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FARM LIVING

Road trip through Souris Valley rich in history and scenery

TALES FROM THE ROAD

ARLENE & ROBIN KARPAN

he Souris Valley in south-
I eastern Saskatchewan offers
greatroad trips. The most
convenient starting point is Este-
van, known as the Sunshine Capital
of Canada, said to have more hours
of sunshine than any city in the
country. It’s also considered the
Energy Capital of Saskatchewan
because oftheimportance ofoiland
gas production and coal mining to
fuelnearby power stations.

Coal mining historylooms large.
An historic marker next to the
ornate Estevan Court House com-
memorates Coal Miner’s Corner. It
was here in 1931 that striking coal
miners were confronted by police.
In the ensuingriot, three miners
were killed and other strikers and
some policewere injured.

Anenduringreminderofthatevent
isin the cemetery at Bienfait, a town
just east of Estevan. The epitaph on
the grave of the three miners reads
“Murdered in Estevan Sept. 29, 1931
byRCMP”,

Feelings ran high over the inci-
dent, with the controversial inscrip-
tionrubbed outand repainted afew
times. To commemorate the 90th
anniversary of the strikein 2021, the
grave was refurbished and plaques
wereinstalledrecognizingthe three
miners as heroes of the labour
movement.

The nearby Bienfait Coalfields
Historical Society Museum features
coal mining from 1895 to the pres-
ent. It'shoused in the former train
station, which was the site of anoth-

The imposing sandstone formation near the hamlet of Roche Percee is a highlight of a trip through southeastern Saskatchewan’s Souris River
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er notorious event. During Prohibi-
tion in the United States, a flourish-
ing business in the Bienfait and
Estevan area was smuggling booze
across theborder to a thirsty Ameri-
canmarket.

In 1922, rum-running kingpin
Paul Matoff was shot and killed in
the Bienfait railway station. His kill-
er was never found. This incident
spurred the government to clamp
down onrum-running.

Other reminders of early mining
days lie scattered across the land-
scape — countless spoil piles or

huge mounds of soil that were
removedsominerscouldaccessthe
coal seamsbeneath.

Today, mining companies are
required to level and reclaim the
land when the coal is depleted, but
not so years ago. Some consider
them eyesores, while others see
them as excellent wildlife habitat or
grazingland.

Wecandoacircleroadtriparound
the Boundary Dam reservoir, the
long, narrow lake that supplies
water to the Boundary Dam Power
Station. Heading south of Estevan
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Travelling beside the meandering Souris River can make for a
pleasant country drive.

on Highway 47, we pass two sec-
tions of Woodlawn Regional Park,
onein atreed area next to the
Souris River and another at Bound-
ary Dam Beach. This is the only
place in Saskatchewan where it’s
possible to catch largemouth bass,
since heated water discharged
fromthe power station maintainsa
temperature that is warm enough
for this species.

Otherssites along the wayinclude a
place to watch massive trucks cross
the highway as they transport coal to
the power station. Historicsite mark-
ers commemorate an early North-
West Mounted Police camp, as well
as the crash of a Royal Canadian Air
Force plane in 1946 thatkilled 21 air-
men. Atthe south end of the lake, a
wildlife sanctuary at Wood-End
Lookout offers greatviews.

Driving up the west side of the
lake, we can extend the route to
include Rafferty Dam on the Souris
River, built for flood control and
water supply, along with fishing
and otherrecreation.

Our favourite road trip heads east
of Estevan and includes the top
scenichighlightofthe Souris Valley
— the imposing sandstone forma-
tion at the hamlet of Roche Percee.
While the most direct approach is
along Highway 39, we prefer amore

scenicroute. Take Shand Road just
outside Estevan going south to the
Shand Power Station overlooking
the Souris Valley. Cross to the south
side of the river, then follow the
backroads running east along the
picturesque river valley to Roche
Percee. Alongtheway, a cairncom-
memorates Short Creek Camp
where the North-West Mounted
Police camped on their historic
March Westin 1874.

Roche Percee is named for a win-
dow-like holein therock, hence the
French name for pierced rock.
While theupper portion ofthe main
“window” collapsed years ago, the
extensivesiteisfilled with intriguing
formations such as arches, smaller
windows and hoodoo-like pillars.

Travelling east from Roche Per-
cee, we canstayin the Souris Valley
all the way to Highway 9, south of
Oxbow. The valley is lined with
other sandstone outcroppings and
landmarks, such as Sugarloaf Hill,
named for its distinctive shape.
The rest of the route has a more
remote feel, with little traffic and
few farmyards as we travel beside
themeanderingriver onapleasant
country drive.

Arlene and Robin Karpan are well-travelled

writers based in Saskatoon.
Contact: travel@producer.com.



