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July 29/78 

 
A brilliant sun is blasting out of a balmy sky as I sit perched on the bank overlooking the 
Mackenzie at Fort Simpson on this day (four) of the Nahanni `78 sojourn. 
 
Dave and I left T.B. on July 26 at about 7 pm and got as far as Dryden. The following 
morning, I proofread and edited the last of the Patterson interview on the way to 
Winnipeg and then delivered the 50 cassettes worth of transcripts to P.C.  What a relief!  
It's done — only 4 months late and 3 weeks later than I expected in July.  We drove on to 
North Battleford, staying in the Beaver Hotel. 
 
(July 28)  On we chugged hour in, hour out, stopping in Edmonton a few hours for a bit of 
last minute shopping and to return photos of Charlie Hansen which I had borrowed to 
copy.  We drove on interminably all through the night.  Had to stop at Enterprise to wait 
for the gas stations to open.  When I asked how Bill Clark was I was told he'd died this 
spring.  What a kind, gentle, optimistic person he was.  Of all the Nahanni veterans, he 
was the most charming.  It was most fortunate that we had our long interviews last 
summer.  Bill knew then that his days were numbered, what with his heart and blood 
pressure problems.  Perhaps it was that or just his innate generosity that had him give me 
his collection of Nahanni papers and photos.  Whatever the reasons, he has made the 
largest of all contributions to the Nahanni history.  If there are souls, and if they can flit 
about, Bill's will be up the Nahanni somewhere — the land of his many dreams. 
  
We drove on from Enterprise and reached Simpson about noon yesterday, July 28.  After 
some running around town to collect our freight and buy fishing and hunting licenses, we 
began yet another repacking and shuffling of gear, this time in response to rumoured low 
water levels above Brokenskull.  Then we were told that Simpson Air had contracted out 
their Beaver and would fly us in a Norseman to Glacier L. but not the Moose Ponds.  This 
was utterly useless to us so after some haggling we settled on two trips to the Moose 
Ponds in a 185 with the cost to be halfway between that of a Beaver and two trips in the 
Cessna.  It is a compromise but one which rather suits our purposes to maximize the 
photo potential.  This required more careful planning of what packs go in what load in 
order to keep open the option of landing at Brokenskull or Glacier Lake if the upper river 
is low. 
  
This morning it was up at 5:15 with a 6:30 departure.  Never have I seen a 185 so full.  The 
back of the floats were just underwater.  The weather looked great at Simpson — cool, 
clear but no wind.  We had a take-off run over a mile I think.  Once in the air everything 
seemed great but cramped and I do mean cramped.  My knees seemed to be up behind 
my ears.  We flew in over the Nahanni Range just South of Little Doctor L. getting a fine 
view of our hiking area of 1974.  Great views of the Ram Plateau convinced me we have 
to hike there someday.  Cadillac Explorations has roads over mountains for miles around 
the camps on Prairie Creek — a great expansion of their 1973 development.  Just as soon 
as we hit the Mackenzie Mtn's we started to see expanses of valley fog.  Mansell 
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Patterson, our pilot, flew a winding route down Vera Creek, up Mary River, west to the 
Flat when he decided, quite properly, we could go no further.  Back we came to Fort 
Simpson over Mary and Meilleur Rivers, along the face of the Tlogotsho, over First 
Canyon, Lafferty Creek and the Nahanni Range between Bluefish and Little Doctor Lakes.  
Incredible looking hiking on the Tlogotsho and N of the First Canyon.  Got some fine 
photos I hope.  Now it is time to go and see if we try once again. 
  
At the Moose Ponds.  We had a fine flight in here — relatively speaking.  The weather was 
sunny with some cumulus drifting about so not as smooth as this morning.  We flew 
straight line to about the mouth of Mary R., then up the Nahanni to Rabbitkettle where we 
landed on the River dropping off our 3 barrels.  I had forgotten how swift and powerful 
the Nahanni could be.  Neither Dave nor I could get out of the plane on the shore side so 
the pilot — Mansell Patterson, a really competent chap — had to run the plane up, jump 
out and get ashore before we drifted back down-stream.  A chore which he managed — 
just.  After leaving Rabbitkettle, we began to see thunderheads and hit quite bumpy air.  
Poor David was obviously not feeling well by the time we reached the mouth of the 
Brokenskull.  Above the Brokenskull the Nahanni Valley becomes incredibly narrow with 
spectacular walls.  In fact, they were so steep and close I really couldn't get many photos.  
I had to shoot up side valleys as they opened up.  We were well below the peaks and their 
associated cloud.  The side valleys up into the Ragged Range are nearly one continuous 
waterfall often down in many small canyons.  I had grand designs while looking at the 
map last winter of hiking up some of these valleys into the Ragged Range.  I suspect they 
must now be relegated to that great storage bin of shattered illusions.  We will see on the 
way down. 
  
By the time we turned the corner and headed NW again we started to skirt or fly around 
thunder storms.  There are many shale mountains along the NWT-Yukon divide which 
were the most gorgeous shades of green, lime green, Cladonia white and yellow, and 
reds, ochre and rich browns of the shales — I suspect of the Road River Formation.  The 
GSC map of the area is a preliminary sheet and doesn't name them.  The mountains on 
the north side of the Nahanni are more rugged limestones with shales lying on the 
mountains back from the river. 
  
At the confluence of the Little Nahanni, the valley begins to widen out, progressively 
more so as you proceed upstream.  It all looks a grand verdant pasture from the air but by 
now we know it to be that curse of north — buckbrush.  With Mt Wilson pyramid in site it 
was my turn to get sick.  By the time we hit the Moose Pond both Dave and I appreciated 
terra firma. 
  
About the time I got sick, we had been watching the Nahanni for some miles.  It is mile 
upon mile of boulders, white water and shallow water.  Mansell asked us before starting 
the descent to the Moose Ponds if we wanted to go back and land at Island Lake below 
the little Nahanni.  Dave and I both gave a weak no, so here we are.  As we came in to 
land an eagle, probably a golden landed in some balsam poplar trees near the lake shore.  
The eagle I expected but was a little surprised to see the poplar in the midst of all the 
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buckbrush and scattered spruce and alpine fir.  We unloaded quickly and Mansell left as 
he wanted to make another trip into Rabbitkettle tonight.  He was off with a swoop and 
waggle of wings. 
  
We got Dave's tent set up quickly as showers were heading for us.  They kept coming 
from the west for the rest of the evening but always going just to the north or south of us.  
We ate lightly of fresh fruit, nothing more. 
  
I went exploring after supper walking west from our camp.  I found we were on a small 
peninsula, with mudflats and 6 or 7 small creeks starting from springs on a bank.  The 
water is gorgeous.  At the west end of the I found a more heavily used campsite than 
ours.  A game trail back of it lead me onto a large flat area of buckbrush with open 
patches of Cladonia — beautiful walking I followed the game trails for half a mile more 
back almost to the Nahanni.  Why can't all buckbrush be like this?  I scared up a family of 
ptarmigan — willow I think.  The young could fly fairly well.  In these clear spaces the 
monkshood was usually present, sometimes thick enough to turn the area a rich purple 
tint. 
  
I then walked around the west end of the Moose Pond finding two old abandoned beaver 
houses.  If only there were more beaver there might be less buckbrush. 
  
On the south shore I started up the hill towards Mt Wilson to see what the going was like.  
In a word — terrible.  The buckbrush is ugly, tall and thick.  With some scouting around I 
think I found the best route through this bad situation.  Tomorrow will tell. 
  
On my little scouting trip, I scared up a green wing teal behind camp with four young that 
couldn't fly.  She put on a broken wing act more like a killdeer than a duck.  She flapped 
about on the mud flaps behind the camp in amongst yellowlegs and, probably semi-
palmated sandpipers, that quite ignored her performance.  We also have arctic terns and 
bonapartes gulls here. 
  
There are fish in the Pond — grayling I suspect. 
  
Mt Wilson, our target for tomorrow, is impressive.  It rises out of nowhere most abruptly.  
It is a small granite batholith which has been pushed up into the shale.  The glaciers have 
gouged most of the shale away leaving a skirt of bright red slate and shale around the 
base.  The contact zone is abrupt while the metamorphosed slate are not wide.  I don't 
understand why there isn't more metamorphosed material. 
  
To change topic, I can start to feel the trappings of the civilized world slipping away.  
Things which were important this morning, no longer are.  The only meaningful measure 
of time will soon be days.  I could care less what the news of the world is.  For the first 
time in several years I feel some sense of being at rest and at peace with myself — doing 
what I want to do, not what I should do.  Maybe the weather has something to do with it, 
but all seems tranquil and at ease with the surroundings including a huge bull moose 
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with an appropriate rack just about ready to start losing velvet.  He is feeding in the east 
end of the lake.  When his head comes up there is a veritable waterfall out of the dished 
palms of his antlers.  He is not the least bit concerned with us here despite the mere 
quarter mile separating us. 
  
May the rest of the trip keep up the auspicious start of today. 
  
Dave's note — lots of mosquitoes. 
 

July 30 

 
Map of Mt Wilson Hike 
 
We rose this morning when we damn well couldn't sleep any more.  Thanks to you 
Michelle and Kirsten, I haven't done that in a while.  I was up first.  A bowl and half of Red 
River cereal made me fit to face the day of brush bashing and climbing.  I was sitting on 
the shore watching a cow moose browse and catching up on yesterdays diary when we 
heard a plane.  Sure enough, in comes Mansell with our canoe and the rest of the gear.  
He came in over the antlers of a bull moose, probably the same one we saw last night.  
The moose trotted off, not with undue haste, as I am sure I would have done if an aircraft 
had come that close to me.  Mansell, ever thoughtful, even remembered the gun that we 
forgot to ask him to bring from the car.  
 
Both Dave and I felt much more at ease having the canoe and rest of the gear in with us 
instead of having to wonder when it would get here.  Now we are set to tackle anything.  
The map shows Mt Wilson to be 7466 feet and the Moose Ponds about 3800 to 3900 feet.  
We resolved to try the west end.  The first 11/2 miles is through buckbrush, rising about 
900 feet in the process.  We found, what was at the best, only a fair route but views from 
the mountain showed none better.  The route is sketched on page 11.  Much of it parallels 
a creek off the mountain so we had lots of available water to replace the quarts that I 
sweated off.  Being of tender, flabby flesh, both of us had to stop often to catch our 
breath.  The mosquitoes rather limited the length of stops.  There is a fine crop by most 
people's standards but nothing to equal the Butte troops. 
 
Perhaps I should explain buck brush for you.  From an aircraft or mountain top it looks 
like a gorgeous lawn.  I still remember exclaiming, as we came down into the Flat River 
valley in 1966, as to look at all that beautiful hiking on that golf course!  Little did I know. 
 
Scientifically it is the dwarf arctic birch with little leaves from 1/4 to 1 1/2 inches in diameter.  
In wet places it becomes one of the multi[tu]dinous species of willows which populate the 
North.  And as we found on Mount Wilson it may be Alpine Fir (Abies lasiocarpa).  This 
later was a new one for us. 
 
Forgetting the science, these grand lawns may range in height from less than a foot to 
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truly herculean heights of ten feet.  Now bush brush does present the hiker with 
problems.  These problems increase roughly in proportion to the square of the height on 
the flat but the cube or even fourth power as the slope steepens.  Bushbrush has the 
resilience of heavy elastic, the strength of steel cable, the springiness of a pogo stick, the 
flexibility of a wet dishrag.  in short it would seem to be a nearly ideal material for 
modern technology to utilize.  If only man would crop it to near extinction (save a few 
patches for posterity) the North would be a nicer place.  Finally, you should know that the 
stuff grows in clumps with about as many branches as arms on a covey of octopi.  (Is it 
octopuses or octopi and what do you really call a group of them?)   
  
Nominally you would expect birch, willow and alpine fir to be plants.  Not so.  These 
branches have, I swear, the powers of movement and I believe them to be carnivorous, 
though I have only indirect proof of that.  I believe this to be true because the tangle of 
branches is forever reaching out to grab an unwary leg or sweeping back to lash the face 
with the intent of extracting an eye.  These are communal beasts with a well developed 
sense of cooperation.  They arrange themselves so that their branches intertwine heavily 
the better to claim victims.  If they can't actually claim victims, they certainly extract a 
heavy toll on the brush basher's clothes.  The Indians knew what they were doing when 
they made their clothes of leather.  By now you should have gathered that buckbrush is 
an impediment to travel and a pox set upon northern man for his sins.  Evidently the 
animals have sinned also, for in their attempts to avoid the stuff they stick to and develop 
trails through the stuff.  This sounds like a blessing to the hiker and to a degree it is.  
There are however two problems.  First, the animals’ ideas about where to go often don't 
coincide with ours.  Second, these trails run beautifully on good ground but let something 
like a gully, a stream or a bit of swamp get in the way the buckbrush suddenly increases 
in size and the trail instantly vanishes.  I have never seen moose with wings but it is the 
only possible explanation for the sudden vanishing of trails. 
  
In short, the stuff is bloody awful.  It can frustrate to the point of tears.  You can get lost in 
it.  Walk miles out of your way trying to find an easy route through it, and get bruised by 
it.  It is a fine stimulus for creative cursing. 
  
At any rate we survived the first 1 1/2 miles of it to the buckbrush line on Mt Wilson.  There 
things started to get expansive.  At that elevation you can see for miles, mind you we 
weren't high enough to see over mountains yet.  There is a cluster of headwaters here 
that is in itself something.  But it is their arrangement on the landscape which is so 
unusual. 
  
The Nahanni flows as a small creek through a large valley from the north.  It is the least 
significant feature of the landscape.  To the north west and west are immense valleys 
which are the headwaters of the Ross-Bering Sea water via the Yukon R.  The peculiar 
thing about them is that they look as though they should drain into the Nahanni.  The 
Ross appears to have captured this portion of the Nahanni drainage fairly recently, 
probably only in the last couple of thousand years.  The Nahanni would be a very 
respectable river at the Moose Ponds if it still had the hundreds of square miles now 
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claimed by the Ross.  Also to the west is a valley with two large lakes, which are the 
headwaters of the south fork of the Macmillan.  To the south of Mt Wilson, the back side 
from the Moose Ponds, the water drains around into the Nahanni.  There is very little of 
Mt Wilson in the Yukon, but we did spend an hour or so in the Yukon today.  We climbed, 
scrambled, grunted and puffed our way to about the 5,800 foot level.  The clear morning 
by now had turned very cloudy and hazy ruining good picture taking.  This precluded a 
higher dash with one camera only.  We saw pikas and hoary marmots, golden eagle dive-
bombing ravens, and unidentified swallows.  The alpine flowers were pretty well over 
except for a bit of heather, moss compion and cranberry. 
  
There was something special about being up there-a visit to a natural shrine if you like.  
The source of any large river seems to engender a sense of wonder but to see all of these 
at once was moving. 
  
There were peaks galore amongst the huge valleys and standing above them all totally 
white, massive in class all by itself was Keele Peak.  The valley floors are well stocked 
with ponds of all shapes and sizes.  The area looks lush and thus it is easy to understand 
why a number of the Nahanni old-timers trapped this area.  Charles(?) Wilson was here 
when Keele went through on his journey from the Pelly to Mackenzie.  Poole Field, Fritz 
Guder, John Dewhurst, Tom Connolly and undoubtedly many others have trapped in this 
general area or traversed it. 
  
By the time we got down from the peak, disappointingly short of photos, we were tired 
but not unduly so.  The mosquitoes were raising Cain such that we had to use bug dope.  
Dave did up a tasty apricot cobbler while I contemplated my back pack which lost a key 
grommet at the top rendering it nearly useless.  Also lost & found my exposure meter on 
the mountain today. 
 

July 31 

 
Another gorgeous, warm, cloudless morning.  Did we sleep last night!  We were tired but 
not overly so after yesterdays efforts.  Not stiff this morning.  Taking it easy makes sense 
at this stage. 
 
After breakfast Dave and got down to pack repairs which occupied several hours.  It is 
probably better than new now.  I was busy catching up on this diary when the thumping 
of an Otter disturbed the peace.  It was George? of National Geographic, his 
photographer and two guides from Trailhead run by Wally Schober out of Ottawa.  The 
Pilot was Roger Dalziel, Dal’s son flying for B.C. - Yukon.  George? wants to pump me for 
a lot of easy history for his article.  To hell with him.  He’s got the resources, let him do it 
himself. 
 
They quickly loaded their canoes and dropped down to where the Moose Ponds hit the 
Nahanni.  We left a couple of hours later, in the evening really.  One follows a series of 
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winding marshy channels and ponds to the Nahanni.  There are two nice campsites on 
the way - better really than the Moose Ponds themselves.  We passed their camp and out 
into the Nahanni.  The first mile has a number of nice gravel bars for camping.  Then the 
river closes in between vertical banks 2-4 feet high composed of peat, sedges and willow 
brush.  It is nice travelling with the only obstacle being two beaver dams which are 
canoeable.  There are many beaver ponds adjacent to the river.  Some are visible but 
most aren’t.  Their presence is obvious though by the little gurgling cascades dropping 
into the Nahanni.  We scared up a number of ducks and duck families, all green winged 
teal except for a single mallard.  Also a ptarmigan. 
 
 The river twists and turns along its course and on a larger scale swings back and forth 
from one side of the valley to the other.  On the north there is a large shale mountain with 
a few small gray patches of granite (unlikely) or limestone.  A long sloping spur of it 
sweeps down the Nahanni valley.  Just where the river meets it for the first time solidly, 
is the first shallow water with boulders.  Half a mile beyond that is the confluence of the 
creek from south of Mt. Wilson.  It is the first decent camping spot in some miles of river.  
We took it since it was almost dark.  A perfect campsite as pictures will show.  I fished 
and didn’t get a bite for a long while.  Then a ton of bricks took the hook.  It quickly got off 
but not before I caught a glimpse of what I thought was a lake trout.  Nonsense says I.  
Soon landed a nice grayling and then another but not before this large fish took off with 
my nice Rapala lure.  I switched to fish guts and finally got the big one - a five pound lake 
trout.  I still find it hard to believe.  He must have thrown the Rapala because I didn’t get 
it.  I got these three and could have had more from the most unlikely looking little hole.  
To bed, tired but happy. 
 
(Dave’s Note - repaired zoom lens with axe file .  gravelly meandering stream, meadows, 
buck brush & elevated beaver ponds. 
 

August 1 

 
I was quite tired yesterday and had the devils own time waking up this morning.  A huge 
fish breakfast cooked over our first wood fire soon set things to rights.  Then it was to this 
diary, which is finally caught up.  Talked to the NGS - Trailhead guys on their way 
through.  They say thing get steadily worse from here on.  Whoopee! 
 
I am now writing this on the evening of Aug 2.  Things started out on an ecstatic note.  
We ran our first rapids, moving the canoe sideways to avoid a couple of obstacles, 
brushed a boulder or two and came out the bottom whooping, hollering and 
congratulating ourselves on our superior canoemanship.  Did we ever get brought down 
to earth with a bang on the next one - literally.  It was heavier water, we had 
communication problems and we fetched up solidly on a boulder in a nasty spot.  We 
both got out of the canoe eventually, steadied it and then walked it down an even more 
horrible mess ahead.  Wading down a rapids is no fun at all even when you are blessed 
with warm water (59°F) and clear hot days.  It is hell now wading rapids.  What must it be 
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like when there is a cold rain and the river water is 40°F? 
 
Wading is at best unpleasant because the fast water is always trying to take you off your 
feet.  The rounded boulders, smoothed by the glaciers, polished by the river and covered 
with a film of slime are bad enough.  But between them are small cracks, often perfectly 
shaped to let your foot in in one direction only, thus wedging it, sometimes twisting it as 
it goes in but always twisting it a bit in order to extricate oneself.  Needless to say, 
progress in wading down a rapids is a cautious affair on two counts - the need to avoid a 
broken leg which is the least of problems, and worst, losing the canoe if one is swept off 
ones feet and with it the means of survival.  Another nice thing about wading amongst 
boulders is that on one step you may be in water to your knees but the next may be to 
your chest as you step off a boulder into a hole. 
 
By the time we got through wading our first rapids we were a very shaken, chastened, 
quiet pair.  There were one or two quiet comments to the effect that "we made it - sort of” 
or "that wasn’t very classy canoemanship.”  While scraping and bumping our way down 
a couple of more rapids we managed to get ourselves thoroughly cowed. 
 
But we were learning.  David’s whitewater canoe course this spring was an immense 
help.  He was teaching me as we went.  Occasionally we were doing some nice lateral 
ferries across the river to pick up better chutes and we were slowly discovering the 
virtues of back paddling to maintain control and leave time for considering routes.  Yet all 
too often we were still running over boulders and having to get out momentarily to lift it 
off, or missing the best route because we didn’t move laterally across the river quickly 
enough.  I especially am still sharpening my skills at reaching the water, this being my 
responsibility as bowman.  My success at picking routes is better than 50% but it still 
needs much improvement. 
 
We are out of shape very badly and as a result are sleeping late in the morning in order 
that we feel rested.  Also our routine at packing still is developing so we are slow on that 
account.  The result is that we haven’t been away before noon, suntime, yet.  To 
compensate we have been travelling until nearly sundown. 
 
We travelled late last night trying to reach a tributary creek with a hoped gravel bar.  Just 
before sundown we rounded a bend to find a frightening site.  The Nahanni is typically 
50-75 feet wide here.  All of a sudden it narrowed into a 25 foot wide chute dropping 
about 20 feet in 150 feet.  The standing waves were four feet high with immense boulders 
placed so that we couldn’t run them even with the spray cover on.  The only route down, 
other than a nearly impossible portage through immense boulders, was to wade the 
canoe down the left side of this thing.  We did, but just.  The water was up to our chests 
most of the way and occasionally so deep that our life jackets floated us. 
 
On two occasions we had to be in the main current which was powerful beyond belief.  
One person always held the canoe steady while the other advanced using the canoe as a 
prop instead of the reverse.  All the time we were looking into waves on our right, away 
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over our heads.  The roar of the water was so loud we often couldn’t make ourselves 
heard a canoe length away.  Somehow we managed to come out the bottom with 
everything intact.  By now we were not only cowed.  We were cold, very wet, frightened 
and discouraged.  Up ’til now we hadn’t experienced anything quite like this.  All we knew 
was that reports said it got worse ahead.  How could it be worse?  It had taken nearly an 
hour to make 100 yards.  We would never get to Rabbitkettle in the five weeks we had, let 
alone complete the journey.  We ran a couple of hundred yards of rapids below the big 
chute, found a bar and started to set up camp after sundown.  We were a very silent pair 
as we quickly changed into dry clothes, had supper and piled into bed.  Each of us fell 
asleep with very strong doubts about the wisdom of our coming here.  Maybe for once 
we had bitten off more than we could chew.  Yet there was the gnawing knowledge that 
far less experienced people than we had made it.  Therefore, we should by able to and yet 
we seemingly weren’t. 
 

August 2 

 
Another absolutely glorious clear day - the best yet in a succession of beautiful days.  Up 
late as usual and each of us nursing a few hurts.  Dave has a bruised knee and I have 
pulled an intercostal muscle under my ribs.  We have few stiff muscles and must slowly 
by getting into shape.  I took my belt in a notch when we left the Moose Ponds and it is 
getting loose again. 
 
While we slowly packed we had one of the analysis sessions that Dave and I have 
whenever there is a problem to solve.  After considerable circumlocuting we decided that 
some of our techniques were satisfactory but we had to spend more time back paddling 
to slow things down and to cock the stern at more of an angle to the current on our back 
ferries. 
 
With that in mind we dashed into a fairly heavy rapids right below camp, piled up on a 
rock and waded the next 200 yards.  Not an auspicious start.  Our confidence was already 
at such a low ebb that it couldn’t be further eroded. 
 
The next rapids, while fairly tricky was not heavy water.  We came through it very nicely 
with the first smiles in a day, albeit cautious ones.  We had a few more similar rapids and 
did fairly well.  Oh yes, a scrape here one there but basically not bad technique.  We even 
hit some heavy water and while we often didn’t or couldn’t follow the intended route, we 
learned a new technique out of sheer desperation.  More than once we would get off 
course and be heading right for a series of impossibly close boulders.  The desperation 
part comes when realizing that we are going to smash head on into one, you take the 
gentle landing between two of them in a last minute frantic aligning of the canoe.  The 
space between the boulders is narrower than the canoe and there is a real chute in there.  
Now the funny part is, you pile into it knowing full well you are going to wedge the canoe 
and possibly damage it.  You are ready to leap out to steady the show when suddenly 
you find yourself through the hole often without having even brushed the rocks.  It seems 
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that as the canoe starts to plug the hole, making a dam if you like, the water piling up 
behind trying to get through lifts the canoe up and through.  We suspect there is a fair 
element of luck in this technique yet faced with a crash landing, we’ll take our chances. 
 
The ultimate in this technique came yesterday when we hit just such a series of rocks 
across the river in four rows.  The rocks in one row were offset from the next, meaning 
that if you got through one hole you were guaranteed to be aligned to smash head on 
into the next.  The downstream distance between rows of rocks was 1/2 to 2/3 the length of 
the canoe.  It looked like this.  (Diagram) 
 
We knew perfectly well we were going to crash here once we missed a back ferry into a 
clear chute on the right.  In we went, ready to jump but drawing and prying for all we 
were worth.  Well we came out the other end and all we did was lightly brush once.  We 
literally slalomed our way through in spaces literally too narrow and short for the canoe.  
All we did was use the water swirling around and through the rocks to assist us.  The 
water was banked up against the rocks and it was just like driving a car through a series 
of banked turns.  Fantastic good luck and having enough sense to keep paddling instead 
of jumping.  We got out the bottom laughing hilariously in utter amazement. 
 
By this time we were gaining some confidence in our canoe skills but certainly no 
overconfidence.  We still ran on rocks at times.  We still walked the canoe down one or 
two short sections.  And we even managed to run the canoe broadside onto a rock in fast 
water.  However we were fortunate in that the upstream side of the rock was quite flat 
and sloped fairly gently down into the water.  We piled onto it at an angle and the canoe 
pivoted broadside in the current and started to broach.  However, we had the middle 
section of the spray cover on and this is just where the water was trying to come in.  The 
spray cover kept nearly all of it out until we had time to yank the canoe off.  That 
experienced sobered us up a bit.  The lesson was learned gently by good management on 
our part - the spray cover and good luck on hitting the rock we did with its flat sloping 
surface. 
 
And speaking of spray covers.  Dave and Nancy made the best spray cover I have ever 
seen for a canoe.  It comes in bow, middle and stern sections which can be put on the 
canoe in any combination.  Yesterday we put on the middle section and found it very 
useful in protecting the packs form the small splashes and spray which we are always 
having come in.  Of course today it proved itself.  We also tried the bow section on one 
yesterday.  While it keeps the water out in standing waves, it is quite an impediment to 
leaping from the canoe to steady it or brace it when necessary.  Our techniques for this 
river at this water level make it more critical to have the freedom to leap from the canoe 
quickly than stay dry. 
 
Today as we gained experience and confidence we ran more standing waves and found 
them to generally be fairly straightforward affairs.  In fact, with the water at the level it is, 
very often the only place where there is enough water to float the canoe is the standing 
waves.  Depending on the situation we sometimes take them in a rush and other times 
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very slowly, back paddling for all we’re worth.  We do take in water at times, both bow 
and stern, but it is very little trouble to pull into an eddy and bail out.  Bailing is a small 
price to pay for the freedom to leap when required. 
 
Up until noon hour I had been very discouraged by our apparent lack of progress.  I kept 
looking for the second big creek coming in from the north.  We should have passed it 
miles ago and yet we never reached it.  After some dry summer sausage, heavy rye bread 
and gorp to improve my state of mind, I got the map out.  We could still see Mt. Wilson.  
Careful comparison to visible peaks showed us to be 10 miles below where I had us.  
Somehow, I had missed one small creek from the north and then the second creek which 
looks so big on the map was fairly low and I mistook it for the creek missed.  Now that we 
know where we are and are obviously making progress, things look much better. 
 
We stopped just above the third large creek from the north tonight at sensible time for a 
change.  We landed in a cheerful, optimistic mood.  Camp was set up with much banter in 
contrast to last nights mood of silent desperation.  During the afternoon it had been 
getting quite hazy with fair cloud build up.  The haze turned out to be smoke from a forest 
fire.  While the sun was still two hours from setting it was quite yellow giving the river 
upstream from camp a burnished copper glow - very nice. 
 
After a fine spaghetti supper it was to bed shortly after sundown.  We have used the day 
sensibly for a change. 
 
(Dave’s Note - entered solid forest zone down to banks - nice gravel bar camp.) 
 

August 3 

 
Despite Dave’s vow to get up early, we leisurely rolled out to find the sun 21/2 hours into 
the sky.  Breakfast was even more leisurely. We baked biscuits, very slowly, in the 
reflector oven in front of the fire.  Then, cooked up scrambled eggs and lunch meat.  I 
have been busy catching up on diary for the last couple of hours.  While I was busily 
scribbling Dave announced that a canoe was coming downstream.  While they pulled in 
four more hove into view.  Five canoes, seven guys and three girls.  Most from the Red 
Deer area but Calgary, Canmore and Victoria represented.  The leader of the group was 
the one who had published pictures of the Nahanni in the Red Deer Advocate some years 
ago.  They put in at the second crossing of the South Fork of Macmillan on the Canol 
road, came down it, up the Ross and over to the Nahanni.  The girls especially talked of 
all the walking along rivers - over a hundred miles according to them.  The sun now says 
it is slightly past noon.  Time to end this, get packed and be off. 
 
Today’s travel was the roughest yet in one sense.  The two or so miles from our camp 4 
down to the mouth of the 3rd big creek from the north was the usual fare.  A good 
boulder field, perhaps with a few standing waves thrown in then a nice pool to reorganize 
and prepare mentally for the next set of the same.  In fact, Dave describes these pools not 
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as interludes but as time to wonder about how this darn Nahanni is going to try and get 
you next. 
 
There was certainly no time to wonder once we reached the 3rd big creek from the north.  
Now we know what The Rock Garden is as opposed to the multitude of boulder gardens 
we had already been through.  It is just non-stop brawling, bashing whitewater the entire 
way.  Occasionally there is a pool of fast water that is 100 feet long between rapids and 
there might have been one or two longer pools in the four miles of The Boulder Garden 
that we did today.  Running this stuff is physically demanding but even more so, mentally 
tiring because of having to operate at fever pitch the entire time.  Actually, we did fairly 
well through the stuff.  I don’t think we ran onto boulders more than three or four times 
requiring us to jump out to lift the canoe off.  We took the standing wave route more than 
ever today simply because where the waves are biggest, there is the most water and the 
boulders are usually most deeply buried.  This does mean that we have to stop 
incessantly to bail out as David especially doesn’t like more than about half an inch of 
water in the stern.  Bailing is still a small price to pay for the freedom to leap even though 
it does take a fair bit of time. 
 
We have had some very steep rapids on the river at times.  I worked out some drops on 
the map before we left based up contour lines and apparent river length between them.  I 
don’t remember the figures for sure but the steepest drop was about 33 feet per mile, 
possibly less.  The figure is probably meaningless to most people but on a river, a drop of 
10 feet per mile usually means rapids and when you look ahead you can see that you are 
travelling downhill.  Therefore 33 feet per mile looks like a mountainside and a damn 
steep one at that, seen from a canoe.  But there are other things which make it even 
steeper.  The pools between rapids are nearly level producing no real drop which makes 
the rapids steeper yet.  Now put yourself in the position of trying to slalom a canoe down 
a mountain of water filled with obstacles and you begin to get the idea of what the rapids 
look like from the top.  On the steepest rapids we haven’t been able to see the bottom of 
the rapids from the top.  You simply are canoeing into a big hole.  The Rock Garden is like 
that the entire way.  In some short stretches it probably drops 20-25 feet in less than a 
quarter mile, which works out, of course, to a drop of about 100 feet per mile.  Despite 
this we managed it fairly well until we came to an S bend. 
 
There is just no way through this thing at the stage of water we have.  The river roars 
towards the first bend to the right but as it does so the river bed falls off steeply to the 
right as well, through a massive boulder field.  Thus you can start on the left bank where 
there is lots of water initially but soon you are left high and dry as the water has little by 
little trickled off to the right through the sloping boulder field - all this before you reach 
the first bend.  Your other choice is to start dragging the canoe through the rocks on the 
dry right side initially whereupon things gradually improve as more water trickles over to 
the right.  We chose the left hand course with lots of water initially.  When we ran out of 
water we started to drag the canoe around the bend to find some water ahead but many, 
many boulders which dropped off into a shale cliff whose bottom we couldn’t even see.  
This was too much for me.  I named it "That dirty bitch of an S bend” where there is no 
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right way through. 
 
I had pulled or strained some muscles in the small of my back earlier.  Dragging the 
canoe through the first part of the S bend had made it worse.  This coupled with  
apparently worse situations ahead made it imperative to stop for the day.  The only 
trouble was the party of ten had also chosen this, the only spot for several miles, to camp 
on.  They already had fires going and were setting up camp.  I never thought I’d see the 
day where I camped beside somebody else on the Nahanni.  We asked them if they’d 
mind if we camped near them.  Oh no they said.  I suppose to them two more didn’t make 
any difference but to us it was a bad wilderness experience made necessary by my back. 
 
We had tea at their fire after supper with a great topic of conversation.  Some friend who 
was supposed to have gone into the Moose Ponds before them was to have left them 20 
L of wine stashed in the bush.  They hadn’t found it and wanted us to tell them what had 
happened to their friends or their wine.  What the hell has the Nahanni come to - the pub 
in the Simpson Hotel?  Yuk! 
 
This was a previously used camping spot on at least two occasions.  One set of cuttings 
was between five and ten years old while another set was 2-3 years old.  And speaking of 
other people camping.  Every place we have camped there is some sign of somebody 
having camped there before us at some time.  The most westerly site at the Moose Ponds 
had been well used this year and previously.  Our site had not been used this year but 
had been fairly recently as was the case with the one at the exit from the second pond.  
The NGS-Trailhead crew headed straight for the site on the gravel bank just before the 
Moose Ponds Creek hits the Nahanni.  Our camp 4 was unusual because beneath a large 
white spruce, where it was very dry, were two old spruce tent poles, with part of a third 
on the ground.  Spruce tent pegs were still in the ground, but so widely spaced and in 
such an unusual pattern to suggest two tents although that was not clearly the case.  The 
leaning 11/2 - 3 " diameter tent poles were extremely rotten suggesting to me that they 
were over 25 years old, if not 50 years old.  Standing in a dry location like that, they 
should rot very slowly.  Yet, the tent stakes should have rotted out in the open in that 
time.  Some small branches trimmed off the large spruce to allow someone to sit under it 
in a rain, or to use as firewood, were of more recent cutting.  Perhaps then the stakes are 
of the same vintage?  And the poles are older?   
 
Before going to bed at the "Dirty Bitch of an S-Bend,” I took a specialty of David’s, a 282 
Meps to try and relax my tight, very sore back muscles.  I might just as well have knocked 
myself on the head. 
 

August 4 

 
We got up somewhat earlier than usual perhaps because we had neighbours doing 
likewise and we didn’t want to show too lazy an image.  To no avail.  I was wandering 
about like a zombie, quite a relaxed one.  In fact, so relaxed that I literally couldn’t keep 
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my eyes open.  After a cup of coffee it was back to bed to sleep off the rest of the 282.  
Two hours later I was fine. 
 
After packing up we took off in our usual fashion - past noon hour and almost 
immediately onto a rock, necessitating a jump in the river to lift the canoe off.  I don’t 
know why but every day we run onto a rock in the first rapids.  Perhaps we aren’t warmed 
up physically;  perhaps we need a bit of practise judging current velocity vs our sideways 
velocity to determine where we will end up and;  perhaps we just need the shock of the 
cold water to set our mental and physical processes on edge. 
 
At any rate, after getting straightened out it was in and out amongst the boulders and 
down into the "hole” of yesterday against a shale cliff with a flurry of fair standing waves.  
We had two more sets of marginally easier rapids and then, miracle of miracles a nice 
gentle riffle which sloped downhill slowly with little 4-8 inch waves and one or two 
boulders.  What a change.  The real shock came when we hit a long quiet pool, where we 
actually had to paddle normally to make progress.  Shock followed shock as we 
continued through one after the other of these gentle riffles and long pools.  Are we really 
past the worst? We have gone farther in 2-3 hours today than in the 6-8 hours of the 
previous two days. 
 
When we left this morning it was quite hazy and the clouds were backing into 
thunderheads.  By about four, thunder was booming about and the outcome was 
obvious.  Just as things really started to blacken up the first island on the river with a nice 
upstream bar and small back snye put in an appearance.  We hadn’t even finished 
pitching the tent when the first drops hit.  It was most kind to us, allowing us to get things 
settled before it broke.  Two to three hours of thunder, lighning and downpour had it all 
over.  There were a few holes in the sky but the weather was obviously still unsettled. We 
took advantage of the situation to get slept up with a vengance.  We got up for an hour to 
make soup for supper and then back to bed.  It was a real joy to sleep to the patter of rain 
in a warm , dry tent again.  Few sleeps can match that.  We slept doubly well after the 
peace of an effortless (or nearly so) day. 
 

August 5 

 
We arose slowly today for it was still basically cloudy with just a few broken patches.  We 
have got spoiled by the good weather.  Every day we have had time to dry out pants, 
socks, boots and whatever else is wet.  Sleeping bags and long johns (pajamas) have 
always been aired and so on.  The trend was to clearing so we decided to take our time 
and do the same today.  While it was clearing over us and to the northwest, the clouds 
were building in the southeast - nothing serious looking mind you.  While waiting for 
things to dry we decided to photograph rocks on the gravel bar. 
 
Ever since Camp 2 (below the Moose Ponds) I have been fascinated by the boulders we 
have been scrambling over while wading rapids.  As far as the "Dirty Bitch of an S Bend” 
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they have been of three general types - granite rocks, banded cherts or shaly cherts and 
shale.  Shale laced with quartz stringers of various sizes have also been common.  They 
certainly tell a story about the bedrock geology.  But my interpretation is not consistent 
with Roddrick and Blusson’s on map-sheet 105 I.  I see the granite coming from three, 
possibly four sources upstream of here - Mt. Wilson, the large batholith at the very head 
of the Nahanni and another small one like Mt. Wilson on the N.W.T. - Yukon divide down 
stream.  A possible fourth source is the Itsi Range over in the Yukon.  The quantity of 
granite boulders scattered about the country is immense.  It just doesn’t seem reasonable 
that all of it came from the two small sources.  However, glacial striae on the map shows 
ice movement to the northeast near these sources, not down the Nahanni valley!  How 
did the stuff get here then?  Small valley glaciers after the main glaciation?  There are 
obvious large deep alluvial deposits in the valley.  Did the associated large meltwater 
rivers bring it down the valley?  Even today between camps 2 and 4 there are places 
where the Nahanni is cutting into banks of till, not alluvium, thus freeing more boulders.  
However they got here, the granite boulders clearly show the canoeist that there is 
granite in the area even if he doesn’t recognize the granite peaks by the sharp outlines, 
gray colour and generally greater height.  I should say here that this should probably be 
called granitic boulders.  Gabielse calls it granodiosite or quartz monzonite.  It comes in 
three forms.  A relatively rare fine-grained form which is to say the crystals in the rock are 
quite small, barely visible to the naked eye.  This indicates the magma from which the 
rock formed cooled quickly.  The second form contains quite obvious crystals of 
orthoclase, or potash feldspar, plus crystals of quartz and the black mineral hornblende.  
The third form is similar to the second except that the feldspar crystals are huge, 1/2 to 3/4 
of an inch across.  This is a type of porphry rock indicating that in the early stages of 
cooling, when the feldspar was forming from the magma, cooling was quite slow.  Then it 
was faster as the quartz and hornblende formed at lower temperatures. 
 
The presence of the shale and chert is easy to explain since the bedrock of this entire 
section of the country is just that.  The mountains, except for the granite of course, show 
the generally smooth shapes that the glaciers and subsequently the weather sculpted the 
soft shale into.  Wherever we have seen the shale, either on Mt. Wilson or along the river, 
it is heavily folded usually steeply dipping and often heavily fractured by the folding.  It 
seems to be thinly bedded and fissile to very fissile, that is to say, it breaks easily into 
small little chunks.  However some large thick chunks of shale boulders in the riverbed 
show that more massive shale is somewhere in the country.  There are also some pieces 
of slate about, which have obviously come from the narrow contact zone between the 
shales and granite.  It is possible that the more massive shale boulders are of similar 
origin and they hang together because they are lightly metamorphosed. 
 
The banded chert is very pretty, and is normally found as smooth well polished boulders.  
Some of the bands are softer than others in which case the boulders are worn into 
unusual shapes.  The bands vary in width from 1/8” to 10 inches. 
 
Finally there are some rocks filled with stringers of quartz.  They are usually shale or slate 
but sometimes granitic.  The stringers range from hair width up to the point where they 
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occupy most of the rock.  The variation suggests that this rock formed along the contact 
between the granitics and shales either during and/or after the intrusion.  The quartz 
came in in solution to fill the tiny cracks and spaces.  It is a surprisingly common rock on 
some bars considering the probable small locale from which it originated. 
 
This morning we spent over an hour collecting rock samples off the bar, cracking them 
and photographing them to show this. 
 
Oh yes.  I forgot to mention the very competent conglomerate.  I saw the first boulder on 
the Dirty S bend.  There are many more on this bar.  They originate west of here in map-
unit 18A.  There is considerable variation in the size of material in it.  At times it is quite 
pretty, also very hard. 
 
I forgot to mention that the chert is fairly poor quality.  It barely breaks into a sub-
conchoidal fracture.  An Indian would certainly look for better stuff than this to make 
arrowheads and spear points out of.   
 
Also in the forgetting category.  The fisherman in the party of 10 said he got one lake 
trout and lost two others.  So it looks as though the river contains a resident lake trout 
population.  His fish was also in the 4-5 pound range, while he thought the ones he lost 
were about the same size. 
 
It takes us about an hour to gather, sort, fold the tent and pack everything into the four 
packs in the morning.  It really seems a long slow process which we have improved little 
or any since day one.  The weather was fairly nice overhead and to the northwest when 
we left but most ominous ahead.   
 
All morning, in fact ever since yesterday when we hit it we have been wondering if the 
good going would hold.  Was the Nahanni really through bashing us about?  About one 
mile’s answered that question for us.  Shale cliffs appeared and with it a booming rapids.  
Let me describe a typical rapids run - keep in mind this is the first one of the day. 
 
I stand up in the bow as we near the rapids to survey the scene.  If it looks runnable for as 
far ahead as we can see, i.e. to the next bend, then I pick a route.  If however it is very 
steep and we can’t see the bottom despite it being in our line of sight, or if what we can 
see looks ominous, we land and survey it from shore.  If it isn’t runnable then we wade 
and/or line the canoe down, seldom have we waded or lined an entire rapids.  Part of it is 
run. 
 
Having picked a route, I will describe the general route to Dave.  It goes something like 
this. 
 
"We’ll take that nice chute to the left of centre” (I point at it) "Then work our way towards 
the left bank.  After that we will have to gradually draw towards the right bank staying 
between the large standing waves at the bottom and the right shore.” 
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By now the canoe is approaching the fast water, crabwise to the current and the bow isn’t 
pointing at the chute I want. 
 
"Dave, that chute down there,” as I point with the paddle and draw left.  Now, I can’t see 
what Dave is doing, lacking eyes in the back of my skull and being far too bust 
concentrating on what is ahead.  The canoe swings into the proper chute with our efforts. 
 
"Draw left Dave.  To the left of that rock ahead.”  I am drawing left.  Dave is probably 
prying the stern left.  "Draw left hard!”  I yell now, for we are on collision course with the 
rock.  There are grunts indicating great straining from both the bow and stern.  We brush 
past the rock with perhaps an inch to spare.  You never worry about how close you come 
or whether you even brushed it lightly as long as you didn’t hang up on it. 
 
Now there is a rock about 11/2 canoe lengths ahead, on our left and we must get to the left 
of it if the rest of our route is to be easy.  "Suck left of that rock over there.  Hard!”  More 
grunting and the bow has made it but we are crabwise to the current again. 
 
From the stern comes a rather plaintive "can’t make it” 
 
"Oh shit!”  I draw right to straighten the canoe because whatever you do when you hit a 
rock, you hit it head on if at all possible rather than broadside or at an angle.  BANG!  Out 
we jump, cold water to the waist and we are now awake for the day. 
 
We lift the canoe off, wade it to where we want it and start again with remarks like, 'not 
again’ or 'not much class there.’  The bowman gets in first, braces the canoe with his 
paddle on the bottom, followed by the sternsman.  Off again down the left bank. 
 
"Suck left of that rock,” I have switched sides and am drawing right.  "Oops, I mean’t 
right.”  Dave saw me switch and draw right and long before I correct myself he was 
moving us right also.  "Suck right into the eddy behind the rock "and it will help us move 
across the river.  We swoop down right beside it and draw into its eddy, moving to the 
right a good 10-15 feet without having moved downstream much before we have left it. 
 
"Suck right of that rock ahead.”  We do. 
 
"Right of that one.”  We do. 
 
"Oops, I didn’t see that one.  Pull left hard.” We avoid a crash but scrape it on the way by.  
We now haven’t a hope in hell of drawing to the right of the next rock to get close to the 
shore and out of the standing waves ahead - unless....  "DRIVE hard for the right side of 
that rock,” I yell.  We paddle forwards and crabwise across the river as hard as we can 
and just when we are about to slide onto the rock sideways, I draw left and Dave pries 
right, straightening the canoe so we slide by it. 
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But now we have more speed than we like which means less control and we catch the 
edge of the standing waves.  The first one splashes aboard, soaking me above the belt a 
bit before we get pulled to the right of the rest and ride them to the pool below.  There we 
pull in to bail the couple of pailfulls of water we took in.   The same that got me also got 
Dave in passing.  The middle section of the spray cover did its usual efficient job of 
keeping the worst out of the low mid section of the canoe as well as keeping our load dry. 
 
We ran two more rapids before reaching a third which was a real horror show.  There 
were boulders as big as a small garage at the bottom again which the river piled forcing it 
sharp right over some slightly less huge boulders, creating a four foot deep souse hole.  
One would almost certainly hit the big boulders but if they didn’t get you the souse hole 
would.  That was the left hand shore.  The right hand shore dropped more gently through 
an almost dry boulder field to a five foot drop off the boulder field to meet the other side 
of the river at the souse hole.  The result was we portaged the packs, dragged the canoe 
through the right hand boulder field before dropping and dragging it into the river again. 
 
All this time the weather was worsening in the southeast.  There was black cloud and 
heavy rain in the valley ahead.  We desperately wanted to get this Rock Garden finished 
and reach the huge creek coming in from the northeast, where the going purportedly is 
good again. 
 
We did two more rapids before fetching up on one that required me to walk down in 
order to size it up.  I decided it was runnable.  I got back to the canoe just as the rain hit to 
find David shivering.  He hadn’t been feeling terribly good all day.  We drove for shore, 
took out the tent pack and had the tent up in record time.  Dave got in and changed while 
I cleaned up outside.  Then I too got in and dried off.  I had a mickey of Southern Comfort 
I had been saving for Dave’s birthday but this "Desperation Camp” as we named it, 
seemed to warrant breaking it open.  A couple of swigs, a cup of hot tea, sausage, and 
double B or BB on stone wheat thins made the world seem right - somewhat.  BB stands 
for double brown, namely peanut butter and buck wheat honey.  It is a super 
combination. 
 
Then it was to bed to warm up and sleep off a 10-12 hour rain.  Total progress for the day 
a disgusting two miles in 4-5 hours. 
 

August 6 

 
Desperation Camp turned out to be better than we thought.  At least it was flat and sandy.  
We had a fine sleep before rising at our usual fashionably late hour.  The excuse today 
was the odd rain shower, the soaking state of the tent and half the stuff in it.  Neither of 
us felt like climbing into soaking cold clothes on a day that was raw to start with. 
 
Thank goodness for gas stoves on these days.  A big bowl of porridge produced a 
cheerier state, so much so that I donned rain gear and took off up a hill behind us to 
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retrieve a couple of small fire killed standing spruce.  They made a great fire.  In an hours 
time we had our clothes dried out including the ones I soaked with sweat inside the rain 
gear while getting the wood.  Rain suits are useless for doing anything but sitting still in a 
rain.  By the time the clothes were dry, the tent was also so we packed up very reluctantly 
because of an ominous sky and showers downriver.  Damn it, like it or not, we have to get 
this damn rock garden off our backs. 
 
We decided that barring a catastrophe this would be our last day in the rapids so let’s try 
and do it right.  We warmed up by paddling in the pool in front of camp, talking over 
strategies for various situations and generally psyching ourselves up.  It worked!  We ran 
5 or 6 sets of rapids, some quite difficult, and didn’t pile on a rock once, despite having to 
do some fancy manoeuvering.  We only touched two rocks.  It surely felt fine.  For the first 
time since the first rapids we felt we had control over the river and not the reverse.  It was 
with a small twinge of disappointment that we swept by the last shale cliff and boulders 
to see a hill of straight flowing water ahead.  We had left The Rock Garden and all the 
other rapids behind. 
 
We just floated or drifted with current for a while.  The novelty soon wore off and we 
started straight paddling.  How different if feels.  We are using completely different 
muscles to the rapids work and both of us find ourselves tiring easily.  We switch sides 
often. 
 
It was quite obvious as soon as we hit the easy water that the river was flowing across a 
huge outwash gravel plain formed by the junction of the two rivers.  There were signs of 
old channels everywhere.  The basic plain was obviously formed during the heavy melt 
water stages from the last glaciation.  Since then both rivers have incised and reworked it 
in various ways, leaving forest stands in many stages of development, besides channels 
of different heights.  I took a picture which showed the Nahanni and then three different 
levels of the flood plain above it. 
 
The sudden change in the character of the river is astonishing.  Up by the Moose Ponds 
the river meanders across a huge valley floor with a fairly shallow gradient.  As the 
gradient increased I believe the Nahanni just lacked the power to cut a wide valley into 
the alluvium and till that it had to work in.  What power it had was expended cutting 
downwards until it had a bed of huge boulders which slowed its cutting action immensely 
and confined it to the course it started.  Of course, as it decreased in size with the 
decrease in glacial melt water it lost even more power.  Despite the so called lack of 
power it has cut itself a valley which is as much as 100 feet deep in places.  The result is 
quite uninteresting scenery as one is usually down this V and can see only up or 
downstream.  Periodically it flows into a broader valley, with better views of the shale 
peaks set well back from the river. 
 
By the time we reached the large outwash plain the mountain views were improving on 
two counts.  The mountains are moving closer to the river and the valley bottom is wider.  
It is too bad the weather is so cloudy.  We would dearly like to see the shale mountains lit 
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like they were on the flight in.  They are very dreary under cloudy skies. 
 
Another interesting thing I noticed yesterday is that both the upper and lower sections of 
The Rock Garden correspond to the extent of shale outcrop on the geological map.  
Thinking back, I realize now that wherever we had shale outcrop or more properly 
cutbanks along the river, we had rapids.  There is a cause and effect relationship, but not 
as direct as it might seem.  At no place in the river has there been bedrock on the river 
bottom.  Always alluvium from the Moose Ponds 'til here.  What has happened is the 
alluvium is very shallow in the shale areas and the shale is indirectly controlling the drop 
in the river, hence the rapids.  This leads one to believe that the easiest sections must be 
where the alluvium is deepest and the river has had a chance to smooth it into an even 
gradient.  On the shale areas the shale has probably trapped a thin veneer of big boulders 
and with the steep gradients it can’t hold the finer material which would help smooth it 
out.  But the fact remains that the river doesn’t flow over a bedrock bottom to here.  
Furthermore, I suspect the only place it really does on the entire river is at Virginia Falls. 
 
The availability of firewood is another thing which is controlled by the shape and size of 
the river.  Driftwood is the firewood of choice along the Nahanni.  It is normally dry, 
readily available and if you pick small stuff - squaw wood, so-called, by some people - 
you don’t have to cut it.  Above the confluence of the second big river from the north 
there is almost no driftwood.  Firewood has to be dead standing trees or willow brush 
close to the river.  There is a limited supply and much use of the river will deplete it 
readily, meaning people will have to use gas.  From that second river from the north to 
the third, the really big one, there is some driftwood but not a lot.  There are few entire 
trees because the Nahanni just doesn’t have a flood plain to tear back and forth on 
ripping up whole forests.  Below the big river it does and driftwood,  hence firewood is 
plentiful.  There are only certain types of driftwood worth using for a fire.  The dry stuff 
has no bark on it and you can tell if it is dry by whether or not it is brittle and breaks with 
a snap.  An exception is roots, and there are lots of them, which are limber but still break 
with a snap if dry.  If it has been wet and dry wood is apparently unavailable, take the first 
larger spruce tree without bark and chop shavings off it.  It will probably, almost certainly, 
be dry inside. 
 
After a nice lunch at a perfect campsite on a sharp bend at the first and so far only shale 
cliff below the big river, we paddled downstream about 10 miles to a big bar at the mouth 
of a creek from the north.  A good but not first class Nahanni campsite taken in the face of 
down river showers.  We had a leisurely set-up, caught no fish then piled into bed early.  I 
had a go at this diary but not for long. 
 
A funny thing happened while setting up the tent.  We are using the big Gerry tent along 
the river.  However it has been hanging very slack, especially at the back end.  We 
thought we were pitching the middle section too wide which we were, but that wasn’t the 
real problem.  David suddenly realized that the back support pole needed to be about 12” 
longer - the length of one tent pole.  Then I remembered.  In 1974 I broke a tent pole at 
Fort Liard, one of the main ones.  I took a section out of the back end, which is the least 
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essential pole, and used it in the main pole, never replacing the one I took.  In the 
Nahanni Range hike of '74, I guess we added what was left of the broken pole to the rear 
pole, and then threw it out when I got home.  Haven’t used the tent since.  Fortunately I 
brought extra poles with us fearing a repeat of the Fort Liard episode, so that tonight we 
sleep in a properly pitched tent with out having to breath in the slack nylon lying in our 
faces. 
 
We saw a number of things along the river today including our first beaver (below the big 
river) and the first night hawks above and below the big river.  Just as in 1966, they fly all 
day long in this country.  Their wild swings and sweeps and deep, often hesitating wing 
beats are a thrill to the eye.  We also saw mergansers, sparrow hawk, oodles of cedar 
waxwings (everywhere the last few days), our second porcupine, which nearly walked up 
to me before it realized what I was, and bank swallows which we keep seeing droves of 
wherever there are shale cliffs.  They must use the cliffs as nesting sites, although no 
nests were obvious. 
 
While on the wildlife, I should mention the mosquitoes.  Patterson says he rarely saw 
them in the mountains country, though they were bad in The Splits.  With the exception 
of the mouth of the Rabbitkettle River, that was our experience in 1966.  T’ain’t so this 
year.  They are everywhere and fairly thick.  In two places we have had to use bug dope.  
Dave and I both can tolerate far more mosquitoes than most people, so when we put it on 
they are fairly choice.  We usually kill a hundred or two between the tent and fly as we 
collapse it each day.  So there are mosquitoes in the mountains! Not many blackflies and 
only tonight and one other night a few sandflies but a few is plenty enough of them.  
Horseflies haven’t been very bothersome and generally quite stupid.  No deer flies yet. 
 

August 7 

 
We had a few light showers during the night and this morning.  I probably started about 5 
a.m.  to try and get this diary caught up for the last two days.  I was too groggy however 
and I was soon back asleep.  We got up about 7 and I have been at the diary ever since.  It 
is now probably about 11.  The sky has been lifting then dashing our hopes all morning.  
The clouds are coming swiftly out of the west.  Periodically patches of blue show through 
and a spot of sun streaks across the hills or river somewhere.  Gorgeous when it 
happens.  But just turn yourself around and a shower is pasting the country somewhere, 
fortunately not on us yet.  Whatever the weather I must finish this soon and be off.  We 
have to get some miles under our belts if we want to make Rabbitkettle by the August 12 
or 13 and do some hiking before then.  
 
Before closing I must finish off two more things on my to do list (last page of the diary). 
 
Treeline in this country is about at 4700 feet a.s.l.  So except on Mt. Wilson we have not 
been above treeline.  However, for much of the way we haven’t been in forest either.  Let 
me explain.  The trees are widely spaced or else clumped down from treeline for several 
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hundred feet.  Around treeline the species are usually alpine fir and white spruce.  Black 
spruce wasn’t common near the Moose Ponds or for roughly the first twenty miles down 
river.  Wherever there aren’t trees there is buckbrush.  The impression is of more 
buckbrush than trees.  If black spruce is present it is quite stunted. The buckbrush is less 
common and more of the spaces are filled with Cladonia - caribou moss.  The trees are 
usually stunted, not over 30 feet tall, unless there is a well drained slope of coarser soil in 
which case small clumps of white spruce can reach 50 rarely 60 feet. 
 
As you paddle down river there is little impression of being in forest until the first big 
creek from the north.  Then despite the large white patch north of the river on the map 
and south of it further down, there is generally the feeling of forest along the river. 
We saw our first trembling aspen across the river from Camp 3 on Aug 1.  There was very 
little more of it or balsam poplar until after the second big river from the north, after 
which there were a few small river flats with balsam poplar and the occasional patch of 
trembling aspen on a steep bank.  Only with the wide alluvial flats after the third big creek 
from the north have the poplars become more common and perhaps not coincidentally, 
sight of our first beaver.  Although there were the two old beaver lodges at Moose Ponds, 
the many beaver dams just below them and the odd small cut twig here and there along 
the river. 
 
All along the river there have been some very handsome white spruce reaching up to 70 
feet high with lovely tapering trunks starting as large as 18 inches dbh.  Those trees on 
the river bank, especially tight bends or narrow spots show ice scars on the bark.  Some 
have all the bark off the upstream side of the tree to height of 4-6 feet.  In some cases 
these scars are 15-18 feet above present water level.  What a spectacle breakup must be - 
from a safe distance. 
 
Another thing I wanted to note was that the river has nearly always had, on one side or 
the other, often both, fairly good wading ground or places to walk while lining a canoe 
down.  It is not city pavement, that is sure. It is bouldery, often big boulders, with all the 
problems they present but it is never an impassable cliff.  The only two places which gave 
us any problems at all were the big chute of Aug 1 and the portage spot of Aug 5.  In the 
latter case there would have been no problems had we portaged everything.  Perhaps 
also in the former. 
 
Now that we are over the toughest parts, a few comments are probably in order.  I think it 
comes through in the diary that I, and I am sure neither of us felt at home on the rough 
water.  I am not used to that lack of confidence in myself or competence for that matter.  
Therefore, like many of our trips in the wilds it probably did me a lot of good to get taken 
down a few pegs, to be shown that there are things bigger than me.  An ego as big as 
mine needs humbling once in a while.  Despite that, I really don’t like to leave quite this 
dissatisfied with myself.  It would be nice to fly back up again and come down using 
some of the skills and techniques we used yesterday.  We would still hit some rocks but 
we would also be in the river a lot less and leave a lot fewer rocks painted with 
aluminum.  I really believe we would be masters of our own boat in a fashion we could be 
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proud of.  Maybe there will be another time. 
 
Another important point.  I have learned more about paddling, rough water and smooth, 
in the past seven days than I have in the previous 20 years.  Some I have learned on my 
own here and much with Dave’s help.  I guess we both have to thank Bruce Hyer who 
taught the white water course Dave so thoughtfully took last spring.  I now realize that it 
was even more stupid than I thought at the time to have dumped in Quetico with Wendy 
and wet all the cameras at Chatterton Falls.  It was also unnecessary to have let the waves 
surfboard the canoe the way they did at Hay Bay on Isle Royale, although I took some but 
not enough corrective action there.  Canoeing will be a lot safer from now on, knowing 
what I do now. 
 
Must pack up and be off now.  It really is clearing at last. 
 
I shouldn’t say things like it’s clearing.  There were still showers about the country 
especially downstream towards the Ragged Range.  Just as we had most everything 
packed, a shower came over the hill and forced us into the empty tent for 15-20 minutes.  
We took the occasion to have lunch.  Then it was off, still with showers about but also 
reasonable patches of blue. 
 
We paddled fairly hard and consistently today.  It still feels funny after the rapids work 
and I am still obviously out of shape for it.  We felt that we should try and be in the 
vicinity of the Little Nahanni tonight.  The current sure moves you along but we were also 
facing a stiff wind coming, as usual, upriver. 
 
We passed several spots where there were permafrost slumps.  I wanted to examine 
them closely to try and determine how far upstream the past-glacial or inter-glacial lakes 
had come.   There was clay in two spots; the first about 4 miles below our camp of last 
night and the second about five miles above the Little Nahanni.  They do not seem to be 
associated with any lake bottom as they are quite local.  Also, downstream from each and 
between them there are huge, what I take to be, kame terraces, which are of alluvial 
origin. 
 
These kame terraces, if that is what they are, are generally near the side of the valley.  
They look a bit like an esker in that their tops undulate up and down and their linear 
courses from side to side somewhat.  They range in height from 30 feet to one extreme 
spot on the last of the big S bends half way between camps that is 150-200 feet deep on 
the NE side of the valley. 
 
The material in these deposits is stratified, shows crossbedding and, surprising to me, is 
fairly small.  A lot of it is coarse sand and fine gravel with enough silt and clay to bind it 
together so that it holds very steep banks, even near vertical banks in one spot.  The 
Nahanni cuts through or into one of these on the SW side of the valley several times.  I 
thought at first that the finer material might indicate a delta-like deposit at the top of the 
lake, but the structures are very linear and there is quite coarse alluvium below them.  
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Where we stopped to photograph this at a sharp U bend in the river, I scared up a pair of 
Canada geese sitting at the base of the gravel bank.  The scats showed this to be a 
frequent haunt.  It was a dandy spot for nothing could sneak up on them without them 
seeing it from a hundred feet away or more.  There were no young with them and one 
must have been moulting because it couldn’t quite lift off the water.  They were quite 
cozy.  We landed within thirty feet of them, but they didn’t move until I started climbing 
the bank sending gravel rolling in their direction. 
 
Today we saw two pair and a single kingfisher.  The single kingfisher was doing a 
magnificent job of hovering in the wind over the edge of a gravel bar.  It was so like a 
sparrow hawk’s performance that from a distance that’s what I thought it was.  Then it 
dropped in two swoops but came up with naught.  Some small grayling or sculpin was 
fortunate. 
 
The bank swallows were nearly everywhere along the river today as were families of Red 
Breasted Merganser.  Only in one family with two young, could the young fly.  Other 
families ranged in size from 3 to 5.  They would see us well in advance and start flapping 
along the water downstream.  Some went a over a mile like that before pulling in and 
stopping.  The family that could fly kept taking off downstream in half mile spurts for 5-6 
miles before losing us.  It is amazing how small the merganser and for that matter the 
green-winged teal and mallard families have been.  The teal were 3-5 and the one mallard 
family we saw had 6.  It must be a reflection on the rather low quality of the duck habitat 
in this country.  I would be willing to bet that the clutch sizes are smaller and the problem 
is not duckling mortality. 
 
Night hawks were along the river again but just one or two until we reached the Little 
Nahanni.  They are here in droves, being very vocal just around sundown. 
 
The Little Nahanni has moved its mouth SE from where it is shown on the map, down to 
the point where it comes in on the curve - straight in.  In the process it has left behind a 
good sized alluvial flat which is populated by circular patches of Dryas all gone to seed.  
They were aflame in the setting sun.  I was too tired to take pictures.  I was just setting up 
camp and making supper with the intent of getting to bed. 
 
Just before we reached the Little Nahanni we had a straight stretch with a majestic view 
up and downstream.  Downstream the Ragged Range was in sunlight for a few minutes, 
framed between spruce on the river banks with great boiling fluffy white and massive 
black clouds about.  Upstream the clouds were just white and fluffy, crowning the 
limestone peaks NE of the river.  The sun was streaming onto the river, backlighting the 
riffles and trees.  Up high it illuminated some of the prettiest emerald green alpine 
meadows I have seen since McGillivray Pass.  Would I ever like to have time to climb up 
there. 
 
Time is running out.  We told the RCMP that we would be at Rabbitkettle by Aug 14.  If we 
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make the same distance everyday as we did today we wouldn’t even reach Rabbitkettle 
until the 15th.  Damn, damn, damn!  We are going to have to forego hiking which is a key 
part of our trip and to any guide book.  Why can’t we have more time? 
 
It seems to be clearing up tonight so perhaps we will make an early start tomorrow and 
get a good day in. 
 

August 8 

 
The patter of little rain drops was a most unwelcome sound early this morning.  I had a 
poor night’s sleep despite being dead tired, the product I think of the growing realization 
that we simply aren’t going to accomplish even our revised goals.  Abandoning hiking is 
very frustrating! 
 
The fact that it is solidly overcast this morning with showers just as we get to the first 
really scenic parts of the trip is also not helpful.  We started inventing names for places 
and situations like this, as an antidote for our gloom Broken Promise Point, Desolation 
Peak, Gloom and Doom Creek, Liquid Sun Campsite, etc. 
 
While preparing breakfast a flock of about 25 bank swallows flew quite purposefully 
downriver.  No flitting about catching these.  The start of the fall migration?  Also saw our 
first whiskey jack of the trip at this campsite this morning.  Where have they been? 
 
As we pack, we are working hard at reverse psychology.  We are invocating rain in a 
hundred different forms and ways, operating on the theory that our continued hopeful 
predictions of improving weather have only brought us this.  We actually got away in 
pretty good time for us - probably about 10 a.m. suntime!  We drifted down to the mouth 
of the Little Nahanni.  On the map the mouth of the Little Nahanni is shown where we 
camped.  Since the map was made it has shifted half a mile to the south coming out right 
against a high cut bank on the bend.  The Little Nahanni is about 1/2 the flow of the main 
Nahanni.  While not really silty, it does make the Nahanni somewhat murkier taking a 
couple of miles to thoroughly mix.   
 
Muskeg Jim and his crew of nine stopped above the mouth, built a fire and the 
framework of what looks like an Indian sweathouse out of alder and balsam poplar limbs 
and poles.  They stomped all over the place but didn’t camp.  Don’t know what the devil 
they are up to. 
 
We pulled in and climbed the cut bank on the curve to take some photos of the 
confluence of the two rivers.  It gave a good view of the two.  I just can’t remember now 
because I hadn’t quite twigged to it at this point, but I believe the bank was composed of 
sorted material (alluvium) with a difference.  Certainly, there were more of this type of 
bank downstream at least as far as the first creek before Bologna Creek and I think there 
was more small showing just around Bologna Creek.  This stuff is usually a dark brown or 
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even a rusty colour.  It is quite well consolidated, in fact so well that it is closer to 
conglomerate rock than alluvium.  It weathers into steep cliffs, even vertical cliffs in one 
spot, not the tapered slopes of recent alluvium.  All the exposures we saw were on the 
SW side of the river with the greatest depth being close to 100 feet.  It has to be an 
"ancient alluvium,” as I have called it.  It was laid down by a pre-Nahanni River during 
one of the early advances of the Wisconsin ice sheet, possibly even one of the pre-
Wisconsin ice advances.  It got covered by other debris and the ice readvanced over top 
of it making it much more compacted than ordinary alluvium.  There must also have been 
some groundwater seeping through it at some points carrying dissolved minerals, 
including iron compounds, which cemented the material into the very competent [rock] 
we see today.  After the ice last melted, the Nahanni has cut its way down exposing the 
banks of near conglomerate we see today.  The more one sees of this country the more 
complex the glacial geology becomes. 
 
We also saw today on the steep valley walls we are now into the first examples of 
perched or hanging marginal river valleys.  They look like this in cross-section at the time 
of formation. (Diagram) 
 
The main valley where the Nahanni is today was filled with a valley glacier.  That was in 
the warmer periods producing a lot of meltwater which flowed to the edges of the glacier 
then along its edges.  As well large quantities of water and debris were coming down 
from the mountains above.  These marginal rivers must have been very fast, erosive 
rivers for they cut very good valleys in some cases right into the bed rock of the mountain 
side.  Today we see them as a series of linear notches on the valley walls 500-600 feet 
above the present river.  There are some very prominent ones on the SW side of the river 
and slightly less so on the NE side.  We took photos of some of the best and marked them 
on the map.   
 
The mountain scenery is really quite good even great in spots along here.  NE of the 
Nahanni downstream from the Little Nahanni to the first big bend there are slab-sided 
and craggy gray limestone peaks reaching to 6500 feet.  They are deeply incised by side 
valleys which expose layers of upturned rocks.  There is a red-brown streak of rock, 
probably shale, showing in the side valley of every peak.  There were the usual heavy 
scattering clouds today but occasionally the sunlight would catch one of these spots and 
set the reddish rock aglow in in a sea of tossed gray limestone.  Magnificent!  Very few of 
the side valleys appear to be good for hiking.  The creeks coming from them are often 
very steep but more important, rarely big enough to clear a large enough stream bed to 
walk in.  In addition, the entire series of peaks was burned 20-30 years ago, possibly the 
1942 fires and there are still dead trees fallen and criss-crossed all over each other a few 
feet above ground.  Fine walking if you have the legs of a moose.  There are one, possibly 
two larger valleys one could get up.  The best chance seems to be going towards some 
glaciers.  The other is a creek coming into Island Lake although I know nothing about it. 
The shale mountains to the SW of the river are becoming more interesting and certainly 
more complicated geologically.  They still have their covering of buck brush on their 
lower halves.  They also were burned in the fire and the buck brush and forest doesn’t 
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look quite as bad here, but I wouldn’t get my hopes up based on what it looks like from 
the Nahanni.  Their top halves look very enticing what with their gorgeous covering of 
Cladonia and tundra.  The colours are bordering between pastel and bright yellows, 
greens and gray-green set against the dark gray to red-brown rocks.  The colours shift 
constantly with the play of light.  Only wish there was time to get up there for a few good 
days. 
 
As we approached the bend there are three little lakes, the largest locally known as Island 
Lake for obvious reasons, although not obvious from the map.  Near the upstream one of 
the three we climbed a cut bank to try and get a look at it.  We discovered a gorgeous 
beaver meadow with the creek flowing from the lake to the river.  It was so peaceful, lush 
looking and above all quiet.  We got the canoe and paddled up the little creek to within a 
hundred yards of the lake.  It is one of those gentle places where you glide silently with 
the canoe around tight little bends ever expectant of seeing something.  What a change 
from the Nahanni.  We really hadn’t realized what a noisy river the Nahanni is.  The 
swifter sections continually have the noises of waves and rapids.  Even the slower 
stretches with mild little boils have a background noise of their own.  Then today for the 
first time, below the Little Nahanni, we heard the background hiss of the silt particles 
against each other and especially against the canoe.  Nowhere is the Nahanni truly quiet.  
At the tributary creek mouths, it often becomes a roar.  So, our interlude up the little creek 
was one of the pleasurable highlights of the trip so far.  The only disappointment was the 
loss of light between when we walked in and canoed in with the cameras. 
 
We hadn’t gone but two miles when a truly ugly roar and sight battered our senses - the 
mouth of Bologna Creek.  Perhaps the stupid ugly name is fitting.  It is the third largest 
tributary to date, exceeded only by the Little Nahanni and third big creek from the north.  
Despite its size, its watershed is quite small.  It derives its volume and utterly filthy water 
from the glaciers of the Ragged Range.  Not only does it spill a huge load of sand, silt and 
mud, but gravel, rocks and boulders.  It comes in at right angles to the Nahanni at a fairly 
fast spot.  Even then the Nahanni can’t fetch away the load as fast as Bologna Creek 
brings it in, just the opposite to every other creek so far.  The result is a rock bar well into 
the river.  Bologna Creek just tears out of the forest and probably a canyon just upstream.  
There was no room to walk the creek bed at this stage of the water since it was full bank 
to bank.  Bologna Creek adds a bigger silt load by several times than all the other creeks 
put together so far.  Not a pretty sight.  
 
We had no sooner rounded the bend from Bologna Creek when we got an even bigger 
shock.  A clearing camplete with cabin, two people working in front, a flag and a canoe on 
gravel with Railhead - Nahanni 78 on it.  What an assault on the senses and an insult to a 
wilderness trip.  While drifting by taking all this in we were trying to decide whether to 
stop.  David tipped the scales and in we went to be met by two charming people, Joanne 
and John Moore.  We introduced ourselves and got "oh yes, we’ve been expecting you.”  
A gab fest was soon underway over a pot of tea.  It dragged on and the upshot was we 
are staying in one of their tents tonight.  Over a leisurely supper we continued talking 
until one or two in the morning. 
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Things slowly fell into place over the evening.  They had been expecting us because the 
Trailhead - NGS people told them we were coming and that I was a historian.  They 
addressed me as Mr. Addison.  Damn it am I that old?  Soon set that to rights.  When Jack 
Passmore wrote his nice thank you note from Watson Lake for the information I had sent 
him, he mentioned that a young couple were going into the Nahanni to live for a year.  
The brevity of his note and something about it’s tone led me to believe that he had got 
this second hand and got things mixed up in the process.  Not so.  John and Joanne are 
the couple and I guess they had a grand visit with John & Joanne and vice versa.  Dr. Jim 
(Langstaff) is the other person with Jack Passmore. 
 
John and Joanne are just married, spent 7 days honeymoon in Nassau and then came 
here.  They dickered with DIAND until they got permission to build a cabin here, the 
furthest upstream as they could get with a plane and have a good cabin site.  John is an 
accountant who taught one year at Queens School of Business before quitting for this.  
Before that he worked for Wally Schaber of Trailhead and Black Feather in their Ottawa 
store and did at least one trip on Baffin Island but none on the Nahanni.  Joanne is a 
phys. ed. graduate who is a teacher with one year experience of teaching science at St. 
Lawrence College in Kingston.  They both seem to have a lot of association with Trailhead 
or their people. 
 
They got hooked on D.R. by Patterson and wanted to do something like it before finally 
settling on this.  They hope to produce a book, and are contracted for an article in 
Outdoor Life as well as possible articles in the Canadian Geographic Journal and 
Harrowsmith. 
 
They arrived in here at Big Island Lake as they call it on June 3.  They packed and paddled 
their 4000 pounds of gear down to here, then set to building their cabin.  It is nearly done 
now, with just part of the roof waiting to be sodded.  They have done a fine job of 
planning things.  Last winter John took a log cabin building course and this summer his 
instructor was on the river here.  They have had visits from other friends or Trailhead 
trips, each bringing them in something like chain oil or fresh vegetable or whatever. 
 
They sure do work hard, both of them.  They seem to have the right mental attitude to the 
task of living alone for a year.  They obviously are not too experienced in the bush, 
especially this country which just might be a blessing.  They don’t have too many 
preconceived ideas about what is the right or wrong way of doing things.  They obviously 
pump everybody for whatever knowledge they have, sift out what is best for them and try 
it out.  They kept after me about my knowledge from the old timers.  While obviously 
pumping me, they are so interested, genuinely interested, and nice about it that I have 
given them anything they wanted in contrast to the rather crass George of NGS who got 
nothing. 
 
We had a very nice eight or so hours yakking before sacking out.  Very glad that we 
dropped in and that Dave overcame my initial hesitation.  The place seems much less an 
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affront and much more genuine knowing the Moores. 
 

August 9 

 
I should have mentioned that it rained last evening and throughout the night but was a 
clear sunny day by the time we got up at 7:30 according to the Moores.  It seemed more 
like 9:30 to me.  The gorgeous weather, in contrast to our last days, convinced us to lay 
over, do laundry and generally put things shipshape.  We puttered and doddled all 
morning while chatting and doing odd little things.  Before noon I spotted a nice hike up a 
nearby ridge and things began to head in that direction. 
 
We got away by about one pm, drifting a mile downriver in the canoes, before hitting into 
the push on the north bank.  It was the first time the Moores had been away from their 
cabin and not working at getting settled since they arrived.  We started a bit too late in the 
day because before we got very far up the odd shower started to hit us and sunlight for 
photos became a fairly scarce commodity.  We finally reached a nice viewpoint about 
1000 [feet] above the river to get some fine views into the Ragged Range, E, S and W as 
well as further east to the Mackenzie Mountains.  To the north and NE there appears to be 
some fine hiking in somewhat gentler terrain than the Ragged Range.  This is not to say it 
is gentle, just that the Ragged Range makes anything else look gentle.  Despite my 
impressions from the air on the way in, the periphery of the Ragged Range looks hikeable 
along the valley sides.  It would mean brush bashing in to set up a camp at a suitable 
location then day hiking from it.  The scenery is unreal, so it could be worth the effort.  
When one could get around to that–who knows? 
 
John pointed out the possible location of a hotsprings, purportedly 120°F water.  He was 
told about it by a canoeist Keith Morton of Dundas, Ont. who first discovered it in 19__ on 
a kayak trip that year.  He was back again this year with his wife and a canoe.  I gather  
they landed on the little lake we canoed into and caught lake trout there.  They are 
probably also in Island Lake. 
 
We took photos of ourselves at this hummock on the ridge and then started down under 
fairly overcast skies.  We were about halfway down when it began to shower with more 
authority.  Between the rain and wet brush we were wet by the time we reached the 
canoes. 
 
John, despite his canoeing experience seemed to know little about how to get in or out of 
a canoe in currents or how to track them.  He is a good and powerful paddler.  The same 
impression was given by the two Trailhead fellows, Dirk and Derek, handling the NGS 
trip.  We tied John’s canoe behind ours and I tracked them both up the bars until we got 
to a little snye leading almost to their cabin.  Thoroughly soaked all our hiking boots on 
the way back. 
 
We had no sooner got back than it started to rain in earnest.  It kept at it most of the 
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evening, so we rigged up a tarp over the table, more or less, and the fire.  A fine supper of 
spaghetti, washed down with Muskeg Jim’s wine, ensued.  We were adjusting the tarp to 
put it more over the table when David let out a yelp.  A few seconds later a bigger yelp 
and he jumped up as though stung by black hornets with the rest of the nest still after 
him.  The cold rain had run off the tarp and right down his neck.  Couldn’t have done it 
better if we’d tried.  Not that it was funny from David’s point of view, but it did look funny 
to me because he normally reacts so calmly to things.  His idea of how to enter the 
Nahanni for a bath is to wade in deliberately, then slowly lower himself into the freezing 
water.  My tactics are the opposite.  Get the agony over with as quickly as possible.  It’s 
reassuring to know Dave does get rattled at times. 
 
We play three games of crib in a cold damp wind, finishing the last one by candlelight.  
We lost the first, barely escaping being skunked by Joanne and John.  It looked as though 
we would lose the other two as we trailed the entire way, at times quite badly, one to win 
by a squeak on the last hand. 
 
Off to bed with what looks like a three day rain settling in. 
 

August 10 

 
The first fall day is here.  That is certainly the way it feels.  Early, very early this morning a 
strong wind came up, flapping the tent like a dish rag in the breeze, blowing over the tarp 
shelter which wet Dave last night and knocking down several lines with clothes on them.  
I barely heard it all; just enough to know that Dave got up to help John do something with 
the tarp.  The rain came intermittently in medium to light doses until about 8 am, when 
Dave got up.  I had been writing diary for an hour and half or so and continued for 
another hour, finishing to the end of yesterday. 
 
Dave served coffee in bed.  By the time I finished diary the stove had thoroughly warmed 
the cabin and there was a huge pot of Red River Cereal blurp, blurping on the stove.  For 
some unknown reason I thought of Patterson’s porridge.  Perhaps we were talking about 
outdoor cooking, D.R. or Patterson.  Whatever.  I remembered the Havarti cheese we had.  
What the heck, let’s try it.  I got Joanne to up the raisin content in the porridge then we 
each put lump of Havarti to taste on the porridge along with generous dolops of brown 
sugar and milk.  After the first spoonful, the more timid ones in the group (I was not 
among them) were back into that cheese as though there was kilos of the stuff.  It just 
melted slightly and oozed over the porridge, producing one of the tastiest breakfasts I 
have ever had.  It was everything Patterson made it out to be and them some.  By the 
time that was done you knew you had something that would fuel the furnace until 
suppertime. 
 
Last night Joanne, when she heard what Dave and I could do to butter tarts, threatened to 
make some.  I’ll be hornschwagled if she didn’t.  The first batch was in the oven when I 
got in, with a second batch of six started during breakfast.  They use a Coleman oven on 

NWT Archives/W.D. Addison Nahanni collection/N-2022-003-8-6



32 
 

the stove and it would only take one tray at a time.  We talked on after breakfast, 
prolonging things over two more cups of coffee.  Already there was that feeling in the air 
that there was to be a parting today which none of us wanted to take place.  Conversation 
about the area, its history, problems in winter living, sharing of campcraft lore and 
generally probing and getting to know each other continued on and off until we left.  I 
decided to wash up a few more things and while they dried Dave and I would start their 
winter woodpile. 
 
By the time the washing was done it was time to sample B.Ts, as Joanne called them.  
More coffee and chit-chat as we wolfed down two each.  Just possibly the best butter 
tarts I have ever had.  Certainly the pastry was the best.  Joanne made it with whole 
wheat flour!  Everybody knows my capacity for butter tarts, but would you believe that 
two of them utterly filled me (and David).  They were that rich.  The porridge did its bit to 
help achieve that of course.  But even after cutting a cord of driftwood with their chain 
saw and packing it 150 yards to their cabin, we could still only eat two more each.  That 
polished them off.  Dave and I still don’t want anything more than a bowl of soup for 
supper and it is now 9:30 pm at night.  What a treat.  If anybody had told me before we 
left that I would feast on butter tarts and cut and pack cordwood using a chain saw on our 
trip I would have said he was a basket case. 
 
The wind continued to blow hard all day, which with the cool air made getting their wood 
not too bad a chore.  We cut the larger stuff into four foot bolts.  Coming from a driftpile 
the wood was very dry.  It was no chore at all to carry a 12 or 14 inch log.  The wood is 
near perfect except for the foot that the sand and silt in it is hard on saws. 
 
After the wood we did our inevitable slow packing, then took everything down to the 
beach before taking pictures of Joanne and John and their place. 
 
Saying good bye was hard for all of us.  John and Joanne had come out here to be alone 
for a year, to build a log cabin on their own, to get to know each other better and I 
suspect to test themselves, not against each other but to try and live up each to their own 
expectations and to learn more about themselves in the process.  At the same time, they 
are both gregarious, well adjusted socially, humorous people.  So that anyone coming 
down the river is welcome and in fact they want visitors.  They described how they went 
chasing down the beach after people who weren’t going to come in, to offer them an 
invitation.  Thus, they were in conflict, wanting the social contact because they were used 
to it and liked it but also here with the intent of being on their own for a year. 
 
For our part the situation was somewhat the same.  We came here for a wilderness 
experience which hopefully would involve as few people as possible e.g. park wardens, 
no more.  Hence my initial revulsion at seeing their place carved from the bush.  Yet 
within an hour of meeting John and Joanne, we both had taken a strong liking to them.  
They were our kind of people.  We shared so many of their interests, views etc. 
 
Parting was a bittersweet affair for all us, perhaps poignant is a better word.  I felt a sense 
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of loneliness and disappointment which doesn’t happen often.  I used to feel the same 
way at leaving the cottage at Georgian Bay after a weekend, particularly Thanksgiving 
when we closed it for the year. 
 
We promised to keep in touch and I know that initially we will.  But like so many fleeting 
meetings, what will happen when we each have to live with all of the pressures and 
friends back in civilization. 
 
Before we left they showed us how they had planned their trip.  It was a truly 
monumental task which they handled with flair and gusto learning much in the process.  
It took nearly six months to get their land use permit from DIAND, due mainly to 
misunderstandings about what the Moores were doing.  DIAND suspected a permanent 
residence under the guise of this.  As it stands the cabin reverts to DIAND at the end of 
the year. 
 
They arrived June 3, landing on Island Lake with B.C. - Yukon, Ray Sande whom we met 
in '66 the owner - pilot.  They then had to pack and paddle their 4000 lbs of gear (1 load in 
the Otter, 2 in the Beaver) over a circuitous trail to what they called Snake River which 
they could canoe down into a snye.  Their story of John rolling their 350 pound stove end 
over end down the trail was funny.  It was too heavy to pack.  They even had to take the 
centre thwart out of the canoe to get it into their 18 foot Grumman.  They set up a 
temporary camp at the foot of the Snake River.  Initially they were going to build there 
before they decided on their present spot on the main river.  They have worked non-stop 
from then 'til now, with yesterday’s hike the first time they have ever  been away from 
their chores since they arrived.  Today, while we cut wood they finished the roof.  The 
cabin is now done except for a few finishing touches and I hope they take my suggestion 
of another layer on the roof.  It is too thin yet.  When we left we set a new record for late 
starts.  It was about 6 pm.  However, we wanted to get away today to have a full day 
tomorrow.  We intended to try and find the hotspring.  We were drifting along the left 
shore just about the place as Morton described it when I was hit with a puff of warm air 
and Dave said feel the water. 
 
We were on the left bank in fairly quiet water, the river flowing mainly on the right.  
Ahead was a 30 foot high gravel bank with what looks like a snye along its base but isn’t.  
Ahead on the right about 150 - 200 yards is the mouth of a creek from a mountain valley 
to the south.  You can paddle up the hotsprings creek; backwater is a better description, 
to where the springs are.  All the way you follow the base of this gravel bank on your 
right with balsam poplar and spruce forested flood plain on the left.  The gravel bank has 
open forest of trembling aspen and spruce with juniper in the open spots.  Along the base 
of the bank is a lush growth of Heraculeum lanatum, wild mint in profusion, sedges, 
rushes and other things which I don’t know.  It is perhaps 200 yards from the Nahanni to 
the hotsprings up this backwater.  The hottest water is very hot to the touch.  Beyond the 
springs a creek about 2 feet wide comes across a Beaver meadow.  It is cool but above 
spring water temperature.   The springs themselves bubble a lot but there is no sulphide 
smell. 
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After a quick look around we returned to Nahanni to camp on a fine bar at the confluence 
of the Nahanni and the backwater.  It is a raw cold evening, the first one on which we 
have closed the tent, mostly to cut the wind.  The sleeping bags sure felt nice as we 
drifted off to flapping nylon. 
 

August 11 

 
We tried to get up a bit earlier this morning and succeeded to a degree.  It is darn hard to 
force oneself out of a warm sleeping bag in a dry tent, into a cold wind carrying the odd 
shower.  After an egg breakfast we packed then went exploring the springs.  There were 
some nice pools just behind the tent on the gravel bar we were camped on.  At 80°F we 
were sorely tempted to have a bath and wash up but the wind deterred us in the end.  
These pools are a bit like those at Nahanni Hotsprings in that they get flooded by the river 
quite often.  They have fine clear gravel bottoms and are ideal for bathing. 
 
The main pools up the backwater are quite fine mud with a fair bit of algae.  The hottest 
bubbling spot I could find was 121°F with others ranging from 85° up to that.  It compares 
well with Keith Morton’s 120°F report to the Moores.  The backwater we paddled up was 
90°F,  ±5° depending on where you were.  The springs are surprising for the almost total 
absence of smells in the air or taste to the water. 
 
We identified two more common and perhaps key plants around the springs.  Water 
hemlock (Cicuta) and both red and white baneberry.  Also found one Habenaria orchid 
gone to seed. 
 
It seems to me that the presence of Heraculeum in this country is an almost sure sign of 
warm springs.  If it is accompanied by one or more of the water hemlock, wild mint, 
monkey flower or perhaps the baneberry, a hot spring is present. 
 
There were some fine photo opportunities at these springs using the pools for catching 
reflections of the surrounding peaks.  We didn’t, in fact couldn’t, make very good use of 
these due to the poor weather.  When you come all this way specifically to take 
photographs of specific things, it gets a bit frustrating to find the things you want and 
then not be able to take the photos or to take second best photos.  Oh, for a return to the 
weather of the first six days. 
 
We continued down river about two miles when Dave spotted Heraculeum on the left 
bank.  We pulled in and sure enough here is warm seepage right on the river bank with 
lots of water hemlock.  I had put the thermometer away but we both estimated the 
temperature at 65° - 70°F.  This area is on the edge of the Ragged Range and I suspect 
that the country is littered with warm springs and probably a few more hotsprings.  
Incidentally, I forgot to mention that back at the hotspring where we camped, a tree which 
had fallen across the backwater had been sawn off 5 - 10 years ago and in the little creek 
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flowing through the beaver meadow was a large tin food can of about 1/2 gal. size and 
very heavily rusted.  Certainly, this spring has been known for some time. 
 
Below Moore’s where the Nahanni flows ENE for about 12 miles the scenery is 
spectacular as the mountains rise right out of the river, much like the Third Canyon.  In 
fact, many people would probably call this section a canyon.  The mountains to the north 
are limestones shales etc. which weather to some gorgeous shades of orange brown, 
maroon and gray.  To a lesser degree this is true on the S side and poking up and out 
behind the sedimentary peaks along the river are the snow patched granites of the 
Ragged Range.  There are a number of fairly easy hikes up mountains on either side of 
this stretch of river which would provide excellent views in all directions.  A pity we don’t 
have the time. 
 
By the time we were four miles below last night’s camp we had sun. We were under a 
large blue hole in the clouds which stayed with us all day.   Did we ever feel privileged to 
have sun when the rest of the country didn’t.  We revelled in it. 
 
The trip down this section of river continues easily until just before the Nahanni turns 
abruptly to continue its SE course again.  Then there is a rapids on a small S bend with 
large standing waves which could be truly spectacular at flood time.  There are low 
limestone cliffs on the outside of both bends.  The signal for the start is the point where a 
large tributary creek from the north is met exactly opposite across the Nahanni by a now 
very small, extremely steep creek from the south.  This southerly creek must be an 
incredible rampage in flood for it has narrowed in the river a good 50 feet with a huge 
pile of boulders and rubble.   The Nahanni narrows to less than 100 feet between the two 
creek mouths and the rapids start just below that.  We had no trouble with them, staying 
more or less on the inside of the curves where the waves were lower. 
 
The wind has been blowing all day but by the time we started heading SE again on the 
broad flood plain it was blowing to beat heck, probably 30 km/h with gust to 50.  As it 
nearly always does, it blew upstream. 
 
Once the river turns Se it is on a broad flood plain on which it meanders back and forth.  
It is cutting up forested banks at an incredible rate.  Drift piles, sweepers and bobbers are 
everywhere.  With its numerous gravel bars the river is a mini-Splits in this section.  The 
scenery is generally dull along here although we did get nice looks at two cow moose 
with calves.  One swam the river in front of us.  There are extremely rugged limestone 
peaks paralleling and tilted up from the river on the west.   They are not hikeable, lending 
themselves to climbing techniques. 
 
The entire area east of river and occasionally west of it was burned in the past 10 or so 
years.  The trees have just started falling over but most are still standing.  It will be an 
impossible area to hike for many years to come, although I can think of no good reason to 
want to hike it anyway.  And while on fires, most of the north side of the river in the ENE 
flowing section was burned 30 or more years ago, possibly the 1942 fire season.  We 
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hiked in this burn up the ridge with Moores.  Much of it along the lower section has 
regenerated to solid trembling aspen.  What a sight then bright fall yellow must be 
against the rich complimentary colours of the rocky peaks above. 
 
We battled our way downstream to within six miles of the Broken Skull hoping for a nice 
tributary creek camp with clean water.  No such luck.  We are on a nice bar but dirty 
water.  One has to choose one’s camping bars judiciously in these high winds.  Many 
have fine dust storms whipping about them.   The dust is so fine that it sifts right through 
a closed up nylon tent.  It is awful stuff. 
 
The wind caused problems setting up the tent, so much so that I had to make large 
wooden stakes to hold things in place.  After a quick supper of beef stew and vanilla 
pudding we tumbled in, a couple of very tired lads, to sleep very well. 
Our hands are cracking up badly under the effects of weather, river water or both.  Had to 
use Noxema on them tonight.  Go ahead and laugh Wendy. 
 

August 12 

 
This has been one glorious day.  Not weatherwise, although it wasn’t bad, but nice 
experiences.  We were both very lethargic this morning moving about still half asleep.  A 
few muscles ached after yesterday’s hard pull, but the basic problem was just being still a 
bit tired after a hard day’s work.  We finally got away just before noon leaving a campsite 
which was most welcome last night but by this morning seemed not so nice after its silt 
had worked its way into everything. 
 
No wind today – absolutely dead calm.  The stretch of river below camp meanders widely 
and is like a gently moving lake.  We just drifted.  It fitted our mood.  The quiet, so 
soothing, was gently rippled by the occasional bird chirp or water slipping around a 
sweeper.  There was no sun, but the cloud wasn’t heavy. 
 
I was about to take a picture of an alluvial fan when I discovered the camera was jammed.  
Nothing would unjam it.  Then I began to suspect what was wrong.  I have been carrying 
the camera with the zoom lens on it loose in the bow where it is somewhat protected, 
unless we are in heavy rapids in which case it is in its ammo box.  Yesterday we hit a bit 
of fast water with a few standing waves.  The type of thing we have gone through a 
hundred times without shipping anything but a few drops of splash.  Not this one.  Two 
waves sent water over the bow by the pailfull - literally.  I snatched up the camera and 
immediately dried it off.  The zoom and camera I seemed to have got quite dry.  I didn’t 
open the camera to confirm it.  Now I suspected there had been water in it and the 
emulsion had softened gluing it to the back.  Into the sleeping bag laid on the bar and 
sure enough.  The film will probably be ruined.  I soon had the camera dried out and we 
were drifting again. 
 
I forgot to mention last night that I spotted the first of what I believe are the terraces and 
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white exposed bank of the old lake bottom.  We had no sooner drifted around the bend 
from camera repairs when we were confronted with a nice bare south facing hill with 
some rock outcrop but a lot of what looked like lake sediment.  "David”... and before I 
could finish he said "We have to climb that.” 
 
Now I should tell you that our progress so far today, it is now about 1:30 pm suntime, has 
been five miles by river, two and half as the crow flies, and about two and a half hours.  
We were joking about measuring progress in mm/hr.  However, we didn’t give a sweet 
fiddlers damn.  We were enjoying it and if it took us 'til Christmas to reach the Butte that 
was the very least [of] our concerns.  Concerns?  Why neither of us had even a glimmer of 
one on our minds.  It was that kind of day. 
 
We gathered up camera gear and off we went, thrashing through 100 feet of willow brush 
so thick that a snake would have had to do so[me] extra wiggles to navigate the so-called 
moose track we were on.  Suddenly we were faced simultaneously with a 20 foot steep 
bank of alluvium and the most gorgeous park of spruce forest, floored with a lush but not 
deep mushy carpet of mosses.  No brush at all. 
 
The scramble to the top landed us in more of the same plus a huge squirrel midden.  An 
area roughly 30 X 30 feet was littered with spruce cones and spruce cone remains to an 
apparent depth of two, possibly more, feet.  How many hundreds of thousands of cones 
were in that pile?  Or is it millions?  As is the case with these things it was riddled with 
tunnels, many of them even extending into the adjoining moss.  There were no squirrels 
about to scold us despite there being fresh cut cones on top of the pile.  How many 
squirrels does it take working for how long to make a heap this size?  An indicator of 
squirrel traffic in the area was the miniature 'game trails’ worn by the squirrels into the 
moss running from base of tree to base of tree.  These tracks were about three inches 
wide and two inches deep.  Now that is a lot of running around for an animal the size of a 
squirrel to produce a trail like that.  Utterly fascinating.  I wish I’d had the time to sit there 
for a few days to see what was going on. 
 
On from the midden the white spruce gradually gave way to black spruce and a little 
sphagnum - spruce bog 300 - 400 feet across.  Amongst the sphagnum were very liberal 
doses [of] Red bearberry (Arctostaphlus rubra) small cranberry, crowberry, one small 
orchid in seed, and a small plant common in boggy areas that we can’t identify.  At this 
time of year it has orangey-red berries arranged spirally up a stem 4-8 inches high.  The 
base of the stem is somewhat woody.  Its ovate to lanceolate leaves are also arranged 
spirally up the stem.  It has 5 sepals and a fairly large firm fleshy white centre.  This bog 
shows both while you are in it and from the hill top how the black spruce thin out and 
become more stunted as you approach the centre most poorly drained portions.  The 
enjoyable thing about this bog is that it was quite dry.  You could learn a lot about bogs 
in this one without getting soaked. 
 
In a matter of 75 feet the transition from bog to hillside took place through a forest of 
white birch and white spruce to scattered spruce grasses and bare soil.  The climb to the 
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top is quite steep.  This south to southwest slope is extremely dry.  It is so dry and steep 
that much of it is bare soil, a very fine whitish silt laid down on the old lake bottom of 
"Glacial Lake Nahanni” of Ford (1974). 
 
The sparse vegetation includes some coarse grasses, one of the sages (Artemesia) a 
Hedgsarum, perhaps, but not likely mackenziei since its leaflets approach lanceolate 
rather than ovate or round.  Also the flowers are much finer, lacking the large full petals 
of mackenziei.  Partridge berry abounds in large mats and juniper is scattered.  Lodgepole 
pine and white spruce are widely scattered about the base of the hill.  The west side of 
the hill on the driest parts is lodgepole pine and trembling aspen.  The top of the hill is 
solid lodgepole pine as is the east face. 
 
The hill is silt until 2/3 the way up when shale outcrops begin to appear.  The core of the 
hill is obviously shale with a coating of silt about it.  The continued stripping of the silt off 
the hill by erosion is still going on.  At one spot freshly exposed strata of the steeply 
dipping shales are very rounded as they stand up on edge, as though they had been 
rounded by flowing water, then had the silt deposited on them.  Just three feet further up 
slope where the shales have been exposed longer, they have started to weather into 
sharp, broken, near-vertical strata.  Towards the top of the hill some very picturesque and 
rugged shale outcrops.  Its rich brown colours are complimented by heavy coatings of 
rich orange, yellow and gray lichens.  These outcrops have been exposed for some time, 
certainly hundreds of years, if not longer. 
 
The silt is found in patches in and around the shale outcrops all the way to the top of the 
hill which is solid silt.  The hilltop is about 175 feet above river level.  There is no 
assurance that this hilltop represents the top of this silt deposit.  It could have been 
higher yet and of course the lake surface above that again.  The river is dropping at no 
more than 10 feet per mile here which means that Glacial Lake Nahanni extended at least 
as far upstream as the sharp bend to the northeast, possibly quite a bit further.  There is 
no obvious sign of lake sediment before our last nights camp.  All this means is that the 
Nahanni with its large volume from the Ragged Range after the last glaciation and 
possibly glaciers before that cleaned the sediment out of this narrow valley.  In very sharp 
contrast, the terrace representing lake bottom and its incised and exposed white slopes 
extend for miles up the Broken Skull valley from its confluence with the Nahanni.  Being a 
smaller river than the Nahanni and probably much smaller during the last melt of the 
glaciers and travelling in a larger valley, much more of the sediment has been left here.  If 
one was to study this problem seriously then the Broken Skull would be the valley of 
choice.  But despite the fascinating geological history and ecological relationships shown 
on this hill something else captured our attention and feelings for this site. 
 
Perhaps it was the magnificent view, which swung through at least 320° with a bit of 
wandering.  Mountains were in sight everywhere, some looming large, others mere 
ripples on the horizon.  The two large valleys of the Broken Skull and Nahanni flowed 
from the north to unite at our feet or more correctly the foot of the hill.  Four miles 
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downstream the two rivers united to flow into a narrowing of the two valleys pointing its 
way to the rugged granite peak beyond Rabbitkettle with its magnificent cirque. 
Certainly the graceful meanders of the South Nahanni, first flowing at us then turning 
away as if repulsed, improved the scene.  Some of its bars and islands were backlighted 
by the sun and surrounded by reflections.  The islands wore halos of light bouncing off 
the wet sand left by the dropping river. 
 
Then there were two little ponds set amongst the dark green spruce forest, each with its 
halo of light green grasses and sedges sparkling in the sun. 
 
The warmth of an all too rare sun certainly provided the lighting and heat so conducive to 
setting and appreciating a scene.  The comfortable benches offered by shale outcrops 
plus their rugged, colourful additions to a foreground of scattered, equally rugged spruce 
was a stage set for our eyes to feast on.  We sat apart for at least an hour each taking in 
what parts of this scene we wished.  It worked a spell on us.  We were struck silent.  We 
rarely moved.  We just absorbed it.  What pleasure; what solitude; what magnificence; 
what a balm for the soul.  Scenes like this tend to make one wonder if a God doesn’t 
exist. 
 
The final touch, a swish of freedom, was added to this as suddenly a large bird bored in 
on us nearly at eye level.  We pivoted head, then body to follow the flight of a peregrine 
falcon inspecting us from 20 feet over our heads.  As quickly as it arrived, it left up the 
Broken Skull valley, dismissing us in a wing beat or two, as the insignificant beings we 
are in a place like that. 
 
That hilltop did for me something that is an important part of any truly wilderness trip.  It 
deflates the ego and uplifts the spirit, whatever that is.  I don’t understand It, but I know 
the feeling.  Our normal city, workday lives pale to insignificance if we think of them at all 
at a time such as this.  There are much larger forces than our social relationships with 
each other at work in this world.  All too rarely, if ever, do we get exposed to them in a 
city.  That is why we live in the country and why I need trips like this. 
 
With great reluctance we pried ourselves off that hill.  I think the realization that nothing 
more could be added after the falcon’s appearance, our developing food shortage and 
our insignificant progress today all had to combine to budge us.  However, no sooner on 
the water, than off it again at the mouth of the Broken Skull where we had a lunch at 
suppertime.  It is an expansive meandering confluence.  The nearly clear blue green of 
the Broken Skull looks almost gem like as it meets and is engulfed by the dirty brown 
Nahanni.  It’s an area that warrants several days poking about, several days that we don’t 
have.  In fact, the valley itself is probably worthy of a trip.  We no sooner got back on the 
river than 150 yards downstream it was out again to climb some till bluffs now, no silt, to 
take photos of the confluence. 
 
Why till here and no silts?  Is this till that wasn’t removed by the river, was covered by silt 
and is now exposed after the river has removed the silt following deglaciation?  Oh for 

NWT Archives/W.D. Addison Nahanni collection/N-2022-003-8-6



40 
 

the time, aerial photos and some more knowledge to sort out this intensely complex 
geomorphology of this area. 
 
After leaving Broken Skull we got down to some serious paddling and really did make 
progress.  This was easy to do with no head wind, in fact still no wind at all.  We passed 
by the winter sheep range mountains chain and the granite peaks without any qualms on 
my part.  The limestone chain is a thrust block with the steep side to the river, far too 
ragged for us to reach the top.  We could climb either side of the river for 1000 to 3000 
vertical feet but to no apparent avail.  You can see nearly as well at river level.  If one 
could ever reach the top of the limestone ridge on a clear day, that would provide 
imposing views into the Ragged Range. 
 
We pulled in a bit before sundown on a nice bar littered with driftwood.  We resolved to 
have a fish supper if possible (it was impossible) and a nice big fire.  The evening ended 
quite late with promises of a nice tomorrow. 
 

August 13 

 
The nice morrow is here with plenty of blue and some cloud.  Up about seven but the 
good intentions rapidly melted in the sun.  Dave started washing while I was writing 
yesterday’s diary.  That got me going.  Several hours later all my clothes and sheet are 
washed.  Also myself, although that was an invigorating experience.  It feels great to be 
clean.  We sunbathed for a while and now it is diary again while clothes dry.  
 
The red and yellow Turbo Beaver flew up the valley for the third morning in [a] row.   
Also a 747 and DC10 make a daily run over here heading about 280°.  They do it daily.  Is 
a direct flight from Edmonton or Chicago to Japan or Alaska? 
 
While I was busy writing I thought I heard voices.  Sure enough four canoes, eight men, 
five of them about 50, one about 60 and two young fellows in their late 20’s I would say.  
They had a note and the rubber foot off Dave’s pack for us.  I believe we have the 
distinction of being passed by more people on the Nahanni than any other travelling 
party.  These people flew into the Little lake above Island Lake that Dave and [I] walked 
into. They flew from Ross River. 
 
Everything was dry and ship shape by about 4:30 pm.  We were on our way by 5 pm.  
This is an all time late record.  Who ever heard of starting at this hour?  We paddled and 
drifted down to the mouth of Brintnell Creek, passing some nice banks of alluvium, till 
and lake silt on the way.  I recorded them on the map. 
 
I wanted to stop and see the Brintnell Lake portage just for old times sake.  The first snye 
we came to that was anywhere near the spot, I went in to look around.  I found an old 
sawed off stump but otherwise drew a blank.  It must have been a beautiful spot in June 
because there were thousands upon thousands of lady slippers in seed under the fairly 
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open spruce canopy.  Back at the canoe careful analysis of the map showed us five miles 
above Brintnell Creek.  I was just over.  The next snye was the right one.  I walked in 
about 75 yards past a heavily used campsite to find trees with huge blazes.  We walked to 
the top of the first terrace.  After a well trodden start (by curious people I expect) the trail 
quickly faded out a bit, - nearly to its 1966 state in the wet swampy portion at the base of 
the first terrace.  It was nearly dark so we couldn’t go far.  I would have dearly like[d] to 
[have] gone a couple of miles to see if the recent burn of the last 10 years or so which 
swept from here up past the Broken Skull to the big bend in patches either side of the 
river, had cut the portage trail at all. 
 
I had done some thinking about who may have cut the original trail in there.  I was 
guessing that it may have been Mulholland and Epler but that doesn’t seem likely now.  I 
was basing my conclusion on two things.  First, the cut stumps, as I remembered them, 
were about 15 inches high indicating they were cut in the winter, likely early winter.  
Memories can be faulty, certainly mine is.  The stumps up to the first terrace were cut 
very close to the ground (3-8 inches).  I brought one back for a souvenir but forgot it when 
we left Brintnell Creek.  The second assumption which is probably wrong is that the fire 
which cut across the trail after it was cut, I assumed to be the 1942 fire.  Phil Burton told 
me today (August 14) that the Rabbitkettle fire was 1947.  If he is correct and if, as seems 
likely, the Rabbitkettle fire is the one that cut the Brintnell Lake trail, it could have been 
someone in the mid forties who cut the trail.  I have no idea who might have done it then.  
I have been told that an old cabin stands at the E end of Glacier Lake.  If so it couldn’t be 
Mulholland and Epler’s cabin since it burned.  This would make the '40’s date even more 
plausible. 
 
 Walking the trail brought back a flood of memories.  Sweat without end.  Cutting the 
worst dry lodgepole pine with the little axe so I wouldn’t have to literally climb over them.  
The screaming yellowlegs.  The daily collapse at trails end with Wendy feeding me tang 
to try to freshen me up.  The baths in the snye which freshened me up quite considerably.  
The first good row of our marriage over dates to be back at Richmond Hill and so on. 
 
I couldn’t find our old campsite.  It was very close to trails end and not upstream where 
the heavily used one is now.  The crew of eight were camped directly across the river up 
on the bank.  It didn’t look all that good a spot but did have a used appearance. 
 
Another mile brought us to the Brintnell Creek campsite.  The creek mouth has shifted 
upstream since 1966 and the driftpile has become shorter and more spread out.  There 
really isn’t much of a campsite below the creek on the bar so we chose the cleared site on 
the bank.  I believe it was there in 1966 but I don’t remember it.  A prospecting party had 
camped there as well as a lot of people since.  Several rotting tent floors were about, a 
rotten cache strung up on cables, 10 gallon gas kegs and other garbage.  Our most 
unpleasant campsite so far.  By now it was nearly dark, the ground was level and pegging 
good, so we took it.  No fish caught, water too swift? 
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August 14 

 
Last night the sky was its usual unpredictable self as we turned in.  We resolved on an 
early start today and when we arose by 7 am there was no question about what the sky 
would bring today.  It was dark upstream, solid gray elsewhere except for downstream 
where it was BLACK.  With rain suits at the ready.  We broke camp in record time to try 
and be on the water before the advancing storm caught us.  We made about half a mile 
downstream before we had to put the rain suits on. 
 
We drifted and paddled gently in the rain so as to not work up a sweat inside the rain 
suits.  Surprisingly the black cloud didn’t live up to expectations.  The rain was cool about 
medium to gentle in intensity.  The seam sealer on my rain pants didn’t work out and I 
soon had a wet crotch and fanny. 
 
The lake terraces are getting very interesting, prominent and common now.  We stopped 
at one cut bank that was especially interesting.  The basal 30-35 feet were alluvium that 
was really conglomerate, much like the "ancient alluvium” further upstream.  This was a 
much lighter colour and looked less old than the ancient stuff but it was just as 
competent.  The few loose rounded pebbles on its surface made walking about as easy as 
walking on concrete covered with marbles.  I nearly had a bad fall getting down off the 
stuff and did have a bad fall walking back to the canoe on slippery rocks.  But it was worth 
seeing.  The conglomerate was topped by 50-60 [feet?] of lake silt, which poses some 
interesting questions.  Was the conglomerate in place well before the lake formed or does 
it represent the initial stages of infilling of the lake which was quite active with the silt 
following at a later stage when things were quieter and /or the lake larger? 
 
By the time we reached the large creek from the north just before the park boundary (or is 
it just in it?) the rain had stopped and there were patches of blue sky and sun.  There were 
still huge thunderheads about and showers but not over us.  We stopped while I tried to 
catch us a fish supper.  I wandered all over the fan, fishing the most promising holes to 
no avail.  My technique must be wrong or are the fish just not feeding when I’m fishing?  I 
walked about a third of a mile up the creek.  Beautiful clear blue-green water. 
 
Just as we were stepping into the canoe I noticed two yellow spots come round the bend 
upstream.  Two Taymore rafts about 6’ X 12’ X 2.5’ containing five fellows pulled in 
beside us.  They were part of a party of 19 who had been climbing in the Cirque of the 
Unclimbables at Brintnell Lake.  The five all sounded British so perhaps it was a British 
expedition.  They had flown in from Watson Lake.  The five had flown up to the little lake 
we walked into above Island Lake, probably on the day I saw the orange and yellow 
Turbo Beaver circle at Moore’s in the dirty weather. 
 
They explained that Welcome North Mines has a prospecting party at Brintnell Lake with 
a chopper.  They get flown out every morning and back every evening, which explains the 
noise and choppers we have been hearing and seeing ever since Moore’s.  I believe 
orange and yellow are the colours of Harrison Flying Service of Watson Lake, and I 
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assume that the Turbo Beaver flights each day for the past four have been supply flights 
for Welcome North and flying out the climbers.  The noise from back there has been so 
steady that I thought someone had a diamond drill going but the climbers said no, they 
thought it was only prospecting going on. 
 
Apparently Welcome North treated them royally, giving them food, some meals and 
flying all their gear up to Tombstone Meadows for $40.  It looks like a good year to be 
away from Brintnell Lake.  I suspect that if we ever return that the magnificent camp at 
the end of the lake will be an utter shambles again. 
 
We hopped in the canoe and soon pulled ahead of the rafts which essentially were 
drifting.   We arrived at the park check-in to a roaring chain saw.  Wilderness?  What with 
all the people, choppers, noise, papers to fill out it doesn’t seem very nice any more.  The 
scenery is still here and the wildlife but that sense of being removed from civilization is 
gone and with it the sense of wilderness.  It is sad.  Patterson said I shouldn’t return and 
he was right.  Yet I am so tied to this thing now through the work that it seems I have to 
come back if only to sort a few more things out.  And as we said last night, would we 
sooner have this or power dams.  The choice is clear cut, but I still like it the way it was.  
 
Phil Burton is the warden with Willy Marsellaise [sp?] of the Butte, his assistant, on their 
10 day stint here now.  They were cutting a new and very improved trail to their cabin at 
Rabbitkettle Lake.  We set up camp across the river from the landing and then went over 
to meet them and collect our cache.  We spent the afternoon sorting things out and 
repacking.  We have two drums to be flown back out to Simpson, one of them full of odds 
and ends.  Better to have too much rather than too little. 
 
We packed the drums over to the warden’s cabin this evening.  The views from 
Rabbitkettle Lake were stupendous.  The lake was calm as we came over the hill to the 
lake.  You can see peaks of granite up Hole-in-the-Wall valley, Rabbitkettle valley and 
Brintnell Lake as well as closer more rounded hills.  Because of the barrels we had no 
cameras.  What a shame. 
Supper preparation and consumption was a battle between the mosquitoes and our 
sanity.   We won but just.  They are nearly as good as in 1966, except there aren’t as 
many of the tiny, lightning fast species here at this site!  That is a small blessing.  Bug 
dope is effective for about 20 minutes.  After finishing up chores we dove through the 
tent door simultaneously, frantically zipped it shut, then swatted for the next 15 minutes 
or so at the 50 or more that dove through with us.  The tent screen has one for every six 
or so square inches just fussing and raring to get at us.  Let them rare, I need the sleep. 
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August 15 

 
The topic of today’s dissertation must of necessity be the weather, the cloudy weather, 
the wet weather, the cold weather, the dashed hopes weather, THE DAMN WEATHER.  
Last night’s unsettled sky was quite considerably settled by this morning into a nearly 
solid overcast.  The clouds were low and plus the absence of sun precluded an early 
morning hike into Rabbitkettle Lake to try for the photos missed last night.  So often in 
photography, an opportunity missed is an opportunity lost.  Yet one can’t always pack a 
camera.  Actually, if it was just a camera that would be fine but it is cameras, lens and a 
mound of other accessories. 
 
With dawn hikes out of the question it was roll over for more fitful sleeping.  Dave got up 
to prepare breakfast while I hit yesterday’s diary.  That has become the general pattern.   
He bears the chore cheerily, helped in part by his innate good nature and perhaps just a 
bit by the knowledge that he can use this fairly complete saga to fill out his sketch notes if 
he so wishes.  He even offered breakfast in bed but I declined.  After eggs and Spam (or 
whatever) it was to return to diary.  Just as I was finishing Dave announced that things 
were getting ominous.  We had a sunny patch but showers were all around, some of 
them quite black.  Quick decision.  Pack and off in half an hour in the hopes of a repeat of 
yesterday.  We made it in 30-40 minutes, congratulating ourselves on our improved 
performance.  A hundred yards down the river on went the rain suits.  
 
Today we got thoroughly pelted.  But even that was fun because as we drifted I was 
fascinated by the way the drops hit the water surface only to spatter outwards and send 
one drop rebounding up in the centre to a height of an inch or two.  I was vividly 
reminded of Edgerton’s classic photo of the crown of milk drops.  While lost in my world 
of splashing crowns we nearly landed in a driftpile.  Dave was a little more alert and kept 
us out. 
 
By the time we reached the mouth of the Rabbitkettle it had settled into a solid soft rain.  
We opted for the big bar opposite the mouth because of its view, firewood and probable 
freedom from the special breed of mosquito, the Rabbitkettle lightning bolt.  Set up the 
tent in the rain, threw everything in including ourselves, thus establishing a new travel 
record for a day.  About two miles. 
 
With the best of intentions, we unpacked the diary and Ford (1974), each of us going to 
get to work on our pet project.  But first we had to get out the beds for one can’t work on 
a gravel strand where rocks are digging into you every which way.   
 
The next thing I knew there was a very rough sounding motor in the area.  I thought at 
first it was the Norseman but after coming to a bit more, realized it had to be an Otter.  
Dave had got up earlier and was out sitting in the sun.  I joined him very puffy eyed, my 
response to a mouse having been in the tent last night.  About the same time the three 
couples from Edmonton appeared on the beach opposite, having gone into the 
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hotsprings early this morning.  They paddled three to a canoe, over to our bar and 
tracked up to and by our camp.  We chatted briefly.  They have 18 days to get back to 
Simpson and are fussing already because the third flight with some of their food, etc. 
hasn’t been in.  They flew in yesterday in Simpson Air’s Norseman (2 canoes) and the 185 
(one canoe). 
 
With the improved weather where we were, but rain all around us, we decided to go into 
the hotsprings.  Just my pack with our camera gear, rain suits, down sweaters and 
moccasin rubbers weighed 45 pounds.  I keep wondering if the camera gear is all 
necessary.  The Hasselblad equipment really adds to the weight. 
 
The route in is basically the one used since time began.   Travel along the south shore of 
Rabbitkettle River to Hole-in-the-Wall Creek, ford Hole-in-the-Wall and continue along up 
the Rabbitkettle to the hotsprings.  It is a little over a mile’s hike.  In contrast to 1966 when 
there was no trail, there is now a well-worn trail in.  Actually, I should say a series of trails 
for Parks Canada has cut nothing in the trail line yet perhaps hoping to discourage some 
people from going in to trample the area.  The result is that different people have 
different ideas for avoiding fallen trees, wet spots, etc., so a group of trails has developed. 
 
Rabbitkettle River has been ripping and tearing across its flood plain since 1966.  It has 
completely eliminated the clearing, with its blaze of fireweed, that used to be below the 
junction of the two creeks.  That was where the bank collapsed under Wendy and she 
went down into the river in a sea of mud.  That experience, along with unbelievably 
ferocious mosquitoes terminated our trip in there in 1966. 
 
On our trip in we met Phil Burton and the three nurses from Simpson on their way out 
from the springs.  They had sat out the rain at a camp of two University of Alberta people.  
One, an MA student in geography, is mapping and describing the area.  The other, a 
professor, is studying its fragility with a view to recommending action to preserve it.  
When we arrived in there they were in their tents and since we were late in the day and 
short on light we didn’t disturb them.  They are camped (in a) nearby clearing.  The 
mosquitoes must be awful where they are.  
 
The trip in isn’t all that bad once you have made up your mind your feet are going to get 
wet.  Hole-in-the-Wall creek is first but if that didn’t do it the swampy areas would.   Even 
by selecting the shallowest area to ford you get wet to your knees or a bit over as you 
walk 150 [feet?] down an immersed bar which angles down and across the river.   I waded 
directly across and got wet nearly to the crotch.  There is a generous supply of poles, 
mostly rotten, on the bank to assist in fording.  Even using a pole there must be most of 
June and early July when it is impossible to get in there because the water is too deep to 
ford. 
 
You first see the springs looking like the top of a great castle towering through black 
spruce.  As you climb up a hill through the scattered stunted spruce the enormity of the 
north mound begins to impress itself on you.  Parapets of the most subtle cream, yellow 
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and gray 35 to forty [feet?]  above you, but even more impressive fill the horizon.  It is 
awesome and it wasn’t until later that I realized when we talked we did so in hushed 
voices, just as one might if visiting a shrine.  To complete the shrine picture we even 
wore special footwear; we removed our boots and just wore moccasin rubbers to reduce 
damage to the fragile tufa. 
 
By the time we got there it was late in the day.  The hole in the clouds which prompted us 
to go in had long since vanished.  The light was poor and worsening as rain appeared 
over one mountain after another in the area.  We made on[e] circuit of the north mound 
taking photos as we went, operating on the theory that some poor pictures were better 
than none.  We resolved to do paper work tomorrow and wait to see if the light would be 
better.  We really can’t afford another day here but the obvious beauty of the place 
demands it.  Anyway, we have to finish summarizing Ford to be sure of where we want to 
stop to take photos. 
 
After making one circuit of the north mound I made a quick trip to the south mound 
which is very flat being further up hill but has far prettier vents and much more 
vegetation around it.  It must be some sight in June with the flowers in bloom. 
 
By now it was quite obvious that we were really for it.  Rain was everywhere, the wind 
was blowing upriver from the SE and it was generally developing into a full blown storm 
likely to last three days.  It caught us about two thirds the way out but not heavy rain yet.  
Just enough to soak us. 
 
After crossing Hole-in-the-Wall Creek I took a route out right along the Rabbitkettle River.  
Suddenly I stopped dead in my tracks.  There in the undercut river bank was a white line 
of soil about an inch thick, about two feet below the bank surface.  Here was what I was 
looking for and wondering for two years whether or not I would find it.  The white 
volcanic ash of the Yukon.  I had seen it on the Canol Road near the border along 
Macmillan River (south fork).  I have never seen reports putting it that far east even, 
though I haven’t really had a go at the literature on this topic.  After seeing it so 
extensively in the Yukon the past two summers I had wondered if it had got as far as the 
Nahanni country.  Dave scrambled down the bank to collect samples to confirm its origin.  
(I had the pack). 
 
We got back to the tent well soaked, cold but counting the day some sort of a success.  
We just threw the wet clothes outside.  What with wet cameras and pack we had enough 
wet in the tent already.  The tent is utter chaos since everything that was in my backpack 
is lying about.  With our bellies full of potato and beef patties and chocolate pudding we 
drifted to sleep, warm and dry at last, with rain pelting the tent.   I was ready for a three-
day sleep. 
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August 16 

 
For the second night in a row I awoke in the middle of the night and tossed and turned for 
a couple of hours thinking about things.  Like how nice it would be to have you all along 
on this trip.  Then I realized that you really wouldn’t be enjoying the cold, the dampness, 
the wet feet and Michelle and Kirsten the confinement.  Oh yes, the mosquitoes.  
Whoever said there weren’t mosquitoes and flies here, especially mosquitoes, is full of 
B.S., myself included.  I guess on fortunate years, probably dry ones that may nearly be 
true.  It is also true to a fair degree so long as you stay on the river or on bars.  So nice as 
it would be to have you along it is probably best that you aren’t.  I bet Michelle is 
swimming like a fish now, can talk like a Newfie and is getting excited about grade one.  
And Kirsten, if the last time I heard her on the phone is any indication is talking a blue 
streak. 
 
Once awake and thinking about things like that I began to look around.  The wind was 
really flapping the tent so I looked out to see how things were.  The moon was poking 
itself through one hole in the clouds while stars showed themselves in others.  Ah-hah 
says I, the eye of the hurricane.  I better get some sleep before she really hits.  And I did. 
 
I awoke to a gray sky with one or two blue spots and set to on the diary.  Dave started 
breakfast and started to give a running commentary of ever more optimistic weather 
reports.  By the time I crawled out for breakfast there was a nice big blue hole over us, the 
only one in sight.  I began to curse for not getting up earlier and not being already at the 
hotsprings taking pictures when this one and only chance presented itself.  We hurriedly 
threw miscellaneae in the tent, cameras in the pack and were off knowing full well that by 
the time we got in there the blue hole would have passed and we would have missed the 
only opportunity for the next three days.   
 
We practically trotted in and I guess we were so intent on making time that we didn’t look 
up.  By the time we got in there, there were blue holes everywhere and we settled down 
to a solid day’s photography with only an hour without good sun.  The weather here is 
utterly unpredictable.  The only rule is don’t wait for it, just do what you want to or have 
to and let the weather mind its own business.  Other than the first six days the weather 
hasn’t been good on this trip.  Yet whenever we really needed decent weather, often only 
for a few hours, it has usually been there for at least part of the time.  So, if we were 
going to get one of the poor weather years then we usually have been blessed when 
necessary with the good. 
 
I took two hours, maybe more, walking around the two mounds shooting colour on the 
Hasselblad.  Two and a half rolls later I was out of film so I started the same with black 
and white and 35mm.  Another couple of hours saw me out of Hasselblad black and white 
film, so I spent more time taking just 35mm slides.  I covered it fairly well except for some 
of the smaller colour patterns and details. 
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Then it was down to the nearby camp of Dave Wright, the M.A. student and his assistant, 
as he put it, Madeline (?).  Both are Irish.  She is his girlfriend and is over for the summer 
only.  He is working under Dr. Charlie Brown, a Karst specialist at the university of 
Alberta.  We had a fine chat with them exchanging information.  My knowledge of the 
geology - geomorphology was a bit better than his and he knew a lot more than I about 
small features of the springs and patterned gravel.  We spent several hours stomping the 
area looking at things, digging test pits and throwing out ideas before having a 
sumptuous supper of barbecued canned ham steaks, canned peas and carrrots, canned 
pears and cookies.  It was getting dark and clouding up fairly thoroughly as we parted. 
 
This was our second good run in with some of the accoutrements of civilization on this 
trip.  Both times we have enjoyed the amenities immensely not to mention the company.  
It really shows how fragile the wilderness experience is even for two as committed to it as 
us.  It also shows that wildness does not have the connotations we give it without the 
contrast of civilization to both escape from and return to.  The reverse seems quite true 
for civilization.  We need both.  They appear mutually exclusive and yet, as concepts they 
are so dependent on each other. 
 
We stopped on the way out to photograph the volcanic ash and to try to get cleaner 
samples.  The ash is in fine grained deltaic sediments showing layers ranging in size from 
silt above it to sands and very fine gravels below it.  The ash itself is of intermittent 
thickness ranging from 0 - 3 inches thick averaging about 1.5 inches.  It must have been 
put down in a very late stage of a post glacial lake in the area, possibly Lake Tetcela?  Not 
Tetcela.  I just checked Ford.  He puts the elevation at 1300 feet.  We are at 2000 feet.  This 
then must be a smaller lake which he hasn’t identified.  The evidence for it possibly rests 
on terraces across the Nahanni valley from the mouth of the Rabbitkettle River.  Although 
some or all of these terraces could be strands of Glacial Lake Nahanni. 
 
Whatever, the ash rests in a paleodelta of the Rabbitkettle - Hole-in-the-Wall Rivers.  The 
delta sequence is at least 10 feet thick at its deepest exposure, but goodness knows how 
much further it may go below the present Rabbitkettle river bed.  The RK river has incised 
its way down into this delta now, depositing much coarser deposits onto it wherever it 
has run recently.  Since 1966 RK River has carved away at least 10 acres of the paleodelta 
that lay inside a meander of the present RK River.  I suspect the reason the ash shows 
here and not in surrounding soils is that it was quickly washed into the river and 
concentrated in the delta to a thickness that is visible.  We dug two test pits yesterday and 
looked at a third around the hotsprings.  There was no clear ash layer, although light 
material that could have been a smattering of ash was near the soil surface on a lateral 
moraine of HITW valley.  The quantity was so small and the soil so fine and similar that 
this could just be wishful thinking on my part. 
 
We have however probably seen ash on two other occasions on this trip.  Layers of what 
looked like [ash?] were almost on the soil surface of two cut banks of coarse alluvium 
which we passed by.  Both exposures were on fairly recent burns.  The first was probably 
the cut bank we climbed where the geese were sitting and I showered Dave with rocks on 
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Aug. 7.  The second was somewhere near where the Nahanni makes its bend SE again 
and the Broken Skull River.  Wherever these exposure(s) were we didn’t note them 
because we thought the material was ash from the burn since it was immediately under 
the duff layer.  Dave remembers handling the material of Aug. 7.  I just remember us 
passing the second exposure in the canoe and dismissing it as fire ash without going 
ashore.  In retrospect we erred in not taking samples and assigning it to fire origin.  Both 
places were again alluvial deposits and perhaps represented volcanic ash concentrations.  
Anyway, we will go back tomorrow and make some measurements and take a few more 
photos of this deposit. 
 
I could write a book on the things we saw at the hotsprings and ideas about their 
formation, but time is short.  Dave Wright and Charlie Brown will both be doing it anyway 
and with their material and my photos.  I can put it together at a more leisurely pace later. 
 

August 17 

 
It blew to beat hell last night as well as sending a few light showers.  The flapping tent 
woke us more than once.  This morning there is a very stiff upstream breeze which is 
both cold and damp, in a word, raw.  We are sitting in the tent, me catching up diary and 
Dave working on the summary and key for Ford.  This afternoon we will head downriver. 
About a week ago, in fact the day we sat on the hill and got examined by the peregrine, 
we got talking about trips on the river.  Most people we have met seem in such a rush.  
They know little of the area and therefore don’t know what to look for.  It is also very 
obvious and has been ever since the Moose Ponds, but it was brought home painfully 
yesterday, that the river corridor is being overused even at the present level of several 
hundred visitors per year.  There is little separation of parties at times and with signs of 
trampling everywhere it is not a high class wilderness experience.  This combination of 
things got us thinking about an introduction for a guide book.  I am going to try and set a 
few of those ideas down. 
 
You have dreams of canoeing the big Nahanni (or else you wouldn’t have picked this 
book up?)  The challenge of that swift river of legend flowing out of the northwest 
intrigues.  Is it as dangerous as they say?  Is it as scenic?  Can I travel it where at least 25 
others have failed to the extent of losing their lives?  To the wilderness traveller there it is, 
the dream.  Maybe not the top of your list of Walter Mitty ambitions but very well up 
there.  You must try it. 
 
You plan for months the extent of the trip.  You pore over maps.  Read books.  Plan 
menus.  Write government travel bureaus and Parks Canada for information.  On it goes 
to the day of departure when you and your friends embark with gear packed, charter 
flights arranged and a drive ahead of you.  All this time the challenge of the Nahanni has 
sustained and nourished your ambitions. 
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As your bush plane on floats circles what appears to be a microscopically small lake 
several thousand feet below your pilot asks, do you still want to land?”  He has probably 
already explained to you that while he can land you at this spot, the landing is irrevocable 
- for you.  He can take off alright but only with an empty aircraft and himself.  Any load at 
all and there will be aluminium shards scattered over several hundred yards of hillside.  
You nod to land. 
 
Unloading is a swift affair.  You push the plane off, it taxies to take off and then with a 
pulsating roar it is up on the heel and off.  The plane fades to nothing, followed by the 
noise.  Then it hits you, especially if this is you first wilderness trip, hits you right in the 
stomach.  You are alone!  No doctors to repair accidents, no malls to shop for what 
you’ve forgotten, none of the services that your daily life depends on back at home.  The 
challenge of the Nahanni is no longer a dream.  It is here.  It is real.  It is yours. 
 
You feel just a little lonely and perhaps more than just a bit unsure of yourself.  Don’t feel 
badly though.  Hundreds before you have felt the same way and meet the challenge of 
the Nahanni successfully.  You will also.  You just don’t know it yet. 
 
If you have travelled to the Moose Ponds at the headwaters there is 350 miles of river 
ahead of you and another 120 miles if you plan to paddle on down the Liard to Fort 
Simpson.  Whatever the distance of your trip, you are going to travel past millions and 
millions of spruce trees on river banks and mountains.  You may not even know that 
some are black spruce and some are white spruce.  Nor may you know the other less 
common trees or the things their presence can tell you about the types of soils present, 
the types of animals you may see amongst them.  You will sweep around bend after bend 
to find trees dangling from the banks, their tops in the river.  The shore opposite is 
probably a gravel bar.  You can only sweep around so many bends, look at so many 
million spruce trees, see so many sweepers dangling from cut banks and camp on so 
many gravel bars before the sameness of it all begins to bore you a bit, especially if that 
is all you see.  The odd moose sighting will really liven up the day as will the occasional 
mountain of brilliant orange, yellow or red rocks or Virginia Falls or the cliffs in the First 
Canyon, or a Dall sheep or one of the hotsprings.  But except for a few relatively short 
sections of standing waves or rapids this grand moving lake called the South Nahanni 
will sweep you along its length without a lot of effort on your part.  If you are like many, if 
not most Nahanni travellers you will spend day after day in your canoe drifting by some 
scenic grandeur and some rather boring scenery.  You get in your canoe in the morning, 
probably get out for lunch (some don’t even do that) and get out to camp at night.  And 
so it goes for two or three weeks.  All the time your chief motivational factor will probably 
have been the challenge of the Nahanni - to say I did it.  I made it. 
 
You will end your trip a better person for it.  The pressures of civilization will have been 
removed for two or three weeks of the year, especially if you travel in a small group.  You 
will get back home and really appreciate clean clothes, warm baths, fresh fruit and people 
who can provide most of the services you want.  The memories of cold wet feet will fade, 
along with the rainy days and other low points of the trip.  You will show your 
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photographs to your friends recalling the good times and bask in the aura of being one of 
a select few thousand who took on the challenge of the Nahanni and made it.  The 
challenge is what initially intrigued you, sustained you through a long preparation, kept 
you from being bored on the trip and makes it all seem worthwhile now. 
 
Yet if you are like some, you may begin to wonder if the successfully met challenge is 
enough reward for a trip like that.  You may even begin to realize that, really, the Nahanni 
is not a demanding white water river of awesome proportions.  In fact today with 
downstream travel and modern equipment most of it is just a piece of cake with a few 
dangerous or difficult spots thrown in.  You may feel a little cheated and ask isn’t there a 
little more than that? 
 
The answer is yes, an awful lot more.  This book is our attempt to show you just how 
much more.  We hope that the scenery that you see is not either pretty or boring but 
whatever it is it also tells you a story.  We hope it will cause you to be out of your canoe 
at least as much as you are in it, and that you will want three months for your trip instead 
of three weeks.  If it does that, you will not feel a little cheated.  The challenge of the 
Nahanni will still be there but it will probably be a small part of your trip. 
 
By lunchtime Dave had finished his work on Ford and me the foregoing.  After lunch we 
took Dave’s notes on Ford and began plotting things from them on the map that we 
wanted to be sure and photograph.  That took another couple of hours, by which time any 
normal person would be setting up camp.  Not us.  We broke camp and started 
downstream.  We are very badly behind schedule and even if we get a few miles in it is 
some help. 
 
We managed 5-6 miles into a very stiff breeze before on and off drizzle and darkness 
drove us onto a bar opposite which a big largely bare hill promised some good views in 
the morning if the weather improves. 
 
It was very dark when we finally got to bed.  I stayed up and stoked up a good sized fire 
and stood and watched it for awhile.  Stared would be a better word.  Fires do that to me 
as I watch them.  I think about things or more often just let my mind wander about 
whatever thoughts pop up, even dream.  It is so relaxing it should be done more often. 
 
As I went to bed a few stars were showing through holes in the clouds.  We have given 
up trying to figure out whether or not signs like that mean well for the morrow. 
 

August 18 

 
We arose at goodness knows what time for it was solidly clouded over.  Time has not 
become as meaningless on this trip as it did in 1966, which is a pity.  There are several 
reasons for it.  First, keeping this diary keeps track of the days, but I suppose that was true 
in 66 except then Wendy kept the diary.  Second and very important we have more to do 
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this trip than we have time for.  So, if it is about noon we will figure out how far we can 
get or what hill we can climb in the afternoon or in the hours still available to us.  Third 
we keep running into people who are keeping track of time. 
 
At any rate our time is still different than theirs.  We use sun time which is about 2.5 
hours later than Fort Simpson time.  Noon is when the sun is due south and the rest we 
judge accordingly.  I do it by eye but Dave uses his compass and allows 15° either side of 
south for each hour.  Sun time is more than accurate enough for our purposes.  Much to 
my disgust Dave does have a watch along but he has only referred to it a couple of times. 
 
We did our usual efficient job of having breakfast and packing up.  Probably two hours 
today which is a little bit better.  The one advantage of this slowness is it gives the 
weather time to improve.  Today was no exception.  We paddled across the river and 
climbed 2-300 feet, maybe more up an open hill.  We got gorgeous views up to the 
Ragged Range which surprisingly were more clear than over us.  Last nights rain had 
been snow down to about the 5000 foot level.  It is the first good one of the summer 
although the rain of two days ago laid down a dandy pile of snow down to the 8000 foot 
level in the Ragged Range.  Although we haven’t noticed it, I suspect that goes on all 
summer up at that altitude. 
 
It amazes me again and again how just a little climb like this opens up vistas which are far 
more magnificent than available from the river.  On the river you are down in a hole so to 
speak.  Being below bank level most of the time, you only get to see what is right on bank 
top.  The trees then rise from the bank erecting another wall which you can’t see over.  
They effectively screen off the bases of even nearby mountains.  The best views then are 
down the river slot in front of you or behind you.  We have rarely seen people look back 
and even ourselves making a conscious effort to do so, don’t do it often enough. 
 
But climb even a 50 foot cut bank and see how the view changes.  The river gets put in a 
perspective not otherwise available.  You can see and appreciate the magnificent swings 
across its flood plain in curves that are even sensuous at times.  Rather than being just a 
body of water extending a few hundred yards or less in front of you, it becomes immense 
when you see [it] extending for miles.  Snyes which you didn’t even see, appear and arc 
about, sometimes in a nearly unbelievable fashion.  But all those things you kind of half 
expect because the map shows the pattern, albeit a pattern often somewhat altered in the 
ensuing 10-20 years since the map was made. 
 
Then there are the things you don’t expect and they are the most pleasant surprise.  Tiny 
lakes reflect blue sky or mountains, ranged by a bright yellow green band of grasses and 
sedges which contrast with the dark green, nearly black, of the spruce forest.  Mounds of 
glacial till or river alluvium even bedrock which add variety to a scene but don’t show 
from the river and are too small to be seen on the map.  Scree slopes and in some cases 
huge alluvial fans sweep off mountain slopes.  The patterns of folding and colouration in 
the rocks.  To add real depth to the scene you now see mountains behind mountains, 
behind mountains.  You only see the closest ones from the river.  But mere words 
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describing just a few of the major parts of the scene don’t begin to show how the parts 
are put together to make the whole.  You can only see and appreciate that magnificence if 
you get out of the canoe and climb a hill. 
 
This morning’s hill, while steep was an easy climb because it was open.  It is part of a 
long line of open slopes extending along the N.W. side of the valley from above 
Rabbitkettle to well below it.  Some appear to be lake or river terraces because they are 
all at the same height.  But they also extend some distance up the mountain-sides.  If the 
one we climbed is indicative they are open and grass covered for several reasons.  Most 
important they face generally southwest gaining maximum advantage of solar radiation.  
This makes them dry.  The soils were quite shallow on the slope we climbed.  The 
bedrock was steeply dipping limestone at the same angle as the hill.  A fire had gone 
through 50, probably more years ago.  The slope seems to have been more forested then, 
judging from rotting tree trunks.  After the fire, probably much of the soil was washed 
away, further encouraging grass rather than forest.  This had the usual juniper, the odd 
spruce, masses of bearberry and the characteristic sparse coarse grass.  In addition, it had 
a white green shrub with berries of the same colour.  I believe it is the same thing as 
found on the poorer soils all over the prairies.  Is it grease wood?  (No, silver Berry or 
Wolf Willow) 
 
While up the hill we were alerted by voices.  Soon, over a mile away, three canoes swept 
around the bend complete with spray covers.  I think I got some lovely telephoto shots of 
them going by.  It continues to amaze us how voices carry over the water.  We caught up 
to the group a few miles further down to find they were the three couples from 
Edmonton.  They told us that our barrels went out the night before on the 185 that 
brought the rest of their gear in. 
 
We stopped for lunch a few miles further down on a bar and they passed us again, 
making comments about being on a freeway, probably only half joking.  But the point is 
made.  You don’t have to have very many parties close together to destroy the very thing 
you came here for. 
 
We stopped for lunch when we realized we had passed the very point we most wanted to 
stop at- the spur of a mountain back from the river from which we could photograph the 
Irvine trough. 
 
We got by it because I misread the 1:50 000 map sheet which we are onto for the first 
time.  There is so much detail on them that I got confused.  We also slipped up when we 
passed a huge alluvial fan off the mountain that we saw in the bush.  However, it never 
did reach the river except as a tiny little creek through the forest which we didn’t think 
could possibly have come from it.  The whole issue was complicated by the fact that we 
thought everything was just around the bend ahead.  By the time we were around the 
bend it was too late. 
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While it was never even close to clear today, it had been getting cloudier all morning to 
the point where it was now quite cloudy.  We decided to move on rather than track the 
nearly two miles back upstream.  Our goal was the first of two creeks from the north 
which Ford describes as accordant with their synclines, meaning that the upward folded 
rock was highly fractured by the folding and erosion has carried away what was once the 
mountain leaving a valley.  We thought we could hike up this valley and take our photos 
from another peak.  As we approached it, our idea seemed less and less useful.  
Surprisingly though a small peak on the south side of the river looked very promising. 
 
We set up camp on the N. side of the river on a delightful little fan produced by 
Accordant” creek.  Clear water a good tent site and lots of wood.  Then when most 

people would be thinking about ending their day, we crossed the river to a creek opposite 
and tackled the bush along it to the base of our hill. 
 
It was a good stiff climb of 1500 feet through quite good going if you stayed on the very 
nose of the hill.  I don’t think there was more than half a mile of brush bashing on the 
entire trip of two and a half miles.  Our condition must be getting better because our 
stops were less frequent and recovery time faster than on Mt. Wilson.  Mind you our base 
elevation is about 1700 feet lower also.  It felt good to be climbing again. 
 
We got superb views, the best possible, through the narrower gap of the Hell Roaring 
anticlinorium and good views back upstream.  The light was quite poor so that the photos 
are only record shots.  The gap through the anticlinorium is nowhere near as narrow as 
what I recall Ford implying.  Maybe my recollections are faulty.  Anyway, it is somewhat 
narrower than the valley above and below but is still a broad glaciated valley filled with 
lake sediments.  The Nahanni does some of its better meandering on the valley floor and 
at the narrowest has plenty of room to form a good splits area.  Obviously a lot of ice and 
water has flowed through here since the Nahanni started flowing through this gap. 
 
It was getting dark as we made our way down.  I was just about back at the Nahanni 
when I spotted two fellows in the bush.  They sure jumped at my hello.  They turned out 
to be Parks Canada people from Calgary office.   Hutch Johnson and ?  They were here in 
June and are going to do the Flat in September.  They are supposedly describing the 
river, assessing its canoeability, updating the leaflet on danger spots in the river and 
checking the biophysical inventory.  What a crock of crap!  Doing what Parks Canada does 
so much of - studying studies of studies of ....  They are here on a paid holiday is what it 
amounts to doing work that either doesn’t need doing or can be far better done as part of 
normal costs and work by the Park staff.  They brought news of two big budget and staff 
cuts by Trudeau.  I hope their jobs get cut along with whoever approved their work.  The 
silly thing is they work from Calgary and liaise” with Don Pike in Winnipeg.  So another 
report will get done in isolation.  To make their work even more expensive they came in 
the chopper we saw last night because they got tired of waiting in Simpson.  But 
Simpson Air flew in their 185 within an hour of them.  They took the square stern canoe 
from Rabbitkettle Lake, will have their own canoe flown into Sunblood cabin then fly the 
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square stern to Rabbitkettle  For that money I could do two interviews and they would 
have some new information.  Oh well... 
 
We made supper by candlelight as David called it - firelight really.  A super supper of 
spaghetti with sauce, prunes and oatmeal cookies with raisins baked in the reflector oven.  
It must have been midnight or later when we went to bed. 
 
Oh yes.  Two choppers and three aircraft flew over today, all quite low.  In some ways I 
wish I still had the gun.  A little buckshot might put him flying higher. 
 

August 19 

 
 
  What a shock.  Blue sky this morning and lots of it.  Our good days are so rare that it 
seems we must use them for clean up and general lolling in the sun.  Today was no 
exception.  We both did some washing although not a complete one.  I put Sno Seal on 
my boots.  It was not very warm and I had to melt it in by the fire.  By one or two in the 
afternoon cloudy patches began to predominate so we didn’t bother climbing the hill 
again to get yet more record shots.  I had wakened early and began writing diary so by 
mid-afternoon was quite sleepy.  Dave was still puttering about so at his suggestion I had 
a snooze - right out on the bar with down jacket for a pillow and Holubar for warmth. 
 
We were on our way by four, perhaps a bit earlier, to sun once again.  It soon 
disappeared though for it was getting low in the sky and clouds were building up towards 
Rabbitkettle, Mt. Sydney Dobson and Glacier Lake where the sun was.  We thought we’d 
seen the last of it for today.  Incidentally we had magnificent views of the Mt. Sydney 
Dobson and other hills up that way, most of today.  Took a few photos.  Mt. S. Dobson is 
an even more rugged peak on the south side than the north, quite contrary to my 
recollections. 
 
The scenery is varied through the Hell Roaring Gap, generally on the good side.  The two 
creeks accordant to their synclines, the first of the two erroneously named Hell Roaring 
Creek on the 1:250 000 maps but further downstream on the proper creek on the 1:50 000 
maps, show their accordance but only to someone who knows a bit of geology.  The 
Sunblood limestones are nearly vertical east and west of these creeks, but at least as 
important if not more important reasons as syncline for their being in accord is the fact 
that the eroded syncline is a band of Road River shale which is much easier to remove 
than limestone.  In fact, as you proceed downstream in this section, the north side of the 
river has alternating bands of Sunblood limestone and Road River shales or Broken Skull 
limestones oriented in north south lines.  Wherever the shales exist there are large 
valleys, rounded hills with mountains set back from the river.  Wherever the Sunblood 
outcrops, there are steep craggy peaks standing higher than the others often coming very 
close to or right down to the Nahanni.  Hence my assertion that rock type has been at 
least as important if not more so in determining accordance. 
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The pair of meanders in [one of] the narrowest parts of the Hell Roaring gap are a bit of a 
disappointment in that they don’t show clearly the thrust of the alluvial fans which Ford 
says formed them.  One fan has generated both curves away from the south side 
mountain.  The upstream fan is playing no role in directing the river at the moment since 
it is well back from the river and all banks are silt.  The third fan, if present isn’t obvious 
from the river.  The only way the origin of these fan[s] generated meanders can be made 
clear is to photograph it from the air or preferably the mountain opposite which has 
lovely crags to add foreground.  The whole business may not even be clear then and the 
mountain top is only accessible by chopper considering our style of climbing.  It might be 
accessible by a two day trip up Hell Roaring Creek and a side creek up the backside, but 
that is a big might. 
 
The mountain I refer to is very interesting because the west third is very gray Sunblood 
Formation and surprisingly smooth and rounded.  The east two thirds is more brown with 
brilliant splashes of orange, yellow, even red.  It is quite craggy limestone of the Broken 
Skull formation.  Obviously the competent cliff forming layer of the Sunblood Formation 
is missing here, yet just across the valley some of it is present in the mountain with all the 
nice alluvial fans.  The north mountain is a good example of how geologists tell one 
formation from another when composed of somewhat similar rocks. 
 
The south mountain Fan Mountain” if you like has the fans which generate the meanders 
but on its east end it has the best interpretive fan seen on the trip and I suspect the best 
on the entire river.  It comes to river’s edge making easy access.  You can see the entire 
process of fan formation from the river - steep peaks producing talus by frost action; 
chutes by which rock is on its own accord, by snow and subsequently water; the 
distribution of the loose material by water over the fan; active, recently active and inactive 
zones of the fan as shown by plant type and succession; and so on.  It is not a steep fan, 
nor so large that you can’t see all of it from nearly every place on it.  Its beauty is in its 
ideal shape, near perfect size, completeness of developmental stage of both the fan and 
its vegetation and accessibility.  It should be in any book.  There are two more fans east of 
it but they are of poorer access, much steeper and show development less well.  The 
middle one is almost inactive and requires a hike to get to.  Together though the three 
plus the two forested ones by the meanders show the types of variations in fans.  Should 
make a good piece in a book. 
 
We stopped at the mouth of Hell Roaring Creek, the real one, not where we camped last 
night, to fish.  No luck.  I have lost my touch.  Judging from the floodplain it is a well 
named creek and the name itself has a nice ring.  The Nahanni needs more names like 
that and fewer Virginia Falls, Mt. Harrison-Smiths etc. 
 
The marginal channels marked by Ford along the sides of the hills here are far more 
obvious from aerial photos than they are from the river.  The average canoeist will have a 
hard time spotting them. 
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Away ahead down the valley is the massive mountain block of Sunblood Formation 
extending from Flood Creek to Virginia Falls.  Back of it, through the Backbone Ranges is 
the area which I suspect is the least glaciated of the entire southern Mackenzie 
Mountains.  What little I have seen of [it] shows one V-shaped valley after another.  It is 
not karstified that I am aware of but that is more likely due to the absence of a fairly flat 
lying competent limestone like that of the Nahanni Formation. 
 
The first evidence of lack of glaciation lies ahead on those Sunblood Mountains.  They 
drop steeply with craggy fronts into the Flood Creek and Nahanni valleys.  There are two 
of them however with smooth rounded to nearly flat tops which stand out from 15-20 
miles away like sore thumbs.  They obviously escaped the last major glaciation through 
here.  Whether that was early, mid or late Wisconsin or even earlier, I wouldn’t know.  But 
their shape is clear from just below Hell Roaring Creek on down. 
 
We had lovely sun from Hell Roaring Creek down to camp as a low hole opened in the 
clouds.  Things continued to clear until dark.  We surely would have appreciated that sun 
this afternoon as we travelled by some of the features we wanted to photograph.   
 
Not having done much all day we had a light supper at sundown then stayed up watching 
the moon rise (nearly full) and the afterglow fade behind a gorgeous silhouette of 
mountains and trees.  Took quite a few late photos, some with our campfire.  We stayed 
up until at least midnight talking about possible book formats.  We see the best as being 
general chapters on things like plants, history, geomorphology, geology, etc.  When we 
discuss an item like alluvial fans we will list at the end of the section good typical 
examples according to mileage on the river.  The final chapter will be a sequential listing 
of all major features by mileage, coming down river.  A back pocket should contain a 
1:500 000 map naming major features and showing mileages of same.  Will have to see 
what Parks Canada thinks of the idea.  We will try it out on the upper river which is fairly 
simple. 
 
It was clouding up as we went to bed.  Rain tomorrow? 
 

August 20 

 
No rain.  Glorious sun in a cloudless sky as we got up around 7:30.  Dave did breakfast 
and cooked biscuits for lunch while I did this for yesterday.  He is now packed and waiting 
for me. 
 
We talked about the merits of working back upstream to photograph our ideal fan in the 
sun in some detail.  Rejected it as too time consuming.  We are fast running out.  Off to 
pack now. 
 
I meant to mention mew gulls yesterday [*see correction, page 18].  Of all the gulls I’ve 
seen they are the prettiest.  They are so petite, while their behaviour seems positively 
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meek and cute compared to the big, bold powerful herring or ring bills.  Even the 
Bonapartes gulls of the upper river, intermediate in size, have the scrappy squawky 
behaviour of the larger gulls.  In contrast the mews rarely utter a sound and often hang 
together in social groups with apparent ease and social grace.  Lest you think them 
communal we see more on their own than together.  We are continually amazed by the 
number of immature ones about compared to the relatively scarce adults.  Unlike other 
gulls, immature mews have a positively gorgeous plumage of whites and subtle browns 
with a cute spot of brown behind the eye.  They patrol the river, as did the Bonapartes 
above, but we find them in social groups in big eddies adjacent to heavy boils.  
Apparently, the water stirs up food.  Right now, and for the past several days mayflies but 
especially stoneflies have been emerging in significant numbers.  The gulls sitting on the 
water in eddies are probably picking a lot of them up.  The stoneflies should make easy 
prey for anything, gulls included since they seem to be helpless on the water surface for 
such long periods of time.  In fact, I have yet to see one fly. 
 
Well today was to be quite an uninteresting day scenically, so we figured to make 40 
miles or so.  Things started badly with the packing when we had to reorganize, getting 
out another four days food.  With one thing and another it was just one more of our many 
noon hour starts. 
 
Then the scenery turned out to be quite nice in spots despite the broad valley.  We 
dreamt about so[me?] nice alpine tundra hikes we spotted on both sides of the river.  
They all required some good slogging to get to and some are probably impractical if not 
impossible using our techniques. 
 
The large flat top mountain with a flat spur towards the Nahanni with Flood Creek along 
its west flank had a herd of 10 Dall sheep grazing on top.  We were so far away that it was 
only with difficulty that we could determine there were 10 white spots.  No idea of what 
the herd composition was.  We watched them off and on for what seemed like miles of 
river.  They were on one of the two unglaciated” peaks I mentioned yesterday.  The two 
flat, smooth areas on this peak, one at about 4000 feet and the other at 5200 have me 
wondering if they don’t represent different glaciations which they escaped.  If only there 
was time to get up to look for glacial material and examine the area.  Both Flood Creek 
valley and the next one east contained valley glaciers at one time. 
 
About three miles below Flood Creek, not four miles above [?] we spotted Faille’s  cabin 
as the park people call.  Maybe it is but Phil Burton, the warden, didn’t know of any 
evidence making it Faille’s.  The front third is hanging out over an undercut bank.  It 
should be in the river in another few years.  The floor and roof at the front, east side are 
gone, likely as a result of rain getting in around the chimney hole there and rotting things 
out.  Otherwise the cabin is in remarkably good shape.  Many of its contents are still 
there, surprisingly. 
 
The cabin was built on a snye with a big open bar facing it.  This, plus its facing south 
made for maximum exposure to the sun.  The cabin is 9 X 12 measured by my span and 
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is 5 feet, 9 inches to the bottom of the ridge pole from the hewn floor as measured by my 
height.  It is a very well constructed one, still tightly chinked, without poles to hold the 
chinking in.  The door is on the south with a window beside it.  The west wall has a 
window while the east wall had one that was subsequently boarded up with a hewn 
board. 
 
The bed occupied the N.W. corner and a curious thing, a semi-rounded hole was notched 
in the wall above the bed about 2” X 4”.  Was it a peep hole or an air vent or what?  The 
stove was in the SE corner.  Shelves were along the E and W walls set in the logs and 
held up by angled supports.  The E one has collapsed.  The split, hewn log floor did not 
extend under the bed.  That area seems to have been where much refuse was thrown.  
Most of the grass that had been on the bed had fallen through the roughly one inch 
spruce poles acting as slats.  Mice or squirrels seem to have nested in it and perhaps it 
was they who made it appear a refuse area as they chewed up bits of paper and dragged 
them in, although there were also large nearly complete pieces of paper in there 
including [a] Trumilk” instructions cardboard box labelled Radiant.” 
 
An inventory of major things about the cabin is as follows.  it includes what was fairly 
obvious.  Searching would turn up more. 
 
 1 bench (see picture),  1 badly banged up enamel washbasin and 1 shutter (?) lying 

outside. 
 the remains of cache supports back of the cabin. 
 1 sheet metal stove, 2 burner with oven 
 2 sections of dented but quite new looking stove pipe 6” x 18” 
 1 10 gallon gas keg with top 3/4 cut around probably served as a dry goods container 

to keep things from mice. 
 1 Gaines lard pail (3 or 5 lb) with bottom cut out in teeth and folded back, the inside 

coated with soot, obviously part of the stove pipe system but too small to fit 6 inch 
stove pipe.  (see picture) 

 2 store bought painted round cans for flour etc about 1 gal size no obvious lids for 
them. 

 1 lb Fort Garry coffee can 
 2 cans Ogdens fine cut with 80 as part of the painted label. 
 1 jar Ponds skin cream 
 2 rusty pails possibly lard no obvious lids 3 or 5 lb size 
 assorted scattered lids of coffee, milk, lard etc. cans. 
 1 aluminum sauce pan in the stove with a fixed handle and shot full of .22 holes. 
 1 small coil of braided wire 13-24 inches long. 
 1 trap spring on the bed. 

 
The walls were papered with Macleans Magazine of two dates Dec. 15, 1941, March 1, 
1942.  There was one other magazine present on the walls and scattered about in bits and 
pieces.  Only one piece was found with the name Saturday Evening (Post), no date found.  
Most of the paper was gone either chewed by mice or destroyed by weather.  The 
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magazines if put up when the cabin was built, means it couldn’t have been built before 
the fall of 1942. 
 
I found part of a magazine page with the word Arnold written on it and part of a 3 in 1 oil 
carton with Fort Simpson written on it, then scratched out along with some doodling of 
flowers.  These last two items I brought out to see if the handwriting can be identified. 
 
It was fascinating poking about the place, wondering whoever was here, what made them 
choose this spot, what had their winter(s) been like?  Did the hole above the bed suggest 
they were a bit paranoid?  Whoever and why aside, they must have (been) king of all they 
surveyed for in 1942 the country wasn’t exactly crowded.  It seems to me that it could be 
Faille.  Certainly, the writing on the box suggests Fort Simpson and Faille is just about the 
only Simpson resident interested in the Nahanni whom I haven’t accounted for in the 
1940’s. 
 
I just had some breakfast and for some reason decided to look at gulls in the bird book.  
My commentary on pages 47-48 (First part of Aug 20) is haywire.  What I called mews are 
bonapartes and vice versa.  We did see adult and immature mew gulls from the Moose 
Ponds down to about Moore’s.  Since then we have seen the odd adult but no immatures.  
Somewhere around the Little Nahanni we started seeing the very pretty immature 
bonapartes.  They have been becoming more and more common but nary an adult have 
we seen on the entire trip.  Where are they? 
 
On the bend of the big meander just below Faille’s” cabin is a huge 80 Foot high bank 
magnificent cross-bedded coarse sands and fine gravels.  It is the best of its type since 
the Little Nahanni or thereabouts.  It contains the many holes of a large swallow colony. 
 
Three miles beyond that we stopped to climb a bank to photograph a large fairly 
spectacular alluvial fan.  From about a mile downstream we could hear great grunts roars 
and crashing which often sounded animal like.  It was starting to get dark by now so the 
light wasn’t good and we couldn’t really see what was going on.  As we approached a 
very steep even undercut bank on the bend the sounds became more distinct.  They were 
extremely frequent and often violent bank cave-ins.  Our impression has been that the 
water is fairly high for this time of year but why was this bank being cut so heavily.  
Suddenly as we were very close I saw it.  A huge lens of ice at 10 feet high and 15 or 
more feet long with many more small lenses all along the bank.  Permafrost!  The bank 
top was forested with stunted black spruce and heavy moss cover.  The bank itself was 
composed of a patch of black silt and sand where the big ice lens was but elsewhere was 
sand or more commonly fine to medium gravels.  The bank was not only being undercut 
but faced the midday sun which had obviously been thawing a lot today.  The rate of 
bank collapse and erosion was truly awesome.  Unfortunately, the poor light and dark 
soils precluded any photos of the best sections.  This is the first real permafrost we have 
seen, although we probably have overlooked some evidence of it in the lacustrine and 
river silts. 
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A few miles further on we pulled onto a big silt bar on the west side of the first of two big 
meanders.  It is late and beggars can’t be choosy.  Lord help us if a wind ever comes up.  
We will suffocate in silt and the tent will blow down for sure.  All considered it has been 
an utterly fascinating day on a section of river we expected to be boring. 
 

August 21 

 
We awoke to another blue sky after an evening sky promising much less.  We plan to try 
to be on the river by ten.  As breakfast was being eaten (bannock) the first clouds, good 
dark ones started thrusting westwards from the mountains NW of us.  We may be for it 
today. 
 
We were surprised to hear voice[s] and see a canoe sweep around the bend.  It turned out 
to be two quite chatty fellows from Fort Nelson who had flown in from Watson Lake.  
They didn’t seem too experienced and just wanted to see the country.  Like so many of 
the others we met they seemed anxious to know more about the country.  They especially 
had appreciated hearing about the hotsprings from Dave and Madeline.  Friends of theirs, 
who had been in the year before, had visited Rabbitkettle and told these two the springs 
weren’t worth the effort.  With a bit of knowledge these fellows thought it was just super.  
They told us a party of six in three canoes from Camp Wanipetai is about a half day 
behind. 
 
We got on the water by 10:30 or 11, one or our better starts.  While drifting and 
photographing one of the alluvial fans which generated this set of meanders where we 
camped, Dave spotted a canoe.  In order to get them out of our hair we just drifted until 
they caught up to us.  Two young fellows of 18 or so, Claudette and Ray who seem to be 
group leaders and a very nice older couple of about 55-60.  Quite an unusual mix.  The 
first question was, are you Addison?”  After acknowledging that the questions started 
flying.  I am afraid my answers weren’t anywhere near as enthusiastic as their questions.  
Darn it, we are here on what we hope is a wilderness holiday away from people.  Neither 
of us are groupies” like so many of the other parties we have seen are.  We like being 
alone. 
 
Judging from the questions of this and other groups, the rangers have been setting these 
people up as well as Simpson Air.  The old moccasin telegraph still works and if it got 
things as distorted and inaccurate in the old days as it seems to have got the news about 
us, it becomes very easy to understand the different stories obtained in the interviews. 
 
Piecing things together, it seems that we are supposedly commercial photographers, 
some say movie makers, who use film up in batches to fill 10 gallon yellow barrels.  I am 
a historian who is variously addressed as Mr. Addison (Moores) or Addison.  I am 
supposedly writing a book and publishing photos all over the place.   I think next year we 
will come under assumed names and drop a few absolutely outrageous hints about what 
we are up to.  A holiday just isn’t good enough reason to be here any more. 
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After some lack of encouragement, the six got on their way and we continued drifting to 
get them out of sight.  We saw them once more several miles ahead on a long straight 
stretch but the day was basically ours after that. 
 
Just as you leave map 95E 16, you hit the first of a continuous series of permafrost bank 
slumps all the way from here to Virginia Falls.  This is the most active permafrost zone at 
river level in the park.  the lacustrine silts are obviously all over in here as well as modern 
alluvial silts.  The country is open, gently rolling forested with black spruce and covered 
with a heavy moss carpet.  Fires don’t seem to be as predominant a factor here also.   So, 
a host of interrelated things favours permafrost development and slumps. 
 
Frankly from the big meanders of last nights camp to the Falls is fairly boring.  The river is 
a lake, barely moving.  Other than permafrost and the thermokarst lakes which aren’t 
visible from the river, there is little in the way of obvious new features to stimulate the 
traveller.  The V shaped valleys of the Sunblood Range get better along this stretch.  
There are some fine rock chutes and truncated spurs.  From one of the bends the sight 
along the sides of the scree slopes shows the angle of repose and catenary shape of ice 
carved mountain sides.  The stunted spruce forests with their heavy lichen growth and 
their role in winter caribou habitat can be pointed out, also their rather uninteresting 
appearance.  The permafrost should be played up as well, noting the danger of moss 
stripping through use or by fire.  The water towers example might be used.  This entire 
area, as the trampling around the falls well shows, is very fragile and won’t stand much 
use. 
 
After a lot of continuous paddling in the slack water and just as we were getting really 
bored Dave spotted something on shore.  First it was a bear.  A look with the glasses 
showed it to be a moose nose poking from behind a bush.  A flick of a white tail turned it 
into a white-tailed deer.  Finally, a caribou stepped out in full regalia.  It was a reasonable 
size with fine coat and antlers in velvet.  Surely it must rank as the most misidentified or 
perhaps the most transformed animal of the trip. 
 
We passed the Wanipetai group camped at the only half decent fan for miles but camped 
in the bush of all things.  To each his own, but we’ll take out on the fan any day. 
 
Our goal was the Oxbow lake.  I wanted to see it after Carbyn’s report.  You paddle up a 
little winding still creek from the Nahanni.  You can see where the creek should be for a 
half mile or more up the Nahanni but it isn’t until you get right to it that it opens up, 
proving your first impressions correct.  There are signs of camping at the creek mouth 
and at several spots around the lake, although at no place is it over used.  The west arm is 
not terribly impressive, but the east arm sets one up for some nice reflections of the 
Sunblood Range along it.  The shores of the west arm are steeper with spruce forest 
nearly to the water with a great raft of dead wood near water line.  Being at the same 
level as the Nahanni, the lake level fluctuates with it.  Spruce, mainly white on the east 
side, black appearing more on the west, with a forest floor of sphagnum comes down to a 
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certain point.   The sphagnum stops and the spruce continues with no real vegetation 
beneath it for another 3-15 feet.  Then there is a zone of sedges of variable width which 
add[s] a nice fringe of light green, even yellow-green to the dark spruce.  At this time of 
year, the tops are starting to turn a golden yellow.  The next zone is mud flats vegetated 
in some places with a very short thing which looks grass-like but probably isn’t.  On the 
small fan at the end of the lake is a good growth of horsetail (goose grass?) sedges, a true 
grass, willows and some lesser plants including Pinguicula.  What a person would see 
here depends very much on the time of year a[nd] stage of water.  We saw teal here, a 
fair number of shore birds but no more than on the rest of the river.  There is a kingfisher 
here as everywhere else on the river. 
 
Really things aren’t that much different here than along the river.  The thing that puzzles 
Dave and I is the origin of this lake.  It looks to be an oxbow lake but there are no others 
around, and as I remember it from Sunblood Mt., there are few signs of meanders on the 
flood plain of the Nahanni along here.  Should check the aerial photos to be sure. 
 
This little lake is a gem of a scenic spot with the right conditions.  it could be pointed out 
in a guide book as being visible from Sunblood Mt. but its access might be better left 
unexplained for it can’t stand much use. 
 
Carbyn described grayling spawning where the creek comes in here, but you couldn’t 
prove either grayling or dolly varden by what we’ve caught.  I did notice sculpin in the 
rocks of the fan where it hit the lake. 
 
Finally, I forgot to mention that in the excitement of ice lenses, Faille’s” cabin etc on the 
20, the thing that really helped make the day memorable were three sightings of adult 
bald eagles.  The last two let us approach within a hundred yards of them in trees on the 
river bank.  We also saw a probable arctic loon, but it was flying and couldn’t be sure if it 
was that or a red throat.  Arctic seems most likely.  Our bird list is not impressive for 
several reasons.  We are more interested in other things, spend most time on the river 
and fall is approaching. 
 
We haven’t had very good skies today.  In fact, a little shower and much threatened rain 
which we dodged.  Tonight doesn’t look promising for tomorrow.  We really didn’t need 
the sun today.  Tomorrow we will, [need the sun] both here at oxbow lake and Virginia 
Falls. 
 

August 22 

 
Overcast sky but no rain so far.  There is the odd small broken patch here and there but 
none shedding sun on us.  It has been diary catch-up day.  The sun did come out for five 
minutes and we tore up the creek to photograph cinquefoil and a stone crop (?) which are 
in profuse bloom in contrast to being over most other places.  Now it is time to pack up. 
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We were just commenting this morning what an easy-going trip this has been.  I think 
both of us started very tired and needing something like this.  Certainly, I did.  There 
seems to have been a subconscious understanding that the trip would be easy going and 
we wouldn’t get angry about things.  There have been irritations like meeting people we 
didn’t want to, the aircraft going over and landing at Sunblood cabin this morning and so 
on.  But they were only irritations.  I haven’t got angry or really frustrated since starting 
the trip.  Hope it stays that way. 
 
Oxbow Lake failed to live up to its photogenic potential because of the weather (clouds & 
wind rippled water), and its fishing potential at this time of year is nil.  At this water level, 
its deep-set spot seems to be about 10 feet, with most of the lake at 3 or 4 feet.  Its mud 
bottom, fairly clear water and aquatic vegetation make it an unlikely place to catch fish as 
we discovered on our way out this morning. Carbyn’s fish sighting must be considered a 
spring only phenomenon. 
 
We did, however, have a fall phenomenon, namely flocks of ducks and shorebirds on the 
extensive mud flats at the exit from the lake.  There were many green winged teal and six 
widgeon.  By the time we paddled to here, the sun was out and we just poked along 
silently, the ducks just staying 40-150 feet in front of us.  The widgeon seemed to favour 
waddling across the mud flats.  The shorebirds didn’t pay the slightest attention to us.  
They included yellowlegs, least sandpipers, semipalmated sandpipers and a new one for 
this trip, semipalmated plovers.  They must have come in overnight or this morning.  
They weren’t here yesterday.  We must have just poked along in the sun for over ½ an 
hour watching all this life and soaking up the warmth. The water was alive with a 
“bloom” of bright red cyclops looking plankton.  They were there in incredible numbers. 
 
We emerged from the creek ready for a quick and boring trip to the falls.  I was taking in 
the sun for one of the few days of the trip.  Dave says my back is browning up.  We no 
sooner got on the river when we reached the Sunblood warden’s cabin.  It is a gorgeous 
log cabin in just about the only first-class location in miles.  It is on the inside of [a] bend 
facing a huge slope of scree and limestone of the first mountain west of Sunblood itself.  
It is a spot just about anyone could spend a summer at.  As at Rabbitkettle, there are tens 
of barrels of JP-4 [jet fuel] lying about. Parks must still be going to do a lot of chopper 
work.  The interesting thing about the cabin site is that it is the only place for miles either 
side of it on the south side of the river without permafrost prone ground and extensive 
slumping.  It is also the only spot that could serve as a decent campground in the Virginia 
Falls vicinity. The wardens may have to share it with the overflow crowd some day, if use 
increases at the limited Virginia Falls site.  I shall have to stop now for it is so dark I don’t 
know what I am writing. 
 
It is now Aug. 25 as I continue to try and catch up.  I sit in splendor overlooking the 
Nahanni and comfort with a Grumman cushion beneath me at the table yet. 
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Now Aug. 26, same place, same table.  Didn’t get very far yesterday.  Picked up the 
Virginia Falls guest book and started reading comments.  One thing let to another but you 
can hear all about that in Aug. 25 entry. 
 
To come back to Aug. 22.  After leaving the warden cabin, in fact, just across the river are 
some spectacular lacustrine silt bluffs.  Then, around the bend and about a mile and a 
half downstream on the next bend is a fine set of grey silt-clay permafrost slumps into the 
river on the SW shore.  This is the same permafrost slumping which occurs all along this 
shore at intervals. 
 
Another 2 ½ miles downstream and around two bends is the Water Resources cabin, 
marked by a clearing, aluminum boat on shore, and a few barrels.  They are certainly 
much less pretentious than P.C. but of course they spend very little time in here.  Their 
cabin is an 8 X 8 plywood shack, painted green.  It is in the bush about 100 feet up on a 
knoll.  Behind is a weather station, quite sheltered amongst an open stand of black 
spruce.  There is a thermos-barograph and an automatic rain gauge.  Quite impressive 
but the minimum indicated, 35°F.  This probably is only in the last 3 days since the charts 
were changed then. 
 
Across and downstream from the cabin is an extensive series of slumps, including a few 
on the same side as the cabin.  One or two places the slumps are directly opposite.  I 
wonder if they don’t represent the sites of the towers for the old water sampling stations.  
Someone told us in 1966, probably Gus or Chuck Hamilton, that the first set of the cable 
towers were put right on permafrost.  The moss was stripped when they were erected 
and one or two springs later when they came in, towers and cable had slid into the river 
as the ground thawed and slumped.  The second set of towers was up in 1966, and had 
been for a few years.  I wonder what their fate was.  Whatever, they now do their depth 
recording, water velocities and sediment sampling from the boat which certainly seems 
simpler and more practical in this spot. 
 
After taking quite a few slump pictures, we came to a very large open slump on the west 
shore opposite Sunblood peak.  We decided to go ashore and right away learned 
something about slumped ground.  It is a silty-clay or clay-silt, it little matters which, with 
the consistency of quicksand.  Even moving quickly Dave was over the top of his boots 
and [I] went to the top of my 10” boots.  An incredible sticky, goo.  Once ashore, things 
weren’t bad for the bottom end of the slump had dried up above the river and was quite 
hard.  This one was between one and two acres in size, with living, dying and dead trees 
tangled all about and embedded in it.  Huge [slumps] had opened in the dried portions.  
We could walk to within 50-100 feet of the actively slumping bank at the back before 
things started to get wet and sticky again.  The top of the bank was stunted black spruce 
forest with a fine carpet of sphagnum.  The bank faced NE, so was not particularly active, 
yet every few minutes, perhaps more often, there was a big plop as another gob of goo 
dropped 2-10 feet from the overhanging faces into the semi-liquid mud.  Flow lines 
showed this mud to be steadily oozing out in the slump zone, presumably drying and 
draining as it went until it became relatively solid.  No doubt wet weather would increase 
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its rate of flow and distance of flow.  The entire slump area 500-600 feet back from the 
river appears active in the spring, again with least activity nearest the river.  However, a 
bulge out into the river indicates it is active at some times of year, if not spring.  The 200 
or so feet nearest the river is the only part being colonized by vegetation, chiefly 
horsetail, indicating that movement is least furthest from the sloping bank.  Presumably 
all slumping ceases when the slope gets so shallow that slumping can’t occur.  There are 
indications of old slumps, now stabilized and vegetated along the river.  In fact, many of 
the most visible slumps, although not vegetated, appear to have ceased slumping or 
nearly so. 
 
On the big slump, we walked up on and photographed, there was a nearly continuous 
line of frozen ground just below the sphagnum, probably representing or containing ice 
lenses.  However, if ice was present, it was so mud covered we couldn’t see it.  Beneath 
this overhanging layer was a vertical to steeply sloping face in which numerous patches 
of ice were visible.  Some of these lenses continued for 10 or more feet. 
 
On the way back to the canoe, I found a moose skull with antlers and the two halves of 
the lower jaw nearby, as well as scattered fragments of chewed bone.  The wolves had 
obviously had a feed.  It is interesting to speculate whether or not the mud had trapped or 
slowed down the moose, permitting the kill.  No proof at all one way or the other.  Moose 
obviously cross the firmer parts of the slump as shown by the tracks, but surely they 
must sink as badly as we did and thus avoid the gooey stuff.  We spent another hour 
taking pictures here and exploring around. 
 
Despite my prediction of only a couple of hours to the Virginia Falls campsite, we took 
most of the day, arriving at dusk to find the favourable sites taken by the pair from Fort 
Nelson and the six from Camp Wanipetai. 
 
The campsite is around the old Faille cache, which is gone, along with all the signs on it.  
Parks Canada has been surveying all over the place, presumably to locate potential 
campsites.  There are stupid names on stakes like chocolate cake where we are back in 
the bush, and strawberry and so on.  If this mess of stakes, flagging tape and names is 
P.C.’s work, it stinks and looks like hell to boot. 
 
We have resolved to climb Sunblood tomorrow and camp out without tent or sleeping 
bags if the weather looks good tomorrow night.  It looks like the six are going up also 
tomorrow.  The other two fellows were up today taking of the more direct routes and 
therefore harder. 
 

August 23 

 
We cocked an eye out near dawn this morning then rolled over to sleep again.  Damn 
weather.  We still got up in reasonable time because some inconsiderate ass in the party 
of six apparently gets the rest going by banging on a pot as an alarm.  The weather 
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wasn’t very good looking – solid cloud.  However, as we ate breakfast and did chores, 
things improved to the extent that we realized we had better get going quickly. 
 
We each took our backpacks with our own cameras and personal gear.  We had 2 ½ - 3 
quarts of water along.  I tanked up mightily before we left, consuming about 3 quarts 
myself between breakfast and when we left the canoe.  We took the long side of a gulch 
of trees up the scree area.  This is probably a bit west of where I went in ’66.  It turned out 
to be an excellent route with solid ground the entire way and a good compromise in 
reaching the ridge directly but fairly low-down.  Needless-to-say, we had numerous stops 
– grunts I call them.  Every 5-10 grunts we sit down, take the packs off and have a good 
rest to get cooled right down.  The ridge doesn’t seem steep from the bottom, but even it 
keeps you puffing steadily and taking grunts to catch your breath.  The scenery is just as 
nice as ever but now there is a worn trail up the ridge.  In ’66, nothing but pick your own 
route. 
 
The peak also shows the mark of man.  The most obvious thing is the big green penis, a 
radio relay transmitter erected by P.C. Just back of the peak.  It is totally obscene, not 
because it is phallus shaped, but because it is erected on the most climbed peak in the 
park, is visible for miles, up and downstream and generally intrudes in a totally 
unnecessary way on the most majestic vistas I know of in the park.  Then to make matters 
worse, they left the packing crates, cardboard, an old battery and some wire scattered 
about the site.  It is the dirtiest, most shocking intrusion of man we have seen within the 
park, with the possible exception of fuel caches.  This one is worse because it is totally 
unnecessary.  Then the F.P.’s not content with one cairn, have built scattered ones here 
and there including an Inukshook (sp?) and spelling out with white rocks on the tundra, 
SUNBLOOD in letters about 5-6 feet high.  Patterson said it well and truly that one should 
never go back to a spot with special memories. 
 
On the perfect day, I climbed it in ’66 and over the years since, Sunblood with its view has 
been Mecca for me.  It was the place where I saw for the first time the utter immensity of 
this land on a day when I could see for 90 miles.  I was utterly alone up there with my 
thoughts, wandering over a veritable stormy ocean of peaks.  It was the first time I saw 
myself within the scope and scale of this earth – something about as insignificant as one 
can be.  It was an overwhelming, yet benign scene in which people other than myself had 
intruded to the extent of one cairn.  A few cairns and transmitter repeater may not be 
much to people going up for the first time now, but they utterly destroy the scene for me 
and much more importantly, the atmosphere, memory or whatever you call it.  Again, it 
begs the question – is making a park of the area the right thing.  Again, the answer is yes, 
but … 
 
Once we gained the top after about four hours of effort, I was tired.  The day had been 
improving steadily but was still not as good as ’66, so I didn’t take any photos.  I pulled on 
some warm clothes to break the wind, selected a nice curved soft piece of tundra and 
proceeded to recuperate.  The combination of too much water seemed to tire me plus I 
seemed short of sugar.  About half way up I started to suck some of David’s perennial 
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candy supply and that helped.  The snooze finished the job and [I] awoke to bright sun 
and ready to go. 
 
It wasn’t a good day for seeing great distances or photographing vistas due to fairly 
heavy haze.  We could see what appeared to be a forest fire at the limits of our vision 
down near Deadmen Valley.  We found out later that if it was a fire, nobody knew about it 
 
We hiked back to the highest part of Sunblood with the weather improving all the time.  
At one point, David said ‘look’, and there, no more than 150 yards away stood a caribou.  
It was curious and trying to catch our scent.  I gently waved an arm to attract its curiosity 
and it did come a bit closer before deciding to beat it, still not having scented us.  
However, it ducked behind a hill where our scent was being carried.  The next we saw of 
it, its ungainly trot had carried it over a knoll about a mile away, all in just a few minutes. 
 
We had to go in the same direction and again Dave spotted what we had been looking 
for, for some time – granite boulders.  Soon we were seeing them, if not commonly, at 
least regularly.  More pieces fell into place.  I had thought that maybe the peak of 
Sunblood had escaped glaciation but all the time I was bothered by the size of the valleys 
carved into it, as well as the vague very rounded cirque shape to them.  Here was proof of 
glaciation.  A great deal of evidence suggests that the glaciation which deposited these 
boulders, carved cirques and so on, are not at all recent.  Perhaps they are early 
Wisconsin, perhaps earlier.  The megacrysts of feldspar in the granite stand out from the 
rest of the rock as big bumps, the smaller crystals having weathered away.  None of the 
boulders themselves were frost shattered like the red granite one above Little Doctor 
Lake, but then this granodiorite may be stronger or possibly more recently put in place.  
The very rounded nature of the hill tops and even entire mountains suggests much 
weathering since glaciation, with rugged, relatively small surfaces weathered down. Most 
mountains have some V shaped valleys, albeit many of them fairly small.  Others are 
quite large, indicating extensive frost and water erosion.  Finally, many of the ridges are 
felsenmeer or even more spectacular, a few of the steep ones have huge frost shattered 
areas with cracks opening 10 feet in places.  They seem far too extensive to be a mere 8 – 
10,000 years old. 
 
The evidence is not clear-cut though.  The Clearwater Creek valley is glaciated to the top 
end of its gorge, 2200 feet deep and apparently water carved.  The glaciated valley 
terminates abruptly in a huge truncated spur which is itself incised with V shaped rock 
chutes.  I don’t know how it happened because I can’t see enough from Sunblood, but a 
glacier must have blocked the Clearwater valley causing the river to take off across 
country, carving its torturous canyon which looks as spectacular as the Second or Third 
Canyons, not as deep but narrower.  From the little I could see of it, it could never be 
walked or navigated but that could be my distant misimpression.  For a creek like 
Clearwater to cut such a canyon, there must have been uplift going on during canyon 
cutting.  At any rate, the geological history of the country between Sunblood and 
Clearwater is too complicated for me to sort out with a few hours glancing from one ridge 
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system, but evidence seems to suggest as complex a history as the Canyon areas on the 
Nahanni.  Whatever its history, it sure is scenic country. 
 
Back to our hike.  We reached the highest peak of Sunblood, which is 1¼ miles back from 
what you see from the river, about an hour before sundown.  It is tundra ridge walking at 
it s best.  The Arctostaphlos rubra, red bearberry, is turning colour, brightening up a 
brown vegetation scene especially when you look into the sun.  A few dwarf birch, less 
than a foot high are also turning orange to red.  Things should be really colourful in 
another week or two. 
 
The weather looked most promising from the main peak, so we decided to stay up 
overnight.  Ridges extend north and east from it.  About 1.5 miles along the north ridge 
and 600 feet lower was a nice clump of trees on level ground.  Off we went, reaching the 
trees at sunset.  They turned out to be alpine fir.  On the way, we passed some larch, 
probably tamarack as I don’t think the alpine larch comes this far north.  These were just 
shrubs, a few feet high on the tundra. 
 
We picked a sheltered spot amongst the trees and collected a big pile of deadwood in 
case we got cold during the night.  We had brought our space blankets, long underwear 
and the ever present down jacket and Holubar.  We slipped all this on.  Then I laid down 
in the sphagnum on the space blanket.  My upper side was toasty warm but that wet 
moss sucked the heat out of my down side, leaving me shivering.  The solution was to 
get off the moss with something I hadn’t done in years, a bough bed.  There we were, 
scurrying about in the near darkness, trimming off boughs.  They helped quite a bit.  
Enough so that I got an hour’s sleep. 
 
I awoke, cold on the down side, to find Dave tossing and turning.  I got up and lit the fire.  
Did it feel good!  Flames were leaping four feet in no time and we alternately scorched 
our front and back sides.  As Dave said, if we had to rationalize what we were doing to 
anybody but ourselves, it would be senseless.  After all, who stays up on peaks, taking 
turns at shivering or roasting, getting very little sleep just to watch a very poor quality 
mountain sunset, a hoped for sunrise and the stars.  Bloody goofs, candidates for the 
looney bin.  That’s us and we like it! 
 
Before going back to sleep the second time, I was sky staring, start gazing ow whatever 
you call it when I saw a very bright satellite.  Before it faded from view, I had four more in 
sight, all travelling different courses.  To have five in sight at once is something when you 
have never seen more than one before.  Just a few minutes later, two were in sight at 
once. 
 
We slept fitful snoozes, I hesitate to use the word sleep, for the rest of the night.  The fire 
really helped keep us warm for longer while lying down and when we got cold, we stood 
by it.  There was stern resolve that sleeping bags or foamies would come next time and 
probably a tent.  Hang the weight, we will carry it somehow. 
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The night passed very very slowly.  We must have slept though because when we awoke, 
the sun was rising to the tune of advancing clouds.  Actually, we never did see the sun 
rise.  The clouds obscured it. 
 

August 24 

 
Our breakfast was dried beef, gorp and water.  The water was holding up fine despite my 
awesome sweating on the way up.  Tanking up at the bottom was paying off in us having 
enough water for today. 
 
After breakfast, I waded off through the buckbrush we were now in, to the most northerly 
knoll to try and get a better view of Clearwater Creek, while Dave tended sore spots on his 
feet.  I caught sight of the creek barely, just enough to know that it looks impossible to 
travel by any mode except air. 
 
Things clouded progressively as the morning developed, so we started back, our hoped-
for photos nothing but dreams.  The sun came out briefly on the peak overlooking the 
Nahanni, so we did get a few shots, but again, haze was a problem. 
 
The trip down was, as usual, hard on the knees.  Dave didn’t like the idea of scree skiing 
so we stayed in the trees most of the way.  However, with a scree slope beside the trees, I 
couldn’t resist doing things the easy way near the bottom.  The escalator, Dave called it.  
We were pretty rubbery legged by the time we got down. 
 
Clothes washing and a bath in the Nahanni cured that.  Just as I was finishing my bath, 
rain started.  It was into the tent for a nice warm three-hour sleep.  We got up for a light 
supper, then back to bed. 
 

August 25 

 
This was to be up at dawn, photograph the falls day.  Dawn came with fog and mist at 
river level so we just rolled over.  We didn’t sleep too late because there is still much to 
do like this diary for the last three days as I noted on p.69 [Aug. 22].  A good start on the 
diary rapidly degenerated into reading the Visitors Book comments and deciding to 
record a few.  Then there were cameras to [be] cleaned which led to repairing the prism 
on my camera which I had somehow dented and loosened.  I was part way through the 
repair when disturbed by the drone of a motor boat. 
 
In walked Chris Hammond (warden), Dave Wright and Madeline. We sat and talked 
through two long tea-ups.  They were down to show Madeline the falls and await the 
arrival tomorrow of Charlie Brown and the fire research crew.  Once they left for the falls, 
I finished the camera while Dave did a few chores. 
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A steadily improving sky had us scurrying for cameras and we too were off for the falls.  
As has happened so often on this trip, the cloud just rolled back like a blanket. 
 
We spent the rest of the day photographing the falls under glorious sun.  We 
concentrated on the top half since the bottom half or main falls was already in shade. 
 
While doing this we witnessed quite a little drama.  An adult merganser with three young 
had gone down the first rapids section and was in amongst the huge waves and pools 
and eddies amongst the big protruding limestone blocks.  They were swimming in 
absolutely unbelievable conditions.  She obviously knew she was in trouble but being so 
low on the water, I guess she couldn’t see a way out.  She would try a channel and get 
swept further towards the point of no return.  The young stayed right on her tail as 
though glued there.  They obviously knew what was good for them and were scared 
enough to do it.  They copied their mother’s tiniest move to perfection.  They could hold 
their own in currents which seemed utterly impossible but naturally couldn’t swim 
against the heaviest chutes. 
 
We were utterly fascinated as they took advantage of the tiniest slackness in the current 
along the main violent ones.  They pulled all the moves we had been doing in the canoe 
up in boulder gardens.  Back ferries, forward ferries, eddy turns, etc.  More than once we 
thought they were goners but no, they pulled back from the edge of disaster each time.  
We were both rooting for them.  Just as things were at their worst, they pulled out on a 
big block of limestone and rested.  We went on to take photos. 
 
When we returned, they had somehow worked their way back to a ledge at the base of 
the cliff which was a much better position than mid-river, but they still had to get 
upstream though the top rapids. 
 
We left them there and headed home just as the sun was setting. 
 

August 26 

Dave’s Birthday 
 

This was now the morning to finish photographing the falls.  Heavy, heavy fog.  We got 
up about seven, early for us.  I started diary, while Dave washed clothes.  The fog 
certainly didn’t look like burning off with not even a hint of sun suggesting it was more 
serious than valley fog.  But by 10, holes were opening and we were packing 
miscellaneous stuff to take over the portage (life vests, kneeling pads, boats, film case, 
gas etc., plus the barrel).  Soon we were off.  Photography first but we have missed the 
best morning light getting only ordinary photos.  A 22 [foot] aluminum river boat is tied 
up again this morning on the NE side of the canyon below the falls.  It was there last night 
but left, presumably to camp downstream.  We must have spent quite a while at the top 
of the falls because by the time we portaged gear and cameras to the bottom, we almost 
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missed the light on the falls from down there.  Took a few photos but we have now taken 
so many falls photos the novelty is wearing thin. 
 
I won’t say much about the falls because the technical stuff is already in reports and the 
rest is quite familiar.  One thing new is the portage and trail network between the 
campground and the base of the falls.  Parks have done a super job of putting in a new 
switchback portage on the lower half, thus avoiding the gully.  They have board walked 
the swampy sections and to my surprise, it doesn’t seem out of place at all.  Sorry, it does 
look funny from Sunblood.  The convenience of no quagmires more than outweighs its 
civilized look.  With the number of people going down now, the gully would probably 
have eroded to a canyon. 
 
A bath and clothes wash, then diary on our return.  Supper was around sunset, then more 
diary until too cold and dark.  Dave delayed apple sauce desert until an hour or more after 
the main course.  I had mine and then announced tooth brushing and to bed.  Only then 
did he plaintively but politely hint “was there a little something in the tent?” 
 
“Oh shit!!”  Yes, there is.  While concentrating on diary, I’d forgotten all about birthdays 
and the little bottle of Southern Comfort that had come along.  Did I feel stupid, however, 
it did produce a good laugh. 
 
We had tea and Southern Comfort as we talked, huddled over the fire for another hour.  
We toasted to another 41 for him and on that occasion, doddering our way over the 
portage from a jet boat to enjoy another evening and perhaps another wee sip here under 
the stars and northern lights. By then, we will be the old timers someone interviews. 
 

August 27 

 
Up with the first light to finish diary and pack.  Our earliest rising of the trip except for 
Sunblood.  Things seem to be getting done.  The diary is caught up for the first time in 
five days, my worst falling behind of the trip.  We hope to be on the water below the falls 
by noon. 
 
I doubt that we made it by noon because I spent over an hour copying more quotes from 
the guest book.  We made the portage with dispatch in two more trips, albeit with big 
loads.  I took two packs on my first trip today. 
 
We laid logs in the water, then loaded the canoe on them to prevent damaging it on the 
sharp rocks before putting on the entire spray cover for the first time this trip.  It sure is a 
professional looking job.  Dave and Nancy deserve a lot of credit for producing the finest 
looking, most practical spray cover I have seen. 
 
We got in, swung into the very fast water and just to keep tradition alive in our own 
inimitable way, ran on a rock several canoe lengths from where we started.  I say ran on a 
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rock.  Not really.  We just brushed a little moss off it.  At this stage we were both sitting as 
we bounced, yawed, pitched and rolled through the standing waves on the first curve 
below the falls.  This water is heavier and faster than it looks from shore.  I can assure 
you we were kneeling for the next set of waves, which were handled with some aplomb, 
if I do say so myself.  We tended to use the inside of curves where there usually was 
quieter water, but no matter how you handle the canyon, you will ship plenty of water 
without a spray cover.  Bailing would be the order of the day.  On one or two occasions, 
water came over the bow in 10-20 gallon lots before being shed, although 3-4 gallons can 
get caught in the skirt.  But all you do is hoist it up to spill it out over the sides.  I sure 
wouldn’t want to do this section of the river without the spray cover.  With it you feel 
confident, whereas without it there would be constant apprehension and fear. 
 
Little had I realized how little we really saw of the river by coming down in Turner and 
Brucker’s boat.  Even more startling was how little of what I did see, I remembered.  We 
were going so fast and I was so busy taking photos that my memories turn out to be 
essentially those of the photos except for the Gate and Deadmen Valley.  Oh yes, and the 
figure 8. 
 
Coming down in canoe is not a particularly good way to see the first five miles either.  
You are moving very swiftly also.  There is little time for rubbernecking as you plan, then 
handle one set of standing waves after another.  There are few places to pull out and look 
at the scenery so it just whizzes by – when you have time to look at it. 
 
Our first pull-out was at a brilliant yellow cliff of angular blocky limestone about 2 ½ miles 
below the portage.  At this stage of water, there is a nice tiny sand beach to land on just 
below it.  The combination of yellows and gray rock set at very sharp angles in the cliff 
face make it a most photogenic spot.  I could spend an afternoon there.  The colours in 
the rock wall, down to this point have been brilliant, mainly yellow but also real reds and 
oranges.  What a sight! 
 
Just below the yellow rock, the canyon stars to widen out, the rock becomes less frequent 
and is gray limestone and the bluff[s] of lake sediment begin to show.  And I do mean 
bluffs.  They keep on increasing in height and extent to just below Wrigley Creek where 
they are immense, in fact one exposure extends 1500 feet up a mountain.  It is a strange 
feeling to realize that you are travelling 1000 feet or more down below a lake bottom, 
which itself was covered with Lord knows how much water.  We took few photos because 
of poor light.  Morning light is best for the finest exposures below Wrigley.  The 
sediments are generally buff, but just below Wrigley, two colours are present, buff on top 
and a light gray below.  However, if Ford is correct, these are all Lake Nahanni sediments 
for we don’t hit the 1300 foot contour until just below the Flat. 
 
But to return to our trip down, the first good exposures of lake sediment herald the mouth 
of Morengo creek.  (Where in the hell did that name come from and who named it?)  It is 
a small creek now, but obviously can be a torrent.  There is quite a pretty view up its 
valley over lovely alluvial flats with acres of Dryas seen glistening in the sun between 
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balsam poplar starting to turn a gorgeous yellow-orange which we never get back home.  
The creek itself is as turbid as the Nahanni which is really surprising.  However, from 
Sunblood Mountain we could see bluff after bluff of lake sediment standing guard up the 
valley for miles.  Probably the creek, running against the base of a few of them gets its 
sediment there. 
 
Just below Morengo Creek is the most spectacular lake sediment slumping so far.  It must 
cover between 30 and 60 acres.  The banks are quite steep.  This, plus the fair size of the 
spruce forest on top suggest that permafrost hasn’t played much of a role in these 
slumps.  However, we didn’t go ashore to explore and confirm this.  Across the river from 
the [slump] is a nice-looking campsite with picnic table. 
 
At about this point, or I should say just downstream from the slump, rock walls start to 
show again.  The limestone shows evidence of folding and I believe it was at the sharp 
bend about ¾ of a mile above Clearwater Creek, that a fault intersects the river.  A 
distinctive band of rock shows vertical displacement on the fault to be about 50 feet.  A 
very narrow clay-filled gully runs down the fault line.  The clay was slicked and smoothed 
into two lines that looked for all the world like otter slides from the river.  We didn’t go 
ashore to confirm it, but if that is what it is, what a show it would be to see otter sliding 
down a gully, 100 feet or more long, in tandem.  We called it otter slide fault. 
 
Clearwater Creek lives up to its name as it literally slices into the Nahanni, carving a great 
blue-green slash down the left shore which continues to show for as far as the Figure 8 
before mixing is complete.  Walking up even this lower open portion looks difficult, let 
alone the canyon we saw from Sunblood.  It will always be a small island of wilderness 
within the park just because of its difficult access. 
 
Clearwater has carried in a large boulder load with its large volume of water, and 
downstream from it, there are a series of islands attesting to this fact.  Ahead, at the end 
of this island stretch, lies a very distinctive small painted peak with a rounded top.  It is 
the sign to start looking for the Figure 8 about 2 miles in front of it.  The Figure 8 is easy 
to spot if you watch ahead for a low cliff and a place where the river seems to disappear 
without valley to travel in. 
 
You can spot it about ¾ mile ahead of time around a bend ahead.  Some guy named 
Malcolm, the group leader with Camp Wanapitei’s first group this year, disappeared here 
or on the way here depending on the story you get.  With this in mind, we pulled out on 
the beach and walked ahead to size up the situation.  It clouded over just as we got there, 
so no photos.  We were both apprehensive.  I wanted to run it, if at all possible, just 
because so many others had and I don’t feel we are rank amateurs who can’t assess, plan 
and carefully run difficult spots.  A matter of pride if you like.  It looked quite possible, in 
fact almost easy, providing one tucked the canoe tight against the cliff along the left bank.  
This would put the large standing waves to the right of the canoe.  Just as you started to 
clear the cliff, it seemed all you had to do was draw the canoe left into some nice big 
boils, but smooth water nonetheless, and you had it made.  After quite some deliberation, 

NWT Archives/W.D. Addison Nahanni collection/N-2022-003-8-6



33 
 

Dave, as usual thinking it over longer than impetuous me, we decided to have a go at it.  
No portage.  It went just as planned and we only used up a third of the distance between 
the cliffs to draw left and get turned downstream.  The low water undoubtedly made it 
seem easy, but whatever the stage of water, the secret is to approach as close to the left 
cliff as possible.  A paddles-reach off would be nice. 
 
We were quite elated with our prowess, but not so much so that we didn’t notice the 
intensive folding in the cliffs below the Figure 8.  The rocks are folded, faulted and varied 
in a way to interest nearly anyone.  Again, no photos because of light, and also because 
of a lack of manoeuverability.  You really need a motor boat to take carefully planned 
photos of most features along this section of river. 
 
You no sooner get out of the Figure 8 canyon, even drifting as we were, than you run 
smack into Wrigley Creek, hitting the Nahanni with another blue-green rush.  It also is a 
fine sized creek at this time of year and obviously a full-blown torrent of a river in spring.  
Judging from the size of flood plains and strand lines, flood time in this country must be 
awesome at the least and probably downright frightening when seen from ground level, 
let alone water level.  The first bit of Wrigley looks walkable, but Gus mentioned difficult 
canyons which show on the map.  I sure would like to see that area at Wrigley forks 
where Gus and Bill both describe licks and old caches.  We were so busy gawking at the 
scenery and lake sediment bluffs that we ran into heavy water where the two rivers meet 
and then nearly onto two bars just below.  Certainly, one could easily spend a day here 
walking around just admiring the scenery.  Again, the balm of gilead on the bars are 
turning orange. 
 
While drifting and admiring all this, we suddenly came [upon] the outfitters tent camp 
and it was only then I realized we were nearly at the Flat.  With about an hour to sunset 
and now a gloriously clear day, we started looking for camp.  A big boulder bar ahead, 
with a level looking Dryas covered spot, held promise.  I went ashore to look around and 
was only impressed by the firewood supply, but we had decided to take it anyway. 
 
A silty spot back from the beach became the tent site and we invocated mightily for no 
wind.  Fifty feet away there was firewood all over the place and as we dried out in the last 
warmth of the sun, the place started to look very, very good.  Fine views filled the horizon 
in all directions.  The Flat valley, Direction Mountain, up the Nahanni valley, a limestone 
mountain and silt bluffs down the Nahanni and finally over a terraced shoulder of a peak 
back to the Flat.  Early promise of blackflies and sandflies totally evaporated.  The 
stillness was only broken by a gentle ripple off the beach.  What a relief after the roar at 
Virginia Falls and in the Canyons.   
 
By the time supper was on the way, it was looking like one of the best camps of the trip.  
The memories of the day’s scenery and the elation of running the Figure 8 no doubt 
contributed to our feeling of satisfaction.  I was good and ready for a meal by now.  
Breakfast was a hearty bowl of Red River cereal but for days now, I have been vacillating 
between the second and third last notches in my belt.  David has been taking in a notch 
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every day or two on his belt, much like I was, early in the trip.  Now I know how he felt 
then.  It is damn discouraging knowing you can stand to lose at least another 20 pounds 
and to have the only available measure of weight loss showing one standing still despite 
climbs up Sunblood on short rations, long days of paddling, sweating to beat the band 
while photographing Virginia Falls, and despite three portages at the Falls.  Damn 
discouraging! 
 
Things have degenerated into a humorous competition between the two of us to see who 
can come back looking trimmest.  I have been eating less than Dave the entire trip in an 
effort to reach 175, but recently quite a bit less.  Surprisingly, it has been easy to do.  
Things are so interesting that missing a lunch is nothing.  I guess by eating less, my 
stomach is shrinking and I can get really full on less.  But in all this dieting, each of us has 
two failings – the freeze-dried applesauce and David’s oatmeal cookies. 
 
While making notes on the map, I noticed David pour about 1/5 [of] the bag of cookie mix 
into a pan for mixing.  “Damn it David, are you trying to make that bag go five days?” 
 
Muttering from the kitchen “You know that with my huge lunch, I’m hungrier than that.  
You’ve got to feed working men.”  Lunch had been two tablespoons of dried beef for me.  
By now, the mutterings were louder but interspersed with a widening grin.  You could 
almost hear him, “Alright, you want cookies, you get em.”  In went half the bag of mix. 
 
And a grin started appearing beneath the map.  Ah-hah, a real meal now.  Damn the 
waistline! 
 
And it was a real meal.  Chili con carne.  Double serving of pineapple and nine fine 
cookies each.  The evening was looking ever better with such a meal tucked away, as we 
had tea by the soft glow of a curious pinky-orange sunset.  Then, I built a fire, half a 
bonfire really, and we sat by it, each of us doing a little dreaming and recounting our 
satisfaction with this glorious day and camp.  The evening was marred for five minutes 
by the evening jet flight on the usual 280° course.  Peace soon returned and darkness 
descended to the hooting of a great horned owl down river.  To top it off, northern lights 
were soon playing amongst the stars and afterglow to the west. 
 
Off to bed with resolve for an early rise tomorrow. 
 
But the day didn’t end there.  I got up during the night to a magnificent display of 
northern lights, the first good one of the trip.  It was the familiar pulsating, radiant pattern 
over the entire sky with a black hole overhead.  A few small curtains were shimmering on 
the horizon. 
 
A couple of hours later, I awoke and decided to go out and see if they were still there.  
Sure enough, so this time I got Dave up.  Then it was back to a peaceful sleep ‘til dawn. 
 
Surely one of the most memorable day[s] on the trip with its fair share of them. 
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August 28 

 
This morning just took up where yesterday left off.  Nary a cloud when we got up at 
sunrise to write diary.  It was so nice that nothing got done as quickly as anticipated, but 
then why should it.  Days like this are meant to be savoured, rolled slowly through the 
mind, tucking away little views, bits of solitude and above all the tranquility of it. 
 
But by breakfast time in the valley notch up the Nahanni and the Flat, the edge of a very 
solid looking cloud bank put in an appearance.  The tranquility evaporated.  Packing got 
done with at least normal dispatch and by the time we were on the water around 11a.am., 
the clouds were closer 
 
At this stage of water, the Nahanni is confined to just two channels across the splits as it 
approaches the Flat.  Obviously, it is a different story in June.  The Nahanni water seems 
to have been imperceptibly clearing a bit since we left Moore’s just below Bologna Creek.  
There it was muddy, but not as bad as 1966 all along the river.  By now, and certainly ever 
since Rabbitkettle, it has been the “cold, gray-green” as Patterson calls it, and as many 
people refer to it in the V. Falls [Virginia Falls] guest book.  Patterson has nearly also had 
good weather on his trips, which means dry weather, which in turn probably means a 
gray-green river unless one is here in flood period.  We can actually dip water out of the 
river and not have any sign of murkiness in the pot.  Notwithstanding, the Flat River is 
clear compared to the Nahanni.  It is a green river – period.  The Nahanni slices into the 
Flat along the base of the mountain and almost gobbles it immediately, but not quite.  For 
several miles downstream, the right side of the river is slightly greener. 
 
On the north side of the river, just at the base of their splits, are a couple of interesting 
hoodoos in sandy alluvium.  Instead of the usual fairly pointed form, these are quite wide 
in relation to their height, giving a fairly squat appearance.  One has two spruce growing 
on it.  There are also several of the more normal looking ones. 
 
This stretch of the river is quite interesting from the bedrock geology point of view.  The 
river bounces from one mountain site to another in a series of bends from here to Mary 
River.  There are some huge cliff faces, but surprisingly never a canyon.  The opposite 
side to the mountain is always gently sloping and open.  I didn’t remember it well enough 
from ’66 to recall this.  When you look at the 1:250,000 maps, it looks as though the Third 
Canyon should stretch up to the Flat, but as [I] now realize, not so.  It starts most abruptly 
about ½ mile below Mary River. 
 
To return upstream to where we left off.  About five miles below the Flat, the river swings 
from south to east along a mountain face, along which passes the Manetoe Thrust fault.  I 
don’t understand what I see except that it looks as though a huge wedge of limestone has 
been driven in between other layers of the same.  It becomes comprehensible if the entire 
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issue is an overturned unconformity but the geological map indicates otherwise.  It 
requires late afternoon sun to photograph properly, but I took one nonetheless. 
 
Slightly downstream and on the opposite side of the river is another spectacular rock face 
which at first appears to contain an unconformity.  However, it so towers over you that 
you can’t get a decent overall look at it.  It turns the river south down a six mile relatively 
straight stretch to Mary River.  Once you are 2 or more miles down this, about 2 miles is 
best, you can look back and see very clearly that the two peaks are anticlinal with a 
syncline between.  It is a fine example of folding on a medium scale, yet on a small 
enough scale that is still comprehensible.  It is quite a contrast to the tight, very small 
scale folding below the Figure 8. 
 
Halfway along this straight stretch is a fine exposure of the lake sediments with a gravel 
base, sitting on shale bedrock, all just a few feet above river level.  The scenery along this 
stretch is only average, except for the view ahead into the Third Canyon. 
 
Just above it, Mary Creek [River] issues from a fair-sized valley to the southwest.  Its bars 
are loaded with shale, while its water is slightly cloudy, suggesting it is picking up clay 
from the large solifluction flows Ford describes up stream.  From the mouth, one can see 
clear up to the mountain where the river forks to become Mary River and May Creek. 
 
I wanted to stop here and look for Milt Campbell’s and Harry Vandale’s cabin.  I thought it 
on the east side of Mary River and thrashed around amongst some huge spruce and 
poplar, littered with blowdown and the prickliest damn roses up to six feet tall.  No luck.  
Not even an old cut stump.  Mary River has been chewing away at this bank very actively 
recently so I thought it had gone in the river.  Just in case my memory had dealt me a 
foul blow, I waded the river and started searching the west side of the delta.  It wasn’t 
long before I spotted a sawed-off stump about 4” diameter.  But I had to go way back in 
the bush across a small snye before I found the site. 
 
It was in a clearing amongst spruce which in turn was growing up to alder poplar and 
more spruce.  The cabin itself consists of a roughly square hump about 12 x 12 feet with a 
dip in the centre and on the west wall suggesting a door there.  The actual orientation of 
the one wall seemed to 280°.  Cut stumps were all about, most of them now quite rotten.  
Due east of the cabin, about 25 feet was a small rectangle of one layer of notched logs 
about 5 x 3 ½ feet with an opening on the west side of about 15 inches.  I can’t fathom its 
use unless it was part of a cache since fallen and lying about 30 feet north of it.  There is a 
rectangle of logs here of about the same dimensions, with one log extending south from 
it towards the other rectangle for about 12 feet.  If all this was cache, there were certainly 
some hefty logs in it – up to 10 inches diameter for those on the section lying 26 feet east 
of the cabin. 
 
Obviously, nobody in Parks is aware of this site.  It is quite undisturbed.  Taking photos of 
it was most difficult since by now the clouds had closed on us properly.  I doubt the 
photos will show much. 
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The clouding over is a shame since we are now into the Third Canyon.  The walls are far 
higher, more spectacular and finely coloured than I remember.  Unfortunately, they won’t 
photograph worth a damn in this light.  Both Dave and I rank the interpretive potential 
between Mary R. and The Gate as low, but this hardly matters when one is so busy 
gawking at and absorbing scenery like this.  At the big bend on the east edge of map 
95F6, the buck brush on the peaks had turned a nice orange.  It would look nice backlit by 
morning light. 
 
Just around the big bend on the long stretch flowing nearly south are two narrow spots 
with bedrock on both sides of the river.  I just may be wrong when I said that V. Falls is 
the only place on the river where it flows over bedrock.  It probably doesn’t here either, 
but on the lower of the two, a rapids is developing, the best in the Third Canyon.  So 
maybe the river will be on bedrock here with a good rapids within a few hundred years. 
 
We pulled in above The Gate to camp.  While looking for a campsite, I tumbled onto two 
large trees carved off for cache posts.  Obviously, they are Ross’ work from setting up 
Snyder’s 1935 camp.  Little else seems left except two stumps which may date to them.  
About 200 yards above Gate Creek, we found a nice campsite among large spruce up on 
the bank about 20 feet above the river.  Nothing suggests it dates to Snyder’s time and it 
seems too small to have been of much use to them.  It is obviously a size to suit us nicely 
as well as a few others.  It is not obvious from the river and thus not heavily used.  
 
The rubble pile at Gate Creek is though.  Campfire remains are scattered all over it.  Not a 
pretty sight.  If only people would put their fires close to the river, their signs would be 
erased annually. 
 
As we were unloading the canoe, a firm blue line appeared up river and half an hour later, 
after sunset, not a cloud was in sight.  What a disappointment for photos, but it is the kind 
of thing we have come to expect based on our experiences time and time again this trip.  
The quietness with which these weather systems move in and out is uncanny.  Almost 
never any wind at all and seldom any rain.  So, despite a fair bit of cloud, the travelling 
has been nice, even if the weather doesn’t suit our purposes. 
 
We went to bed quite tired at dark.  Dave, who quietly keeps track of the time, said I 
started diary at 5:30 a.m. and we are going to bed at 11:30 p.m.  There have been quite a 
few days like it and a typical day is probably only an hour less. 
 

August 29 

 
We rose as the sun fell onto the base of the canyon opposite the tent.  This turned out to 
be surprisingly early.  Nary a cloud in sight bodes well for photos today. 
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We started by walking down to The Gate for a silhouette shot.  Breakfast didn’t take long 
and while I hammered away at yesterday’s entry here, Dave did dishes then went for a 
snooze on the beach in the sun.  This diary wouldn’t exist if it wasn’t for Dave not only 
taking over the camp chores in the morning but also patiently waiting while I finish it 
each day.  It takes anywhere from 1-3 hours to write it up daily. 
 
With diary done, we hiked up The Gate, starting at Gate Creek and stopping to shoot 
pictures down into it.  The climb itself isn’t that bad, but I was lugging two ammo cases of 
camera gear, one in each hand.  They, by dint of their cussed nature managed to keep me 
off balance and stumbling over the coarse scree.  I should have put the camera gear in 
the backpack, but then the entire pack has to be emptied of its regular load.  Whether 
stumbling about or unpacking and repacking is worse is a mute point. 
 
I see from the map that the walls are about 750 feet high while the river itself is about 125 
feet wide at its narrowest.  It looks that narrow but not that high, or not until you drift 
beneath it about 10 feet out from the wall. 
 
We finally got on the water about 1:30 pm and we just drifted with the current through 
The Gate.  The west wall was fully lit with a few top crags of the east wall also.  What a 
silence prevailed in it.  The only noise was a muted sound of the rapids half a mile below 
The Gate.  It was warm, so much so that my shirt was off.  Cameras were at the ready.  As 
we drifted into The Gate, the noise of Gate Creek was cut off, and we were immersed in a 
warm silence that was beautiful almost beyond comprehension.  Shadows lay as huge 
curtains down brown and gray walls whose tops were out of sight.  Smaller shadows 
painted magnificent cubist art on sections of walls.  The ceiling was the intense blue of 
the sky on a totally clear day.  Passing into The Gate was as though entering the portal of 
a magnificent fairyland castle.  We drifted down the hall in awe, passing the silent guard 
of Pulpit Rock to be thrust into a brilliantly lit golden yellow court whose walls ran in a 
great arc around the bend, towering fully 1500 feet vertically.  What a sight.  One is 
blessed seeing it just once in a lifetime as we did today.  Everything was right – the light, 
the warmth, the silence, no wind, and the chance to drift silently in a canoe.  Those borne 
in motorboats can never experience what we did. 
 
Once past Pulpit Rock, we paddled across and upstream, taking advantage of eddies, to 
do it once more.  I am sure we would have done it half a dozen times more were it not for 
the nagging knowledge that we should be at Deadmen Valley tonight to leave time for 
other places in the three days left to us.  What I find fascinating is my total lack of recall of 
the great wall arcing around the bend below The Gate.  When lit, as it was for us, it must 
be the most magnificent wall on the river.  Not the highest for sure, although few walls 
can touch its sheer face.  Not the most brilliantly coloured, for surely yellow gorge below 
the falls takes that, but nonetheless, it ranks with the better ones.  It probably is the most 
graceful arcing face on the river.  Put the arc, the colour and vertical face together in the 
proper light and it has my vote for the most magnificent wall on the river.  Presage it with 
The Gate and anybody could be fascinated by an afternoon there.  I wonder why 
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Patterson or others haven’t mentioned it.  Were we just lucky to see it under perfect 
conditions or am I just easily impressed?  I doubt the latter. 
 
With more than a bit of longing to linger, we bounced down the rapids, admiring the 
arcing wall the entire way.  By now it was late afternoon for the canyons, 3 p.m.  Many 
walls were dark but that mattered little for the multitude of bends in the Third Canyon 
below The Gate would alternately juxtapose a light wall on a dark then a dark one on a 
lighted one.  It was beautiful.  The kind of beauty to be absorbed but which can’t be 
adequately photographed because of the contrast. 
 
We paddled hard most of the way which, with the powerful current in here must have put 
us at 7-8 miles an hour.  The scenery was nice but really anticlimactic after The Gate area. 
 
I have never been able to understand, neither looking at the maps nor from memory, the 
distinction between the Second and Third Canyons.  I am not sure that I really do yet.  
However, there is a slight basis for it.  The river sweeps northeast at the end of the Third 
Canyon along a mountain wall which tapers gradually to the river, opposite which lies a 
small creek valley to the north.  The area is without walls, but only briefly, for once you 
round the bend, you sweep almost immediately southeast into the Second Canyon. 
 
The first mountain on the right is anticlinal and has a circular pattern eroded into its face 
which I call the Frying Pan, hence Frying Pan Mountain.  The anticline shows up very well 
as you look downstream from the big bend into the Second Canyon. 
 
We hesitated as a campsite Parks have put in just before the big bend and near Frying 
Pan Mountain, for it was getting late and a time when any sane person would have 
stopped to camp.  Not us.  The devil in the form of time is on our tails.  On we went with, 
“Oh well, there will be a bar somewhere of some kind in the Second Canyon.”  Indeed 
there were and we passed them all. 
 
Just as we were rounding the bend at Turbid Creek (Ford’s name), we caught some 
sunlight back upstream.  A glorious sight and the cameras clicked wildly for a few 
moments there.  Then it was down to paddling again.  Since it wasn’t dark yet, I thought 
we could at least make the bar-island beneath Fault Mountain (my name) or Second 
Canyon Mountain (Patterson’s name) at the head of Deadmen Valley.  We passed and 
admired the best of the Second Canyon with tired arms and numbed mind, for by now we 
had worked a bit and it really was getting late.  Maybe it didn’t matter that we had to see 
the Second Canyon this way because it probably isn’t the prettiest of the three.  Yet it 
deserved better of us.  Next time. 
 
We rounded the bend into Deadmen valley, not liking the looks of the bar for camping, to 
find the Tlogotsho painted rose by the last of the setting sun.  Another gorgeous sight in 
a day full of them.  The smooth top but very rugged sides set against a blue sky had 
sufficient impact to snap us awake to appreciate it.  We drifted half a mile doing just that.  
Then the light was blocked by a small cloud mass. 
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Still we paddled on.  The bars didn’t look the best, although had we looked closely, they 
were probably just fine.  Our goal for today had been Prairie Creek fan and damn it, we 
were going to make it even if we had to paddle in the dark.  We passed by the big rotary 
slumps that Derek talks so highly of.  Now I can see why.  They are a truly huge chaotic 
mess.  Again, I don’t remember them from 1966.  On past the Meilleur until finally the 
Forestry cabin hove into view.  “Let’s camp there” say I, wanting to, more for old times 
sake than anything else.  It is in fine shape, open for use and stocked with dishes, laundry 
tubs and so on.  It had a funny smell to it, gas drums were all about and wood was in 
short supply.  With reluctance I moved on.  Probably just as well, remembering how my 
eyes watered because of the mice.  I still would have liked to read the names on the walls 
though. 
 
We pulled out on the Prairie Creek bar about a quarter mile downstream on a most 
unpromising spot except for firewood.  By now we really were tired, it was getting dark 
and anything would do.  We found a spot of sand to throw the tent on.  Experience must 
be paying off.  The tent was up, beds made, fire going and supper was on before it was 
too dark to see.  Dave had potato patties, a favourite of both of us ready in no time while 
a rice pudding bubbled gently over the fire.  Then he announced oatmeal cookies as well.  
He must have been both hungry and had eyes bigger than his stomach.  Certainly, they 
were bigger than mine.  We left some of the pudding until morning and finished off two 
big cookies each by the northern lights 
 
What a day!  One that we can remember for years to come.  With a stomach full of good 
food and a mindful of the finest experiences, it was off to bed somewhere between 12 
and 1a.m. to sleep a contented sleep. 
 

August 30 

 
This morning started slowly, which wasn’t surprising considering yesterday.  We were 
still up by 7:30 though, to be greeted by a sun dulled by mares tails.  Still too full to eat 
much.  Breakfast was cold rice pudding.  Yummy.  While getting things organized, a few 
clouds started to move in.  We decided that if we were going up to Prairie Creek Gap for 
photos, we had better hustle. 
 
The walk is just as long as I remembered, probably three miles over the boulders, but 
worth it.  The sandy spots near the base of the hill were littered with sheep, wolf and bear 
tracks.  They are probably the accumulation of a month or more, since there has been 
little rain in that time.  There was also a fair number of human tracks.  When one 
considers the relatively few people through here each year, and the apparent reluctance 
of most to move far from their craft, there are a surprising number of tracks in places like 
this or worn trails at The Gate, Sunblood, etc.  Some people at least are making efforts to 
see a bit of the country. 
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We climbed the sheep trail up the east side of the gap to approximately the same place as 
in 1966, although I wasn’t sure of it.  The view up the Prairie Creek (it should be river) is 
just as magnificent as ever.  We hit it in fine light, but the cloud moved in before we could 
get placed for photos across the fan.  Ever thankful for what we do get at times like this, 
and perhaps tempered with carryover of yesterday’s contentment, we started down, not 
too disappointed with the turn of events. 
 
I do get a real satisfaction of visiting places that we enjoyed in 1966 and finding them still 
as they were.  There is a sense of rediscovery, of old memories refreshed.  Here, I thought 
again how hard it was for Wendy to smile in the foreground of a photograph taken up the 
Prairie Creek Canyon while perched on the edge of a 500 or 600 foot drop.  She just 
doesn’t like heights.  We had a pleasant half day looking up and down that canyon.  I 
wonder how she would enjoy it now, trying to keep track of two little girls peering over 
cliffs, and grown more content with the conveniences of home?  The inconvenience of 3 
miles of boulder bed, a few bugs and sweat might just not appeal to her any more. 
 
We dropped down off the bluff.  Dave headed back for a bath and clean up.  I headed 
upstream determined to improve on my abysmal record of catching fish.  The water is 
quite low now, so I was able to wade up the river to some bars in the canyon where I 
proceeded to flail the water in some gorgeous holes under the cliffs.  For an hour and half 
I tried every hole in sight with every lure I had.  I had fish follow the lures in many times, 
but in the entire day, only one little five incher took a bite at it.  Not a thing did I hook 
except bottom.  What must one do to catch fish around here? 
 
I returned home in the face of showers over the Tlogotsho, utterly discouraged and 
humiliated as a fisherman.  Thank goodness we haven’t dumped the canoe and lost our 
food.  We would starve to death in no time based on my fishing prowess.  The rain 
greeted me at the tent, so we crawled in for a snooze.  We have decided to stay here 
today, get things organized, diary caught up etc, and make an early start tomorrow, 
hopefully with good light in the First Canyon.  This will probably be our last chance to 
relax on the trip. 
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August 31 
 

This last day of August has been a notable one.  We arose just before sunrise but I 
had been tossing and turning for an hour or more as I usually do when I know I 
have to get up early.  Dave said it was 5:30. 
 
And just a note on yesterday’s times.  He apparently misread the glow of his watch 
in the dark.  It seems that it is light by 4:00 a.m. with sun-up about 5:15. Sunset is 
about 7:30 p.m. with darkness settling in about 8:30.  So last night we got to bed 
about 10 or 10:30 and our days, while often long, are not as long as I was making 
out. 
 
All the while breakfast was being prepared and eaten, the sky was unsettled, 
changing variously from sun to cloud.  While we were packing, it cleared over the 
First Canyon while heavy, low cloud crept in over the Tlogotsho.  We left Deadmen 
Valley in sun, while most of it was under fog or cloud.  I was sorry to leave it for it 
is a friendly feeling place.  You know if you had to that you could make a living 
there.  The mountains are hikeable.  Bush abounds for firewood and building logs.  
The variety of habitat supports a variety of game.  All this in contrast to the 
canyons where you know if you get into trouble, you had better get out quick or 
else.  They are great to see, make a grand holiday, but they are foreboding.  So, it 
was a bit sad to leave the Valley with so many things we would have liked to do. 
 
We drifted all the way down to George’s Riffle, named after George Sibbeston I 
believe.  On the way there, we first passed Dry Canyon, another feature I don’t 
remember at all.  It is immense.  In fact, seen from up Deadmen Valley, it rivals the 
head of the First Canyon in size.  The anticline into which the canyons are cut 
shows up exceptionally well from the valley.  When one sees the obvious exit from 
the valley at a much lower level than the head of the First Canyon, one appreciates 
that something had to have gone on for the river to take the course it did.  As the 
anticline uplifted to its present position, the river, in order to maintain its course, 
cut down into its present position. 
 
After Dry Canyon comes the Little Butte.  It looked so obvious in Patterson’s 
photos and is so obvious either from up or downstream that one wonders why it 
isn’t obvious even on the 1:50,000 maps.  Yet it isn’t.  Patterson Lake is also a fairly 
obvious feature which couldn’t be expected to show on [a] map.  It is a fairly quiet 
area after the Riffles down from Prairie Creek and George’s Riffle below it. 
 
We resolved to drift much of the First Canyon and did just that, actually starting at 
Prairie Creek from last night’s camp.  How delightful to have enough time to do 
that on the really scenic sections of river.  We would be turning lazy circles in the 
current, catching views in all directions.  The scenery got really fine at the Little 
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Butte, but our lazy drifting became apprehensive drifting with the growing roar 
from George’s Riffle. 
 
We pulled in at the top of a bar in the upper rapids to put on the spray cover.  The 
rapids didn’t look as though they needed it, but better be prepared.  We had to 
wade the canoe back out off the bar to bob down the rapids.  “A pussycat” says I.  
Then, ahead, I saw an island I recognized.  It dawned on me that we hadn’t yet 
negotiated George’s Riffle, just the prelude to it.  We took the real George’s Riffle 
rather nicely.  Without spray covers we might have shipped two gallons of water. 
 
Once through George’s Riffle, we got down to the serious business of drifting and 
getting stiff necks.  The cloud caught us above the Riffle, so there were precious 
few photos taken of the dark gray, nearly black limestone under gray skies.  But we 
were thankful not to have rain as it appeared much of the rest of the country was 
going to get as we ducked into the Canyon. 
 
The First Canyon is difficult to describe.  It is awesome.  What wouldn’t be that 
towered 1000 to 2500 feet over you.  It is also a somber place with its dark rock, 
especially so under dark skies.  I was continually impressed by the way the rock 
was sculpted and weathered.  Great frost-carved curved amphitheaters are set in 
the walls.  Their curves are so graceful against the general ruggedness of the 
remainder. 
 
By the time we reached Whitespray, where we stopped for lunch, the sun was out.  
What a surprise.  Coincidentally, that area includes the best scenery in my opinion, 
with the massive, competent Nahanni limestone forming vertical cliffs of 600-800 
feet at the top of the canyon.  Not only are its cliffs spectacular, but thank 
goodness they are nice buff in contrast to the lower gray.  The cameras went into 
high gear. 
 
Whitespray flows as strongly as ever with its incredibly clear blue-green water.  I 
made one last attempt to redeam myself as a fisherman.  No luck, even though I 
resorted to putting cheese rind on the spinner.  I tried to put the blame on Parks 
Canada for letting the river get fished out, but both Dave and my conscience didn’t 
let me get far with that ploy. 
 
After lunch, we actually did a bit of paddling.  I guess you can only take so many 
miles of canyon wall in a day. 
 
Lafferty Riffle was a piece of cake as we ran it without spray covers, tight to the 
bar.  With it behind us, we pulled into Nahanni Hotsprings as Gus always called it, 
but now known by Parks Canada and most visitors as Kraus Hotsprings. 
 
I was a bit dispirited to see the place now compared to when they used to live 
there.  All is there except their last cabin which is now just a pile of firewood.  
Judging from the logs in the pile, it had gotten pretty rotten.  Sitting on that warm 
soil hadn’t helped I guess.  The caches were all standing as were the old cabin and 
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cache about a quarter mile downriver.  The old cabin had the door enlarged after 
we left in 1966 to become the tractor shed.  A note in felt marker on its door frame 
said “We” (or was it “Are” or “One”) “out here Sept. 12  63.”  “Move to new 
house, July 12  66” (or it could be 68, but we know this is impossible.)  The trees 
on the roof are taller and the cabin won’t last much longer. 
 
Perhaps the biggest change of all is the way the vegetation has grown up.  The 
cherry bushes and parsnips have literally taken the place over.  Trails which Gus & 
Mary had cleared wide open are now mere tunnels through the brush.  I really had 
to look to find some things.  The only places not grown up are where people have 
camped by the bank.  Despite the changes, there are the memories of a wonderful 
week here in ’66. 
 
We had resolved to get at least as far as Yohee Ridge or Patterson’s Outpost hills 
tonight.  While the wind is blowing to beat heck here, there are the strongest 
clouds hovering over those hills.  The weather looks terrible except where we are.  
Thank goodness.  We put the paddles to work with the day running out.  We 
passed the huge land slumps in lake silts that Ford calls mass wasting features, 
without specifying what they are.  The shales underlying the Nahanni limestone 
appear along the river, and I think I now know what and where Patterson’s Painted 
Cliffs are.  They are the biggest shale exposure below Kraus.  Being pyritic, they 
are rusty and other colours, as well as explaining his sulfurous water. 
 
There certainly is a gap where the river cuts through the Yohee hills and if that was 
blocked by ice or whatever, the silts would certainly build up behind it to a depth 
of several hundred feet as Ford suggests.  Once we passed the gap, the wind 
intensified and became very cold and raw.  We decided to paddle on since we still 
had good current and good light, but it was no joy now because of cold damp 
weather.  We stopped just before Twisted Mountain in a miserable clump of scrub 
Balsam poplar beside a dry snye.  Its virtue was being out of the wind and dust 
storms, nothing else.  Mosquitoes and black flies galore, dirt, uneven ground, too 
much vegetation of all sizes and cramped quarters were its bad points!  Still, the 
sum of its virtue outweighed its detractions. 
 

September 1 
 
Up at 4:30 in an attempt to beat the wind, totally in vain since it had only 
moderated last night, not died.  It was cold, raw and the mosquitoes gave us a 
rousing welcome to the day.  We packed up and got off as quickly as possible 
under a glowering sky.  The top of Twisted Mountain and the surrounding 
mountains were in cloud.  Nonetheless, the wind was fairly kind, staying just 
breezy with occasional gusty stretches.  We made good time through the lower 
Splits on its big meanders.  I confused the last of the big meanders in The Splits 
with those in the slack water at the base, with the result that we appeared to be 
making much better time than we really were. 
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Throughout the morning, the cloud gradually lifted a bit and on rare instances 
there was a beautiful splash of light on some hillside making patches of yellow 
poplar leaves glow against their dark surroundings.  Gorgeous to the selective eye, 
but not photographable.  The leaves are really developing down here and another 
week to 10 days should see them at their best.  What a sight that will be.  In 
contrast to much of the area above Virginia Falls, many of the hills below the falls 
have significant quantities of poplar in them.  This is probably a reflection of the 
fire history with the area below the falls being burned more recently and/or more 
often.  In turn, I imagine that to some degree at least, this is also a reflection of 
how much use the two areas have received.  Below the First Canyon, there are 
larger areas of poplar, probably an extension of these trends to more fires and 
greater use.  I think back to Milt Campbell describing Diamond C starting the fire 
that nearly caught up to them. 
 
There is a very distinct gap again between Twisted Mountain and the Liard Range, 
but wider than at Yohee Ridge.  The impression of compartments described by 
Ford seems quite clear, especially from the downstream side in each case.  One 
can imagine the dams created by the hills being plugged with ice at their gaps with 
lakes in behind. 
 
Yellow Mountain, which Gus talks about, is quite distinct, especially as we saw it 
with a pale sun on it.  It has a layer of quite yellow limestone at both its top and 
bottom with light coloured rock elsewhere.  It is named Bluefish Mountain on the 
map.  It really looked yellow to us, more so than normal because of both the 
lighting and a lot of turned poplar on its face. 
 
We finally hit the slack water and the last big meanders.  What a drag they are.  
The Splits themselves are not all that interesting but certainly they aren’t a drag.  
The Splits are easy to handle and the choice of channels very clear so long as you 
stay with the channel having most water.  The only problem is that you 
occasionally miss a channel which turns out to be a large shortcut.  We did that 
once and went about 2.5 miles further than necessary.  So, one has to weigh the 
chances of taking shortcuts and saving time against the time lost if you run out of 
water in a side channel. 
 
The interminable paddle in the slack water seems worse than it is because now the 
Nahanni isn’t giving you that wonderful push it has been freely donating for 340 
miles.  Time and time again we commented on how nice it was to drift when we 
felt like it, but you don’t realize how much that push is until you don’t have it.  The 
trip was livened near the end on the five mile long stretch when David sighted a 
gorgeous while wolf on the west bank.  It had just a touch of a dark saddle on its 
back.  After we watched it for maybe a minute or two, it trotted into the bush 
making a huge noise walking through the dry litter in the willows. Perhaps there 
were other wolves with it to make the noise that loud. 
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Just as we rounded the foot of the Butte, the wind really hit us coming up the 
Liard.  Turner certainly has himself quite an establishment near the top end of 
town.  Looks like barns and all sorts of buildings. 
 
We pulled into Parks, unloaded and wandered around for some time looking for 
someone and sightseeing before a lady appeared wanting to know what we were 
up to.  We said we wanted to sign in and she went and got what turned out to be 
Lou Comin, the chief warden.  He is a bit different than many of the warden types, 
not being particularly outgoing.  He said he’d like to chat with us, offered Dick’s old 
generator shack, now turned into quite a nice guest cabin, and ran off to the phone 
in his house.  We set up in the cabin with hot and cold running water, most 
appreciatively, then didn’t see him for another couple of hours until he was on his 
way grouse hunting.  I got yesterday’s diary done and a few chores before we 
spotted him again.  I went to his house to use the radio-telephone to phone 
Wendy.  Met his wife Cheryl, a most lovely girl.  By the time that was done, Lou 
came in with Mel Limeman and his wife, Anne.  He is a newly arrived maintenance 
man.  They sure are a lively pair.  He was raised in northern Manitoba and has 
spent all his life in the bush, mines, construction camps, etc.  He has a real fund of 
knowledge and experience, which coupled with his gregarious charm make him 
quite a character worth knowing.  We spent the evening talking about history 
which meant me doing most of the talking on my favourite subject.  It was a grand 
evening thoroughly enjoyed by all.  It only ended at 11:30 at our insistence 
because of an early rise for tomorrow. 
 

September 2 
 
This and entries up to Sept. 5 are being done at Virginia Falls on Sept. 6. 
 
We got up with the sun which was more or less our last real view of it during the 
day.  Sleep had been fitful, what with the generator pounding steadily no more 
than 100 yards away.  It didn’t take long to be packed and off before anyone else 
showed signs of life.  The wind had continued more or less strongly throughout 
the night and chose to just howl up the Liard into the Nahanni channel.  What a 
mess to have to fight our way into at the start of the day.  If it hadn’t slowed to a 
reasonable breeze once we were really onto the Liard, I think we might have 
turned back and called in an aircraft.  This Liard River trip is only worth it if we can 
make some time. 
 
All day long we paddled into light to fair upstream breezes on the sluggish Liard.  
The current seemed to just about, but not quite, counteract the efforts of the wind.  
The scenery is quite dull along the Liard, but the Nahanni Range sticks into view 
for miles presenting different views as you negotiate the big meander below the 
Nahanni. 
 
Despite hard paddling all day, the combination of wind, temperature, cloud and 
generally raw air kept us on the verge of coolness.  The sun did come out towards 
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day’s end for a little while and did we revel in it.  We just laid back and drifted for a 
while soaking up its warmth.  Time and again this trip we have seen how 
dramatically the weather alters our physical and, even more so, our psychological 
condition.  It shouldn’t surprise anyone, least of all us, yet the magnitude of the 
change has surprised us repeatedly on the trip.  Perhaps it is a sign that we have 
been too long away from the direct effects of weather cooped up in our homes and 
schools.  Even there, we notice how the weather changes the entire mood of the 
school, but the effects are not as strong or nearly as instantaneous as out here.  
Today’s short bit of sun perked us up no end and warmed just as we needed it. 
 
We had set a minimum goal of 30 miles each day which we must do if Dave is to 
get back in time.  But our practical minimum is 40 miles per day in case we get 
storm bound.  With the weather of the last three days, it looks as though we might.  
We pulled in after 41 miles today, part way down the Long Reach.  Decent 
campsites aren’t all that common along the Liard.  The banks are usually steep and 
high with bars being infrequent except in the meanders just below the Nahanni.  
The bars, when present, would be terrible in a wind or if the water rose.  We are 
camped on a strip of sand just above an island tonight; quite a nice spot for the 
Liard. 
 
I was quite surprised at how actively the Liard is cutting its banks of sand and silt 
between the Nahanni and the head of the Long Reach.  Surprising because the 
Liard seems so sluggish now.  I guess I should see it in the spring.  The Long 
Reach area has much more stable banks with boulders, especially a fair bit of pink 
granite from east on the Shield, being present. 
 
We went to bed very readily and hope to be up at dawn to fair weather. 
 
P.S.  We passed two cabins today, one above the Blackstone was quite old and I 
think is one of the Vital’s cabins.  It is on the west side of the river on the west end 
of one of the big meanders.  The other was nearly at the Blackstone with a red roof 
and also quite old, but in fairly good shape.  All day we looked for Ed Lindberg’s 
cabin which I though was a new one.  Didn’t see it but we have found out since 
that the red roofed one is his. 
 

September 3 
 

Our alarm clock this morning was rain on the tent - damn!  It was showery so we 
stayed in bed until it stopped.  Just as we were packed and ready to break tent, 
another hit so we crawled in until it blew by.  As usual, there was a breeze as we 
hit the river but half an hour later it died out to stay calm or mere zephyrs the rest 
of the day.  That was gorgeous, and we didn’t even mind the light showers all 
morning for they never really soaked us through.  We worked steadily all day and 
the river helped us considerably by speeding up a bit from where we camped last 
night 
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The first Liard Rapids we hit starts above and ends below the island below Birch 
River.  The others start below Poplar River and extend intermittently for several 
miles, ending with the Beaver Dam.  We stuck to the south shore the entire way 
except when we tried cutting across the bend only to end up in the middle of a 
rapids, shipping water from a few standing waves.  We headed back to shore and 
stuck to it after that.  The rapids aren’t bad at this stage, but must have very large 
standing waves in higher water.  The south shore advice seems good, but it also 
seemed, from a half mile away where we were, that the north shore was often as 
good, possibly better, except at the top end.  Certainly, I wouldn’t try criss-crossing 
the river to catch the best of both sides.  Through the rapids section, and to a 
lesser degree above and below, the Liard flows between very high banks, actually 
a low canyon in the rapids section.  Campsites are not good along here and very 
rarely present at all. 
 
Once we got through the rapids we decided to push on to within 20-25 miles of 
Simpson in the hope that Dave can catch tomorrow’s plane rather than the one he 
is booked on for Wednesday.  We finally stopped for the night on a little beach 
below the Cholo place.  They weren’t there.  We made 55 miles today which is 
more reasonable.  The day was also more interesting than yesterday what with the 
canyons and rapids. 
 

September 4 
 
Up with the first good light and off in a cold stiff upstream breeze.  However, once 
around the first bend, the breeze died and the sky started to break.  By the time we 
reached the ferry crossing, the breeze was on our backs, just a bit late to do any 
real good, but welcome none-the-less.  We actually drifted a few short stretches 
basking in the warm sun. 
 
We reached Simpson and had canoe and gear up at Lindberg’s by noon Simpson 
time.  We are both glad we have done the Liard trip just so we know what it is like 
and to better appreciate what the old-timers talk about and had to go through.  It is 
basically a boring trip to do more than once as Fred Sibbeston makes clear in his 
interview.  I can sympathize with him.  It wasn’t bad for us because we did it at the 
best time of year.  The yellow on the banks livens things up a lot.  For Nahanni 
travelers like us, paddling to Simpson down the Liard presents a psychological 
problem.  You come to paddle the Nahanni – that’s the goal.  The goal is reached 
by Nahanni Butte and the end of trip syndrome sets in.  You want to get home in a 
rush, have a bath, sleep between sheets, etc.  Yet in this case you must still paddle 
another 2-4 days depending on your skill, stamina and weather.  One’s impatience 
to get home is more than enough to make for a boring trip because time, or more 
properly distance, seems to pass so slowly.  For us, end of trip syndrome started 
with our last day in Deadmen Valley when we had time to relax a little.  The poor 
weather in The Splits meant we didn’t enjoy it too much, so time really started to 
drag for us about Aug 31.  Its too bad it did because I then stopped taking photos 
or, more importantly with the weather we had, making notes on maps and so on. 
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At any rate, we are in Simpson and the trip is over.  We spent the afternoon 
reorganizing and getting film etc. ready for Dave to take home.  He is on the plane 
to Yellowknife but since Air Canada is just coming off a strike, he is on standby on 
Transair Yellowknife-Churchill, Winnipeg to home.  He should make it. 
 
I am staying at Edwin and Sue Lindberg’s and starting to reorganize and pack 
there.  I can’t do a lot though because I can’t find Al Hall around town and I won’t 
be able to get to the post office until tomorrow to find out whether or not he is 
coming along.  I suspect not. 
 
I had a long chat with Wendy and the girls this afternoon also.  It sure was nice to 
hear them again.  All seems in fairly good shape at home.  Wendy is somewhat 
apprehensive about me trotting off alone and frankly, so am I.  But bless her, she 
says go ahead anyway.  She understands my desire to do it and as she so often 
does, says yes to things that mean a lot to me but don’t include her or take into 
account her wanting me at home.  However, I do seem to need these times away 
from home and pressures of work to keep myself relatively sane and sociable 
when I am there.  So, it is a saw-off with benefits and liabilities as with most other 
things. 
 
Dave and I had a magnificent fish dinner with Anna Lindberg before we rushed 
Dave out to the airport.  It was like old home week out there.  I ran into Father 
Posset first and had a nice chat with him before Father Mary came along for a chat.  
Meanwhile, Dave had spotted Hiscocks and was talking to them.  As boarding was 
taking place, Dave dashed over to say a quick goodbye and was off while I 
continued talking to Father Mary.  He wants to meet me at the Butte on Sept. 17 
but there is no way I can get there as I told him.  Finally, I chatted with Hiscocks for 
a short time. 
 
I finished up the evening at Rick and Janet?’s place across from Lindbergs and 
where I had been doing my washing. 
 

September 5 
 

I got the mail this morning and Al isn’t coming.  Wendy also had a short letter 
written over several days while in Newfoundland and the White Mountains.  It was 
grand hearing from them both. 
 
The rest of the day was spent getting food from barrels and boxes, organized for 
the trip, as well as gear.  I also repacked the very large amount of excess stuff for 
the trip home.  We just haven’t eaten as heavily as anticipated nor needed all the 
things we brought.  This is largely because we just haven’t backpacked due to our 
late start. 
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I went out for dinner with Edwin Lindberg and had a most enjoyable time.  It 
seems his father, Art Watson, Purcell and Sam Daigle (sp?) all came in together in 
1922 or 23.  They were in for gold and journeyed up as far as the falls.  It is the 
same Watson who married Poole Field’s daughter and Purcell must be the one 
who formed Watson & Purcell with Art Watson down on the coast.  Apparently Ole 
had saved his money for five years after the war in order to get up here. 
 
After supper, I helped Edwin unload some motors and gas off his scow.  He 
pushed a big steel barge with his D5 on it down to Camsell Bend and back with 
three outboard motors mounted on a large river scow and a big freight canoe tied 
alongside.  His total horsepower didn’t exceed a hundred, I don’t think. 
 
Around dark, I went over to Hiscock’s and we discussed the park at some length.  
He agrees an interpretive book is necessary, but not until such time as an 
interpretive plan is completed, including how to manage the hotsprings, caves etc.  
I argue it shouldn’t wait that long.  The annual O & M budget for the park from all 
sources is over $400,000 of which $155,000 is Eric’s. There is damn little of that the 
visitors ever see in any way, shape or form.  If one prorates regional office 
overhead and salaries, plus local salaries and capital costs, the park is costing over 
a million per year.  I guess it is time the public got something for their money.  Got 
home from Hiscock’s about 1:30 a.m. 
 
 
 

September 6 
 
I got up about 8 to trundle stuff off to Parks Canada for storage, buy stove fittings 
for Moores and deliver them to B. Gauthier at the Forest Service as well as get 
money to the bank. 
 
I forgot to mention I phoned Wendy again yesterday and she gave the go ahead 
for the trip despite my going alone.  What a gal!  Michelle has hay fever but other 
than that, there don’t seem to be any problems at home.  I sure hope it stays that 
way until I get back. 
 
We got the aircraft loaded with lots of room to spare this time.  We had a taxi all 
the way across the Mackenzie to get out of the Liard driftwood.  It seems the Liard 
came up 37 inches during the night of Sept. 4-5.  This flushed out tons and tons of 
driftwood off the bars which is now parading majestically past Simpson on its way 
to the Beaufort Sea.  Once over the gray-green Mackenzie water, free of driftwood, 
we took off.  It is an absolutely perfect day, nary a cloud in sight.  With lots of gas 
on board, Mansell felt free to wander about allowing me to line up some fine aerial 
photos.  I had to change a film just as we were coming over the Nahanni Range 
and Mansell circled back so I could retake it.  I took photos all the way from there 
to the First Canyon before I realized the film wasn’t advancing.  Thus, I lost the 
prettiest and by far the most significant photos of the trip.  How frustrating!! 
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We cruised up the Nahanni, more or less, all the way from the head of The Splits 
to the falls.  I have pretty well convinced myself that I have to get back a day or 
two early and spend the time and money photographing from the air.  A number 
of features show up only with fall colour such as a drumlin field north of Bluefish 
Lake while everything else is much improved by the colour.  I guess I shall have to 
find some sort of part-time job or else sell the Nagra to afford it. 
 
After landing at the falls, Mansell couldn’t get the aircraft to start.  The problem 
seemed to be a loose fuse and something else.  The something else must have 
been ridiculously simple and something he shouldn’t have overlooked for he 
suddenly announced rather brusquely to “cast it off now.  It’s going to work for 
sure.”  It did, and he got away quickly. 
 
I attached ropes to the canoe and packed the gear up to the campsite before 
setting up the tent.  It went up easily in the calm air but may present more 
difficulty in striking it, especially in a wind.  I brought the Gerry tent for its 
roominess.  With things more or less shipshape, I wandered about taking a few 
photos and trying to decide what to do.  It is nearly 15 years since I camped out 
alone and it is going to take some getting used to. 
 
There are may times at home that I think I am a fairly antisocial being & by many 
people’s standards, I probably am.  But out here alone, I realize again that I am still 
a gregarious human nonetheless.  I wouldn’t make a good hermit; that is for sure. 
 
My main reason for wanting to make this trip alone is to learn more about myself.  
How will I react?  Will I return a more independent person?  Self-reliant?  
Confident?  Also, it will give me time to think about where I am at now and where 
to go next, without interference of other’s thoughts on mine.  Will my Nahanni-itis 
be cured or become worse?  Then, there is the secondary motive of photos with 
fall colour as well as seeing the area at what others say is the prettiest time of 
year.  So far, they seem to be absolutely correct.  It is gorgeous. 
 
After taking photos, I had a snooze to make up for last night.  Then it was to this 
diary as well as more wandering about the campsite for photos. 
 
Tomorrow I have resolved to finish catching up the diary and to climb Sunblood, 
but only if the weather is perfect.  I have enough photos from poor days that I 
don’t need more.  I do need a good day to get some shots with the Hasselblad. 
 

September 7 
 

I arose a little after sunrise, comparatively late for recent days but cloud pretty well 
filled the sky.  Knowing the way things can clear around here, I lay abed to see if it 
would.  When it didn’t, I got up.  There was a fair bit of sun about, so I had a fine 
time crawling around on my belly taking pictures of Arctostaphlos and so on.  It’s 
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been ages since I had time to think about and plan photos like I did.  It felt great 
and may it happen often in the next two weeks. 
 
It clouded up so then I hit this diary.  It is finally getting caught up.  About noon 
hour, I thought I heard voices.  ‘What’s the matter Addison, you bushed already,’ I 
asked myself.  Then again I heard them.  I turned around from the table to see a 
red canoe coming in to land with two fellows aboard.  They saw my camp and 
decided not to camp.  Since I and probably they by all indications wanted a 
wilderness trip, I didn’t go down.  They did come up though after signing in.  Mike 
gray, a young lawyer from Toronto and Jim Crawford, probably a fairly recent 
university grad of Oxford from the sounds of it and possessor of an itchy foot.  A 
really nice pair of fellows.  We chatted for a while over coffee.  They seem to be 
the victims of poor planning and a pilot who instead of dropping them off in the 
Rabbitkettle area left them above the Little Nahanni with another group consisting 
of two teachers and some 16 year old delinquent boys.  They don’t seem to know 
what the problem was.  With 8 days for their trip, they are a bit rushed to say the 
least.  They have 3 days left, so they will make it.  Mike wanted to keep in touch so 
I gave him my address.  His grandfather was Sir James MacBrien, so he gobbled 
up the history like crazy. 
 
The four canoes of boys are further behind and won’t reach the Butte until about 
the end of September.  Jim & Mike report the Moores doing just fine. 
 
Late this afternoon, I walked back to the little pond behind the campsite.  It is in 
part an old beaver pond which drained itself 10-15 years ago judging from new 
spruce growing on the exposed pond bottom.  The pond itself is half covered with 
yellow water lily leaves.  Sunblood Mountain reflects nicely in it.  As a result, I may 
just hang around an extra hour or so for photos before portaging the falls 
tomorrow.  I spent the evening starting to re-read Ford under very unsettled skies 
and gusty winds. 
 
 

September 8 
 
Awake to light rain which gradually increased to medium.  Stayed in bed, slept and 
reread Ford quite carefully, checking the geology against Douglas and Norris.  
There are discrepancies, probably more due to errors of D & N than Ford, but both 
tore through the country at an awful rate.  Will have to check preliminary & final 
maps of D & N to see where the problems lie for Ford unfortunately used their 
preliminary edition & Gabrielse’s.  While the day wasn’t entirely wasted, it 
certainly sets me badly behind in taking photos and getting ahead in my schedule.  
I will have to move tomorrow almost regardless of what the weather is.  It looks 
like more of the same. 
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September 9 
 
Very few times in my life have I felt contentment and satisfaction as I do at this 
moment. 
 
This morning started off under heavy cloud with a few spits of rain.  I rose at first 
light determined to go so long as it didn’t pour.  Breakfast was cooked and eaten in 
jig fashion, while the packing went likewise.  I even wandered about the campsite 
picking up little bits of garbage others had left behind.  I more or less threw things 
into the canoe the way I planned to for the rest of the trip as a trial run down to the 
portage.  The balance is great. 
 
I started over the portage with the canoe first on the theory that it was the worst, 
so every trip would look better after it.  With paddles, cushions, tie down straps 
etc. in it, I think it weighted about 120 pounds.  It little matters what it weighted, it 
was just simply crushingly heavy.  I could make it no further than the top of the 
switchbacks before I had to set it down.  Then I went back for the big pack, tent 
and my grip which I threw in at the last minute when I realized it was it or else 
unpack a pack once over the portage and take it back for another load.  It sure 
must have looked funny sitting atop the pack.  This trip was a little better.  I made 
it to the bottom without stopping.  One trip down.  Next the canoe.  This time it 
seemed to go easily, probably because I had already done ¾ of the distance even if 
it was the easiest. 
 
I was utterly amazed when I saw the falls.  The water was cascading down the rock 
in veils instead of a solid torrent.  It was by far the prettiest I had ever seen it.  At 
this point, the sky began to show a few signs of minor breaks, but nothing 
significant.  Back for Dave’s back pack and the two camera boxes with film.  And 
on this trip the sun appeared faintly on the way down.  Back up in a jiffy.  
Incidentally, I am now in good enough shape that I can climb the entire portage at 
a fair pace without stopping to catch my breath.  The sun was out at the top in a 
fair sized blue patch.  I opted for hiking back to a little pond behind the campsite to 
get photos of it.  I thought I still could get back in time to catch the sun on the falls.  
I misjudged the direction in which the clouds were going, so lost the sun just as I 
got to the pond as well as the falls.  A wasted walk for sure.  A very tiny patch of 
weak sun did touch part of the falls so I took a photo.  If the sky had been at all 
encouraging, I would have waited for sun. 
 
I got the canoe loaded and put on the spray covers.  I had to modify things a bit 
since I am paddling stern first.  Basically, the canoe is covered except for a 2-foot 
section behind the bow seat where I kneel.  The waves looked very small from 
shore, but it wasn’t until I was in them that I realized how small.  I paddled 
broadside across the river to catch the inside of the first turn and that was my 
strategy for the rest of the day.  Essentially, I drifted downstream.  I could go 
anywhere on the river I wanted to, nearly.  I paddled back and forth across the 
river, searching out photos, drifted lazily in big eddies, and pulled out to take 
photos at will.  The sun came out intermittently for photos, not always when I 
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wanted or needed it, but I sure didn’t complain when it was out.  There are a lot of 
excellent photo opportunities in the gorge, if one had two canoes or a canoe and a 
motor boat.  One person could climb up and shoot photos of the canoe through 
slots in the yellow rocks and so on.  Having that extra canoe today would have 
meant good photos, but I wouldn’t have wanted it for the world.  It was the utterly 
perfect wandering about the river at my whim, soaking up the scenery it had to 
offer all by myself.  It wasn’t greed on my part wanting to appreciate it alone.  It 
was just what seemed proper for this situation today.  Some things are like that.  I 
hope there are more days like it, for more than anything else, this is what this two 
weeks are for.  Despite Patterson’s fine description of similar fall days on the Flat, 
only now can I appreciate the fulfillment a fortunate few of us have had on this 
river at this time of year.  It can only happen at this time of year.  Thanks Wendl for 
letting me do it. 
 
I pulled in at Marengo Creek to look around and walked up the flood plain a few 
hundred yards.  It doesn’t seem too interesting and probably not worth a hike in 
the future.  I did paddle across from the mouth of it to shoot some pictures up the 
Marengo valley.  They may look nice with yellow poplar in the foreground.  I 
drifted down to the Marengo campsite and toyed with stopping at 4 p.m.  What 
convinced me was I wanted sun to photograph the sig slumps across the river.  
The day was definitely improving now, promising better for tomorrow.  I decided 
to chance it.  As perfect a campsite as any on the trip.  There is a fine landing, lots 
of firewood, perfect tenting ground, picnic table, fireplace and biffy.  To top it all 
off, it looks natural and little used.  What a fine surprise after the mess at Virginia 
Falls.  I could spend a couple of days here – why did those days have to be at the 
falls? 
 
A spaghetti supper sits inside me.  The bedding is all aired.  A fire crackles away in 
the heavenly silence of this place.  The sun has just slipped behind the mountains 
and now the diary is finished.  What a day!  What a country!  How lucky I am!  I 
ought to sleep well tonight as I usually do when there is promise of a good chill in 
the air. 
 
 

September 10 
 
If yesterday was one of life’s moments to remember, today’s is best forgotten.  
Actually, it started as I put the diary down and went for a last walk on the beach 
before bed.  Overhead, the sky was quickly filling with a mass of solid black cloud 
moving in diagonally across the river from the south.  Right then I knew what the 
morrow would bring and the frustration from above the falls returned, totally 
destroying the mood of the day.  I should have gone directly to bed, preserving 
that mood until morning for it was well worth saving. 
 
A solid overcast filled the sky this morning except for two tiny blue patches that 
flitted by far upstream and down just to aggravate things.  I can’t wait for weather 
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now with the tight schedule I have, and I can’t take most of the photos I want 
either.  Some photos are impossible to take as the dark mud slumps across the 
river, (they called for 1/30 f2.8 to 2 but my fastest lens is 3.5) while others aren’t 
worth taking.  Only this year have I realized how dreary this country can be without 
the sun.  On a grey day the dark spruce forests on the hillsides blend with the 
usually grey or dark brown rock above them to become an atonal grey which 
contrasts only slightly by degree with that of the sky itself.  Not the material of 
which photos are made.  But put some light on the scene and a resurrection takes 
place.  The greens separate into those of spruce (dark blue-green), lodgepole or 
jack pine (yellow green), buckbrush (green), tundra (brown green), poplar (yellow 
green or even a lime green), while the rocks take on hues of yellow, brown, orange 
and red which just aren’t otherwise there.  To top it all off, icing on the cake if you 
like, have the mountains side lighted and vibrant shadows wander across the 
scene with the relentless march of the sun.  More often than not on this trip, I have 
waited for the shadows in my better photos e.g. The Gate, Sunblood Mountain, 
Virginia Falls, Flat River and so on.  They make the scene.  But today grey, grey 
and more dull grey. 
 
But the day wasn’t without interest.  No sooner was the canoe in the water than I 
spotted a cow and calf caribou on the bar containing the campsite.  I got within 
150 yards, but once I put the binoculars on her, off they went at that peculiar splay 
legged trot which looks more like a shuffle but eats miles at an incredible rate.  The 
animals are in their prime now.  The coats are a rich dark brown that glistens and 
ripples even in today’s light.  What beautiful creature.  The calf was already about 
¾ the size of the cow.  An amazing rate of growth.  Caribou milk must be 
something else.  With that kind of energy production, we ought to figure some 
way of domesticating them and burning the milk in automobiles. A hundred miles 
to the gallon would be nothing! 
 
I was looking for Otterslide Fault above the Clearwater bar when a helicopter flew 
over, turned back and landed.  It was Lou on his way to Rabbitkettle but also 
looking for the Malcolm Thomas body.  I told him about the moose calf kill on the 
shore in the gorge below the falls, which I saw yesterday.  Wolves had probably 
chased it down a nearby scree slope and once on the narrow beach had got it.  All 
that was left was the skin, backbone and ribs.  The leg bones were all cracked and 
the marrow eaten.  From the far shore where I first spotted it, it could have been 
the remains of a human carcass, so I paddled over to check it out.  Before leaving, 
Lou invited me to stay over a night at the Butte.  I guess they want to hear more 
stories of the area.  Just as he left, he pointed out a caribou on the Clearwater bar 
about half a mile downstream.  Despite having been overflown by the chopper at 
300-400 feet here it was, full of that caribou curiosity, trotting up the bar to see 
what all the excitement was about.  I got in the canoe and drifted down to meet it, 
getting within 100 yards of this one before common sense overruled curiosity and 
it took to the bush. 
 
Next was the Figure 8.  I stopped at the head of the bar and walked down to size it 
up.  The main ridge of waves was lower than Aug 27 when we last saw it.  the 
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boils in the lower eddy also looked less awesome.  I’ll run it!  It really does look 
easy and safe.  I got alongside the left hand cliff easily, wanting to be on the safe 
side.  Too early it turned out, for the waves along the cliff were higher than [on] 
Aug 27.  Nothing unreasonable mind you but they did force me to lay on the 
paddle to stay off the cliff.  I needn’t have worried anyway for once I was within 
two feet of the cliff, the water would start to build between cliff and canoe forcing 
me back out.  Because the water was lower, the last wave dropping over the ledge, 
just before the point, was bigger so I got out further than before from the cliff 
which put me in the ridge of waves out from the point.  I crashed through four of 
them before pulling into the pool and surprisingly enough, using up less of the 
river to do so than the last time.  Perhaps half a dozen waves broke over the bow, 
but none came in where I was.  In total, they didn’t get me any wetter than the 
light drizzle which had started half an hour earlier.  I drifted down the canyon 
assessing the dipping in the rocks for photos before pulling into the portage pool 
in as smooth a maneuver as any so far, if I do say so myself.  It is amazing what 
you can do with the canoe if you plan ahead and take advantage of current, eddies 
and obstacles in the river.  Certainly, I can’t maneuver the canoe as swiftly as two 
of us could, but that is compensated for by reduced problems with the lower water 
and more flotation with less load in the canoe.  The canoe just slaps and bounces 
on the waves now instead of sinking into them before rebounding.  I glided into 
the sand of portage bay behind the cliff for lunch of dried beef and marmalade on 
crackers.  I had six crackers, one more than my daily allotment as a congratulatory 
salute to handling the Figure 8 the way I did.  There wasn’t the feeling of 
satisfaction this time as Aug 27 but I still felt good about it.  How quickly 
challenges, successfully met, turn blasé. 
 
I eyed the low cliffs and rock exposures all the way from the Figure 8 down to the 
outfitters camp.  There are certainly good examples of tight folding that Ford talks 
of.  Little of it shows well, but some good photos could be had in the right light.  
Certainly the area is worth noting in any guide book.  I would disagree with both 
Ford and Douglas and Norris as to the rock type.  They state shale and while shale 
is present, I believe most of the crack to be a poor grade limestone.  I would call it 
a shaley limestone as I suspect Gabrielse would.  Much of it looks like limestone 
with a poor shale layer at the bedding planes.  Furthermore, it fractures more like 
limestone than shale plus the way it weathers. 
 
Just below Wrigley Creek, I spotted “Otterslide Fault”.  I had marked it above the 
Clearwater bar on the map.  I was searching for it when Lou flew in.  I got it 
marked in the wrong spot because I didn’t have the maps out Aug 27 and I marked 
things from memory that evening.  I checked all that out today and now my notes 
on the map are alright.  Otterslide Fault got its name from me because a fault 
shows in a cliff there with a vertical offset of about 50 feet in a massive limestone 
bed amongst shale.  Along the fault itself a gully has eroded and clay has slumped 
down it into the river.  On Aug 27 we saw it from the far side of the river and the 
clay had a rounded gutter curving down it for 75-100 feet which looked very much 
like an otterslide.  I actually thought otter may have used it.  Not so as I found out 
today.  Up close it is too big across besides being too long.  A trickle of water runs 
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down it and from the looks of things, small gobs of clay periodically slide down, 
carving out the curved gutter in the clay adhering in the gully-fault zone.  It is a 
most treacherous mess to try climbing up, while the soft clay at river’s edge is 
equally so in a different way.  I pulled the canoe up into it, then climbed up for a 
photo.  A few minutes later I looked down to see the canoe floating in the eddy 
about a foot offshore.  It just wouldn’t hold the canoe, yet step in and you are stuck 
there.  Anyway, I was much more careful how I beached the canoe the rest of the 
day and will be in the future.  I don’t need to pull an Albert Faille. 
 
Back upstream above Clearwater Creek where Otterslide Fault was supposed to be, 
a creek from the SE has carved a canyon in steeply dipping limestone which looks 
to be a fault from the Nahanni.  I walked up to it, taking quite a few photos because 
it is the most spectacular dipping along the mid section of the river.  It contains a 
lovely little two tiered waterfall dropping into two bowls in the rock, but the light 
was so poor, the photos probably won’t amount to much.  The photos show how 
perspective can make something look like a fault when in fact it is not.  You have 
to get up close to see what it is.  I have been fooled more than once by perspective 
when identifying folding, faulting, dip, etc.  I must stay and see if I can show the 
kids in the geology class the same thing using layered plasticine and cutting into it. 
 
I stopped at the outfitters camp to see who it consisted of.  Two wall tents on 
platforms, a cache with only a foamy in it, one table, one washup bench and a 
barbecue, plus an obvious later addition of two Parks Canada tables and a fire pit.  
All very spartan but well maintained.  Simple as it is, it still probably represents a 
$3-4000 investment by the time all is flown or boated in and erected. 
 
I pulled into our campsite of Aug 27-28 and decided to spend the night here.  Tent 
stones are all in place and there is lots of firewood.  It looks homey.  I was set up, 
eating spaghetti supper with a falling light when the chopper came through and 
landed over at the Flat River cabin for a few minutes before continuing on 
downstream.  They will cover in one hour before dark tonight the trip to the Butte 
which will take me 7 days at the rate I am going.  How the mode of travel changes 
one’s perspective of the distance and country travelled through. 
 
I was feeling quite disheartened and sorry for myself this afternoon, having spent 
$600-700 on this trip to get fall photos, and even more important the time that 
could be spent at home with the girls and doing things with them.  To come up 
with this lousy weather is discouraging especially when Chris Hammond say [said] 
that the sun shone for a month and a half almost without a cloud last fall.  
However, things look much better with a full belly and large fire crackling before 
me.  The fire completely dominates the scene up close with its light, warmth and 
sound – a little artificial sun.  But go 100 feet away to get water and it becomes an 
insignificant point of light in a huge darkness dimly outlined by peaks.  How small 
and frail we are. 
 
Increasingly, my thoughts turn homeward and if this weather keeps up I shall 
probably start moving the end of the trip ahead.  There is so much to do there that 
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it seems pointless passing all these good photos by for want of sun, however nice 
it might be to see it a second time even with its brilliant yellows. 
 

September 11 
 

 
I was awakened close to dawn by a downpour on the tent, really the heaviest of 
the summer.  It didn’t last too long or else I went back to sleep amidst its noise.  
Dawn itself greeted me with light showers so out came the diary.  With yesterday 
now done, it has stopped raining and I really should be off for Mary River, but 
there are a few things I wanted to write about. 
 
The colours here are gorgeous, the dominant being a rich, deep gold-yellow or 
orange-yellow of the balsam poplar on the flats and bars.  It is a colour which has 
to be seen to be believed by an easterner who see[s] the same tree at best a drab 
yellow-brown if not just plain brown.  Even on these dull days, their colour is 
outstanding.  Their leaves seem to glow yellow as if lit from within.  Up on some 
of the hills, the balsam poplar is scattered amongst the spruce along with 
trembling aspen and birch which as a plainer, less rich yellow but most welcome 
nonetheless.  To see a lone birch amongst a clump of spruce up close is indeed a 
feast for the eye.  Up high on the peaks is the dwarf birch, buckbrush, which can 
turn quite a gorgeous orange and less commonly yellow or red.  However, the last 
half of this summer has been so dry that both it and the bearberry have failed to 
turn much more in the ten or so days since I last saw them.  I was quite surprised 
to see how many places around Virginia Falls, where the leaves of these and even 
some of the birch and poplar which had shown such promise, simply had 
shriveled up and turned brown instead of colouring up.  However, in wet areas, the 
buckbrush and bearberry is locally gorgeous.  One of the things I do enjoy about 
the colour here is its spotty nature.  Nowhere do whole mountainsides turn colour 
(except possibly just below Moore’s).  The colour is always contrasted against dark 
green evergreens, the greys, browns, etc. of rocks or the now gorgeous near 
turquoise of the Nahanni. 
 
The more it drops, the greener it gets and clearer.  I see from our footprints at this 
campsite that it has dropped about 15 inches at this spot.  Yesterday I could see 
boulders that were over two feet down, rushing by beneath the canoe, not clearly 
mind you as in Clearwater Creek, but visible nonetheless.  Incidentally, Clearwater 
is surely well named on the first part, but poorly on the second.  It is a river. 
 
Another thing worth noting are the noises of autumn.  The deciduous leaves no 
longer whisper or rustle in the breeze.  Now, as they get drier, they clatter against 
each other, even rattle.  There are enough of them on the ground that nothing can 
move unnoticed, not even the tiniest sparrow.  Squirrels sound like moose 
cantering through the forest.  Even the leaves themselves make noise as they fall, 
most notably the large waxy balsam poplar which land with a distinct clunk.  Even 
the river itself is somewhat quieter in spots.  In others, it is noisier as in the rush of 
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the two now narrow channels coming together below the Wrigley Creek bar.  At 
the Marengo Creek campsite, Virginia Falls is just a muted rumble, not the 
incessant cacophony at the Virginia Falls campsite.  Despite being generally 
quieter, the river is still noisy enough that one really appreciates its quiet places. 
 
And last but not least are the odours.  The delicious musty odour of leaves on the 
ground is becoming quite common now.  It has to rank with my favourite woods’ 
odours in the early fall.  Then odour seems to become more sour after they have 
lain on the ground and got thoroughly wet a few times.  On a hot day the air 
beside a balsam poplar bar is just laden with Balm of Gilead.  It must be due to the 
newly formed buds.  Out here is the first time I have ever noticed it in the fall – a 
gentle reminder that spring will come.  Another hot day’s smell, especially on 
steep mountain slopes, is the mildly pungent but sweet smell of spruce and pine.  
It is more dominant on the slopes, perhaps because they are hotter or perhaps 
because rock falls and porcupines have injured so many trees, thus causing them 
to ooze gum.  Whatever the reason, the smell is so fresh and helps clear the nose 
or make it feel clean.  No wonder the cleaner people put it in soaps and so on. 
 
I just got reminded of another sound, although not a fall one, probably more a 
spring one.  A rumbling clatter just startled me as a flow of rocks rolled down a 
chute on the cliff opposite camp.  If a few rocks which I couldn’t even see can make 
that much noise, what must a rock fall be like?  I would surely want to see it at a 
distance. 
 
The paddle to Mary River was withoutmuch of note simply because of the cloudy 
weather.  I drifted in an eddy at the mouth of Flat and fairly quickly caught one 
grayling.  Even using its guts, I couldn’t catch another anywhere for the rest of the 
day although one more did follow the lure in at the Flat.  It made a nice taste treat 
along the potato patty mix.  I got up so late that I went without breakfast since I 
hadn’t expended any energy in the morning.  Luch got passed by somehow.  So 
by supper, I could have eaten 3 or 4 grayling. 
 
Just before Mary R. on the same side, a pyritic shale cliff extends upstream the 
better part of a mile.  It is an absolutely enchanting place.  I just drifted along it 
totally absorbed in appreciating it for it was far too dark for photos.  Brilliant little 
yellow leaved birches were anchored amongst black, brown, rust, yellow, lime 
green and orange coloured rock, itself beautifully frost fractured into rectangular 
shapes as only shale can be.  There would be little ledges of rock, often crowned 
by a cap of vivid green moss, with fallen birch leaves scattered about setting the 
scene off as would jewels in a tiara.  The light couldn’t have been better for 
viewing.  Somehow the dullness seemed to make the colours stand out more.  To 
top it all off, a very tiny waterfall fell in a light veil for 20 feet or so down a moss 
covered cliff.  If there is sun tomorrow, I shall cross the river and track upstream to 
do it again for photos. 
 
And speaking of sun.  It came out upsteam for a few minutes as I was leaving the 
Flat campsite so I tore across the river and puffed my way as fast as I could up the 
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lacustrine silt cliffs for photos of the area.  It was damned awful stuff to climb 
because the best foothold would be a little bush which itself could barely stay in 
place.  However, I made it to a convenient lookout in time to see my efforts were in 
vain.  The sun passed us by.  However, it was light enough to take photos so I did, 
perhaps only out of sheer frustration. 
 
The rest of the day was dull with occasional lighter grey spots in the sky.  
However, if one has to have a dull day, this is one of the best if not the best section 
of the river (below the falls) to have it.  Lots of shale hills completely cloaked in a 
dark spruce forest. 
 
I pulled in right below the shale cliffs at Mary River in case the sun comes out for 
pictures on the cliffs.  Any further down and I won’t make it across without going 
down a rapids first.  Also puts me on the same side of Mary R as Milt’s cabin 
should I want to visit it.  Just as I got the tent up, the sun broke onto the mountains 
opposite for a few minutes.  I don’t take it to be any more a hopeful sign than the 
stuff at the Flat.  While much more broken than this morning, it is still a solid grey.  
I went to bed wondering why Milt and Harry had picked this spot of all the possible 
choices.  It seems so buried in these mountains and rather forbidding and dark.  I 
wonder what it was like in winter.  They were hardly around enough to know 
though. 
 

September 12 
 

I awoke at first light and all looked grey from in the tent.  When I got up during the 
night, one or two stars poked faintly through holes.  Finally, I stuck my head out 
and damned if it wasn’t perfectly clear.  The only cloud was a bit of valley fog.  
Well, did I hustle.  I got a fire going and was just starting to get the cameras 
warmed up to prevent condensation when the sun started lighting the hills.  The 
cameras didn’t stop for the next 3 ½ - 4 hours.  All of [a] sudden, Mary R area 
wasn’t forbidding – it came alive with warmth and colour everywhere it seemed. 
 
I crossed the river, just missing the head of the rapids, and tracked upstream.  The 
cliffs were every bit as beautiful as I thought they’d be but in a different way in 
sunlight.  The more subtle colours in the rock were gone, but the strong ones 
mixed with shadows made for fascinating photos.  I will let the photos tell that 
story though.  Just when I needed them most, there were eddies that I could tuck 
into and float dreamily about, lost in my little world of the cliffs.  Several spots I 
would climb out on a little ledge for photos, including at the waterfall.  With no 
place to tie the canoe, I made sure it stayed with me by tying it around my neck.  
There was no way up the cliff even though it was only 30-40 feet, so I’d have had a 
long wait if the canoe had drifted off – 12-14 days to be exact.  One tends to be 
fairly cautious in situations like this when on your own.  I just got the photos I 
wanted when the sun left.  I drifted back down to camp with a very contented 
feeling. 
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After cleaning the cameras, I packed up camp and had everything in the canoe by 
11:30.  The rest of the day was just drift in the good areas which was most of the 
way, and paddle in the odd uninteresting spot.  I pulled to shore for photos more 
times than I can remember.  This is what I came here for and today should be a 
success.  Despite that, I don’t feel the contentment that I felt Sept. 9, even though 
scenery, colour and everything was better.  I pulled into our old campsite at The 
Gate and tried to decide whether to go on or stay.  I was undecided for so long I 
finally had to stay.  It was 4 pm by then.  I miss home after nearly 2 ½ months 
since I was there.  I would like to speed the trip up some, in fact, by a week or 
nearly so.  Yet the other side of the coin says this is my only chance here in the 
fall, probably forever.  If colour and weather are with me, I should use it.  I don’t 
know how to solve the problem and I am sure it will intensify as the trip goes on.  
After much thought tonight, helped by a sky ever more full of mares tails, to the 
point of blocking the sun, I have rewritten the schedule so that I am home on or 
before Sept 30.  It is a 4-5 day compromise. 
 
Now it is so dark I barely know what I am writing.  Just at sunset up in the sky – it 
was hours earlier down here – the mares tails thinned out and turned yellow to 
compliment the leaves.  Utterly gorgeous but appreciated only fleetingly by me for 
it was too dark to photograph. 
 
Fall is certainly here. [While] I have been sitting at the base of the huge spruce 
writing this, a slow steady rain of birch leaves have been filtering down about me 
from a lone birch in the spruce grove.  They are dislodged by the heat rising from 
the fire.  They land so gently on the carpet of needles about me.  Up higher on the 
mountain tops the drought seems to have finished some of the colour.  Bare trees 
are appearing, and some are just turning brown instead of yellow.  Can’t see any 
more, so off to bed. 
 
Last evening by the fire was a beautiful experience, so much so that I may want to 
write about [it] later when I have time.  A few things came to mind.  Flickering fire 
making shadows flicker.  Light from the fire casting out in a circle, lighting the 
closest trees best, making them appear as a circle of guards.  Spires of spruce 
streaming upwards seeming to touch the heavens, clutching the first evening stars 
amongst their tops.  The sense of smallness amongst the huge spruce (up to 2’ 
diam.) giving a feeling of security protected from the elements and well above the 
river vs. insecurity of bar camps.  Spruce the provider – of shelter; of ever dry 
kindling when standing; of fuelwood when the river finally takes them and they 
become the fuelwood of preference; of gum.  Poplar, willow (brush) and alder as 
alternate fuels.  The warmth of the fire, its crackling gently, dying down to be 
rebuilt, its smell, its smoke hanging in layers drifting in the valley air and its 
bringing down the birch leaves.  Ever present distant roar of rapids upstream and 
Gate Creek downstream.  The silhouettes of the trees – ragged but orderly, even 
gently ragged outline of the spruce reminding me more of Douglas Fir than 
spruce.  The purposeful & solid thrust of the balsam poplar.  The disorderly tangle 
of alder and the gentle, wispy lacey tracery of the birch.  The smell of decaying 
leaves or autumn leaves.  The moon rising in the notch of east side of The Gate 
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and the peaks behind forming its abandoned meander.  Finally the utter 
peacefulness of it all and the appropriateness of being alone to appreciate it 
without others intruding with their actions, presence or thoughts thus preventing 
one from sensing these things. 
 
There are a couple of other things worth commenting on.  The warmth of the 
nights so far on both trips has been incredible.  We have yet to have frost 
anywhere although others have had it elsewhere in the park.  I did the sleeping 
bag up a few nights and only succeeded in working up a big sweat.  I am back 
sleeping with it at least half undone. 
 
Another thing is how few birds are left here now.  They just seem to have melted 
away.  From hundreds of shore birds there is now just the odd one.  I saw a 
kingfisher yesterday and was startled.  I haven’t seen a hawk or eagle on this trip.  
No gulls since the Liard.  Likewise night hawks since the last time at Virginia Falls 
or perhaps Deadmen Valley.  There was a big migration of cowbirds on Sept 9 
while I was portaging.  I have never seen so many.  The commonest bird now and 
for some weeks are the juncos which must be slate-coloured according to the 
book, but are much browner and have a harder chirp than the ones at home.  
There is a great horned owl, judging from the call, resident of the valley at the 
Nahanni-Flat confluence.  It has hooted all night both times now.  This last time it 
started over by the parks cabin and in the course of the night worked its way right 
around the borders of the valley.  It was interesting to hear the call change location 
during the night.  There was also one at the falls and Mary R. 
 

September 13 
 

 
I beat the sun up again this morning.  Things were pretty well packed except for 
the tent, sleeping bag and air mattress by the time it signaled its presence by 
lighting up the peaks against an absolutely cloudless sky of intense blue.  I hung 
the sleeping bag and air mattress out to air.  They do need it.  Then down to The 
Gate for a few photos with morning light before starting to climb the hill back of 
camp which I hoped would give a fine view of the surroundings. 
 
I wore the hiking boots and took along water and the usual survival gear despite 
its short distance.  The hill looked steep and I guess I am still a little leery of taking 
on this kind of thing alone.  Also left a note in the canoe for the rangers so they 
would know where to go in case of problems.  The climb was stiff and quite steep, 
the top part over loose talus.  It was gorgeous hiking in the cool shadow of the 
shoulder of the hill.  As usual, I worked up a sweat but a quite bearable one.  To 
me it seemed that I did fairly well despite having to take quite a few grunts.  By the 
time I was half way up, I knew I had done the right thing.  I stopped just at the base 
of the cliff forming the highest part of t hill.  What a vista! 
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The Gate was below me.  I could see much of the old meander, a fair distance 
upstream and over top of The Gate hill to the peaks beyond to the southwest.  The 
yellow colour was gorgeous in the old meander and down by The Gate.  Even if 
one lived in the country you would be fortunate to see it this nice once or twice in 
[a] lifetime. 
 
After absorbing the view while I cooled down I got the cameras out and the film 
really turned through them, including the Hasselblad which really pleased me for a 
change.  Time was short, so it was soon down the hill with stops for more photos 
on the way.  I picked up the old drum of cached gas in the bush and carted it out to 
the campsite for Lou to pick up as per his request.  Then I set to the final packing, 
striking the tent and loading the canoe.  Just before starting, I walked upstream to 
take a couple of photos down towards the old meander and mouth of Gate Creek.  
While doing so I thought I heard engines.  Sure enough.  A few minutes later two 
jet boats swept through The Gate and on upstream with[out] stopping, waving or 
whatever.  I rather suspect they were the outfitters, perhaps taking the Thomas 
party up for a last look for their son.  They sure were a glum looking lot.  I couldn’t 
see who they were, they were so bundled up.  They didn’t slow down at all so 
perhaps they didn’t see me or the canoe although how could they have missed it a 
hundred feet away.  It got quite a bashing from the large waves in the wake.  By 
the time their stinking noise was gone I was ready to leave. 
 
Drifting through The Gate didn’t have quite the magic of the first time with Dave 
but still was a beautiful experience.  I am still impressed how someone, like 
myself, who wants to take time and savour the scene or take photos can find 
eddies, little shelves of rock and so on to drift in, pull out on or maintain position 
in. It probably took me nearly an hour to go through The Gate along the steep wall, 
not the talus side.  There surely is much to be said for travelling the river at this 
gentle stage when you don’t have to worry about how its going to try and dump 
you next, but rather you can drift and concentrate on finding these eddies and so 
on.  In higher water you would be too busy concentrating on staying out of trouble 
and the eddies if present would be so powerful as to be dangerous themselves.  I 
didn’t leave camp until noon hour and The Gate about 2 p.m. 
 
The rest of the afternoon was spent, as yesterday, drifting and paddling bare back 
to the end of the Third Canyon.  I pulled out repeatedly to take photos.  In fact, I 
took 4 or 5 rolls of 35 mm today and an equal number on the Hasselblad – a record 
I think.  I shall have to watch or I may run out of film.  It was another perfect day.  I 
thought yesterday was perfect, but I guess the concept of perfection got advanced 
a notch today.  There wasn’t a cloud in the sky until one or two powder puffs near 
the last bend around 6 pm.  I actually had to wait 3 minutes for them to pass to 
take a photo. 
 
I pulled into camp as the shadows were getting quite long.  It is a fairly pretty spot, 
obviously an old campsite of the old timers.  There is a crude triangular cache with 
2 ½ nails hammered into the post, angled downward.  It doesn’t look very 
effective.  The cache probably dates from the 50’s, even the 60’s. 
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By the time the tent was set up some fairly solid cloud masses were moving in.  I 
was getting worried but they more or less evaporated with the coming of 
darkness.  The last chores were done by the fire with a nearly full moon across the 
river, sparkling off the water which gently ripples here, no more.  What a peaceful 
spot and what a way to end the day. 
 
The first time I got up during the night, something thudded off in the bush and 
something else scrambled up a tree behind the tent.  All I could think of was bear 
and cub – just what I didn’t need.  I lay awake, for an hour probably, with ears 
keening after every second trying to make sense out of it.  I finally gave up and 
went to sleep. 
 
While up, the sky was utterly clear and the moon was lighting up the hills in a way 
I can’t describe except as surreally beautiful.  Never have I seen anything like it.  
Oh, for a film that would have captured it. 
 
I got up a few hours later to a totally clouded sky.  What a disappointment. 
 

September 14 
 

Still clouded this morning.  I wasn’t up until about 7 because of it.  This is my 
fourth day on one meal a day.  It surely makes cleaning and breaking camp easy 
without having to worry about breakfast.  I had the gear all in the canoe when a 
spot of blue appeared in the notch of the valley far to the SE.  I wanted photos here 
so I sat down and started to write yesterday’s diary.  Now some 2 hours later, after 
many false starts, there is quite a bit of blue about and it may just be a good day. 
 
This has been the strangest day of weather in a long sequence of strange days this 
summer.  At home I seldom realize how predictable our weather is, at least on a 
short term basis.  Wind from the west, weather is fine or clearing; from the east, 
deteriorating to precipitation or actually precipitating; from the north, cold and 
usually cloudy, perhaps with precipitation and; from the south, usually fair but 
perhaps precipitation on occasion.  Here there has rarely been any wind this 
summer except for the afternoon upstream breeze due to convection.  Whole 
weather systems have moved in or out as quietly as the dead.  Maybe what they 
brought wasn’t quiet, e.g. rain, but there was no warning wind to let you know 
what was happening.  Furthermore, the abruptness of many of the fronts and their 
rapid movement was something else new.  Fairly often it would be sunny and two 
hours later totally overcast and raining or the reverse.  But today! 
 
As noted, this morning in two hours things turned from cloud to basically blue.  
So, I started out taking a few photos along the straight stretch to the Second 
Canyon, but residual cloud on the hills prevented anything good.  I hadn’t even 
reached the Frying Pan when in the notch down beyond the big bend a line of 
most ominous black cloud appeared.  For the next two or three hours it continued 
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to move in, but since it was basically moving from the SE parallel to the river, it 
took that long.  Had the cloud been moving across the direction of river flow it 
would have clouded over in 15 minutes, so rapid was the movement. 
 
I had waited, hoping for sun so I could get pictures of the Frying Pan in sunlight, 
which as I discovered must be very early morning light at this time of year.  It was 
too late when I got there about 10 am.  The time to photograph it would be June 
when you might even be able to do it in the early afternoon.  I took photos 
anyway, but with the cloud adding pressure to move on, I didn’t stay around to 
sort out the rather complex geology of the area in my mind.  Basically, I think the 
Frying Pan is an anticlinal structure chopped off at its peak by a thrust fault.  
Subsequent differential erosion of some bed of limestone has exposed part of the 
[rock?] as a circular depression.  However, there is some dipping and folding 
elsewhere in the mountain and downstream which doesn’t make sense to me.  
Douglas and Norris show other faults in the area.  So, there is a problem for 
another time.  There is some fine folding in shales from the Frying Pan down to 
the bi[g] bend. 
 
Just about a mile before the big bend, I lost the sun.  Damn!  This is the most 
spectacular part of the Second Canyon and also the part with the best colour.  The 
clouds really promised rain with a vengeance.  Undaunted or undeterred, as the 
saying goes, I took time to climb the scree just above the bend where the Nahanni 
swings off Second Canyon Mountain, as Patterson calls it, (Fault Mt. or Overthrust 
Mt. to me) into Deadmen Valley.  It was the same place I climbed in 1966 for 
photos.  Coincident with the arrival of the cloud, a wind arose for a change coming 
upstream.  By now it was blowing hard enough that I could barely hold the camera 
still.  I moved to where the bend into Deadmen Valley was to find the Meilleur 
valley socked right in with rain and cloud. 
 
Realizing that this storm certainly was brewing as a very major effort and would 
probably last 3-4 days, I climbed up the last bit of the mountains as the river enters 
the valley to get the only photos of the valley itself that I would have.  The wind 
was absolutely howling by now and the first rain drops splashed down.  There is 
quite a sheep trail down here and a place where they have been licking the soil 
and lying about almost at river level.  Must keep an eye out for them here in the 
future. 
 
By now, and for some time, my thoughts were of the forestry cabin.  Nothing 
better than a snug warm cabin for a 3 day storm.  I was busy planning how to 
spend the time by going over these diar[ies] to add punctuation and left out words 
where necessary, by writing an article on the evening at The Gate, combining with 
it last night’s moonlight, and so on.  Above all, for several days I had been 
dreaming of the big washtub at the cabin.  It spelled lots of hot water for a bath 
and clean clothes.  So far still the same shirt I started the trip with and only one 
change of socks and underwear in this time.  The poor days, when I had time for 
such things, were too cool or else my desperation level not high enough.  The 
good days I was just too busy travelling and taking photos. 
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As I headed downstream, battling the gale, I passed by the big rotary slumps 
nicely yellow by now and with enough leaves gone that things showed up well.  
More photos lost.  Still the rain had not really hit for which I was most thankful. I 
was getting damp but not desperately to warrant a rainsuit.  Remembering the lack 
of wood last time we were at the cabin in August, I stopped at a big driftpile above 
Wheatsheaf Creek and carefully selected some nice 1-4 inch spruce for firewood 
and stacked it on the canoe in front of me.  It looked so funny I had to take a 
picture of it.  It wasn’t a canoe at all.  It was a floating driftpile.  Meanwhile just 
downstream clay, silt and sand was being whipped a hundred feet or more in air 
above the bars by the wind.  Real dust storms in other words. 
 
By now, the barge, er I mean canoe, was nose heavy and steered in the wind like a 
dead whale.  But with only a mile to go, it was bearable.  Oh yes, the rain had 
stopped as I was getting driftwood.  How nice of it I thought. 
 
I unloaded the gear at the landing, only taking the two packs and my grip up.  
Water this low encourages conservation of energy as opposed to packing all the 
comforts up that bank.  With the first order of camp – shelter – taken care of, the 
next thing is fire.  Still the rain held off at the cabin but by now not only was the 
Meilleur socked, so was the whole Headless Creek valley, Fault Mountain and 
Prairie Creek.  I got out the nice four foot swede saw, something I hadn’t used 
since I was about 10 at Silver Islet.  That brought back a flood of memories of a 
little yellow cabin, crackling driftwood fires in the stove, cold fogs, ospreys, sunny 
days over that grandest of lakes and Fork Bay.  Also, the important memory of 
don’t force the saw, let it do the cutting.  In fairly short order, the wood was cut up 
and most of [it] stacked in the front porch of the cabin.  Now it could rain, snow or 
whatever for 3 or 4 days, I was set for it. 
 
The wind was still howling but I got out the laundry tub to heat water for a bath 
and washing.  I thought [if] I [was] going to get wet anyway a little rain on top will 
just be an additional rinse.  I can light the stove in the cabin and warm up in there.  
Half an hour later with a tub of steaming water, I set to it.  By now the rain had 
ceased up the Meilleur and a bright but not blue hole appeared over the 
Tlogotsho.  Just the last hole before it really hits, I thought, as I started to soap up.  
I had everything arranged on top of one of the picnic tables: tub of hot water, pail 
of cold, dishpan for mixed water and basins for quick rinse.  The wind made it  
br-r-r-r, but at least the wash cloth was warm.  Once all soaped, I proceed[ed] to 
pour water as hot as I could stand over myself.  Oh-h-h did it feel good.  With 80% 
of the dirt gone, so I thought, another soaping ought to get me really clean.  
Actually, I just wanted an excuse to use the rest of the hot water.  Halfway through 
the second soaping the sun came out and a gorgeous rainbow formed for about 2 
or 3 minutes over Prairie Creek.  I thought of the camera on the beach under the 
canoe and as quickly dismissed the idea.  Those rocks in bare feet and me wet and 
soapy – no way.  I just watched its fleeting passage with the sun before the cold 
drove me to another rinse, dry towel and then clean clothes.  What a grand, grand 
feeling.  No stink.  No stickiness.  No filth. 
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By now the rain had ceased over Prairie Creek and the hilltops were only cloaked 
in cloud.  So, I set to at the clothes.  Another hour or so and they were done but 
not before they had a good soak in soapy water.  By now, my sense of satisfaction 
was nearly exploding within me.  The day had cost me some good photos in 
Second Canyon – that was the liability.  But on the profit side of the ledger was 
being clean for the first time since Sept 6, having some chores completed on poor 
day that would have had to be done on a good one anyway, and being utterly 
ready for whatever misery the weather had to offer.  I was not going to be 
miserable. 
 
Supper was cooked in a last bit of sun, wind still howling and eaten by a rising full 
moon.  Cloud was still all about and me wondering what in hell is going on with 
this weather.  I climbed into the sleeping bag with the feeling that it was 
contaminating me for a change instead of the reverse.  [A] fine note to go to sleep 
on. 
 
Oh yes, remembering the cabin mice, I put the packs up on chairs for the night.  In 
fact, one was in the pail–rolling can mousetrap when I arrived.  The cabin 
obviously had been cleaned up and gone over by the last people here – a couple of 
Forestry types from Simpson with their wives. 
 

September 15 
 

I got up once in the night to the full moon, absolutely cloudless sky, and the grey 
hills of Prairie Creek standing out in the cold blue light.  I thought I was having a 
wishful dream at first.  I even went back to bed, with the howling wind providing a 
rather poor lullaby thinking it will be pouring in the morning.  Not so.  
 
I was greeted by a nearly cloudless sky, still thinking the weather has something 
other than this for me.  I even lay abed thinking about how to use the day for this 
kind of weather had entered into my plans.  Then it hit me.  Take a walk up 
Wheatsheaf Creek and maybe get to the base of the Tlogotsho and maybe, maybe 
get up on top and back in one day. [I]  Quickly threw the cameras and survival gear 
in the pack and was off. 
 
The hike up the Nahanni to Wheatsheaf is nice along the riverbank.  You pass the 
remains of one cabin on the way and right now I can’t remember if it was the 
Dewhurst group or Cholos.  I think Dewhurst.  The Cholo ones are behind the 
Forestry cabin I believe (?).  There are cut spruce stumps of various vintage all the 
way from the Forestry cabin to Wheatsheaf.  With a long hike ahead, I didn’t waste 
time looking for Patterson’s cabin site, but think I saw it.  Wheatsheaf Creek is 
boulder bed walking, if not at its worst, then close to it.  It sit[s] in a fairly narrow 
valley so hasn’t had a chance to braid.  Spruce forest comes right to the banks on 
the lower half.  Thus the stream bed is the route of preference but only a desperate 
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preference.  It is rough and the creek has to be constantly criss-crossed which isn’t 
too bad but is just one more thing to cope with. 
 
About halfway up the cirque, the valley becomes more open.  Just before this, at 
the junction of its last tributary in the spruce forest, the water dried up.  The more 
open valley, dry creek bed and occasional glimpses of the goal all helped it 
become a bit easier.  By now there was a lot of scrub balsam poplar which was a 
nice yellow, even warranting a few photos.  All the time, my eye was on the sun.  It 
was quite obvious, despite my steady hard pace, that really many of the photos 
were early morning ones and [I] had already missed them.  But equally obvious 
were the potential photos still to be had.  By noon hour I was up on the bottom 
end of the lateral moraine after leaving camp about 8 – 8:30 with a 35-40 pound 
pack.  The red of blueberries, Arctostaphlos rubra, buckbrush, but mainly 
blueberries, was subdued but gorgeous when looking into the sun.  The colour 
had shown up from Prairie River about two weeks ago and it more than anything 
else enticed me up there.  It was worth it.  I had to stop here for a lunch of some 
gorp and dried meat. My muscles had been howling for rest for half the trip and I 
had only sat down for two five minute breaks.  Now their soreness and cramps 
demanded rest.  I gave them 20-30 minutes while eating and taking photos. 
 
By now, the top seemed distinctly possible so I pushed up on the moraine, 
discovering the hard way that the best route through some buckbrush, dwarf 
spruce and feather moss was on the west side of it.  It was a long tough climb to 
the top.  Just steadily more steeply uphill.  I felt forced to really push myself 
because I knew the latest I should be on my way back down to be safe was 2 p.m. 
and the absolute latest under any circumstances was 3 p.m.  Rarely have I pushed 
myself as close to my physical limits as on that uphill grind.  I don’t want to imply I 
was careless.  Anything but.  I was carefully watching to see that I wasn’t 
stumbling, slipping or getting mentally fatigued.  I was quite conscious that I was 
alone, especially so near the top as the wind got ever stronger and colder and the 
clouds a little heavier.  After scrambling over 200-300 feet of loose sandstone talus 
I was on top of a small plateau which had looked so desirable for hiking from the 
aircraft on our first attempt in July.  It is desirable!  But…  The wind must have 
been blowing at 40 mph with gusts to 60.  At times I could barely stand up.  I [was] 
shaking so much that I even took the photos at 1/500 second wherever possible. 
 
The views are stupendous, equal to Sunblood, yet they affect me differently 
because the country is different.  I thoroughly enjoyed the hours’ hike I took 
around the plateau rim, and it is a rim.  Cliffs form the edge the entire way, yet it is 
virtually flat on top.  I didn’t get many of the photos I wanted because it was now 
after 2 p.m. which put the sun in a bad position and quite [a] few fluffies were 
moving in from the west.  They didn’t obscure a lot, but did manage to obscure 
much of what I wanted to photograph.  I had more gorp and meat while waiting 
for clouds.  I knew I had to keep my strength up for I was going to be desperately 
tired before [going] back down to the cabin.  Finally, the howling wind, my own 
feeling that I was pushing things close to the limit with weather and self and the 
sun announcing 3 p.m. forced me off the top. 
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I picked a better route down than up with the benefit of hindsight and foresight.  
Hindsight from the experience on the way up and foresight because I could see 
where I was going better on the way down.  Once down into the creek bed, I felt 
more comfortable.  The wind was down, it was warmer and I was in the forest with 
shelter and warmth if necessary. 
 
Now it was just steady hard slugging of which I really remember very little.  My 
first and only stop was where the water reappeared.  There I threw out the last pint 
of water I was carrying, tanked up on fresh, ate the last of the gorp and rested for 
ten minutes.  I was in a daze this last stretch but I kept getting glimpses of the 
Nahanni valley and thinking the river is just around the next bend, then the next 
bend and so on.  This went on interminably – for what seemed like miles but in 
reality probably was little more than a mile or mile and a half.  I staggered into the 
cabin probably about 8, making the trip 12 hours long. 
 
I was worn right out but proud of taking on and achieving the physical challenge.  
It is really the only time all summer that physical challenge has entered into things.  
It felt good even if I didn’t, especially my feet and only slightly less so my legs.  My 
feet actually felt bruised and my legs were very close to serious cramps.  I drank a 
cup of slightly salty water and puttered around camp a bit to keep the legs from 
stiffening up.  Finally, with the moon in a nearly clear sky I laid down.  Even then, I 
didn’t go to sleep for fear of cramps.  I kept changing position to ensure they didn’t 
cramp and perhaps I was just too tired to sleep properly anyway. 
 
Even now (Sept 17), I don’t know that I feel good about the trip other than the 
physical achievement.  The photos are probably not all that good although they 
will help the school work.  Time will tell.  I know that were I going after photos 
again, the trip is well worth[while] and should take three days.  First day up to the 
cirque to get morning shots of it.  The second day on top including camp up there 
and the third day to return. 
 
The paleocirque is fascinating.  I shant use a lot of space here other than to say the 
subsequent erosion of cirque walls into gullies and cliffs is a lesson in the erosive 
power of frost. Much of the lateral moraine has been washed away by the 
drainage down the main part of the cirque while drainage down the west side of it 
has carved a stream valley into the moraine.  All this and more in the photos, I 
hope.  I should also mention that Wheatsheaf Creek reappeared inside on the 
cirque floor and probably does so on all summers except possibly the 1 in 50 or 1 
in 100 really dry ones. 
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September 16 
 

This was to be the day for my hike up Prairie River into the canyon and beyond.  
My feet didn’t feel up to it, so I lay in bed on a sunny day wondering what to do.  
Should I push myself another day?  I didn’t feel too delinquent lying [in] bed on the 
day after yesterday when suddenly it hit me.  Why not do the First Canyon today.  
Most of what I want up Prairie River could as easily be done next summer.  There 
is little colour there and a person to give scale to photos would be useful.  First 
Canyon here I come.  Up at 8, on the river by 10 after leaving the cabin in tip top 
shape. 
 
While drifting downstream and laying on the paddle a bit I might add, I toyed with 
a walk up to the mouth of Dry Canyon.  That was sidetracked, very easily I should 
add, by the exposure meter on the camera quitting.  Some fiddling with batteries 
just above Ram River got it working again.  No sooner had I got going again than 
across the river, look at that. 
 
About 20 sheep right on the river!  Lay on the paddle now Addison but quietly.  I 
paddled not too hard to be noisy and was losing ground to the current.  Damn!  
Now I will be downwind of them and they’ll be off like a shot.  The had spotted me, 
of course, but continued their business of licking salt along the riverbank.  Finally, I 
got to shore about 150 feet downstream of them.  They jumped and appeared 
ready to flee as I dropped the telephoto lens in the aluminum canoe.  I kept quiet 
for a minute and soon all was well.  I banged off half a roll but was just too far 
away for good shots, so decided to risk paddling upstream to a nice eddy where 
the canoe could stay still.  I did have to lay on the paddle now.  With the noise, 
some of them backed off upstream a bit, but some stood their ground as I pulled in 
75 feet away. 
 
Out with the camera again and the end of the roll in a jiffy.  While changing film 
they came to within 50 feet or some did.  They could smell me, see me, hear me 
and they weren’t going to be bothered by me if I wasn’t bothering them.  With a 
new roll in I became more selective.  Soon, I had to bang the canoe and make all 
sorts of loud [noise] just to get them to look up.  They were all busy eating or, as 
the saying goes, licking mud – river silt - off the rocks.  There were two young 
rams, about half curl who butted on one occasion but otherwise were fairly 
amicable with each other.  They kept giving this year’s lambs, still cute, the threat 
posture.  They still hadn’t lost the lamb quality of jumping about as though 
playing.  When threatened, they would give a great leap in the air sideways or 
ahead in a most joyful, amusing fashion.  Occasionally they would do it with each 
other.  I think they must be weaned by now for none suckled although one started 
to approach its apparent mother with the intent, then thought better of it.  They 
were all eating silt also.  The ewes must be getting close to season because the 
two rams were doing a fair bit of sniffing of backsides.  I think there were more 
lambs than ewes in the flock, but I didn’t get more than a total count, 17 in the 
main bunch and 4 more (2 ewes, 2 lambs) when I rounded the bend downstream 
for a total of 21.  All were together when I first arrived.  After two hours of this they 
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seemed satisfied and started to wander off, but not before I shot photos with the 
Hasselblad and the normal lens!  What a sight.  What an experience.  I wished 
more than once for the shotgun for some sheep meat I would dearly love, but I 
couldn’t have shot one under those circumstances anyway. 
 
George’s Riffle was a piece of pie.  I tried the north side beside the big rock on the 
upper part while sticking to the island, now just a bar, on the lower.  I wish now I 
had taken the south shore for despite appearances it is probably easier and would 
be a new route for me.  Just a few drops came up onto the spray cover.  This river 
is just getting to darn easy.  I guess I need to see it in spring to get shaken up a bit. 
 
I paddled the shadowed sections of the Canyon and drifted the sunny, shooting 
photo after photo.  I hauled out several places for photos from shore.  I didn’t dally 
too long though, for I want to make the Hotsprings tonight and the fluffies were 
building, thus threatening photo possibilities downstream. 
 
I must take back some of my words about the First Canyon.  On a sunny day it is 
the equal of the Third, if not a touch better, but it does take that sun to put some 
life into those grey rocks.  Some [of] them take on a bluish cast while any buff 
sections really stand out.  There are any number of beautiful little spots to put 
ashore if one takes several days for the trip and waits for the sun at each if 
necessary.  I hope the pictures do well.  I regret not climbing up the wall in places, 
but weather and time dictate otherwise. 
 
By the time I got to Whitespray, the sun was just off it which probably made it a bit 
after four.  The fluffies were also becoming more solid and photo opportunities 
fewer on that account as well.  As I approached Whitespray, a river scow pulled 
out and drifted ahead of me.  It didn’t really ruin the day because it was getting 
late and I had to lay on the paddle anyway.  I passed them just before Lafferty 
Creek.  Two Indians and a white man and woman.  I see from the guest book they 
are Julian Betsaka, Cam Konisenta, Wendell and Rosanne White.  The latter are, I 
suspect, the new teacher and wife at the Butte.  We just passed with a hello. 
 
Lafferty Riffle was just as easy as last time.  By now, the sun was gone so there 
was no incentive to linger.  They started their motors at the top of the riffle, roared 
down through, past me at the foot and on downstream.  They will be back home 
tonight. 
 
I had the devil’s own time getting ashore here at Nahanni Hotsprings as Gus 
always called them, but which parks now calls Kraus Hotsprings.  The drop in 
water since we were here last has made an upstream landing impossible.  I had to 
go downstream even past the present campsite to get within 35 feet of shore 
before wading the rest.  It is that shallow.  There is a 125 yard carry across the bar 
to the campsite, the entire distance oozing and running hotsprings.  You don’t get 
a picture of how extensive the hotspring seepage is on the bar until this time of 
year. 
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Camp was set up under ever heavier skies.  Those fluffies now have a very solid 
look and I fear for the morrow.  For the first time tonight, I began to realize what 
beauty there is around here, especially in the fall.  In 1966 it was talk, talk, talk 
during our entire stay.  When Dave and I were here Aug. 31, we stopped an hour, if 
that, so this is my first real chance in three visits to look around. 
 
I think I now have some better idea why Gus and Mary left here.  It just wasn’t 
Parks and too many people as Gus said.  Reasonably close firewood is getting 
scarce.  Water had to [be] hauled from a good quarter mile upstream.  The cabin 
was probably starting to rot on the sill logs when they left, although once it wasn’t 
heated, obviously a lot more rotted very quickly.  And everything metal corrodes 
so badly around here.  All the weather instruments, even though made of brass, 
galvanized iron or aluminum are just falling apart.  So, I suspect all those things 
caused the move. 
 

September 17 
 
 

Awake to rain during the night and again this morning.  I rolled over for more 
sleep.  About 8, I was awakened again, but by sun.  It just seemed a fleeting hole 
but turned out to be half an hour long.  I wasted 2/3 of it lying abed and getting 
dressed.  I got out just in time to get cameras from the canoe and watch the sun 
disappear. 
 
I decided there were enough good pictures here to warrant waiting the day for 
them.  This despite a heavy dose of end-of-trip syndrome.  I had to catch up the 
last 3 days of diary, so the combination of things has meant sitting here waiting for 
sun which didn’t really appear until late this afternoon, and then only for half an 
hour before going behind the hill.  What I really need though is morning sun.  This 
evening’s blue hole looked promising as it was getting bigger and bigger, until the 
sun set that is.  Then solid cloud moved in again and I don’t expect much 
tomorrow. 
 
It wasn’t altogether a wasted day for the diary Is now caught up and I have had a 
very easy day of it which means I am fully rested again. 
 
One of the interesting smells about the hotsprings is the parsnips.  They give off a 
faint odour of celery salt which is kind of nice.  Certainly, parsnips and celery are of 
the same family but may even be more closely related.  The odour of hydrogen 
sulphide from the springs themselves is not pleasant, but like so many things you 
get sort of used to it after a while.  In fact, if the wind is directly upriver, you miss 
the smell of the springs both front and back. 
 
I had mentioned some time ago about the scarcity of birds (Sept 12), but how 
different a place this is.  This morning I was wakened by a most gorgeous warbling 
song which I never was able to pin down, but seemed to be some of the hundreds 
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of tree sparrows in the area.  Besides their migration going through there was a 
robin group and some of those cowbirds but which I really think are a blackbird. 
They don’t look quite like cowbirds and give more of a grackle call.  Also saw 7 
gulls here and ravens.  Up the Tlogotsho I saw one bald eagle and one golden.  
Another more curious thing, I saw a red squirrel well above treeline on the 
Tlogotsho.  Whether it actually lived up there permanently or was just up on a 
foray for berries, I don’t know. 
 
And speaking of animals, last night I was awakened by rustlings and something 
running across my face – a mouse.  I thrashed about the tent making noise.  
Thinking I’d scared it out, I was a wakened a little later as it again went across my 
face.  Enough is enough, especially with me allergic to mice.  I got out the 
moccasin rubbers and chased it around the tent until I killed it.  And, if that still 
wasn’t enough, I was awakened once more by a mouse across the face.  This one 
took the hint though and got out.  Tonight the tent is almost done up at the front. 
 

September 18 
 

I resolved several days ago when I saw how colour and trip were going to be back 
home by Sept 28 – Wendy’s birthday.  It means I have to be at the Butte by the 20th.  
I didn’t mind waiting yesterday as that still left two days to make it which is fair 
enough providing the weather doesn’t turn too sour.  Last night I was more than a 
bit upset when I awoke to rain and high winds.  Now I may be in trouble.  For once 
here is a weather system like I am used to with east winds and rain.  Short of a 
townpour though, I have to go.  I stayed awake hours fussing and fuming about it. 
 
When I awoke this morning the rain had stopped, at least momentarily, to be 
replaced by a very light drizzle, very low cloud and little wind which is somewhat 
better.  It is definitely a no photo day.  So, I shall be up now and see how it goes. 
 
It was very, very cold this morning with light winds, drizzle and cold.  I got my feet 
soaked loading the canoe and getting it off the bar.  They very quickly got very 
cold.  Finally, I stopped, got out my warm up pants, fingerless gloves, hat and 
turtle neck T-shirt.  That made things downright comfy with a steady paddling 
pace.  The colour down to Yohee Ridge was nondescript but after that quite 
gorgeous as anticipated.  Damn!  I had no good idea of time, but things seemed to 
be going fairly well and I began to think of finishing in a day.  I resolved to do it if 
the weather stayed and I got to the base of the Splits by 4:30. 
 
Several small flocks of geese flew over, a bald eagle, several flocks of unidentified 
ducks on the river, a mature and immature red-throated loon on the river and a 
probable duck hawk.  But the highlight of the day was an alarmed honking from 
geese.  I looked up to see 4 of them flying tight, not a V, as a peregrine repeatedly 
tried to pick one off.  He would swoop from 50 – 200 feet above them and several 
times seemed to make contact but I guess geese are just too large a prey and took 
the right evasive action.  All the time this was going on, the geese were in steep 
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descent to the river.  They landed half a mile or so downstream and the peregrine 
left empty clawed.  I swept around a bend to find the geese on a bar still in some 
state of agitation.  They decided I was the greatest threat now and took off.  What a 
drama.  It is the only time I have ever seen geese fly a tight flock almost on one 
another.  It is, of course, the normal defense action of flocks of birds under attack 
by falcons.  Also, animal herds, and even the tendency for humans to clutch one 
another in a panic may have similar origins. 
 
I made the base of The Spits by 4 pm. And the weather was quite a bit better by 
now.  The drizzle had stopped by Yohee ridge and the wind, except when rounding 
the base of a hill (Yohee Ridge, Twisted Mountain and its huge unnamed 
neighbour across the valley).  By Twisted Mountain, the sky became more broken 
and continued breaking during the day until nightfall when there were some fair 
sized blue patches. 
 
I hadn’t wanted to end the Nahanni trip by scuttling before bad weather but 
somehow it turned out quite nicely on the big meanders.  There was, of course, 
the interminable trip around them which seemed like it would never end before 
midnight.  But all this was more than bearable as I paddled though the yellow and 
blue reflections on dead calm water, the gorgeous smell of spruce and fallen 
balsam poplar leaves and the heavenly peace and quiet.  Not another person on 
the river.  What a way to end a lone trip on the Nahanni.  Perfect.  What more need 
I say? 
 
I pulled into the wardens’ station at sundown and threw my bags in the guest 
cabin.  Lou and Cheryl were across the river but Mel and Ann[e?] Limeman were 
home and invited me in for coffee royales and cake.  Just what a cold body 
needed.  We chatted and talked and before long Lou, Cheryl and Chris put in an 
appearance.  We had another pleasant evening lasting ‘til midnight.  Then I spent 
hours trying to get to sleep with the generator noise outside and electric heater 
noise in.  Civilization is great but … 
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