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Mindfulness is a practice that is involved in many 
religious and secular traditions. Most well known is 
its roots in Buddhism, Hinduism, and yoga. Some 
scholars explain that mindfulness “also has roots in 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam” (Trousselard et al., 
2014).  Jon Kabat-Zinn, as a molecular biologist, in the 
1970s, along with his colleagues created a therapeutic 
technique called Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction, 
which he developed from the Buddhist concept of sati. 
Kabat-Zinn, removing undertones of religion, described 
mindfulness as “the awareness that arises through 
paying attention, on purpose, in the present moment, 
and non-judgmentally” (Allard, S. 2021). 

This concept of secular mindfulness has risen in 
popularity and used in many settings including schools 
and in areas of environmental education, place-based 
education, health education, and other fields where 
educators are trying to create an awareness of not 
only one’s own body, but our body in places, and in 
connection to nature, and the more-than-human world. 

With the development of the internet, computers that fit 
into our pockets, google, AI, and other unlimited ways 
of staying connected, many scholars and teachers are 
recognizing the importance of getting students away 
from screens and noticing what is in the present around 
them. It is helpful to frame the environment as a series 
of relationships and for students to see themselves 
within those relations. This is why we chose the theme 
Mindful Moments outdoors for this issue of the journal. 

Specifically in an environmental education context, 
I remember reading a piece by Heesoon Bai in 
2009 in the Canadian Journal for Environmental 
Education called Touching the earth with the heart of 
enlightened mind: A Buddhist practice of mindfulness 
for environmental education. This article “argues that 
the current ecological crisis arises from our dualistic 

consciousness which separates mind from body and 
self from world. This dualistic consciousness prevents 
us from experiencing the value in nature, and therefore 
leads to instrumentalist treatment of nature” (p.92). The 
article goes on to explore how mindfulness can help 
lead to more compassionate attitudes towards the 
more-than-human world. 

While the primary goal of environmental education is 
often to create awareness, understanding, compassion, 
and relationships with nature in order to take action 
and advocate for the health of the planet, we know that 
there are many other benefits that come along with 
doing education outdoors, in places, with attention. Our 
authors in this issue of the journal describe some of 
these benefits of being mindful outdoors. 

To begin the issue, Jenn Henry writes about using 
mindfulness in her grade 2 classroom. She describes 
developing social and emotional learning (SEL) skills 
with her students to support their overall well-being. 
She said within her focus of SEL skills, their practice 
has taught them the importance of mindfulness and 
gratitude for the natural world and for each other.  

On Page 16, Maria Enns writes about her family 
experience of home schooling, and how using 
mindfulness for her own self reflections and trying to 
spend more time outdoors, in gratitude for the place 
she lives, helped calm her inner anxieties and help her 
family connect more with the more-than-human world. 

For many years, Barry Mitchke had a column in The 
Waterfront Press, a local newspaper of the area. These 
articles were compiled into two volumes and include 
his thoughts and commentaries on wildlife, trees, and 
flowers of the area as well as on interrelationships and 
interactions within the ecosystem. He shared a few of 
these articles with us in our Research from the Field 
section. 
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My Prairie
By Carla Streeton

My prairie,
A place with wheatfields of gold.
With hot, gorgeous summers,
and winters of harshness and cold.

In my prairie, 
beauty is found all around...
From our breathtaking skies
to the sparkling rocks on the ground.

And on warm prairie nights,
through the great fields of wheat,
the Northern Lights dance.
Their dance soft and sweet.

There’s nowhere else in the world like my 
prairie!

So, no matter where in this great world I 
roam,
I will always come back to 
My prairie.
My home. 
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Living Skies School Division (p. 12) describes a new 
program to them called Land is my Teacher where they 
try to bring together Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
perspectives to build a more holistic form of educational 
delivery. To highlight another program, Aditi Garg 
interviewed For Peat’s Sake, a group of northern 
community members, Lac La Ronge band members, 
and Saskatchewan citizens committed to protecting 
peatlands from peat mining. 

Carmen Gilmore (p.29) takes a look at a school yard 
policy in her article Nature-Based Learning Policy: 
From Victory Gardens to Living Schoolyards. She 
describes a lack of provincial policy for green school 
yards that incorporate gardens, and gives suggestions 
for how that could change. 

In the article Mindful Moments Outside: Discovering 
Nature and History on the Trails at Sunset Beach we 
learn about how the 2024 trails project transformed 
the trails of Sunset Beach (the east shoreline of Lake 
Diefenbaker) from a scenic route to an educational and 
interpretive space by the Prairie Sky Trails Association 
Inc.

Lastly, being mindful in the outdoors often leads to art 
and poetry. We had many poetry submissions inspired 
from paying attention and noticing the life around 
them. Doris Nabess-Flett wrote two poems about her 
life in the north called The Hunter and The Trapline. 
Carla Streeton wrote a poem and shared it with us 

We have 8 Haikus to read from the experience of a 
group of people walking from Swift Current to titled 
titled My Prairie about her Saskatchewan home. 

We have 8 Haikus to read from the experience of 
a group of people walking from Swift Current to 
Battleford along the route of a historic trail. And lastly, 
we have a series of 5 poems by Diane Miller about her 
five different winter bird visitors. 

We hope you enjoy flipping through and reading the 
different ways that educators, families, professors, 
naturalists, outdoor enthusiasts, and others have taken 
up being Mindful in the Outdoors. 
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My Prairie

My prairie,
A place with wheatfields of gold.

With hot, gorgeous summers,
and winters of harshness and cold.

In my prairie, 
beauty is found all around...
From our breathtaking skies

to the sparkling rocks on the ground.

And on warm prairie nights,
through the great fields of wheat,

the Northern Lights dance.
Their dance soft and sweet.

There’s nowhere else in the world like my prairie!

- Carla Streeton
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Carmen Gilmore is an environmental policy wonk and loves nature-based art. She is interested in 
the human connection to place and the memories and stories that are evoked. When not writing 
or walking the family dog, you can find Carmen exploring the wild spaces of Saskatchewan and 
transforming the treasures she finds into art.

Barry Mitchke is a farm boy from Langenburg, SK. He taught Biology and Science at three Regina 
Collegiates, finishing his career doing and guiding Science, Mathematics and Practical & Applied 
Arts curriculum work at Saskatchewan Learning. Involved with Outdoor Education from the early 
1970’s, Barry was President of and had other roles with the Saskatchewan Outdoor & Environmental 
Association (SOEEA, now SaskOutdoors) for 25+ years. Valerie and he built their conservation 
house in the Qu’Appelle Valley near Lumsden, and continue living there successfully on the 
hectarage, since 1982. They have two daughters and a new grandson. He is the last-President of 
the Lumsden Valley Community Association (LuVCA) 2006-2020. In 2022-2023, he published many 
experiences in Qu’Appelle Valley Views: Perspective on Life, Living and Lifestyles, Volumes I and II.

Maria Enns holds a Bachelor of Education degree in Arts Education from the University of Regina 
and has spent years connecting the worlds of education, art, and spiritual mentorship. She is a 
church leader, and workshop facilitator in topics ranging from artmaking to homeschooling, 
bringing together practical teaching experience with spiritual guidance. Living on our family farm 
in Saskatchewan has deepened my connection to the land and shaped my understanding of how 
natural cycles intersect with human experience.

Jenn Henry humbly works, plays, and learns on Treaty Six Territory in Prince Albert, Saskatchewan. 
She holds a B.A, B.Ed., and M.Ed. in ECE and has taught elementary school since 2010. She is a 
proud mother, lifelong learner, gardener, and creative maker, always looking for her next adventure 
and challenge.

Dianne Miller is a retired professor of Educational Foundations, College of Education, University 
of Saskatchewan, and a member of the Saskatoon Insight Meditation Community and Saskatoon 
Nature Society.  She believes birds are beacons for the soul.  

Kale Deutscher is an 18-year-old high school student at Tommy Douglas Collegiate in Saskatoon. 
He will be attending the University of Saskatchewan for the College of Engineering in the Fall. Kale 
takes his free time outdoors on canoe trips, hikes or anything to get close with nature. 

Doris Nabess-Flett is a wife, Mom, Mema, sister to 9, Aunt to 149. She grew up on the Trapline and 
spent summers at fish camp with my family. 

Prairie Sky Trails Association Inc. is a non-profit organization created to enhance and develop 
trails, public parks, and green spaces in close association with Rural Municipalities and developing 
organizations. Prairie Sky Trails Association focuses on providing unique, recreational, and 
educational opportunities for persons of all ages and abilities in the establishment of several miles 
of trails to date that accompany public green spaces and recreational parks.

Carla Streeton is a mother, teacher, entrepreneur, and artist who is grateful to live and work on 
Treaty six. She is a passionate advocate for connecting kids with nature and believes strongly in 
the power of play. She wrote this poem “My Prairie” during a time of homesickness – it has been a 
reminder to her that while the world may offer us amazing experiences – there is truly no place like 
home. It speaks to how the connections that we form with the land can be a source of comfort for 
us, no matter where we may find ourselves.
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MINDFUL MOMENTS IN SEL
BY: JENNIFER HENRY
Jenn writes about using mindfullness in her SEL classroom.

Curriculum Brought to Life
THE LAND IS MY TEACHER
BY: LIVING SKY SCHOOL DIVISION
Living Skies School Division explains a new program called The 
Land is My Teacher that brings together Indigenous and non-
Indigenous ways of knowing

Family Experience
PRAIRIE NIGHTS: LESSONS IN LETTING GO
BY MARIA ENNS
Maria writes about finding solace in the outdoors and learning 
from the natural rhythms of nature how to support her high 
school children’s homeschooling.

Spotlight
MINDFUL MOMENTS OUTSIDE: DISCOVERING NATURE AND 
HISTORY ON THE TRAILS AT SUNSET BEACH
BY SHELLEY CALDWELL & PRAIRIE SKY TRAILS ASSOCIATION 
INC.
Shelley Caldwell explains how Sunset Beach on Lake
Diefenbaker is the perfect spot for outdoor education and 
connection.

This is My Place
TRAIL WALK HAIKUS
BY HUGH HENRY AND WALK PARTICIPANTS
In 2017, a number of people walked from Swift Current  to 
Battleford along the route of a historic trail. They challenged 
eachother to write Haikus while being mindful on their walk.

Research From the Field
QU’APPELLE VALLEY VIEWS: PERSPECTIVES ON 
LIFE, LIVING & LIFESTYLES
BY BARRY A. MITSCHKE
Barry Mitschke submitted 3 pieces from his two volume set called
Valley Views: Perspectives on LIfe, LIving, and Lifestyles. He 
comments on Anthropomorphism, Three-flowered avens, and 
Chickadees. 

Species Profile
WINTER VISITORS
BY DIANNE MILLER
A series of poems about bird visitors in the winter.

Let’s Talk Policy
NATURE-BASED LEARNING POLICY: FROM VICTORY
GARDENS TO LIVING SCHOOLYARDS
BY CARMEN GILMORE
Carmen describes a gardening policy in schools that doesn’t exist 
yet.

Nature Lover Profile
FOR PEAT’S SAKE
INTERVIEWED BY ADITI GARG
Maggie King, Susan Jolly-Maxie and Miriam Körner are some of 
the founding members of For Peat’s Sake – Protecting Northern 
Saskatchewan Muskegs. Here they answer questions about their 
program. 

What it Takes
CANOEING ON THE CHURCHILL RIVER
BY KALE DEUTSCHER
From the biting winds of a nine-day struggle to the adrenaline 
of the “party line” rapids, a student discovers the grit and glory 
of Saskatchewan’s Churchill River.
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The Trapline

A few months out of the year, 
My Dad and Brothers would disappear.
Just over the tracks and down the trail,

To where you could try roast beaver tail.
After breakfast and coffee,

Maybe some of Mom’s homemade toffee.
Off they would go traps a clanging,

When they got back their furs would be hanging. 
Skinning and stretching my Mom would sweat, 
Together they would trap until it got too wet.

Then home they would come skin baked to a shine,
Until next Fall when they went back to the trapline. 

- Doris Nabess-Flett
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 “Place Practice”: Mindful Moments 

Submitted by: Jenn Henry

Affording children opportunities to be outside, play, and develop social and 
emotional learning (SEL) skills supports their overall well-being. The need 
for explicit instruction for self-regulation and mindfulness has become 
more apparent in recent years in the elementary classroom. Children 
need practice, support, and time to work through moments laden with 
big feelings. The process can feel exhausting for the kids and the adults 
walking them through it. However, students won’t be ready to do anything 
else until we put in the time to help them through these moments, so we 
might as well start early and practice often! 

In my grade two classroom, we practice SEL strategies strategically and 
systematically through daily lessons. Then, we practice them again through 
our play in authentic, real-time and real-world opportunities with our peers 
and supporting adults. Play provides an important vehicle for children to 
develop agency, resilience, and interpersonal and social-emotional skills. 
This supported practice happens inside the classroom and outdoors, 
though it is needed less often outside. Our practice of SEL has taught us 
the importance of mindfulness and gratitude in our view of and interactions 
with the natural world and one another. It has also allowed us to find ways 
to appreciate, care for,  and learn from the land and each other along the 
way.

When children have the time, space, and opportunities to play outdoors, 
they connect with nature, push personal limits, and learn about 
themselves, others, and the natural world. When we give children time to 
practice mindfulness outdoors and use nature as a teacher to ground and 
calm them, we provide them with another tool and a greater appreciation 
of what the natural world offers. It is more than being outside; it is noticing, 
appreciating, and caring for the natural world that calms and connects us. 
It is recognizing that we are a part of something bigger than ourselves.

PLACE PRACTICE
MINDFUL MOMENTS

MINDFUL MOMENTS OUTDOORSMINDFUL MOMENTS OUTDOORS

OF LAND AND LIVING SKIES   FALL 2025OF LAND AND LIVING SKIES   FALL 2025



1110

My class and I have practiced mindful listening, 
taking walks on the school grounds and the 
surrounding neighbourhood, and pausing to 
listen and share what we hear. We have practiced 
mindful looking and noticing the details in our 
surroundings. We have practiced mindful touch, 
holding items to notice the details that make them 
unique and special. Mindful taste as we explore 
new and familiar food and drink flavours and 
textures. Mindful smelling as we explore scents 
that elicit memories and emotions, recognizing 
the calming ability of scents in our environment. 
What has developed is a group of students who 
are more inclined to find moments of mindfulness 
in the ordinary, who use these moments to calm 
their busy brains and bodies and regulate their 
emotions. 

On one of our recent trips to Little Red River 
Park, just North of Prince Albert, we paused as 
we crossed a bridge to listen to the sound of the 
river that was just beginning to flow as the ice 
thawed, a moment that may have been missed 
had we not previously taken the time to practice 
mindfulness. A moment that may have been 
missed if we hadn’t taken the time to be outdoors 
on a sunny winter day. It was not by accident that 
my students noticed the beauty in the river as it 
trickled down the riverbed. The glints of sun off 
the water, the dark and light in the depths of the 
water, the crackle of the ice as the water pushed 
past it. These magical, beautiful moments pass 
us by if we don’t slow down to notice them. If we 
rush from one place to another, from one task or 
activity to the next, and if we don’t teach children 
to slow down and notice the world around them, 
they will not appreciate its gifts.

Our words and actions carry tremendous weight 
in children’s eyes; what we prioritize and value 
tells children a story. Showing them that their 
feelings are valid and matter is helping us to 
raise a generation of children who won’t have to 

unlearn so much as adults. This can be all they 
know, and the start of change for a healthier 
generation. We have an important responsibility to 
children to show them how to slow down, notice, 
take deep breaths, and take care of themselves, 
each other, and the land. As Kimmerer (2013) 
reminds us, the land teaches us everything we 
need to know. The land is the real teacher. All we 
need as students is mindfulness.

References:

Kimmerer, R. (2013). Braiding sweetgrass: 
Indigenous wisdom, scientific knowledge and the 
teachings of plants. Milkweed Editions. 
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CURRICULUM BROUGHT TO LIFE

THE LAND IS MY 

TEACHER

By: Living Sky School Division

The Land is My Teacher is a resource-based 
project that brings together Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous ways of knowing and 
perspectives through learning from/on/by the 
Land. Walking together and recognizing the 
Land as our teacher and the Universe as our 
classroom.

Valuing the land we share, learning about 
history, the treaty relationship, and the story of 
the land, is an authentic act of reconciliation. 
We recognize the benefits of Treaty 6 and 

honour the responsibility to care for the land. 
Learning from Elders and Knowledge Keepers 
broadens perspective and creates meaningful 
connections to Indigenous languages and 
cultures. Working side by side with non-
Indigenous educators builds bridges between 
ways of knowing. Land-based Learning 
benefits all students as we grow in our 
understanding of sustainable land practices 
and the ecological impact on our future.  
Land-based learning is holistic learning that 
impacts the intellectual, physical, emotional, 
and spiritual domains of the child.  

Living Sky School Division’s Indigenous 
Learning Consultant, Sherron Burns, 
developed the project with the guidance 
of the Elder’s Council and local Indigenous 
Knowledge Keepers who have been invested in 
supporting education. Working in collaboration 
with Chantelle Edwards, SaskOutdoors, and 
EcoSchools Canada, has been a powerful 
impact on the program. Students and teachers 
benefit from the shared knowledge and 
experiences the team brings to each school. 
Working with local knowledge keepers has 
deepened the connection to local knowledge 
and helps schools as they continue to build 
relationships with the Nations in our area. 

To summarize: 

The Land is My Teacher creates bridges between 
Indigenous knowledge and perspectives and 

western knowledge. Resources are curated 
into 9 Themes for exploration:

•	Worldview

•	Animal Knowledge

•	Plant Knowledge

•	Expressive Arts

•	Learning from Games

•	Stars and Other Stories

•	Inquiry and Wonder

•	Mosum Buffalo

•	Breathe Like a Bear

9 Schools, 100 teachers, 1,500 students , 30+ 
Indigenous Elders and Knowledge Keepers, 
Ceremony, Partnership with SaskOutdoors 
and EcoSchools Canada.

Activities include:

•	Land recognition, reciprocity, protocols and 
worldview

•	Mapping our Playground and Identifying 
plants

•	Species diversity 

•	Nature walks, Sit Spots and Journaling

•	Metis beading and dancing

•	Traditional games

•	Working with hides, tanning, snaring

•	Storytelling, songs

•	Creation stories

•	Teacher PD and collaborations  
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The Hunter
He walks without noise in his moccasin feet.

His prey stops to listen unknowing to his soon to be 
defeat.

There is a loud crack from the firing of the gun
The great animal falls to his death the circle of life 

has again begun.
The hunter looks up to the sky with a nod of thanks.

He did not kill without reason 
this moose will feed his family for a season.

He takes home his kill with a face full of pride
Thinking all along what a great jacket his Mom 

would make from the hide. 
If you meet a hunter on the trail don’t treat him with 

disrespect
He is doing what his family and the Creator have 

come to expect.
 

- Doris Nabess-Flett

14 15
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Prairie Nights: Lessons In Letting Go

By Maria Enns

My soul was tired from schoolwork, from trying to figure out how to teach and understand, but not do the 
work for my two teenage children. This past autumn marked five years of homeschooling for our family. 
While I loved the time and freedom of this opportunity, I was weary from the hours spent in planning and 
facilitating learning.

Sitting next to my daughter, I reached for her laptop to type in search terms. Without a word, she pulled 
it back and started working. My initial hurt and annoyance quickly transformed to shame as I realized 
my micro-managing was both unnecessary and unwanted. Had the stress I’d been experiencing been 
entirely of my own making?

While my children did need guidance with time management and planning, they also needed 
independence to figure out how to prioritize tasks themselves. I hadn’t been allowing them that in my 
need to control. Once I realized this, I began to step back.

They still needed me, and they still wanted my help, but I began to give them time to work and struggle 
through some things without my nudging. In stepping back, I stepped right out the door and into the 

native prairie pasture that surrounds our farmyard. 

My mind raced as I walked. Finally, spent from 
ceaseless thought, I let the pasture pathways 
take the lead. I followed trails made by countless 
animals, observed grasses, and let the wind 
blow away knots of anxiety induced by too 
many commitments. Great expanses of horizon 
opened my crowded mind as I breathed in empty 
pastures, wild sagebrush, and wind. I began to feel 
unburdened.

Subsequently, my afternoons became marked by 
long walks in prairie hills surrounding our yard, 
where I didn’t have to think about essay structures 
or math exams. Every day of sunshine, and 
especially the ones that were calm, I felt grateful 
to find my feet on rugged cow trails. I didn’t always 
follow the paths, but they provided a structure 
for me on days when my mind was tangled with 
words, just needing to be led. I found a small stone 
circle on one of the highest points, about 5 feet 
across, where the ground dipped in the middle. 
Our surrounding hills are marked by stone circles, 
rings that quietly speak the past. I lay in the center 
of the circle, my head resting on a lichen-covered 
stone, and prayed for peace, for reconciliation, for 
the ancestors of the people who created this circle. 

Walking wasn’t enough. I wanted to lie on the 
grass—become part of the prairie. I yearned to 
grow roots like snakeweed and blue grama grass. 
I decided to stay overnight. My son, Caleb, joined 
me on my first pasture campout. We set up the 
tent next to the first tipi ring we had discovered in 
our pasture. That evening, I climbed the hill and 
was there alone for awhile. I sat in the doorway, 
imagining another’s life there, under a more natural 
tent, one made of hides, facing the same direction, 
away from the prevailing wind. Caleb’s headlamp 
bobbed up the hill at dusk. We fell asleep to a 
steady lullaby of insect song, loud in the silence. 

A buttery band of Aurora bent across the northern 

sky. At 1:30am, we stepped outside to see red and 
yellow lights painting the sky. Caleb smiled, “I 
haven’t seen northern lights since that time in our 
front yard”. I remembered that time too—the kids 
wrapped in snowsuits, lying in snow to witness the 
green shifting lights. 

There is a whole quiet world happening outside at 
night, just as beneath my feet the pasture is full of 
life and purpose and goes along generally without 
my knowledge. The world lives—it breathes—it is 
sustained and growing. And completely without 
my help or knowledge. My anxieties and daily 
concerns are placed in a new perspective. The 
outdoor world goes on and on, whether I witness 
it or not, such a comfort compared to the indoor 
world I micromanaged. 

In the dark I heard something walk by on careful 
feet, slowly, crunching gently on dried pasture 
grass as if through a crust of snow. 

I woke up just as the sun was rising, transforming 
the washed-out fields from brown to radiant gold, 
framed by deeply indigo clouds to the north. White 
ripples of cloud to the east shone pearly like an 
oyster shell. 

Not one to sit still for long, Caleb left early the 
next morning. Alone, breathing in chill morning 
air from the top of the hill. I drank coffee and 
soaked in a delicious sense of my own irrelevance. 
I was unnecessary to the continuance of my 
surroundings. Did the people of the stone circles 
drink something warm in the mornings up here? 
What root concoction filled their cups? Which 
of these plants surrounding my tent gave them 
warmth and comfort as they began their days?

Looking down at the yard, I felt my removal as 
more than just a physical distance. The cares of 
the house faded and left me feeling peace-filled, 
unconcerned about daily lists. While I knew that 
soon I’d go down, back into the routine of things, 
right then I felt unattached. 

FAMILY
EXPERIENCE
PRAIRIE NIGHTS: LESSONS IN LETTING GO
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That night was the first of many pasture 
sleepovers. The more I slept outside alone, the 
more I longed to. I felt wholly myself when I 
woke to the silence of the pasture, the rough 
ground under my feet. My favorite moments 
became the times-between-times: sunset 
and sunrise. I witnessed light fading over the 
horizon, first intensifying colors, then stripping 
them in dusk. I felt the deepening of the dark 

sky, revealing first a few stars, then countless 
ones, the Milky Way a smudge through the 
lights. Peace accompanying these moments 
downplayed the shocking and momentous 
transformation from day to night. It could be a 
metaphor to pattern my own life after, to seek 
grace and beauty and recognize it even in the 
face of enormous upheaval and change. 

SPOTLIGHT

MINDFUL MOMENTS OUTSIDE: 
DISCOVERING NATURE AND 
HISTORY ON THE TRAILS AT 

SUNSET BEACH

By: By Shelley Caldwell & Prairie Sky Trails 
Association Inc.

Feeling the breeze off the lake, hearing the 
call of a distant bird, or pausing to admire the 
wildflowers along a quiet trail. These are the 
mindful moments that shape the experience 
of being at Sunset Beach—a growing resort 
community tucked along the east shoreline 
of Lake Diefenbaker. Sunset Beach is the 
perfect destination for outdoor education and 
connection.

Among its many features, including a park and 

playground, sport court, and beach, it’s the 
network of recreational trails that truly capture 
the heart of the community. Winding along the 
lake’s shoreline, the more than 3 kilometers 
of trails invite walkers, joggers, cyclists, and 
nature lovers along a path to wellness and 
exploration.

In 2024, these trails transformed from scenic 
routes to outdoor classrooms through the 
launch of a new experiential education program.  
Ten interpretive signs were installed at key 
points along the trail, exploring the ecology, 

MINDFUL MOMENTS OUTDOORS

OF LAND AND LIVING SKIES   FALL 2025



21

history, and culture of the area. These signs 
aren’t just static displays; each includes a 
QR code that leads to a dedicated webpage 
with extended content, sparking curiosity 
and encouraging trail users to learn at their 
own pace. Adding to the experience, several 
of the signs feature original illustrations by 
local artist Carmen Heinrichs.

The topics featured on the signs are 
designed to engage everyone from young 
explorers to lifelong learners. Nature lovers 
can learn about the region’s diverse birdlife, 
including the eastern kingbird and the 
endangered piping plover. Others showcase 
the fish species living in Lake Diefenbaker’s 
waters—like rainbow trout, northern 
pike, and burbot—while a separate panel 
highlights larger wildlife like moose, coyotes, 
and pronghorn.

Botany enthusiasts can dive into the prairie’s 
plant life: prickly pear cactus, wild sage, 
and buffaloberry, to name a few. Another 
stop along the trail introduces the world of 
macroinvertebrates—tiny aquatic creatures 
like water mites and backswimmers that 
play a crucial role in freshwater ecosystems. 
The webpage also provides steps for pond 
dipping to inspire further exploration. 

The trails also explore the cultural and 
historical aspects of the area. Visitors learn 
about Indigenous Games—like Rock & Fist 
and Run & Scream—that are as much about 
agility and endurance as they are about fun. 
A Land Acknowledgement sign recognizes 
the area as being near the boundary 
between Treaty 4 and Treaty 6 territories. 
The accompanying webpage delves into the 
history and traditions of the Cree, Salteaux, 
Dakota, Nakota, Sioux, and Métis peoples 

who have long called this land home, and it 
includes a Reconcili-action Plan, reinforcing 
the program’s commitment to meaningful 
education and cultural respect.

Two signs offer glimpses into early settler life, 
highlighting the history of the Ector family 
homestead and the nearby Bonnie View Church, 
which has been designated a Saskatchewan 
Heritage Site. These glimpses into the past 
remind visitors of the determination and 
resilience of the region’s early communities.

Of course, no exploration of Sunset Beach 
would be complete without learning about Lake 
Diefenbaker itself. Created by the construction 
of Gardiner and Qu’Appelle Dams in the 1960’s, 
the lake is a man-made marvel- stretching over 
225 kilometers and supplying water, recreation, 

and inspiration to the people of Saskatchewan. 

The interpretive sign project was made 
possible through the support of Trans Canada 
Trail, Saskatchewan Trails Association, and the 
South Saskatchewan Community Foundation.  
The initiative was led by Prairie Sky Trails 
Association Inc., a non-profit dedicated to 
enhancing public trails, parks, and green 
spaces throughout Saskatchewan. Their focus 
is to create recreational and educational spaces 
that are inclusive, accessible, and inspiring for 

all ages. 

Prairie Sky Trails has also hosted educational 
programming in the Sunset Beach area, 
welcoming guests to participate in hands-on 
learning about the land, its ecosystems, and 
its stories. Whether planting trees, playing 
games, or dipping into a pond with a net, these 
activities make the outdoors come alive.

With benches along the way to rest, reflect, or 
simply take in the view, the trails encourage 
a slower pace—one where you can truly be 
present in the moment.

Because whether it’s your first time on the trail 
or your fiftieth, there’s always more to notice, 
more to learn, and more to appreciate.
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By Barry A. Mitschke 

Barry Mitschke, a long-time SaskOutdoors member, 
retired teacher, and naturalist put together two 
Volumes in 2022 & 2023 of his newspaper articles 
first published in The Waterfront Press, a Lumsden 
local newspaper. Together, Qu’Appelle Valley Views: 
Perspectives on Life, Living, and Lifestyles, are a 
collection of commentaries on wildlife, trees, and 
flowers of the area as well as on interrelationships 
and interactions within the ecosystem. The two 
volumes also touch on the effects of the human 
footprint together with a few thought-provoking 
questions at the end of each article.

For this issue of our community journal, he has 
selected three pieces that relate to the theme of 
Mindful Moments Outdoors. If you are interested in 
reading more of his work, his books are available 

in Saskatoon at McNally Robinson, Regina Beach 
at Last Mountain Lake Cultural Centre, Regina at 
the Royal Saskatchewan Museum,  Moose Jaw at 
Yvette Moore Gallery, Fort Qu’Appelle at Valley Drug 
Mart, Katepwa Village District Office, Lumsden at 
Lumsden Florist & the Town of Lumsden Office, 
and Lagenburg at Cre-ate Coffeehouse & Shoppe. 

SERENDIPITY TO ANTHROPOMORPHISM (from 
Vol. 2, page 107)

There are many approaches to writing this column. 
Since considerations for Nature are always 
foremost, I often take my clues from Mother 
Nature. By chance, as I watch from our windows, 
hike a trail, walk the roads, or drive by, there are 
always some natural events happening out there— 
if you stay tuned and stay alert! Eyes and ears are 
wonderful tools, but to have the camera ready, at 
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By: Hugh Henry and walk participants 

In 2017, a number of people walked from Swift Current to Battleford along the route 
of a historic trail. The purpose was to connect with nature, the land and its history, 
share experiences with other participants, and engage with people on farms and in 
communities along the way. 

To pass the time, we challenged each other to create haikus. Following, are some that 
reflect the environment and “mindful moments” that were experienced. 

Don Bolen                                                      Kristin Enns-Kavanagh
Step after tired step                                       Simple food and talk
let the brown-eyed susan say                       reconciliation is
blessed be the day                                         found on the journey
Christine Ramsay                                          Harold Steppuhn
Blisters are loyal                                             The land teaches us
they come again and again                           in our days, depositing
like blue grama grass                                     eskers and moraines
Matthew Anderson                                       Hugh Henry                  
They’re desiccating                                        Ursa shares its light
but we will walk anyways                              insistent correction lines
we’re Roundup ready                                     demand a true north
Richard Kotowich                                         Ken Wilson
If you walk the trail                                        The land remembers
then leave a trace of goodwill                      buffalo, blue grama grass

and the scent of sage                                    footsteps, dances, songs
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E TRAIL WALK HAIKUS RESEARCH FROM THE FIELD

QU’APPELLE VALLEY VIEWS: PERSPECTIVES ON LIFE, LIVING & LIFESTYLES
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the right time in the right place for the right topic, 
is almost impossible. Professional photographers 
devote their lives to that process and spend 
countless hours at it; I do not. I take my chances, 
but that involves a measure of serendipity-”an 
apparent aptitude for making fortunate discoveries 
accidentally” (Webster’s New World Dictionary/ 
WNWD). Part of the aptitude, I think, is sensing a 
presence and making the right connections in the 
mind immediately or upon reflection— and sharing 
the story.

From the time I started writing this column in 1997, 
the editors have always challenged me to illustrate 
it hopefully with a photo; but I have also used 
sketches, graphs, tables, etc.

I have many photos on file, but whether I can 
match them to a season, or find the creativity to 
write something meaningful, is challenging. As I 
have said before, the first 100 columns were almost 
monthly and the easiest to write—for various 
reasons. As I get older, I am shifting to writing 
periodically.

I have had the accompanying photo on file for a 
while. This event happened a few springs ago in 
our front yard, and I was lucky to watch it unfold. 
I have written about the white-tail deer before, 
so how could I approach this story? This is about 
mule deer. Some biology background helps.

This is what I remember. The doe and the fawn 
were there eating some grass and exploring. A 

few minutes later, the buck came over the hill and 
slowly approached the two, who had become more 
alert. Eventually, the doe and the buck touched 
noses, and then he wandered away. Seems simple.

Disney’s “Bambi” would be a great example of 
using anthropomorphism-”the attributing of 
human shape or characteristics to a god, animal or 
inanimate thing” (WNWD).

We observe natural events mostly with eyes and 
ears, and then the mind starts the interpretation. So, 
there are questions in terms of what I experienced.

ECOSOPHY

Had the deer been travelling together?

When the two became alert, were they afraid that 
the buck might harm them? Was the buck the 
father of the fawn, or just a relative? Was the “nose 
touching” an expression of acknowledgement, 
affection, or “love”? Is the doe showing respect or 
fear? Is she doing a curtsey or a submissive pose 
(bowing to the “king”)? What caused the patch of 
damaged fur on the doe? Is the buck the “king,” 
the doe the “queen,” and the fawn a “prince” or 
“princess”? What are your questions? Our answers 
could all be anthropomorphic!

I am sure any of the anthropomorphizing that we 
do is not wrong; a professional biologist is careful. 
We project human emotions and feelings onto 
wildlife, or onto our pets all the time.

(Do you “love” your cat, or vice versa?) All mammals 
share some genes, so how about emotions? But 
who really knows exactly what the deer were doing, 
feeling, and thinking at the time?

Hope, Peace, Joy, and Love for the Christmas 
season and beyond! Happy anthropomorphizing! 
(p2014.12.14)

Inquiring...

1. What does serendipity mean? .. 
anthropomorphism?

2. What are examples experienced during my 
lifetime that illustrate these words?

3. Have l ever been lucky to take photos of/in Nature 
that are amazing and wonderful? For instance...?

CHICKADEE, Black-capped (Vol. 24, Page 24)

These chickadees are common, permanent 
residents of the Qu’Appelle Valley. It is well worth 
the effort to set up a bird feeder for the winter in 
order to attract these little, acrobatic birds weighing 
about 10 grams (less than ½ ounce). Their favourite 
feeder food is sunflower seeds, which they grab, 
hold with their feet, and pound with their sharp 
bills to get at the

“meat”. They also like peanut butter with cornmeal 
and/or suet, and doughnuts. (If you have a feeder, 
always keep it stocked since all birds come to rely 
on that source of food.) In the wild, they eat a variety 
of wild things while searching their habitat: insect 
eggs and larvae in the tree bark; caterpillars, moths, 
spiders, beetles, aphids, millipedes, snails, seeds 
from conifers; and, wild fruit such as saskatoons 
and poison ivy berries. While they feed, especially 
in the surrounding shrubs or trees, they will perform 
their quick and extraordinary postures-now right 
side up, then upside down, and even sideways as 
they assume every imaginable position. 

These agile, cheerful, bright-eyed birds are one of 
Nature’s little wonders.

The Paridae (Titmouse) bird family has about 14 
species in North America including the chickadees, 
the bushtits, and the titmice. As the most common 
chickadee, the Black-capped Chickadee (Poecile 
atricapilla) is found in the deciduous forest zone 
across North America-the northern range goes 
from Alaska swinging beneath the Hudson’s Bay to 

Newfoundland and the southern range goes from 
the top of California swinging above Texas to the 
northeastern States. Other varieties of chickadees 
in North America include the Boreal, Carolina, 
Chestnut-backed, Gray-headed, Mexican, and 
Mountain. The Boreal variety has rarely been seen 
in the Valley as it frequents the northern/boreal 
and mountain forest across Canada. None of the 
other chickadees are native to Saskatchewan.

Other names for the Black-capped Chickadee 
include common chickadee, long-tailed chickadee, 
Oregon chickadee, Yukon chickadee, black-capped 
titmouse, and black-capped tit. Including the tail, 
they stretch 12-14 cm (5-6”). The distinguishing 
field marks are the black cap, black bib, and white 
cheeks with a light-grey back, buff wash on the 
sides, and a white underside. Their call sounds 
their name: “chic-a-dee-dee-dee” to which they 
will answer. During spring courtship, the call shifts 
to an equally familiar “fee-bee, fee-bee”, their type 
of “love” call. They have a slow, flitting flight pattern 
as they fly to and from their favourite habitat mainly 
natural shrubbery, woodland groves and coulees, 
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and residential plantations.

Callin reported that the earliest record of a Black-
capped Chickadee nest in the Qu’Appelle Valley 
was on May 29. They usually build a cup-shaped 
nest in a hollow, rotted tree containing a suitable 
cavity, although they may take over an abandoned 
nest or build in a birdhouse. See the accompanying 
drawing (credit: R. D. Symons. (1967). Hours and 
the Birds. A Saskatchewan Record. p. 161.) 

The nest is built of plant fibres and moss-lined with 
plant down and feathers. They lay 5-10 white eggs 
dotted with small reddish or brown spots. After 
hatching 11-13 days later, the young grow quickly 
and can leave the nest within 14-18 days.

Chickadees have an average lifespan of 6 years, 
but have been known to live 11 years.

The males will spend half of their day defending 
the approximately five-hectare (13-acre) breeding 
territory, which is quite large for a small bird. I 
guess this is why I usually only have one pair of 
chickadees at my feeder, since there is only room 
for several pairs on the whole hectarage. In the 
wintertime, they look brighter and plumper, as they 
puff their feathers for added insulation to protect 
themselves against the cold temperatures and 
biting winds. They are extremely hardy for their 
size. When they leave our feeder, I see them fly 
to a grove of chokecherry and saskatoon shrubs, 
where they must crawl under the vegetation and 
snow cover to wait out the cold nights. Chickadees 
help to make the hard winters more enjoyable! I 
trust you enjoy them too! (p2002.02.07)

Inquiring...

1. Why are chickadees so acrobatic?

2. What is their “love” call?

3. Please read Hours and the Birds by Symons.

AVENS, Three-flowered (Vol. 1, Page 177)

Aside from grass and weeds, one of the first green 
patches of vegetation showing on the prairie in 
spring are the Three-Flowered Avens. This year 
they even started blooming in April; normally this 
happens from May to July.

Checking the photo, one can see the three-
prominent flowers. They are reddish, purplish, or 
pinkish in colour, nodding on a stem that is short 
in spring, and then extends after flowering to reach 
15-40 cm (6-18”).

The stem rises from a mass of deeply-toothed 
leaves that are a brilliant green, even when it is dry 
like this year. The flowers get their colour from the 
sepals, not the petals-unlike most flowers.

Once they are done flowering, the seed-heads 
bear pink-feathery plumes-like feathery whiskers 
from a mature beard. If there are large masses of 
these flowers, they can appear like a haze of low-
lying smoke. This is why the Three-flowered Avens 
can be called: Old Man’s Whiskers, Prairie Smoke, 
or Torchflower!

It likes to grow in well-drained places, especially 
on the open Prairie. Patches of the Avens can vary 

from 10 to 100s of plants. It is one of the easiest 
wildflowers to transplant, since it is so drought 
tolerant. We have a patch beside our front walk 
where it copes with the sun (can be very hot) at all 
times of the year; it must survive with only rainfall, 
since we don’t irrigate our flower beds or lawn.

The plant has some medicinal properties. As 
Kershaw says (Saskatchewan Wayside Wildflowers 
p.127): “A pleasant tea, made from the fragrant pink 
roots, was widely used as a beverage ... a medicine 
for treating colds, flus, and fevers ... to reduce 
bleeding and inflammation... to treat diarrhea and 
dysentery and to sooth sore eyes, mouths, and 
throats. In the sweathouse, the roots were boiled 
to make a purifying wash for relieving aches and 
pains.

Check out this Avens as you do some hiking around 
the Valley this year. It is one of Nature’s spring 
gems! (p2008.05.15)

Inquiring...

1. What are some other names for the Three-
flowered Avens?

2. How did the Aboriginal Peoples use this plant?

3. Why would this be a good plant to have on your 
grave?

SPECIES
PROFILE

Winter visitors 
By Dianne Miller

1)A Northern Flicker
pecks at the cylinder of mixed seeds

and cage of insect-studded suet.   
Black bib, red cape-like crescent

black malar, white rump 
discreetly concealed.

Ants and beetles his usual diet
but now there’s deck-high snowdrifts.

How does his beak handle 
frozen suet at -30 Celsius?

I bundle up, bring the suet indoors
to soften overnight.

 
Next morning, I take it back outside. 

Tell me, would I do this 
for a magpie?

2)Slipping in and out of conifers
chickadee-dee-dee, chickadee-dee-dee.

My offering, 
black oil sunflower seeds
spread on my bare hand.

(continued on pg. 28)
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Their’s, a touch of grace,
a light landing, each seed 
scrutinized. One chosen.

Short flight to a nearby branch,
peck, peck, peck,
then back again.

Their love song pierces the cold
A two-note high clear whistle,

heard above the city’s cacophony--
I’m here, I’m here.

3) What nuthatches lack
 in musicality,

they make up for
 in gravity-defying agility.

Look at this one, upside down,
hanging by the toes 

to wrangle choice morsels  
from the suet feeder, or that one

sliding headfirst down the spruce 
trunk 

grabbing larvae the flicker 
missed.

So small, seemingly shy
but bolder than you think.

See the red-breasted one at the feeder 
bandit eye and arched eyebrow,  

as if to question when 
seeds and suet will be delivered.  

Such a simple transaction,
a quiet joy.

 4)The hedge next door
a favourite meeting place 

for a gossipy crowd 
of house sparrows.

Instant hush when anyone walks by.

Mostly she’s a monogamist 
except when other opportunities arise.  

His rufous upperparts,
white wing-bar,

black throat and lores
so alluring to her.

Universal appeal of a uniform.

It’s January.  
House sparrows flit in 

and out of the eaves, tending nests.  
Lord knows what kind of mess they make.

Still, I cannot obstruct 
their diligence--three or four broods a year--

Ubiquitous?  No wonder.

5) Rat-tat-tat, RAT-TAT-TAT. 
Woodpecker turned jackhammer.
Riveted, I search the poplar bluff

 ‘til I spot the tell-tale
triangular red crest – papal hat
skewed back. Wood chips fly,

long strips of bark 
hurtle to the ground.

Such urgent rapping suggests
insects aren’t the only thing

top of mind—it’s nearing time 
to nest.  A snag with multiple cavities 

makes me wonder if condo-living 
is the preferred style.

Jake, my son’s yellow Lab, and I walk on,
each absorbed in our particular wonders

on this blue-sky, hint-of-spring day by the 
river.

Whether I say pie lee ated or pill e ated
neither bird nor dog care.
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LET’S TALK
POLICY

NATURE-BASED LEARNING POLICY: 
FROM VICTORY GARDENS 
TO LIVING SCHOOLYARDS

By Carmen Gilmore

Saskatchewan educators and communities are 
investing time and resources into planting school 
gardens, pollinator patches, native plant flower 
beds and food forests. These environmental 
initiatives align with Saskatchewan curriculum 
and provide learning opportunities for students 
ranging from soil science to plant growth and 
everything in between. With limited funds allocated 
to our education sector, planning, planting and 
maintaining school gardens falls on staff, students 
and parent volunteers to access small grants, 
fundraise, and invest volunteer hours.

Canadians have a long tradition of creating 
school gardens though the most well-known are 
likely Victory Gardens that became a necessity 
during WWII. These school Victory Gardens 
helped students contribute to the war effort, but 
they also involved students in cultivating civic 
virtues. Ann Coffey spent 20+ years helping to 
green schoolyards across Canada through the 
School Grounds Transformation Programme at the 
Canadian Biodiversity Institute based in Ottawa, 
Ontario. She has written what those civic virtues 
are: caring for public property, honesty, applying 
yourself to a task, concentration, self-discipline, 
civic pride, justice, the dignity of labour, and the 
love of nature. I’ve participated in a handful of 

schoolyard plantings and agree that students are 
eager to don gloves and grab a shovel on planting 
day, however, unfunded care and maintenance 
of these community resources is an ongoing 
struggle. This is a policy gap as numerous studies 
have shown the positive impact of green areas on 
children’s cognitive performance.

Stepping back to look at Saskatchewan’s direction 
on schoolyard plantings there is no central guiding 
policy, rather each school board has administrative 
guidelines. Saskatchewan’s Ministry of Education 
only provides policy on safety for playstructures 
on schoolyards, there is no mention of school 
gardens or plantings. From an educational and 
environmental perspective, this lack of government 
policy puts an onus on parents, students and staff 

to generate funds for schoolyard greening projects 
and maintain them. The patchwork of grants and 
industry-funded monies for green spaces presents 
a moral dilemma for initiatives as scholars Emily 
Eaton and Simon Enoch examined in their study 
of the influence of the oil and gas industry on 
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environmental curriculum. This lack of policy on 
schoolyards stands in stark contrast to how we 
build schools, where the classroom environment 
is acknowledged as integral for student learning. 
Tax dollars are funneled to school divisions to 
build classrooms with natural light and adjustable 
seating, age-appropriate books and learning 
aides create an atmosphere that invites creative 
exploration. 

In contrast, turn your gaze out to the schoolyard and 
you’re likely to see a swing set, a metal play structure 
that conforms to international safety standards 
and a lot of Kentucky bluegrass. Sports fields are 
often integrated into schoolgrounds, and there is 
consensus that sports enhance student health 
and that sports fields or community hockey rinks, 
require money for ongoing care and maintenance. 
The green schoolyard that may contain a garden, 
habitat restoration, or butterfly meadow and teach 
children about food security, biodiversity, and the 
interaction between pollinators and native plants, 
receives no funding.

Schoolyards remain community gathering places, 
and with community vision can be adapted to 
become more climate resilient with shade trees 

to cool play spaces and increase habitat for birds, 
or by planting fruit-producing trees and shrubs to 
make communities more food secure and provide 
shelter for small mammals, or by integrating native 
plants to boost biodiversity and channel water 
safely through an ecosystem.

Parents and educators do have the ability to 
advocate for green schoolyards. In their own 
schools they can express concerns to school 
administrators and roll up their sleeves and 
volunteer. Concerned individuals can make a 
submission or presentation to local school boards 
regarding sustainable environments for children. 
At the provincial level, every citizen can write to the 
Saskatchewan Minister of Education to express 
how a green schoolyard increases student learning 
or the Minister of Parks, Culture and Sports who in 
April 2025 released a new $3.75 million investment 
fund for playground equipment but excludes trees 
and gardens from funding. Parents and educators 
can also connect with Nature Saskatchewan who 
has partnered with Nature Canada to deliver the 
Naturehood Program and SaskOutdoors which 
focuses on outdoor education for all.

Just like the Victory Gardens of the past, green 
schoolyard projects can serve more than one goal: 
they can connect students to nature-based learning, 
and in an age of rising climate-anxiety, they offer 
students the opportunity to create community-
centred and climate resilient schoolyards. 
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Interviewed by Aditi Garg

For Peat’s Sake is a grassroots 
organization of northern 
Saskatchewan community 
members, Lac La Ronge 
Indian Band members, and 
Saskatchewan citizens 
committed to protecting our 
sacred muskegs (peatlands).

We engage children and adults 
through our speaker series, 
muskeg walks, art programming 
and exhibitions as well as our 
Women Protecting the Land 

camp, where we share our connection to muskegs, 
enhance our understanding of muskegs, and 
inform about the impacts of peat mining while 
encouraging the use of peat-free gardening 
alternatives. 

What motivated your group to start a group to 
protect the muskeg? 

Northern Saskatchewan muskegs play an 
important part in the ecosystem - they filter water, 
absorb run-off, provide people and animals with 
food and medicines, act as natural fire breaks, 
store large amounts of carbon, and provide the 
calving grounds for the endangered woodland 
caribou. In other words: Muskegs are where we get 

some of our sustenance from Mother Earth. There 
are rare medicines, plants, frogs, and insects that 
make muskegs their home. We believe it’s our 
responsibility as human beings to protect the 
lands and waters that give us life and sustain us. 
When we heard about a proposal by a Quebec peat 
mining company to destroy over 2000 hectares 
of muskeg lands south of La Ronge, concerned 
people from all walks came together and made a 
commitment to protect these sacred lands.

How does the muskeg influence relations in 
your community?

Muskeg lands provide balance and biodiversity in 
relationships between water, earth, plants, insects, 

animals, fish and birds. For generations Indigenous 
people in northern Saskatchewan have been living 
in a reciprocal relationship with the muskeg lands, 
gathering medicines and berries that thrive in peat, 
harvesting animals that depend on muskegs and 
fish who thrive in clean waters. When blueberries 
or bog berries ripen in the north whole families will 
travel to known berry patches to harvest. The same 
with mushroom pickers. Many fishers use nets to 
harvest fish to feed their families. Hunters hunt 
moose in the north, sometimes caribou. Without 
muskegs none of these activities would be possible. 
Today, muskeg lands are an important part of the 
lifestyle and culture of residents in the north. 

Tell us a little about Women Protecting the Land 
Camp. Why women and why a camp?

Women are the life-givers and they raise families 
on a daily basis. They are also the gatherers of 
the nation and pass their plant knowledge on to 
their offspring – how to heal a cut or reduce a 
fever, which berries are edible, and which plants 
to use. Women’s wisdom is not always highlighted 
or recognised. Camp settings are small social 
gatherings that provide a place to share knowledge, 
honor our role as protectors and hold each other 
up. We hope that by creating awareness about 
muskegs and by supporting the mothers, aunties, 
grandmothers who protect them from developers, 
the effects of the gathering would ripple out to 
families and communities and empower all to stand 
up to protect the land. The earth is our mother and 
we honour her by protecting her.

What do you wish ‘southerners’ knew about the 
muskeg?

How cool it is! Literally, how cool it is! How cool, 
soothing and healing lying in a moss bed on a 
hot summer’s day. That the muskeg is integral to 
cooling the planet in a climate of global warming.
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We wish everyone comes to understand the key role 
these muskeg lands play in healthy eco systems 
and in mitigating the effects of climate change. 
In a world with many complicated challenges 
and issues, protection of muskegs needs to be 
understood as a critical issue. Young people 
need to be educated in our schools, colleges and 

universities. When people stand up in unity, they 
have the power to influence government decisions 
and demand environmental impact assessments 
be legislated to protect precious lands, animals, 
birds, fish and waters. 

And everyone can contribute to muskeg protection 
by simply using alternatives to peat when gardening 
and by asking their local garden center not to sell 
potting soils containing peat.

How does your group align Indigenization, 

decolonization, and reconciliation with outdoor 
education?

We are a diverse group, who share a common 
purpose to save the muskeg. Members of FPS 
are Indigenous and non-
Indigenous people who 
have lived for generations 
in the area and/or made a 
home near the muskegs. 
We inform one another, 
teach each other, welcome 
each other, and respect 
one another. Together, we 
learn from our Elders that 
carry the knowledge and 
understanding of living in 
a reciprocal relationship 
with the lands and waters. 
We encourage people 
to open their minds and 
honour this knowledge 
and learn to integrate it 
into their own lives.

What does the muskeg teach us about 
mindfulness?

Nothing rivals the ability of the land to calm, 
rejuvenate and heal one’s spirit. Muskeg lands 
have a spiritual energy which is felt if one visits 
with respect and an open heart and mind. These 

lands beg us to be in the present, to sit with the 
smells, sounds, sights and feelings of ancient life. 

Maggie King, Susan Jolly-Maxie and Miriam 
Körner are some of the founding members of For 
Peat’s Sake – Protecting Northern Saskatchewan 
Muskegs. 
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By Kale Deutscher

The wind whips cold water into my face and eyes 
as I struggle to steer the waves in my gear-packed 
canoe. My canoe partner Quinn is struggling to 
keep rhythm up front; the waves hit off her paddle, 
splashing water into the canoe and on me.

“How much longer until camp?” Quinn’s voice 
struggles over the wind.

We’ve been fighting a headwind for hours. We are 
on a 9-day canoe trip as part of Outdoor School, 
an outdoor educational program for Grade 11 
students at Walter Murray Collegiate in Saskatoon. 
This trip is our longest one to date: we are on a 
section of the 9th biggest river system in Canada, 
the Churchill River. It’s a series of lakes joined by 
rapids and waterfalls that span 1600 kilometers 
across Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba.

For the first week, we’ve endured constant 
headwinds and unremitting rain. We’ve been 
battered by the conditions for so long that our 
initial positive attitudes have been replaced by 
crushing despair. 

There are 13 canoes, each with two people, 
minus the one solo lead canoe my teacher Mitch 
is in. It heads toward shore. We stop on a small 
island, three kilometres short of where we were 
supposed to be. It has a steep rocky ledge all the 
way around except for a small, low spot where 
people can scramble up. It plateaus to a flattish, 
mossy ground with tall spruce trees extending 
upwards. 

The word “campsite” is used very loosely up 
north. From the looks of it, there are small hand-
trimmed openings in the thick bush just big 
enough to place a tent. There are also strict rules 

about picking up after yourself. As Mitch taught us, 
leave no trace. So, if this whole class can camp and 
then disappear as if we weren’t here, this will be a 
good spot.

Quinn gets out first, unavoidably splashing her feet 
onto a small rock ledge under the water. She lets out 
a small yelp as the water envelops her already wet 
and cold shoes. I don’t blame the reaction. It’s the 
start of June with zero sun and it’s barely 6 degrees 
Celsius. The only warmth available to us right now 
is our spirits, which have already dwindled.

I scramble up as fast as possible to hoist up the 
canoe onto shore. My watch reads 9:37. The sun is 
going past the horizon. We need to get our tents up 
and eat. Every muscle in my body aches. I grab my 
bag that has all my sleep gear and tent and head 
off into the bush to find an opening for my group’s 
tent. I find the bear-proof barrel with our food, 
desperate for a warm meal. I pull out a propane jet 

burner and a frying pan. I light the stove and start 
supper, and like moths to a flame, my two group 
mates appear out of the forest.

At 10:47, I eat the best meal I have ever had in my 
life. I feel an exhaustion that is hard to describe. We 
have a 5:30 start in the morning and we still have 
to pack the food, tie our food bags together, and 
hoist them in a tree to keep it from bears. When it’s 
done, I head straight to my tent to sleep.

Morning comes quickly. After breakfast we launch 
onto crystal clear water and head out towards some 
rapids. It is sunny and cloudless – our first calm day 
the whole trip. I take a deep breath of clean northern 
air. The long stretch of stormy days made it harder 
to appreciate the beauty of our surroundings, but 
I gaze around me now. There are lush dark green 
spruce trees for kilometres and islands that have 
large rock cliffs you can jump from into the water. 
A bald eagle flies overhead. Pelicans dive below 
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for fish. Pelicans usually group by waterfalls and 
rapids because that is where fish gather from the 
currents, which tells me we are getting closer. I can 
hear them before I see them, so my imagination 
starts to run wild thinking about what we are about 
to see. I have run rapids before, and they are the 
most fun thing you can do canoeing.

As we get closer, the land around us changes. The 
tree line drops off. Rapids come into view. There 
are multiple paths we could take; some are choppy 
and have large spikes of rushing water; another 
path has a fast stream but an easier ‘V’ of water to 
ride through. Tripper’s route is for people who don’t 
want to tip with all their gear, and the party line for 
those who want to have fun and don’t care about 
getting more practice swimming after their canoe 
in the water. I want to hit the party line but when I 
look at Quinn, she looks a little timid.

“I think we should hit the party line, Quinn!” I shout. 
“Only live once. Plus, it’s nice out!”

“I don’t know about this, but okay!” Quinn yells 
back, trying to sound confident.

Closer to the first drop off, I see where the party 
line starts. A large rock covered in bird poop and 
lichen splits the rapids in half. The water converges 
to make multiple three-foot-high stacks of water 
that rush up and then sink back down to spike up 
again. I line the canoe’s bow towards the entrance 
of the party line and give one last big paddle stroke 
before letting the current take us in. We hit the first 
spike of water and punch through it, letting our 
canoe take in a big gulp of water. 

We ride up as we cut through the next one and 
the bow leaves the water before splashing into 
the final spike. Quinn screams with what I think 
is a mixture of delight and terror while I grin ear 
to ear. We make it out of the first section of the 
party line and are about to go into the next set of 
rapids. The rocks here are smaller but there are a 
lot more of them. I have to make a fast back paddle 
to manoeuvre around a rock heading straight for 
our bow. We miss that rock but scrape another, 
before sliding down a large drop-off in the water. 
We glide through pillowy, white water and into 
calm currents again.

“We did it!” Quinn squeals with delight.

“Hell, yeah! We did it!” I say with pride. “What a 
freakin’ beautiful day to be alive!” 

I paddle the canoe back around to see our 
classmates run the rapids. A lot of people are going 
the tripper’s route to avoid the ice bath that would 
meet them, and I don’t blame them. My legs are 
feel like ice from the water splashes.

From here, we paddle to our pick-up point. I have 
had the best and worst and most interesting 
adventure of my life. As we approach shore, I look 
around to reflect on where we just came from: the 
deep and wild woods of Canada, not for the faint 
of heart. The sky darkens with clouds again and 
it begins to rain. I look up into the sky and smile. I 
did it.
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RESOURCES
Triple WellBeing Cards 

Tripple WellBeing Cards offer a holistic approach to personal growth 
and connection. This deck features 27 simple practices that promote 
self-awareness, strengthen relationships, and foster a deeper bond with 
nature. Each card presents a 5-10 minute activity, perfect for solo or 
group practice. These activities are designed to help transform daily 
routines into meaningful steps towards a healthier, more balanced, and 
fulfilling life. 

Healing Trees by Ben Page

This book is a simple guide to forest bathing. It’s small and designed to 
be taken on walks to help guide mindful moments. Written in a friendly 
simple style, the book also has hand-drawn pictures of forest scenes. 
It includes easy-to-follow activities for all ages to enjoy while sitting in 
nature.

Me and My Sit Spot by Lauren MacLean, illustrated by Anna Panchuk 

This children’s book explores the concept of sit spots. The book provides 
a narrative about the practice, making it accessible and inspiring for 
readers of all ages. It also offers guidance on how to find a sit spot and 
engage with the practice meaningfully to connect with the natural world. 
The book has also been adapted for early learners and has an educators 
guide for primary and intermediate educators that ground the practice 
in theory and includes themed sit spot activities  

Slow Down: 50 Mindful Moments in Nature  by Rachel Williams, 
illustrated by Freya Hartas

This book invites readers (children 8-12) to marvel at the natural 
processes and transformations that are already happening outside 
the door, but sometimes hard to see. With 50 nature stories, natural 
moments are paused so readers can watch them unfold in detail with 
encouragement to then go outdoors to see what can be found when you 
take the time to slow down. This book is part of a series with other titles 
that include Slow Down, Slow Down and be Here Now, Slow Down … at 
the Park, and Slow down… On Your Doorstep. 

Sketching in Nature 

This webinar from the Canadian Wildlife Federation provides insight into 
the creative activity of nature sketching that can promote mindfulness 
and wellness outdoors. The webinar features Alan Li (artist and teacher) 
as a guest speaker who provides inspiration and practical advice for all 
ages and abilities to begin or extend an expressive practice in nature 
places close to home. 
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