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I Gently rolling mountains 
create a backdrop for a 
natural drama staged for 
thousands of years. 
Wolves, bears, moose, fish, 
songbirds, geese - all have 
a role in this performance, 
a symphony of sounds a 
cycle of seasons, the 
rhythm of life in the 
borealforest. 

Fall colors on the Nowitna River 
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This dying 
"Blue Goose" 
(o stylized 
Canada goose) 
was designed bg 
roiowncd 
cartoonist and 
conservationist 
J.N. "Ding" 
Darling in 1935. 
It has become the 
symbol of 
the National 
Wildlife Refuge 
System. 

Kale Hue Hills 
form the 
northern 
boundary of 
the refuge. 

Refuge Past and Present 
Thousands of years ago the central 
Yukon River valley was an Ice Age 
refuge for woolly mammoths and 
some of the earliest nomadic hunters 
on the continent. 

As the region warmed, rivers and 
winds brought sediments from 
retreating glaciers. Forests gradually 
replaced grasslands. Over the years 
meandering rivers created a wetland 
basin attractive to the migratory and 
resident fish, birds and mammals that 
we know today. The land still echoes 
with a timeless rhythm, summer days 
bursting with new life followed by the 
slower pulse of winter survival. 

To conserve the intact ecosystems and 
diverse wildlife of this special place, 
the U.S. Congress in 1980 set aside 
more than 2 million acres of river 
valley, wetlands, forest and tundra as 
the Nowitna National Wildlife 
Refuge. 

Nowitna Refuge is part of the 
National Wildlife Refuge System, a 
national network of lands and waters 
administered for the conservation, 
management and restoration of the 
fish, wildlife and plant resources and 
their habitats within the United 
States for the benefit of present and 
future generations of Americans. 
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Wild River 
The Nowitna River is a life-giving 
force on the Refuge and one of 
America's National Wild Rivers, 
chosen to protect its pure, free-
flowing waters and wilderness 
character. 

From its headwaters in the 
Kuskokwim Mountains, the Nowitna 
runs north through the heart of the 
Refuge for 223 of its 283 miles before 
joining the Yukon. 

This gently meandering river is 
forever remodeling wildlife habitat. 
The river forms long, looping oxbow-
bends and then cuts across them, 
creating isolated oxbow lakes ideal for 
nesting swans, geese and ducks. 

Riverbank erosion topples mature 
trees on the outside of bends and 
deposits sand and gravel where the 
current slows. Herbs and willows 
sprout on new gravel bars to become 
habitat for songbirds and moose. 

Spring meltwater pushes ice chunks 
downriver, scraping away some 
willows along shore that will soon re-
sprout, providing tender and 
nutritious food for moose and beaver. 

Spring floods refill the oxbow lakes 
with nutrients and carbonates from 
the limestone bedrock in the river's 
headwaters. As a result, the lakes of 
the Nowitna River floodplain are less 
acidic and more productive than many 
others in Alaska. 

Northern 
pintail 

Win/ling 
Nowitna River 
(JSFWS 

-



Black bear 

Mammals Great and Small 
Nowitna Refuge is home to nearly 40 
mammal species -- from the 1,200-
pound bull moose to the Alaska shrew-
weighing less than an ounce. 

Moose calves, born in late May, feed 
on wetland plants and the new growth 
of summer. Calves follow their 
mothers for almost a year, surviving 
on willow branches and bark in winter. 
Far less common are the caribou that 
graze in upland woodlands and alpine 
areas. 

Black and grizzly bears constantly 
roam in search of food, preying on 
moose or smaller animals as well as 
eating roots, berries and fish. In the 
evening stillness, the haunting howls 
of wolves signal the pack's location. 

Lynx prowl the spruce forests, 
hunting snowshoe hares. Other 
furbearers at home in these forests 
include pine marten, fox, weasels and 
the elusive wolverine. Marten hunt in 
the trees for squirrels and on the 
ground for voles, lemmings, insects, 
and berries. 

Large animals are famous, but it's the 
small animals that provide the fuel to 
keep the ecosystem running. Their 
combined weight exceeds that of all 
large animals, including those whose 
survival depends on them. 

The northern red-backed vole is 
probably the most abundant mammal 
on the Refuge. Its larger cousin, the 
yellow-cheeked vole, is common in 
areas of recent wildfire. 

A complete list of mammals is 
available from the Refuge or its 
website. 

Yellow-cheeked 
rule 

r. 
L_ 

Cow and calf moose 
UBFWS 

•J. 
'— 

'J. 



Trumpeter sioans 

Chorus of Birds 
The drip of melting snow and the 
rumble of moving ice herald the 
return of migratory birds each spring. 
Soon bald eagles and osprey grace the 
skies while stately trumpeter and 
tundra swans reign over the wetlands 
and tiny ruby-crowned kinglets sing 
in the tree-tops. 

The many ponds, lakes and miles of 
rivers support tens of thousands of 
nesting waterfowl. American wigeon, 
mallard and northern pintail are 
among the most common ducks. 
Flocks of Canada and white-fronted 
geese may be seen along riverbanks. 

Clusters of burrows in the riverbanks 
belong to colonies of bank swallows. 
Belted kingfishers also nest there to 
be near their source of food - fish. 

Great horned and great gray owls 
may be seen along rivers and streams 
or heard dining quiet evenings. 
Sandhill cranes and red-throated and 
common loons add their hauntingly 
beautiful voices to the chorus. 

In May and June the music of 
songbirds fills the forests and 
woodlands. Swainson's thrushes, 
yellow warblers and many other 
summer migrants join the few dozen 
hearty winter residents such as 
ravens, gray jays and chickadees. 

Mid-September marks the peak of fall 
migration as large flocks of sandhill 
cranes and Canada geese pause to 
roost on the river sandbars. 

Nowitna Refuge 
hosts nearly 150 
bird species. A 
complete list is 
available from 
the Refuge or 
its website. 

Sandhill cranes 
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Rivers of Fish 
Chinook (king) and coho (silver) 
salmon migrate 700 miles up the 
Yukon River from the ocean to spawn 
in the Nowitna River and its 
tributaries. 

Habitat Mosaic 
Viewed from the air, the Nowitna 
Refuge presents a mosaic of wet 
meadows, white and black spruce, 
paper birch, balsam poplar, alders and 
willows. 

Northern pike 

Sheefish are usually anadromous like 
salmon, spending part of their life in 
the ocean. Nowitna River supports 
one of the few known non-migratory 
populations of sheefish in Alaska. 

The Refuge's most conspicuous 
resident fish is the predatory 
northern pike, present in the mid-to-
lower reaches of almost all streams 
and in many lakes. Pike can live 30 
years or more, and older fish can 
weigh more than 20 pounds in this 
prime habitat. 

Arctic grayling inhabit a majority of 
clear water streams. A complete list 
of fish species is available from the 
Refuge or its website. Spruce and 

wetlands 
offer fire 

Palisades 

Lightning-caused fires help create 
habitat variety in this northernmost 
or boreal forest. Grasses, herbs, 
flowers, shrubs and deciduous trees 
grow where fire has removed the 
mature spruce and mosses. 

Ancient Landscapes 
Some of the landscape features date 
back to the Ice Age and beyond. 
Glacial sand dunes, blown here as the 
ice sheets retreated, are now covered 
with plants, but their shapes are still 
evident in the rolling uplands. 

Remains of Ice Age animals and 
plants are trapped in the Palisades, 
frozen silt bluffs that rise 100 feet 
along seven miles of the Yukon River. 
Paleontologists are studying these 
"boneyards," but the melting 
permafrost soils and undercutting 
river make the bluffs dangerous to 
approach. Please note, fossil 
collecting requires a refuge permit. 
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Lowbush 
cranberries 

Human History 
Thousands of years ago, amid this 
abundance of natural resources, 
nomadic people found food and 
materials for clothing and shelter. 
Koyukon Athabascans continue to 
rely on subsistence harvests of moose, 
fish, furs, berries and plants. 

Many Native camps along the Yukon 
River have disappeared since the 
Russians first made contact with the 
Koyukon people in 1837. Gold strikes 
attracted prospectors in the early 
1900s, but few stayed after that boom 
went bust and miners abandoned 
most settlements adjacent to the 
Refuge. 

Fur trapping has a longer history. 
Families trapped all winter and 
paddled down the Nowitna in spring, 
their handmade boats loaded with 
dogs and a winter catch of furs. Some 
local residents continue to run 
traplines today. 

Ski plane on a 
frozen lake 

Boating the 
Nowitna River 

Access 
Nowitna Refuge is 150 miles west of 
Fairbanks, connected only by air and 
river to the rest of Alaska. Ruby and 
Tanana are the nearest communities. 

In winter you can reach the Refuge by 
snowmaehine or by ski-equipped 
aircraft. Small planes can land on 
rivers and larger lakes until ice melts 
in mid-April. 

You can visit the Refuge in summer by 
boat on the Yukon and Nowitna 
Rivers, or by floatplane, landing on 
the larger lakes or rivers. Wheel-
equipped planes can land on some 
gravel bars during low water. There 
are no all-weather trails or roads on 
the Refuge. 

Trapper's cabin 

Seasons 
Summer temperatures average 70°F 
but can reach into the mid 90°s. In 
winter the average is -5°F with 
extreme lows dropping to -80°F. 

You will miss the worst of the 
mosquitoes by visiting in late May or 
early June, but bring anti-mosquito 
defenses throughout the summer. July 
usually offers the best weather, with 
warm temperatures and little rain. 

The first hints of fall come in late 
August when the leaves turn golden. 
Northern lights begin to appear, 
dancing across the night skies. Freeze-
up generally occurs by mid-October, 
marking the start of the long winter. 
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River Travel 
The Nowitna Wild River and its 
protected corridor offer a journey 
through a timeless landscape. 

River users are asked to preserve the 
area's wilderness quality by removing 
all garbage and leaving no trace of 
passage on the land or water. 

Much of the Nowitna's 283 miles 
meanders through flat or gently 
rolling terrain adjacent to numerous 
lakes and sloughs. In the upper 
portion, the river runs through a 15-
mile canvon with nearby peaks up to 
2,100 feet high. 

The river has a mild gradient, with 
easy Class I water, and varies from 
150 to 450 feet wide. The main 
channel near the mouth is typically 20 
to 30 feet deep in early summer. 

Motor-boat access is limited by water 
level, but is generally good below the 
confluence with the Sulatna River. Jet 
boats can sometimes reach the 
canyon. Watch carefully for 
submerged sandbars. In some areas 
the river has changed course from 
existing maps. 

The Nowitna River joins the Yukon 
River approximately 150 miles from 
the Dalton Highway bridge via the 
Yukon and from Nenana via the 
Tanana River. 

Travelers typically use rafts, canoes 
and kayaks to float the upper section 
of the Nowitna. The current is 
stronger, the water more clear, and 
the hills in the canyon section offer 
magnificent scenery. Plan on spending 
at least a week to float the entire river. 
Some travelers choose not to float the 
slow, winding lower section. 

Canoeist on the Xouitna River 



Tips for Visiting the Refuge 
Some of the greatest rewards in 
visiting the Nowitna Refuge come 
from its remoteness and wilderness 
character. These qualities also create 
some of the greatest challenges for 
visitors. Here are some tips to help 
you travel comfortably and safely 
while preserving the wild nature of 
the Refuge. 

Be prepared to care for yourself by 
bringing first aid supplies, well-tested 
equipment, and extra supplies to 
carry you through emergencies. 

Getting lost is easy in the dense 
forests and vast, low-relief terrain. 
Carry and know how to use a map and 
compass or GPS unit. 

File a trip plan with your air taxi 
service, family or friends before you 
start. Notify them when you return. 

A hot day can turn bone-chilling and 
wet in a few hours. Pack for the worst 
conditions. Mosquitoes, flies and 
gnats are plentiful from mid-June 
through early September, so bring 
insect repellent and a headnet or bug 
jacket. 

Black bear 
tracks 

This is bear and moose country. Make 
noise and give them a chance to get 
out of your way. Cow moose with 
calves can be dangerous and fast. 
Never get near or between a cow 
moose and her calf. Maintain a clean 
camp and store food out of reach - not 
in your tent! Pack out your garbage. 
Burying it is unacceptable, as bears 
will dig it up. 

Giardiasis and other water-borne 
intestinal diseases are present in 
Alaska, making it wise to filter or 
treat water. 

There are no public use cabins within 
the Refuge although there are some 
privately owned lands and cabins. 
Please do not trespass. Use cabins 
only in cases of emergency. 

Visitors must comply with state and 
federal hunting and fishing 
regulations. For state regulations 
contact Alaska Department of Fish 
and Game (907/656 1345). 

More Information 
For detailed information on any topic 
in this brochure, or summaries of 
current wildlife studies, please check 
the Refuge website or contact the 
staff (.sec back carer). 

"If it wasn't for Alaska's wildlife, 
I wouldn't be here today. 
Alaska's wildlife to me is dear." 

Sidney Huntington 

Nowitna River 
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Private Lands 

Refuge 

Refuge Boundary 

Wild and Scenic River 

Refuge Headquarters 

Land status represents USFWS interpretation 
of BLM records 



/ am flying over mountains nonv. 
Not the lofty peaks of the Alaska in your 
mind, hut this crumbled crust of earth 
carved by rivers, shaped by wind. 

Here no glaciers made their 
massive ponderous crawl, grinding 
patiently with icy teeth. 

No tremendous upthrust of molten earth 
ever made these hills tremble, no giant 
mountains rose frothing from, the deep. 

This is the place things come to after they 
leave, brought down ancient rivers into a 
prehistoric sea, ghosts of glaciers floating 
in on arctic winds. 

These gentle hills fold me in their softer 
embrace, whispering lullabies seldom 
heard over the bold roar of larger places. 

Here the rivers wind and wander, in no 
hurry to find the sea, content to slowly 
polish these native stones. 

Karin Lehmkuhl/USFWS 

Etna River 
FWS 



Nowitna National Wildlife Refuge 
Koyukuk/Nowitna Refuge Complex 
P.O. Box 287 
Galena, AK 99741 
907/6561231 or 1 800/6561231 
907/6561708 Fax 
R7kynwr@fws.gov 
http://nowitna.fws.gov 
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