PABAAMASHI Year One 2018 Report

In November 2017, Knox Leadership Team said they were interested in exploring a “United
Church” grant to focus on living in “right relationship” with our Anishinaabe and Metis neighbours. At that point we initiated a community conversation.
The conversation began in small groups brainstorming and one to one conversation between
Meg Illman-White and church folk, a variety of community leaders (Metis, Anishinaabe and Settlers) and with local organizations (Kenora Chiefs Advisory, Ne-Chee Friendship Centre, Ontario
Native Women’s Association, the Northwestern Health Unit, Space (for LGBT2S youth and
young adults) and Oshki Aayaa’aag Minobimaadiziiwin/Good Life for Young Peoples).
Once there were some ideas and some interest generated, we held a large meeting to try to define a project emphasis for our proposal. That done, a proposal for land-based intercultural
camps was written with support letters and by December we were approved for a $25,000
Grant, not from Seeds of Hope but from Embracing the Spirit (another United Chruch of Canada
Grant. Contributions were added to this amount from Cambrian Presbytery ($5000) and MNWO
Conference Justice Committee ($500).

WINTER - Discerning
In January 2018, a small group formed to create terms of reference for the group, including a 7person “Guiding Circle”, a steering committee including Knox, Elder, Youth, and LGBT2S representation. There were to be a minimum of four Indigenous representatives and Indigenous-nonIndigenous co-chairs - myself from Knox and Brittany Powassin of Ne-Chee, Youth Life Promotions program.
As dialogue about summer camps evolved, the group took its time discerning and realized that
a summer day camp for kids - even with Indigenous leaders and elders would continue a colonized legacy of separation of the generations. What we wanted to do was create places for families together to experience Anishinaabe practices and teachings. We also wanted to foster a
safe and curious intercultural space where participants could share their knowledge and ways
with one another, focusing on the land (water, air, creatures, medicines…).
We decided for this first year to explore three camping experiences: Miinan/Blueberries, Jiimaan /Canoe and Manoomin/Wild Rice. We knew that we were trying something old, yet new
to some of us. We hoped to connect with the wisdom of others, to try different ways of doing
things, and see what we could learn.
Our intention was to find places to be on the land near Kenora and to make sure that we
teamed up with an Anishinaabe or Metis elder or wisdom keeper familiar with certain areas, who
could share their knowledge and the history of Indigenous peoples’ relationship with the land /
water rather than to simply paddle and pick berries or rice on our own.
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SPRING – Ceremony & Getting Ready
In May we hired our coordinator, Colette Surovy, who moved the project forward in a variety of
ways. She applied for several small grants and helped to support our meetings and our camps
by expanding community relationships, advertising using social media and other links, feast
preparations, camp readiness, participant registrations further contacts. Her standing within the
community and her commitment to our mission was a real gift.
One of the powerful moments came when the Guiding Circle asked Elder Langford Ogemah to
give the project an Anishinaabe spirit name. Nearly the entire Guiding Circle traveled at 5 am to
Langford’s home at nearby Wauzhushk Onigum First Nation for a beautiful, moving sunrise ceremony. He gave our group the name “Pabaamashi” - which means “soaring around (like the eagle), looking all over”. He also gifted the group with an Eagle feather which he said we could
“dress” with colours of our choosing at a later date. Our commitment as a Guiding Circle is to
feast the feather and our name in the spring and fall each year, to remember why it is an important ongoing community project.
The group then focused on the practical preparations for the camps. In June, we brought in two
excellent certified instructors for Sirius Wilderness First Aid training and ORCKA (Canoe) training. We opened both opportunities to the community, broadening our connections and making it
more affordable for more people. Although several participants in ORCKA were unable to go on
the Pabaamashi Canoe Trip in August, the training increased confidence and one family did go
on a family canoe trip later in the summer. Another couple was able to resource a paddling afternoon / week for people wanting to learn canoe skills through the Ne-Chee Friendship Centre.

!
Near the end of June, we held our first feast for the project - a fish fry at Anicinabe Park. The
Guiding Circle and about 15 invited guests gathered for ceremony and feasting. After the meal
we introduced the project, heard a teaching on our name ‘Pabaamashi’, and invited ideas from
those gathered. The project was received with great enthusiasm. The most delightful part of the
evening was listening to people talk about their own childhood experiences of blueberry picking,
wild rice harvest, stories by the fire, boating, and camping, and how children would begin to
share, ask questions and work through their experiences around the fire with their family/elders
around them. So many ideas were shared that night, and we sensed a growing community of
resources and support around us.

SUMMER – Camping and harvesting
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Miinaan/Blueberry Camp
We began our search for a blueberry picking place near town but eventually ended up on
neighbouring Iskatewizaagegan (Shoal Lake 39) First Nation’s territory. We camped on their
pow wow grounds in the last week of July and picked berries in one of their traditional harvesting areas. The joys of this camp cannot be overstated. There were only two families with children and a few singles who came for the entire camp, but they were joined in the day time by
dozens of others.
Iskatewizaagegan knowledge keeper Ron Mandamin, a respected Midewin leader in Treaty 3,
guided the camp through ceremony and sharing some of the rich history of the Anishinaabeg
there, along with teachings about respect for each other and the gifts the land offers us, His
love of blueberries and expertise in plant medicines added to our eagerness to be out on the
land. Ron was our guide when we went to pick berries, taking us to his best spots and keeping
an eye out for everyone. George Hagar, also from Iskatewizaagegan Shoal Lake 39, agreed on
very short notice to be our night watchman for the camp, staying up all night in unseasonably
cold weather keeping the fire going and watching out for bears. He told stories, made us laugh
and helped us to feel safe. George also taught one of the teenaged Anishinaabe boys who had
grown up in town to help with the fire.
The camp gave twenty plus participants the opportunity to try out their overnight camping skills,
cook and eat outside, pick blueberries, and learn more about how to be bear safe.

!
For the two families at the camp it was a protected time for parents to spend time with their kids
away from distractions, and for children to see how much their parents knew about being out
among bears and berries. Several community groups brought kids out to the camp for the day,
participating in activities and sharing meals. Visitors from Iskatewizaagegan/Shoal 39 also
dropped by, sat for a while, shared food and stories and made us feel welcome.
One participant wrote:
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“Enjoyed the camping, the support from Shoal Lake, seeing families there doing things together,
and youth who came out with Abinoojii and Ne-Chee staff, the sharing, teachings by Ron IndianMandamin.”
Our Elder (Ron) also had a number of suggestions for learning more in the future about blueberries and their uses.

Jiimaan/Canoe Camp
The second camp happened in the third week of August; the canoeing group traveled to Big
Falls Ontario where Elder Kaaren Dannenmann guided us from Big Falls along the Trout River,
to the Trout River bridge. We were on the Trout Lake River (named because the water originates mostly from Trout Lake). Every morning each participant offered tobacco to the river with
a thank you prayer and an intention for the day.
We also began the trip with ceremony and drumming at the sacred site of Big Falls and we
spent the first night there. The afternoon unfolded as participants put up tents, went swimming
by the falls, explored the area by canoe, told stories and enjoyed time together over supper and
by the campfire, listening to Elder Kaaren Dannenmann tell stories of of the NamekosipiiwAnishinaape People’s relationship to the river. The following morning after breakfast the group began their 45 km paddle down the river.

!
We were fortunate to also have an ORCKA Canoe and Kayak instructor with us but under-utilized his skill and expertise partly because the trip was too short. We needed another day or
two. Some felt that it would have been better to spend a longer time in one place and make day
trips to avoid the time of packing and unpacking and the hazard of a tough portage. We also
learned the importance of staying together as a group and of checking in with all members
about their needs before starting a portage.
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The greatest satisfaction for participants was the storytelling by Kaaren, the “team work” to effectively get
everyone organized and moving, cutting through fallen trees when the river was blocked, and
later portaging when the river was impassible.
When some were anxious, others were relaxed and reassuring. As the days unfolded the group
became more able to rely on each other. Everyone contributed including the littlest kids.
“Canoe trip was fabulous and I was very happily surprised by the children who participated as
they were engaged and were able to sustain the pace set by the group.” Reflected one group
member.
“Kaaren Dannemann was an awesome leader, guide and story teller. She knew much about the
land and the area the trip took place” said another participant.
Learnings: to rely more heavily on the wisdom of the Elder or guide who knows the area.
When she says: Travel upstream, travel upstream! We all had different assumptions about who
was leading this trip. Next time the expectations need to be clearly articulated and understood
by the whole group.

Manoomin/Wild Rice Camp
Our final Camp, Wild Rice Harvesting, was originally planned as part of a Manoomin Festival in
Kenora planned by an Anishinaabe resource person, who then had to cancel. However, seven
people ended up getting together awhile later, with short notice, to pick rice for a day on the
Winnipeg River in early September, thanks to an invitation from the Hibbert-Fournier’s.
Theresa Jamieson started the first day with ceremony and generously shared her many years of
manoomin harvesting skills, experiences and teachings with us. Then she and her son Kodiak
led the group in three canoes out into the manoomin field on the river. Mary Alice Smith brought
three sets of cedar rice-picking sticks made by her late father-in-law Don Morrison, put to good
use after having been stored away for decades. We finished off the day with a meal outside and
laid the rice out on tarps to dry.
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A week later, there was another half day get together at the Hibbert-Fournier’s where Elaine
White, the Cultural Resource Coordinator for Ne-Chee Friendship Centre, showed everyone
how to roast the rice over a slow-burning poplar fire, to ready it for cleaning and eating.
“Picking for first time, we enjoyed other’s company. What you wear is really important! The Hibbert-Fournier's were so generous and helpful in having us there”.
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FALL – Celebrating & Reflecting
Another highlight of our first year was our Fall feast and project evaluation. Again. the circle
broadened and excitement and partnership increased.
One Elder said: “Our people are still lost in some ways and it’s important to re-connect with our
culture in order for healing to occur. Pabaamashi is part of saving lives by giving youth and elders the opportunity to find their culture and share it with others.”
The beauty of the day was also in the mixing of generations and cultures and the continued
growing of relationships of trust, curiosity.
One participant spoke of “a continuing appreciation and learning from the sharing and teachings
and a deep gratitude for the willingness of many Anishinaabe people to continue to engage with
non-indigenous people seeking a new and healthier relationship between cultures”.
“This summer has provided us with a strong foundation moving forward. No one had any experience in this area and it was a sharp learning curve. With increased connections in the community, next year we will be in a position to reach more people and bring both indigenous and
non-indigenous together.” – Colette Surovy, Project Coordinator

WHAT WE’VE LEARNED
The Guiding Circle’s work and the camps provided opportunities for participants to be in relationship with the land/water and each other, to learn from Indigenous practice and world view
and to ‘shake loose’ from the dominant culture’s grasp on their lives. Participants created community based upon mutual respect, which encouraged relationship-building and led to shared
trust, learning and growth. It was an opportunity for non-indigenous people to learn a different
way of being and to be open to the opportunity of taking our lead from Anishinaabe community.
We’re learning an indigenous world view.
The process of this project unfolded in such a way that we learned to let go of the agenda and
timelines. Our identified values guided the work, but we also just let things happen. We recognized that there are gifts along the way that you can’t control; and outcomes may not be as important as the process.
In this ongoing process we came to recognize (or, to remember!) the importance of ceremony
(feasts, our naming ceremony), thanksgiving offerings, prayer, and wisdom imparted by elders’
teachings to ground us and keep us open to discerning guidance from the Spirit World.
The importance of the multigenerational component of the camps was confirmed. Parents and
children shared positive experiences of being family and bonding on the land. Activities and
chores were shared and enjoyed by children, parents, elders. Sharing close quarters provided
opportunities to learn about relationships and facilitated non-judgmental acceptance. People
came together and talked about the “real things in life.”
Elder involvement is also essential. The Elders carried with them the contributions of another
generation. They shared the traditional teachings (wisdom) and skills (ways), the stories and
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traditions associated with camp activities, and the histories of the people and the land of the
area that was visited.
Throughout the year we began to talk about the importance of reclaiming and learning Anishinaabemowin, the Ojibway language. Language carries culture in so many ways that it needs to
be woven into the camps along with the practices, as it also originates from the land.

MOVING FORWARD
One challenge has been figuring out how to involve more people, to bring the cultures together
for these three to four-day experiences on the land. The layers of white dominance and embedded (unconscious) racism make for challenges in finding non -Indigenous partners who are willing to go with the Anishinaabe flow in a camping experience. Another component moving forward may be some cultural sensitivity training or some work on the traits of white supremacy
thinking. That said, this year we had good participation from Knox families in the feasts, naming
ceremony, guiding circle and in the camps.
We would also add a bit more structure to camps next year, with daily, adaptable plans that
everyone could refer to. Participants would be invited to take on clearer roles and responsibilities based on their skills and preferences, which we would clarify ahead of time. We think that
everyone sharing their strengths will enrich the camp experience for both the participants and
the leaders.
We realized the importance of having a paid co-ordinator to provide ongoing support for the
Guiding Circle volunteers and the organizational part of the Project activities, including ensuring
timelines, e.g., for funding applications and insurance provision are met. As well, we are looking
at the value of having at least one of the camp leaders/organizers be paid, accountable people
with specific time frames and tasks set out for them by the Guiding Circle, so that the work not
fall predominantly to committed but also very busy volunteers.
O.R.C.K.A. and Wilderness First Aid training is an ongoing requirement for camp leaders/staff. It
‘works’ to make the training sessions available to other people beyond the camps. Additional
training for specific sites was identified, e.g. how to manage bear sightings and visits.
In the planning process for camps we will pursue using local and area facilities - teaching
lodges, roundhouses - as ‘home base’.We will make sure that there is a drumming group part of
future camps and at feasts. We can prepare for activities during ‘downtimes’ in future camps by
assembling small beading kits, arts packages, etc. ahead of time.
Regular communication and updates are important (to “get the word out”). It is also important to
maintain existing networking and to be open to opportunities for establishing new partnerships
and ‘connections’ (e.g., following up family connections; Treaty 3/OPP police; Anishinaabe organizations; local service organizations and resource centres.)
We want to invite Elders/knowledge keepers to join the planning process for future camps. We
have already acted upon a suggestion received at fall feast, to include an Elder in the Guiding
Circle.
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MIIGWECH/THANKS
There are so many people and organizations to thank.
As the project unfolded, the Guiding Circle became aware that in addition to the grant money of
$30,500, we were given an equally generous amount of in-kind support from community organizations and volunteers. Our partners gave generously of their time, staff, supplies and gifts.
Many individuals also contributed equipment for the camps, which meant Pabaamashi was not
forced to buy and store costly supplies.
Special thanks goes to the Ne-Chee Friendship Centre which partnered in this project with
staff time, loaning equipment and sending program staff and participants to the Blueberry and
Wild Rice camps. They and the Waasegiizhig Nanaadawe’iwegamig Health Access Centre
also helped offset the costs of our Wilderness First Aid and ORCKA paddling training by paying
fees for some of their employees to attend. The Ontario Native Women’s Association and the
Metis Nation of Ontario also contributed staff time and resources. Anishinaabe Abinoojii
Family Services Bi-Cultural Counselling program staff and children joined us at the Miinan/
Blueberry Camp and at the spring and fall feasts. The Maang Ganooondaagozid Drummers
blessed us with song.
Heartfelt thanks to the Elders/knowledge keepers who shared their time and wisdom so generously – Langford Ogemah, Ron Indian-Mandamin, Kaaren Danneman, Theresa Jamieson,
Karen Cederwall, Elaine White, Jeanette Skead and many others who joined us at different
times.
Miigwech to Iskatewizaagegan Shoal Lake 39 First Nation for allowing us to camp at their
pow wow grounds, and to the community for their warm welcome and stopping by to visit. We
also pay our respects to the people of Big Falls for sharing their place and their story with us.
Thank you to Women’s Place for providing meeting space, and to Seven Generations Institute and Northwestern Health Unit for contributing meeting space and staff time, and the City
of Kenora for donating reusable water bottles to the Blueberry Camp.
We also want to acknowledge the contribution of the United Church of Canada to living out call
to action #61 of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission by establishing funding for community-based projects for healing, revitalization of culture and language, education and relationship
building. As funders the “Emerging Spirit Grant has offered our group the freedom to learn, experiment, and revise as we learn. We also thank Cambrian Presbytery for their grant of $5000,
and MNWO Conference Justice Committee for a grant of $500 as well the Knox Leadership
Team and congregation of Knox United Church for their ongoing support and participation, in
so many ways, including allowing Minister Meg Illman-White to dedicate time to this project.
And most importantly we thank the over 100 participants and volunteers who took the time to
explore with us. We look forward to growing this experience in 2019!
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