watersheds

One of the countless clear mountain
creeks in the Peel Watershed . [FM]

The lower section of the Wind River is extensively
braided and is set in a wide, forested valley with
open spruce stands and burn areas. [JP]

The Peel River is the most westerly tributary of
the Mackenzie River watershed, the largest river
system in Canada. In total, the Peel River is 440
kilometres long (MacDonald Environmental
Sciences, 1994) and drains an area of
approximately 77,000 square kilometers (see
Map 3).

The headwaters of the Peel River watershed
consist of 6 major tributaries: the Ogilvie,
Blackstone, Hart, Wind, Bonnet Plume, and
Snake Rivers. These rivers flow out of the
Wernecke and Ogilvie Mountains into the Peel’s
main stem in the lower-lying plateaus. The lower
parts of the Hart, Wind, Bonnet Plume and
Snake Rivers are braided, with many channels,
and set in wide, forested valleys. Extensive
wetlands are found here, as are numerous
unnamed lakes. Chappie Lake with its extensive
wetland complex in the Bonnet Plume watershed
and Hungry Lake in the Hart River watershed are
two of the larger lakes in the lowlands of the
Peel River watershed. In the mountainous

portions of the major watersheds, Bonnet Plume
Lake, Fairchild Lake, Goz Lake and Pinguicula
Lake stand out as significant water bodies.

To the north the Peel River runs parallel to the
Richardson Mountains. The Caribou, Trail and
Road Rivers are intermediate-sized tributaries
flowing out of the Richardson Mountains to join
the Peel River. There are no large lakes in these
watersheds. Lusk Lake in the Caribou River
watershed is a medium-sized higher elevation
subalpine lake. Most other lakes in the region
are associated with wetlands.

The Stewart River watershed, to the south of the
Peel River watershed, flows west and into the
Yukon River system. Similarly, to the northwest,
the Porcupine River watershed also eventually
ends up in the Yukon River drainage. Only the
Arctic Red River watershed to the east, in the
Northwest Territories, like the Peel River flows
into the Mackenzie River and eventually into the
Arctic Ocean.

Snake River

The Snake River runs clear and fast through its
narrow, upper valley with small canyons and
rapids. Lower sections of the river are braided
and silty with many islands, cutting deep into
the Peel Plateau (Juurand et al., 1986).

From Duo Lake to the confluence with the Peel
River, the Snake River falls 1120 metres in 240
kilometres, an average gradient of 4.7 metres
per kilometer (CPAWS, 2000).

The upper river is steep and heavily braided,
with shifting channels and coarse gravel beds.
The lower Snake has some braiding, and long
pools with slack current. Stagnant backwaters
with muddy bottoms are common. Water clarity
decreases from the headwaters where it is clear
and fast-running to the mouth where it is muddy
and silt-laden (Elson, 1977).

Rapids on the Snake River are found




throughout the upper section, with two having a
Class Ill rating. The final set occurs 10 to 15
kilometres before the river leaves the mountains
and enters the flatlands of the Peel Plateau
(Madsen and Wilson, 1989).

Bonnet Plume River

The Bonnet Plume River flows through high
mountain peaks for much of its length, with a
centuries-old rockslide and canyon creating
significant whitewater along the way (Juurand,
1986). From Bonnet Plume Lake to the Peel
River, the Bonnet Plume falls 900 metres in 260
kilometres, an average gradient of 3.5 metres
per kilometer (CPAWS, 2000).

The whitewater, with rapids from Class | to V,
begins shortly after the entrance of the creek
from Bonnet Plume Lake and continues
downstream some 180 km to a gorge 4 to 5

‘kilometres above Kohse Creek, then it flows

There are long sections of rapids
and canyons on the upper Bonnet
Plume River. [JP]

swiftly in braided channels through the Peel
plateau for its final 100 km (Madsen and Wilson,
1989).

Eight to nine kilometers downstream from
Bonnet Plume Lake, the river flows through
Rockslide Canyon, a gorge carved through a
massive, centuries-old landslide. The river
braids after its confluence with Goz Creek and
the final major rapids occur in a gorge 4 to 5
kilometres above Kohse Creek (Madsen and
Wilson, 1989).

The Bonnet Plume River has clear green waters
until silt banks and muddy side creeks increase
its turbidity in the Peel Plateau. By the time the
Bonnet Plume River enters the Peel, it is an
opaque brown (CPAWS, 2000).

Wind River

The headwaters of the Wind River are in the
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limestone peaks of the Wernecke Mountains,
flowing quickly and clear over cobble beds and
in braided channels (Juurand et al., 1986).

In the 200 kilometres from McClusky Lake to
where it flows into the Peel River, the Wind
River falls 680 metres, a gradient of 3.4 metres
per kilometer (CPAWS, 2000).

With no major rapids, the upper Wind pours
through chutes and around sharp bends, picking
up speed as it leaves the mountains on the Peel
Plateau. The upper and middle reaches of the
Wind River also have long sections of quiet
waters with deep pools and side channels
(Madsen and Wilson, 1989).

Just after the confluence with the Little Wind
River, rapids of Class Il occur, with the river
piling into rocks or walls 3 to 4 km downstream.
Braided for its last few kilometers before
entering the Peel River, the Wind flows quickly
through a landscape of piled trees and shags

Bonnet Plume Lake, below these
hikers, is the largest of the
headwaters lakes in the area. [JP]
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The Peel canyon funnels the waters
of the Wind, Hart, Bonnet Plume,
Blackstone and Ogilvie Rivers. [FM]

brought down by the rushing waters (Madsen
and Wilson, 1989).

Hart River

The Hart River flows some 250 kilometres north
through the Ogilvie Mountains and enters the
Peel River above Aberdeen Canyon. Water levels
are low in the upper Hart and in places the river
runs completely dry, with the water apparently
running underground. Further downstream, the
river becomes navigable by canoes and
alternates between slow sections, heavily
braided sections and very fast sections with
tight corners and sweepers. There are numerous
rapids, with at least one Class Il ledge on the
river (Bryngelson, 2001).

In places, mountains reach right down to the
river and the river flows through at least one
dramatic canyon with distinct rock layers and
cliffs (Bryngelson, 2001). Valley bottoms consist

Wetlands are an important
habitat feature in all of the Peel
watershed tributaries. [FM]

of stunted stands of black and white spruce,
while bare limestone bedrock can be seen above
tree line (Juurand, 1986).

Blackstone River

The Blackstone River flows through the Ogilvie
Mountains and north along the Dempster
Highway for a long stretch before turning
northeast and ultimately joining the Ogilvie River
to form the start of the Peel River. The upper
Blackstone flows through a wide arctic tundra
valley. Later it narrows to flow through bare
limestone mountains (Juurand, 1986). The river
flows fast and braids frequently. Most of the
whitewater is due to rocky Class Il shallows. The
water runs clear and steady down to the
confluence with the Ogilvie River (Madsen,
1996).

Ogilvie River

The Ogilvie River flows in a generally eastern
direction from the North Ogilvie Mountains. It
runs parallel to the Dempster Highway for about
50 kilometres in a section that contains many
Class Il and Il rapids formed by bedrock ledges.
Forty kilometers downstream of where the
Dempster Highway crosses it, the Ogilvie River
joins the Blackstone River. It is at this junc—tion
that the Peel River officially begins (Madsen,
1996).

The upper Ogilvie flows through limestone
mountains with bare talus slopes that rise
sharply above to river to spectacular peaks.
About 30 kilometres downstream of the highway
the landscape changes to low rolling hills thickly
covered in vegetation (Juurand, 1986).









