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Introduction 
The South Nahanni country is a land of myth and mystery. In 1974, 
4784 km of wilderness were withdrawn from the South Nahanni 
watershed and designated a National Park Reserve. Nahanni 
National Park was placed on the UNESCO World Heritage list in 
1978, because of its status as "an exceptional natural site forming 
part of the heritage of mankind. " In 1979, the first UNESCO World 
Heritage plaque was erected in the park at Virginia Falls. 

Human History 
The earliest inhabitants of the area were Athapaskan Indians, 
thought to have been Asiatics who migrated across the Bering Strait. 
Slavey Indians, linguistic kin of peoples from Eastern Asia, lived 
a nomadic existence in the area until the early 1800s. At that time, 
the Northwest Company and later the Hudson's Bay Company, 
established trading posts in the Mackenzie River drainage system 
to support the fur trade. Thus ended the Slavey's nomadic way of 
life. 

Early in the present century, the South Nahanni River became a 
land of myth and legend. Tales of placer gold deposits lured 
prospectors. When the headless bodies of some of these adventurers 
were discovered, legends of fierce natives and mythical mountain 
men grew. In recent years, however, there has been little trapping 
and prospecting, perhaps in response to the old legends. 

Natural History 
The South Nahanni River meanders over 320 km through Nahanni 
National Park, from the Ragged Range of the Selwyn Mountains 
in the northwest through the Mackenzie Mountains. The river 
approaches the Franklin Mountains near the southeast park 
boundary at the Splits. The Splits is a descriptive name applied to 
some 49 km of river along the southeast park boundary. Here the 
river shallows and divides into a multi-channel complex up to 3 
km wide. Large islands, forested with white spruce, willows and 
alder separate these channels. 
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The major cataract of the South Nahanni River is Virginia Falls, 
where the river plunges more than 90 m. Twice the height of Niagara 
Falls, the falls show a face of almost two vertical hectares of water. 

Below the mouth of the Flat River lies Third Canyon, 19 km long 
and up to 914 m deep. One impressive feature is The Gate, a 90° 
river bend, guarded by Pulpit Rock below 213 m vertical cliffs. 
Second Canyon is another narrow steep-walled canyon which 
crosses through the Headless Range to Deadmen Valley. Untouched 
during the last glaciation, the precipitous cliffs of First Canyon rise 
some 1067 m, and many caves can be found throughout steep 
limestone formations. Examples of river cut-offs (dry oxbows), are 
in evidence some 427 m above the present river level. 

At the lower mouth of the First Canyon are sulphur hotsprings, 
where pools of 32°C have formed. The immediate area supports a 
luxurious vegetational growth. Wildmint Mineral Springs, in the 
vicinity of the Flat River, have formed crystal clear pools of water 
trapped by tufa deposits (calcium carbonate). Several plant species 
in this area represent significant range extensions. 

Rabbitkettle Hotsprings are located in the northwest portion of the 
park. These springs have formed a spectacular terraced and flat 
topped tufa deposit. One is a circular formation, some 60 m in 
diameter, towering 27 m over the Rabbitkettle River, with a clear 
pool nearly centered in the top layer. Terraces from 15 to 360 cm, 
colored from greys to gold, have formed from very brittle calcium 
carbonate layers averaging only a few centimetres thick. Some of 
these layers are already shattering as a result of frost action and 
footsteps. At Yohin Ridge, the river passes near Yohin Lake. This 
shallow, marshy lake with floating islands provides ideal habitat 
for waterfowl and other aquatic species. A short distance to the 
southeast is an area of sandstone formation with spectacular erosion 
features. 

Vegetation 
Vegetation is characterized by boreal species in the lowlands with 
transition to alpine tundra in the mountains. Timberline varies from 
1067 to 1219 m above see level. 

Dense growths of white spruce and balsam poplar are characteristic 
of valley bottoms, but these stands are not widespread. General 
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forest growth is of more open stands of white spruce intermingled 
with trembling aspen. Above Virginia Falls and along the Flat River, 
extensive forest fires have influenced plant growth. Many stages 
of forest succession are evident throughout the area. 

Mammals 
Thirty-one mammalian species have been recorded in Nahanni 
National Park. The Flat River and parts of the South Nahanni 
watershed offer excellent moose and beaver habitat. Woodland 
caribou occupy the upper valleys of both rivers. 

Dall sheep are lightly distributed throughout alpine tundra areas 
with the densest populations occurring in areas adjacent to Deadmen 
Valley. The grizzly bear is not common in the park, but his cousin 
the black bear is often observed. White tail and mule deer have 
been recorded in the park. 

Access 
Nahanni National Park lies 145 km west of Fort Simpson, N.W.T., 
and 1046 km northwest of Edmonton, Alberta. There are no roads 
to Nahanni. Access is by air or water. Fort Simpson, Fort Liard, 
Fort Nelson and Watson Lake, Yukon, are the major jumping-off 
and supply points. All centres except Fort Liard are served by regular 

air service and all weather highways via Edmonton. Charter aircraft 
are available at all centres. Nahanni Butte, at the mouth of South 
Nahanni River, has an earth airstrip, but limited fuel and few supplies 
are available. The Liard Hwy. links Fort Nelson, B.C., on the 
Alaska Highway with Fort Simpson, N.W.T., on the Mackenzie 
Highway, opened in 1984. It passes within 30 km of Nahanni Butte 
and provides access to the Liard River at Blackstone Territorial 
Park, east of the park. 

Activities 
Nahanni National Park has had little traditional development. 
The river offers fine boating to experienced and adventuresome 
canoers and rafters. The less hardy tourist may see the canyons, 
falls, hotsprings and wildlife under the guidance of an outfitter. 
Outfitter/guides operating in Nahanni National Park must obtain 
a guide licence issued by the park superintendent. Visitors 
wishing to pay for the services of a guide must ensure the guide 
has been licenced by the park superintendent. 

Day-use air charters to Virginia Falls may be arranged through 
local air charter companies. 

Those planning to visit Nahanni National Park and travel its river 
must plan with care. Place names such as Figure Eight (Hell's Gate), 
Deadmen Valley, George's Riffle (Cache Rapids) and Lafferty 
Riffle have not evolved because of legends. The South Nahanni 
River is as relentless as it is beautiful. Short stretches of dangerous 
white water, coupled with the river levels capable of rising up 
30 cm per hour, are a challenge and a danger. Careful planning 
and a knowledge of the area you travel is necessary to your journey. 

Permits 
A National Park permit is required to fish in Nahanni National Park. 
Permits are available from the park warden during office hours. 
Information regarding permits to carry firearms or to collect 
specimens can be obtained by writing to: The Superintendent, 
Nahanni National Park, Mail Bag 300, Fort Simpson, N.W.T. 
X0E 0N0. Tel. 403-695-3151. 

Maps 
The following topographical maps (Scale 1:250,000) cover the park: 

95L Glacier Lake 
95E Flat River 
95F Virginia Falls 
95G Sibbeston Lake 

Maps are available from: 
Map Distribution Office 
Department of Energy 
Mines and Resources 
615 Booth Street 
OTTAWA, Ontario 
K1A0E9 

1:50,000 scale maps are also available at the above address. A 
complete listing is described in Map Index No. 7. 
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