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•	 Watch the rising sun magically transform 
Castle Butte into a brilliant red monolith 
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Book Synopsis  
 
The Great Saskatchewan Bucket List – 50 Unforgettable Natural Wonders to See 
Before You Kick the Bucket   ISBN 978-099508752-1 The authors, as well as 
photographers of all images in the book are Robin Karpan and Arlene Karpan, both 
TMAC members. 
 
Hear the roar and feel the power of Saskatchewan’s highest waterfall. Marvel at the 
mysterious Eye Cave on “Dead Man’s River”. Watch the rising sun magically transform 
Castle Butte into a brilliant red monolith. Get up close and personal with wildlife 
found nowhere else in Canada. These are a few of the top 50 natural wonders that 
await.   
 
The book is both a practical guidebook and a showcase of the surprising array of 
natural wonders in Saskatchewan. It appeals both to those who aspire to visit as many 
of the 50 as they can, as well as to armchair travellers who buy the book mainly to 
appreciate our amazing natural heritage. 
 
We chose the 50 natural wonders to be the best of the best that Saskatchewan has to 
offer, but also to be representative of the entire province, with coverage from north, 
south, east, and west. Each entry has a description of what makes it special, how to 
get there, resources for more information, and photos.  
 
Each of the 50 places is rated as to how difficult it is to visit, from 1 (easy) to 5 
(difficult). The vast majority are accessible to anyone with average abilities, though a 
few take more effort and a couple are just plain difficult. Any quest worth its salt 
needs a few challenges. The sections included here show samples of both easy and 
more difficult natural wonders. 
 
This revised and completely updated edition of the book, published in 2021, builds on 
the first edition which went through five printings, became a Canadian Bestseller, and 
won the Travel Media Award in the Saskatchewan Tourism Awards of Excellence. For 
six consecutive years, it was the number one bestselling Saskatchewan-published 
book of any genre, according to SaskBooks (Saskatchewan Publishers Group). 
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Twisted Logic 
Legends of the Crooked Bush 

The name says it all—every trunk, every branch, of every tree is twisted and con-
torted. 

Trembling aspens are “the” trees of Saskatchewan’s parklands, and for the most part, 
they all look much the same. Except these. This small bush, where trees can’t seem to 
decide if they should grow up, down, sideways, or in spirals, is just plain weird. Since 
aspens reproduce by sending up underground shoots from a parent tree, even small 
trees in this grove are distorted. More intriguing yet is that nearby bushes are all 
perfectly normal. The story goes that when cattle used to graze in the adjoining field, 
they would never wander into this bush, even though it wasn’t fenced. And some 
folks insist that dogs aren’t too keen on heading into this bush. So what’s going on?

Not surprising, the mysterious bush has been the subject of much colourful folklore 
and speculation. One local resident suggested that all the trees are crooked because 

Crooked Bush

they buried a lawyer here. Years ago, another fellow swore that he saw a flying 
saucer land at this spot. All the passengers got out, peed on the ground, climbed back 
aboard, then flew off. The trees were never the same after that! Mind you, this was 
in the days before spaceships were restroom equipped for your travelling comfort. 
The fact that this neck of the woods was famous for its homebrew is probably just a  
coincidence. Scientists, spoilsports that they are, have more mundane explanations 
involving genetic mutations and such. But what caused the mutation in the first 
place? We like to think that it was spaceman pee. 

This is the perfect place to come to marvel at the strange phenomenon, let your 
imagination run wild, and arrive at your own conclusions. Anytime during spring, 
summer, or fall is a good time to visit. Winter access depends on snow cover. Come 
either early or late in the season when the trees have no leaves, and the bare twisted 
branches make the place feel even more spooky.   

Location: About 65 km northeast of the Battlefords in the Thickwood Hills, north of 
Speers and south of Alticane. 
N 52.87102, W 107.53751 
 

 

Crooked Bush
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Difficulty Rating: u Easy

Getting There: Directions to the Crooked Bush are signposted from Hwy #40 
between Hafford and Speers. Heading east of Speers on Hwy #40, take the first road 
to the north and go 16 km, then west for 0.6 km. The entire distance from Hwy #40 
is along a good gravel road. You’ll find a parking area next to the trees. It’s important 
to stay on the boardwalk to avoid compacting the soil around the trees so they can 
continue sending up their crooked offspring. 

Crooked Bush

«

The Road to Love 
Narrow Hills Scenic Drive  

B  efore you get too excited about finding romance, keep in mind that we’re talk-
ing about the Village of Love, near the northern edge of the grain belt on Hwy 

#55. In the days before modern roads, folks wanting to reach the lakelands just to 
the north would travel along simple trails that followed the high ridges through thick 
forest. One of those trails has been designated the Narrow Hills Scenic Drive, and is a 
highlight of visiting Narrow Hills Provincial Park. 

This park is an exceptional place to see the powerful effects of glaciers, when great ice 
sheets scoured the land 10,000 years ago, and formed long ridges such as eskers and 
push moraines. The Narrow Hills Scenic Drive begins near the park’s core area at Low-
er Fishing Lake. Interpretive panels along the way relate stories on the geology and 
history of the hills. The road starts out fairly smoothly as it steadily climbs the push 
moraine ridge, but soon becomes a narrow, one-lane track that is rutted in places.
 

Narrow Hills Scenic Drive

Narrow Hills Scenic Drive along the forested push moraine.
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If that isn’t enough, the waters are also said to cure whatever ails you. The healing 
properties are the stuff of legends. Early stories tell of a group of Cree inflicted with 
smallpox who camped near Little Manitou Lake on their way to the Saskatchewan 
River. Those too weak to travel were left behind. One man managed to get to the lake 
in an attempt to cool his fever. Too weak to return to camp, he lay on the shore until 
next morning, when he found that his fever had broken. His companions then bathed 
in the water and were also cured. They eventually caught up to the rest of the group  
who were convinced that they were seeing ghosts. 

Settlers in the area soon discovered the healing properties. Word spread, and eventu-
ally the lake became a popular resort. Dubbed the Carlsbad of Canada, this was “the” 
place to come to see and be seen, bathe in the soothing waters, and “take the cure.” 

Today, Manitou Beach on the shore of the lake is home to a large mineral spa, as well 
as a beach, campground, cottage development, and the big band era Danceland with 
its famous horsehair-cushioned dance floor. 

Location: Manitou Beach is just north of Watrous, or about 120 km southeast of 
Saskatoon. 
N 51.72210, W 105.44536

Difficulty Rating: u Easy

Getting There: Manitou Beach is 5 km north of Watrous. For a swim in the magical 
waters, you can choose the lake in the summer, or the heated indoor Manitou Springs 
Mineral Spa, which is open year round. 

Resources: Manitou Springs Resort Hotel & Mineral Spa: www.manitousprings.ca 
Also see the Resort Village of Manitou Beach: www.manitoubeach.ca

Little Manitou Lake

«
«

Who doesn’t like snakes? Here you don’t merely see a few slithering around, 
but literally piles of writhing reptiles in the thousands. The garter snakes have 

been here for a long time, likely hundreds of years. Then things got a bit complicated 
almost a century and a half ago when the Canadian government built the most im-
portant institution in western and northern Canada right on top of them. The prob-
lem was that the fort-builders didn’t know it at the time. 

The newly-formed North West Mounted Police completed their historic March West 
in 1874. They established their first post at Fort Livingstone, which served as Mount-
ie headquarters. This was also the first capital of the North-West Territories prior 
to moving the capital to Battleford in 1878. The recruits soon discovered that Fort  

Springtime Orgy  
Snakes of Fort Livingstone 

Fort Livingstone Snakes

Red-sided garter snakes in a mating ball.
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Livingstone’s pleasant site on the banks of the Swan River was already occupied—by 
wriggling red-sided garter snakes. Lots of them. The snakes spend the winter in an 
underground hibernaculum in the riverbank, then stream out en masse during warm 
spring days. Journals written at the fort make many references to snakes getting into 
everything and causing quite a fuss. Mounties often passed the time by having snake-
catching contests. 

Fort Livingstone is long gone; all that remains is an historic monument and plaques 
documenting its former glory. The snakes, however, are still there and continue their 
age-old rituals. As they emerge from their hibernaculum and the weather warms, the 
red-sided reptiles are immediately ready to mate, and they’re not shy about it. More 
than a hundred males could descend on a female, and as more join in the bedlam, 
they form mating balls of snakes, sometimes slowly rolling down the slopes in a knot-
ted coiled mass. Looking at the thick undulating heaps of snakes, it’s hard to imag-
ine how they become untangled. The orgy continues on and on, with several differ-
ent concentrations, sometimes growing in size and sometimes breaking into smaller 
units. Eventually they all disperse to feed on insects, frogs, worms, and other tasty 
morsels, with females giving birth to live babies later in the summer.

«

Fort Livingstone Snakes

«

Location: North of Pelly on the banks of the Swan River. 
N 51.90588, W 101.95939

Difficulty Rating: u Easy. The road could be a problem in very wet conditions.   

Getting There: Take the grid road directly north of Pelly for 5 km, then turn west at 
the sign for Fort Livingstone. Follow this road for 2.7 km to the historic marker. Keep 
going west on the same road past the historic marker for another 0.2 km to a clearing 
between two bushes. In spring there will likely be packed grass where other cars have 
parked. Walk north (look for a worn path) only a few metres to the rim of the river-
bank. You’ll probably see some snakes on the rim, but the biggest concentrations are 
generally just over the rim on the slope of the banks. You may hear the snakes before 
you see them, a slight swooshing sound through the low shrubs as they react to your 
footsteps. There are so many that you have to be careful where you step. If you stand 
still, some might even slither over your shoes. 

When to Go: The window of opportunity to see this phenomenon is quite short, 
usually a span of a couple of weeks or so in early May—around Mother’s Day is gener-
ally considered optimal. Peak times could vary according to the weather. If it has been 
a colder than normal spring, the snakes may decide to stay snuggled in their burrows 
for another week or so. Sunny warm days could bring them out sooner. It may be 
worthwhile calling the village office in Pelly to see what the action is like.  

Resources: Pelly village office: www.pelly.ca  306-595-2124

Fort Livingstone Snakes
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While the cliff-lined east side of the bay is 
the prime attraction, the island-studded 
west side is beautiful as well. The colours 
on the labyrinth of rocky outcroppings are 
almost unreal. In one area most of the  
islands are a bright pink, while others have 
rocky veins of icy-white, or are clothed in 
orange lichen. The shallow water varies 
from shades of bluish-green to deep tur-
quoise. 

Location: Along the north shore of Lake 
Athabasca, roughly 30 km east of Uranium 
City and 55 km west of Fond du Lac. 
N 59.46148, W 108.12830

Difficulty Rating: x Considerable ef- 
fort required.
 
Getting There: With no roads and no 
nearby communities, access isn’t easy. 

The only practical way to travel is by boat, and often boat travel can be difficult. The 
east side of large Reed Bay is fairly open, so windy conditions can make the water 
quite rough. But if you manage to make it here, Reed Bay is only one of many special 
places in the neighbourhood. The west side of the bay leads to the narrow and pro-
tected Easter Channel between the mainland and the hodgepodge of islands. It then 
leads to the entrance to MacIntosh Bay, with its narrow opening that broadens into a 
large island-filled bay surrounded by bulbous hills. 

The bay just to the east of Reed Bay is the mouth of the Oldman River. This area is 
known for its incomparable fishing.  

Reed Bay

«

«

Like Nowhere Else on Earth
Giant Dunes of Athabasca  

The Athabasca Sand Dunes are quite simply the top natural wonder of Saskatch-
ewan, if not all of Canada. Awesome features abound, with the giant dunes the 

most impressive of all.  

The Athabasca Sand Dunes stretch for about 100 kilometres along the south shore 
of Lake Athabasca—the largest active dunes in Canada and the most northerly major 
dunes in the world. It’s as if a desert-like environment were somehow misplaced in 
the northern forest, bordered by lakes and sliced by rivers. It’s not only the stunning 
scenery around every corner that’s special. Botanists consider this among the most 
important places in Canada, with over 50 rare plants, some of which grow nowhere 
else on Earth. 

The highlight is the expansive William River Dune Field west of the William River, a 
bit south of the lake’s shore. Sprawling across the middle of this dune field lie 40 or 

Giant Dunes

Sand blows off the crest of a giant dune.
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so giant dunes, some over a kilometre long and as high as 35 metres, or over 100 
feet. Many have knife-edge crests running in sinuous curves, where powdery grains 
of sand are whipped by the wind. As you struggle up an imposing monster, your feet 
sink with every step, but once on top, the view is unbelievable. Sunset is pure magic, 
as one side of the dune falls into shadow while the other is saturated with rich shades 
of gold.    

Location: Centre of the William River Dune Field in the Athabasca Sand Dunes, 
west of the William River, and slightly south of Lake Athabasca. 
N 59.02, W 109.30 (approximate centre of William River Dune Field).

Difficulty Rating: x Considerable effort required. 

Getting There: Just arranging to visit the Athabasca Sand Dunes requires a good 
deal of effort in planning, let alone making your way to the giant dunes and back.  

Part of Athabasca Sand Dunes Provincial Park, this is a wilderness area with no road 
access, no communities, and no services of any kind. To get there you have to either 
fly or take a boat, and be fully equipped for wilderness camping. Occasionally, tour 
operators offer guided excursions (check with Tourism Saskatchewan for a current 
list of operators providing transportation services or guided trips). Stony Rapids is 
the main service centre on Lake Athabasca, where you can charter float planes. You 

Giant Dunes

Above: Only sparse grasses grow far into the dune field.
Opposite: The knife-edge crest of a giant dune at sunset. 
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«

may also be able to arrange boat transport from Lake Athabasca communities such as 
Fond du Lac or Uranium City. However, travelling on this wide open part of the huge 
lake is seldom easy as rough conditions are often the rule. 
 
If the lake is calm (and that’s a big “if”), float planes may be able to land near the 
mostly beach-lined shallow shore of Thomson Bay, which curves in a wide 25-km arc 
east of the mouth of the William River. Cantara Lake, just south of Beaver Point at 
the east end of Thomson Bay, is an alternate landing spot in rough conditions. From 
this small protected lake, a portage trail of about 0.5 km leads to the shore of Lake 
Athabasca.

Our preferred way of getting to the giant dunes is to canoe along the William River. 
We have canoed down the river (a fairly challenging paddle), but on other trips, also 
headed upstream from Lake Athabasca. Even though there are no rapids to contend 
with in the last 18 km, it’s still a tough upstream paddle against the often strong 
current and extremely shallow water in a sand-choked, wide braided stream. Some-
times the river is too shallow for travel if water levels are low. Once you arrive at the 
point where the rapids end and the braided section begins, you’ve found the perfect 
jumping-off point to hike to the giant dunes.  

Hiking to the river from Thomson Bay is another option. You can start at the western 
end of the Thomson Bay Dune Field that borders the lake, then walk southwest along 
the edge of the dune field for about 5 km to the William River, close to the end of 
the rapids. As a general rule, it is possible to wade across the wide and shallow river. 
However, do not simply assume that you can cross without carefully assessing condi-
tions. Varying water levels and shifting sandbars can make the river bottom unstable. 
Occasionally, the channels may be too deep to cross safely, and you may have trouble 
finding firm footing in the constantly moving sand. 

On the west side of the river, it’s a walk of about two hours to the giant dunes. We 
usually start by walking almost perfectly perpendicular to the river. The big dunes 
aren’t visible from the river, but as you walk further into the endless sea of sand 
and gradually gain altitude, they soon become visible and you can choose the dunes 

«

Giant Dunes

you want to visit. It is extremely important to avoid walking across the fragile desert 
pavement, formed when wind blows away fine sand particles, leaving a layer of tiny 
pebbles on the surface. You can skirt these extensive patches of desert pavement by 
taking a circuitous route. 

In short—it ain’t easy. But when you sit atop a giant dune at sunset, surrounded by 
sand as far as you can see, the lake in the distance, and absolutely no trappings of 
“civilization,” it is among the most extraordinary experiences, not only in Saskatch-
ewan, but anywhere in the world. 

Resources: Contact Athabasca Sand Dunes Provincial Park for more information, as 
well as regulations on visiting the park: www.saskparks.com  306-425-4245

Keep walking, you’ll get there eventually! It can be disconcerting walking west from the William 
River. To begin with, you wander into a seemingly endless sea of sand. You can’t see the giant dunes 
until you gain some altitude.  

Giant Dunes




