters a
poorly-drained plateau area centred
around O’Grady Lake, at an elevation of
278 m above sea level. Below O'Grady
Lake at Natla is a swift-flowing mountain
stream bounded by peaks rising 500 m
above the river. During its 120 km course
the river drops from an elevation of

278 m to under 900 m at a rate of

5 m/km, with most of the drop occurring
in the first 24 km and the last eight
kilometres.

Flora

An alpine vegetation consisting of
stunted willows, moss, lichens and wild
flowers is found around O’Grady Lake
and for the first 24 km of the Natla River.
Below the tree line, spruce comprise
90% of the forest cover with the occa-
sional stand of poplar found along the
river banks. Alpine tundra dominates the
mountain slopes above the 1 350 m
contour.

Fauna

Large animals indigenous to the region
are caribou, moose, dall’s sheep, grizzly
bear and wolf. Many species of birds are
also present.

The canoe trip

The Natla River is best navigated by
covered canoe or kayak. The major
rapids are found in the upper 40 km and
the last eight kilometres separated by
72 km of placid water. Optimum water
levels occur from early July to mid-
August with the river still in spring flood
prior to this. From the latter part of
August into the fall, water levels are too
low for navigation.
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The first 40 km

O’Grady Lake is eight kilometres long
and three kilometres wide, divided into
two sections by a short and shallow
stream 30 m wide. The shore line is for
the most part composed of cobbles and
rocks backed by thick scrub willow.
Good campsites and firewood are diffi-
cult to find; however, a suitable campsite
is located on the eastern portion of the
lake, on a sandy peninsula. The lake
becomes free of ice towards the end of
June and offers excellent grayling and
lake trout fishing. The water, is potable,
clear and cold. As it leaves O'Grady
Lake, the Natla River is shallow and
rapid-filled, and is for the most part
incised within cut banks 10 m to 12 m
high. River width varies between 25 m
and 30 m, current velocity is 5 km/h and
the average depth is 50 cm.

Sections of the riverbed are strewn
with rocks and boulders that often span
its entire width. The resulting rapids,
although not large in volume, range from
easy to difficult and require precise and
quick manoeuvring. Portages are few,
but lining is necessary around major
drops. Because of the incised nature of
the Natla River valley during the first
40 km, views are confined by the valley
walls. However, the occasional vista of
snow-capped peaks is a reminder of the

mountainous region through which the
river flows. Campsites and firewood
become more available below the tree
line some 24 km below the outlet of
O’Grady Lake.

The mid-section

The swift rock-strewn course of the first
40 km is followed by a 72 km stretch of
placid waters. The river, has lost most of
its energy as a result of the widening of
the river bed to 60 m and the decrease in
river slope. Gravel bars and islands are
numerous throughout this section but all
chutes and rapids are easily navigated.
These conditions provide the canoeist
with a welcome relief from the strenuous
canoeing of the previous section. An
unrestricted view of the mountains in all
directions is made possible by a low and
relatively wide valley.
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The final section TN REs AR o e
The last 8 km of the Natla River is char- ~ i s Mo ;
acterized by the fast water of large vol-
ume rapids with hidden boulders and
ledges. Lining is difficult owing to the
smooth and gently sloping banks which
are slippery near water level. A portage
along this section would be long and dif-
ficult. The valley narrows to less than
one kilometre and in places there is virtu-
ally no valley flat where the river cuts
through the inclined rock strata. The
most difficult rapids are encountered
here, where rock ledge protrude into the
river creating sudden drops backed by
large standing- and rolling-waves 1 to 2 m
high. Most of the larger standing waves

Upper Natla River






