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Nahanni-Ram, NWT
SEE many things in Canada
from Newfoundland to Vancou-
wver Island but this Nahanni-
Ram country is fantastic, very
fantastic!” exclaimed the German
photographer as he stepped from the

float plane that had taken him on this

day trip into the mountains west of
Fort Simpson, in the Northwest Ter-
ritories.

“Rivers of myth,” “Mountains of
mystery” . . . these are the phrases
used to describe this fabulous land,
hidden in a corner of Canada where
British Columbia, Yukon and the
Northwest Territories meet. Nahan-
ni-Ram country — Nahanni River
and Ram Canyons — is bordered on
the north and west by the tortuous
Mackenzie Mountains, on the south
by the Liard River, and on the east
by the Mackenzie River.

It is one of the least known and
most remote landscapes in North
America, long isolated by the treach-
erous North and South Nahanni riv-
ers, and by the maze of twisted
mountains and canyons that sur-
round the Ram Plateau. Only in the
past decade have many of'its geologi-
cal wonders been discovered, and
much of it is still unexplored.

The terrain itself lends itself to the
creation of legends. Wild mountain
men. A White Queen. Evil spirits.
Lost people — some found headless,

or burned, or not at all. Place names

fuel the imagination. Deadmen Val-
ley. Death Canyon. Funeral Range.
Crash Lake.

People travel from around the
world to paddle the south Nahanni

_ River, a world heritage site and a na-

tional park, but if you don’t want to ,

commit yourself to a long canoe trip,
take a day flight instead. Several
companies offer sightseeing trips by
float plane and helicopter from Fort
Simpson, Fort Liard and Lindberg
Landing, the closest points to Na-
hanni-Ram country. As many peo-
ple fly as paddle.

Our Twin Otter takes off from Fort
Simpson’s dock in the Mackenzie

‘River. It is a sweltering day in Au-

gust and most people are in shorts.

But the weather changes rapidly in

.. the mountains, so we carry jackets

and mosquito repelient just in case,
The change in terrain as we [eave

;,.the flat muskeg of the Great Slave
" Plain and enter the first wall of

. , mountains is dramatic. Few forget
~.the sudden impact of seeing Little

e . Doctor Lake for the first time, About

25,000 years ago, an immense ice

- sheet punched a hole through the
. formidable Nahanni Range, leaving
a stupendous, U-shaped split called

- the Gap, now filled with the waters

of the lake.

We sweep through the Gap and
grey, crenelated cliffs rise hundreds
of' metres on each side. Suddenly, the
pilot turns, banks along one of the
walls, and swoops in to land with a
splash on a sandy beach. We stop
long enough to catch a pickerel and
chat with the family staying in the
cabins of Nahanni Mountain Lodge.

It is a comfortable, do-it-yourself re-

treat, and the guests have the whole
lake to themselves.
Little Doctor Lake’s cleavage

through the Nahanni Range is the

gateway to more spectacular land-
forms beyond. We head west over
the chocolate coils of the twisting
Tetcela River and suddenly, a second
set of ramparts rises in front of us —
the Ram Plateau, nicknamed the

¢ Grand Canyon of the North.

The Ram Plateau rears 1,200
metres from the floor of the Ram

" River Valley, but the word “plateau”

doesn’t convey its complicated karst
topography of contorted canyons,

* sink holes, rock towers, caves and
- steep-walled “‘streets”. (Karst land-

scape occurs where limestone is dis-
solved by underground water.) It’s
the kind of terrain you’d expect in
the dry Southwestern United States,
not the subarctic North.

Few people have flown into the
world of the Ram Plateau, but those
who have done so are ecstatic story-
tellers.
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Lyn Hancock is a writer
and photographer. She
lives in Fort Stmpson, NWT.

Daring pilots take passengers through mountain gorges carved by
the Nahanni and Ram rivers

“I'm in no shape for hiking,” said
a rather portly resident of Fort Simp-
son, “but I found walking very easy.
You can go for many miles along the
flat ridge tops.”

“I felt like a kid in a toy shop dis-
covering all sorts of new toys,” said
another, who camped in the Ram for
a week. ;

Climbers and helicopter day-trip-
pers are spellbound when they de-
scend into the Ram’s many under-
ground caves, such as the Raven’s
Pit and the Igloo Cave, and explore
their unusual ice sculptures.

One visitor, dressed in tie and
tails, slung a piano into the Ram by
helicopter and sat amidst the inspir-
ing scenery to make a video entitled
Nahanni Magic — although the
landscapes were of the Ram rather
than the better-known Nahanni.

Suddenly, the pilot calls over the
intercom. “The Splits of the South
Nahanni River to the left.” We
scramble in our seats, and then,
“Dall sheep running across the ridge
on the right.”

The Nahanni can wait.

We all crane to look out of the win-
dows and sce straight into a grey ver-
tical wall of rock. We are no longer
looking down at the landscape. We
are right in the middle of it, our wing
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The following companies offer flights through
Nahanni-Ram country. Write to them for de-
tails on types of airplanes, itineraries and
prices.

Blackstone Aviation, from Lindberg Land-
ing, on the Liard Highway, offers 3%-hour
trips by Cessna 185 for up to 4 passengers
for $612. Contact Paul Jones, Box 117, Fort
Simpson, NWT XOE ONO. Phone: (403) 695-
2111. Fax: (403) 695-2132.

Canadian Helicopters. Contact Mike
Brocklebank, Box 375, Fort Simpson, NWT
X03 ONO. Phone: (403) 695-2424. Fax: (403)
695-2333.

Deh Cho Air. Contact Rob Borelli, Box 77,
Fort Liard, NWT X0G 0AQ. Phone: (403) 770-
4103, Fax: (403) 770-3555.

Great Slave Helicopters/North Arctic Heli-
copters specializes in heli-hiking. Contact Jim
Broadbent, Box 467, Fort Simpson, NWT,
XOE ONO. Phone: (403) 695-2326. Fax: (403)

Liard Air offers sightseeing flights to Vir-
ginia Falls from Fort Nelson, B.C., or Highland
Glen Lodge on the Alaska Highway at Mun-
cho Lake. Contact Urs Schildknecht, Box
3190, Fort Nelson, B.C. VOC 1R0. Phone:
{604) 774-2909. Fax: (604) 774-2908.

Simpson Air has a variety of aircraft, in-
cluding a Twin Otter on floats. Cost per person
for an eight-hour trip by a Twin Otter, which
carries 14 to 16 passengers, is $170. Simp-
son Air also operates Nahanni Mountain
Lodge on Little Doctor Lake. Costs vary from
$650-5950 per person depending on length
of stay and number of people. Price includes
air transport from Fort Simpson.

Wolverine Air offers 5%-hour trips in a Ces-
sna 185 for $855 from Fort Simpson. Contact
Chiris Pinckard, P.0. Box 316, Fort Simpson,
NWT, XOE ONO. Phone: (403)695-2263. Fax:
(403) 695-3400.

tips surely scraping the edge of the
gorge.

First one side then the other, our
pilot banks to give all passengers an
equal chance to watch a small band
of sheep graze a grassy meadow at
the top. The Ram Plateau is named
for the sheep and goats which are
abundant in these high places. From
the plane, passengers also see cari-
bou, wolves and moose.

So close are we to the scenery that
it seems as if we are sneaking over
the ridge tops in a hydrofoil, not a
Twin Otter. We cruise across a
cream-lichened meadow, then sud-
denly take off over the rim into an
empty abyss.

“The South Nahanni in 15 min-
utes,” calls the pilot as we swing
south.

Out of respect for the hundreds of
paddlers who come from around the
world each summer to seek pure wil-
derness, pilots taking day-trippers
into Nahanni National Park do not
fly along the river, but over the can-
yons and tributary rivers to each
side. Some people think the world
above the river is more breathtaking
than the world below.

“Prairie Creek and Cadillac Mine
ahead,” calls the pilot,

We have left the flat-topped can-

Sheer walls of Ram Canyon are
met by a slope of loose stones.
Botrom left, visitors look out of
Igloo Caye at Ram Plateau near
Death Lake. Bottom right, tourists
arrive by Twin Otter to view
Virginia Falls. They are given
about two hours to walk down
portage trail to the beach,
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yons behind and are now squeezing
through a corridor of pyramidal
mountain peaks. Prairie Creek wig-
gles like a little brown worm at the
base of the Funeral Range. Roads
have been slashed in this rugged ter-
rain, exploration roads zig-zagging
across precipitous mountain faces to
claw out the metals found in com-
mercial quantities. A mine, a mill
and a trailer camp for 80 people were
built but the mine is not yet in pro-
duction. Nevertheless, a humourist
has painted a sign on the log shack at
the airstrip which reads, “Cadillac
International Airport.”

“We can’t get into Cadillac, the
weather isn’t good enough,” says
our pilot, “so we'll continue on to
the falls.”

From the air, the South Nahanni
River is a shiny ribbon winding in
and out of sight at the bottom of
deep, constantly curving canyons.
We are far above the river, but the
pilot points out its most famous fea-
tures — the meandering Splits, First
Canyon, Deadmen Valley, Second
Canyon, Pulpit Rock, Hell’s Gate
... We look over our neighbours’
shoulders or press our faces to the
windows to catch glimpses. The
names are familiar, but it is Virginia
Falls which most of us are anticipat-
ing.

The pilot maintains the suspense
by counting down the minutes as we
descend. “The falls in 15 minutes, in
10 minutes, infive . . .”

And then, “One minute!” We
drop altitude and clear the top of
Five Mile Canyon. Also called
Painted Box Canyon because of its
colourful rock walls, it is a fitting
overture to the climactic Virginia
Falls, the most famous landmark in -
Nahanni National Park.

We all know that the Virginia Falls
are twice the height of Niagara’s. But
their appeal is not in statistics but in
their wilderness setting, beneath
Sunblood Mountain, and in the way
the South Nahanni River is split in
two by an impressive limestone pin-
nacle at the Sluice Box Rapids. The
rivet rounds a bend, momentum
builds, and it becomes a wave-ripped
sea. The water surges through a
chute, slams around both sides of a
towering sprucc-capped steeple, and
plunges 90 metres in a double cat-
aract.

Most people’s pictures of foaming
water, spray and river-wide rain-
bows are taken on the bouldered
beach below the falls. But to get there
you must first land behind the falls
by plane and walk down the portage
trail. Motor boats are no longer al-
lowed to push upriver as earlier ex-
plorers did.

A Twin Otter contingent of visitors
from Yellowknife is on the dock
waiting for pickup as we land.
Among them is a woman in a wheel-
chair. She has been rolled along the
boardwalk leading part of the way
down the portage trail. Thanks to
Parks Canada's facilities, people of
all ages and physical conditions can
visit at least part of Nahanni Na-
tional Park. Most of us hurry down
the trail to take photographs or look
at fossils by the riverside. Guests
who fly in by float plane or heli-
copter are usually allowed a maxi-
mum of three hours at Virginia Falls,
with a packed lunch included.

It is time to leave. We assemble
back at the dock to board our plane
and sign the guest book. Some of us
chat to campers in the nearby camp-
ground as paddlers prepare for canoe
or raft trips downriver,

One more surprise awaits us be-
fore we get back to Fort Simpson.
Back over the Ram, our pilot drops
altitude. Lower and lower we go
until once again we are hugged by
those incredible canyon walls. The
pleated rock blurs by on each side.
Lower still. At least one of us feels
the thrill of fear. Surely, we are going
to land. But we are not in a chopper.
How can we land at the bottom of
this narrow corridor of rock?

With consummate skill learned
through years of experience in this
canyon country, the pilot skims the
rocky stream bed of the Ram River
Canyon and we hold our breath in
awe. For a moment, we feel an-
chored in space. Then, with an acce-
lerated surge of power, he pulls us up
and out of the canyon.

The rest of the trip back to Fort
Simpson is anticlimactic.
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