
Water dominates the Voyageurs National Park landscape. Within its 
boundaries more th an 30 lakes-some huge, some small-fill glacier­
carved rock basins. Between these lakes and adjacent rocky knobs and 
ridges extend bogs, marshes, and beaver ponds. These waters play a 
major role in your experience at the park. Once you arrive at one of th e 
park's four entry points, you leave your car behind and set out by water, 
much as the voyageurs trave led in th e heyday of th e fur trade in the late 
18th and early 19th centur ies. Voyageurs National Park exists to preserve 
this natural env ironment, and its native plant and animal life , for the 
benefit of present and futu re generations. 

As the fur trade expan ded westward, it depended heavily upon the 
voyageurs, or French-Canadian can oemen , who moved beaver and other 
PE; lts and trade goods between Montrea l and the Canad ian Northwest. 
The route of these adventuresome men, who paddled up to 16 hours per 
day, became so establ ished that the 1783 treaty ending th e American 
Revolution speci fi ed that the internat ional boundary shou ld fo llow their 
"~ustomary waterway" between Lake Superior and Lake of the Woods. 
Today, Voyag eurs National Park, establ ished in 1975, adjoins a 90-
ki lometer (56-m ile) stretch of that Voyageurs Highway. 

The voyageur's character has been described as daring if not brave, 
knowledgeable though uneducated . Above all , he was co lorful . Under­
standab ly, varying accoun ts of these men 's lives exist. Daniel Harmon, 
a partner in the Northwest Company, wrote of them in 1819: " . . th e 
Canadian Voyageurs possess l ive ly and f ick le d ispositions; and they are 
rarely subject to depress ion of spirits of long contin uance, even when 
in c ircumstances the most adverse. Although what they consider good 
eating and dr inking constitutes thei r chief good, yet when necess ity 
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compels them to it, they subm it to great privation and hardship, not only 
w ith out compla ining , but even w ith cheerfu llness and gaiety ... Trif ling 
provocat ions w ill often throw them into a rage," Harmon cont in ued, " but 
they are eas ily appeased when in anger, and they never harbour a 
revengeful purpose against those by whom they conceive that they 
have been in jured " 

Whether by fl attery or other motivations, voyageu rs were conv inced to 
r isk the ir l ives to advance the fur trade . And risk them they often d id. The 
enemy took the form of riva l fur company representatives , unfriendly 
Ind ians, or nature 's forces. They came to know the country well, and th ey, 
along wi th the Ind ians and lumberjacks, gave this reg ion th e bulk of its 
place-names such as Grassy Portage Lake Kabetogama and Cutover 
Island It 1s in teres ing to note that the park·s place-names are predomi­
nant ly water-related. Even today, the ridges and hi lltops in Voyageurs 
National Park bear no names. 

The park lies in the southern portion of the Canadian Sh ield . The ancient 
sedi ments that comprise the shield represent some of th e oldest rock 
format ions exposed anywhere in the world. Younger rock format ions do 
not appear here. Perhaps they never existed, but more likely glaciation 
simp ly removed them. At least four t imes in the past mi llion years, 
continenta l glaciers - ice sheets three kilom eters (two miles) thick ­
bulldozed their way through the area. They rem oved previous featu res, 
leav ing mostly leve l, pock-marked rock up to 2.7 bil l ion years o ld. Hun­
dreds of ponds, lakes, and streams now nest le in th e depressions and 
some rock surfaces in the park st ill bear th e scrape marks. The glaciers 
gouged out the lake and river beds and set th e stage for vast forests. 
You might say that the Voyageurs Highway was a gift of the glac iers. 
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Look out across the landscape here and you wi ll see th e elemen ts of the 
fur trade itself. The waters prov ided the "highway;" fur-bear ing animals 
provided the goods; and the boundless forests provided the materials 
for the birch-bark can oe, that marve l of en 1ronmenta l adapta ion. The 
canoes were constructed of birchbark, cedar boughs, and cedar or spruce 
root bindings sealed w ith pitch . It was a skil l deve loped by the native 
Americans and readi ly explo ited by earl y European explorers. The 
canoes were lig ht, eas il y navigable, and quick ly repaired wi th native 
material s. For several generations the fur trade was the continent 's big­
gest industry, returning investments up to 20-fo ld. It has been descr ibed 
by one histor ian as a vast empire he ld tog ether by nothing stronger 
th an birchbark. 

ature·s abundance is evident in o her ays here Ospre eag le, and 
great blue heron nests occur throughout the park. Be observant and 
you w ill li ke ly see kingfishers, mergansers, loons, and cormorants. Since 
water covers one-thi rd of the surface of the park, aquatic anima ls pre­
dominate. Creating ponds, the beaver provides not only his own habitat , 
but also th e env ironment needed by aquatic plants. These plants provide 
food for aquatic insects and some fish. The fish , in turn , support the wide 
va riety of f ish-eat ing birds. Beaver are fare for coyotes and timber wolves . 

Perhaps nothing so symbolizes Voyageurs National Park's endu ring 
primitive character as the presence of its wolves. The park is in the 
heart of the on ly region in the continental Un ited States wh re the 
eastern timber wolf survives. Wolves are shy and secretive , and contrary 
to fo lklore they pose vi rtually no threat to humans. Thei r wari ness and 
sma ll numbers make it un like ly that you wil l see them during a v isit, 
although you might see the ir tracks in winter. Wo lves usual ly live 1n packs 
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of two to twel ve and often kill large anima ls such as deer and moose for 
food. The timber wol f may cover as much as 60 kilometers (40 miles) 
in a sing le night, and can run several kilometers at 50-55 kilometers 
(30-35 mi les) per hour. To hear the wolf's lonesome howl on a moonlit 
night is a rare treat. 

Winter is a force to be reckoned w ith here. From spr ing thaw until 
freeze-up the voyageurs had six months at most to complete their trave l. 
Their round trip between depots at Grand Portage or Fort Wi l liam on Lake 
Superior and the su barctic interior of northwest Canada consumed four 
or f ive months. Summer is relat ive ly short here, but winter need not be 
a time of inact ivi ty. From late Decem ber unt il late March , life 's pulse is 
slowed Ski travel is often possible as snow blankets both land and lake. 
And warming temperatures and crusted snow in late winter definitely 
invi te snowshoers. However you trave l, proper equ ipment is a must. Take 
a compass and map, warm clothes in laye rs, and carry an emergency 
surv ival kit. High w inds can spring up quickly and, accompanied by low 
temperatures, can be dangerous. 

When the waterways begin to open in sp ri ng , animals and insects st ir 
from a season 's rest. Migratory species retu rn to summer in the North. 
It's one of the best times to observe nature here. Both spring and fal l 
favo r those who seek quiet enjoyment of natu re 's cont in uous show. For 
many, the disp lay of fal l co lors marks a highligh t of th e North Coun try year 

The voyageur's canoe has long since gone, but his land remains. Here 
you can take to th e waterways of this intricate landscape where moose, 
wolves, bear, and loon still wander and you can sense th e sp irit that called 
the voyageur to adventure. 
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Black Bears, com mon 
here eve n on is lands. 
can become dangerous 
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Roads approach the park 
from four points along_ 
U.S. 53 between Du luth 
and International Falls . 
County Route 23 from 
Orr leads to Crane Lake 
at the park's east end. 
The Ash River Tra il 
(County Route 129) takes 
you to Ash River and 
Kabetogama Narrows. 
County Route 122 leads 
to Kabetogama. Minne­
sota Highway 11 east 
from International Falls 
leads to the Island View 
area on the park's north­
west end. In summer, wa-
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tercraft must be used for 
travel in t e park. Boats, 
canoes, and gu ide ser­
v ices are available at re­
sorts outside the park. 
Concession boat tours 
op rate in summer. Float­
planes may be hired lo­
cally. (Winter ice roads 
give greater au to acess 
into the park.) Schedu led 
ai rlines serve Hibbing; 
International Fal ls; and 
Fort Frances, Ontario, 
Canada. Buses serve U.S. 
53 between Duluth and 
International Falls. Am­
trak serves Du luth. Trans-

portation can be arranged 
from airports and depots 
to resorts and access 
points. Send Questions 
about the park to: Super­
intendent, Voyageurs 
National Park , P 0 . Box 
50, International Falls, 
MN 56649, or telephone 
(218) 283-982 1. Stop at 
the Kabetogama Lake 
Visitor Center or the 
info rmation stations 1n 
International Falls and at 
Kabetogama Narrows. 
Obtain books and naviga­
tional charts at park in­
ormation stations, from 
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local businesses, or by 
mail from Lake States In­
terp retive Assoc iat ion, 
Box 672, International 
Falls. MN 56649. 
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Accommodations are of­
fered outside the park by 
pri vate resorts in Crane 
Lake, Ash River, Kabeto­
gama, and Island View 
and inside the park by 
the concess ioner at 
Kettle Falls. Addresses of 
resorts and campgrounds 
are available at park in­
formation centers or 

BO 

.,,.---
.VATEPS 

' - " ../ ' ,_,,_ 
116 

by mail from the park 
superintendent. 

Services 
Chart 

Crane Lake 

Ash River 

Kettle Falls 

Kabetogama 

Island View 

(/) 

c 
0 rn 

'" Cl 
rn c c Cl 

:::J - o 
~ -§,E 2 
:::J E ~ 

Ol 

~ 
0. 
E QJ(J 

i.1' 
> (J "' 0"' (J 

x x x 
x x x 

x x 
x x x 
x x x 

~~ .• • Lii,KE,. CUSTO MS 

"' . 

rn 
0. ('.-
:::J .. ~ .:< 
0 c QJ (ii 
0 m rn 

c c L 0 
i.1' a; ~c L 

QJ 0 0. 

ro~ QJ '" ~ ~- 2 0 
- rn .D 

x x x x 
x x x x 

x x 
x x x x 
x x x x 

·c;; 
0. 

rn i.1' 

"' QJ QJ 
Ol c .~ 

'" 
·;:: ('. 

0 "'QJ 
.D E rn 

x x 
x x 

x 
x 
x x 

LI ITLE 
VFRMILION 
NARROWS 

rn 
QJ 

L 

t' 
:::J 

L 
(J 

x 

x 
x 

BOU NDARY 

WATERS 

CANOE 

AREA 

0. 
E rn 

QJ ~ 
·~ L 

(.) 
(J c 
0 :::J 

~ ~ 

x x 
x x 

x x 
x x 


