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A

powwow is a celebration of First Nations and is open to
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. Manitoulin
Island consists of six First Nation reservations and there
are traditional and competition powwows from spring to
fall. Powwows have been part of the history of First Nations and each
reserve hosts its own powwow. Powwows can take all weekend long
with dinner breaks and some can last just for the day.

A female Fancy Dancer with
flying regalia, overlooking the
drums at a powwow.
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A male Fancy Dancer in full,
colourful regalia.

I

am of the Ojibway First
Nation Tribe and am still
amazed at the assortment
of colours of the regalia,
different dances and the sound
of the drum and drummers.
Non-Indigenous people
are encouraged to attend
powwows on Manitoulin
Island in order to experience
the traditions and learn more
about the Ojibway tribe. My
wife, who is non-Indigenous,
always feels welcome
and has been attending
powwows for over 20 years.
Europeans, Canadians
and Americans make up a
large contingent of tourists
who enjoy the traditional
regalia, dancing, food, arts
and crafts and jewellery along
with the powerful pounding
of the drum, which is the

centre of all powwows.
Unfortunately, due to
COVID-19, all powwows
of the 2020 season were
cancelled. The 100-year
anniversary of the Jingle
Dress, which was invented
by Ojibway women, could
not be celebrated either.
There are two kinds of
powwows, the traditional
and the competitive. The
only difference between
the two is that competitive
powwows pay money to
winners in the various
categories. The competitors
travel to many powwows
across North America.

Sacred Fire
There is always a Sacred Fire
and a Fire Keeper at every
powwow. Most dancers
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will individually smudge
themselves along with their
regalia prior to the festivities.
People offer tobacco, sage,
cedar and sweetgrass to carry
their prayers up to the creator.
Everyone is encouraged to go
to the fire because it is a place
to pray and is the symbol of
the spirit of the powwow.

The Dances
All powwows have a master
of ceremony who is usually
male and introduces all the
upcoming dances along with
a joke to keep the crowd
entertained and also will
notify you when you can
and cannot take photos.
The Grand Entry starts
every powwow procession.
Photos are not allowed during
the Grand Entry because

Symbolizing the spirit of the
powwow, the Sacred Fire is a
place for everyone to go and
offer prayers to the creator.

Talon White-Eye, a male Traditional dancer in action.

Women dancing in Jingle Dresses around
the drummers in the centre, at M’Chigeeng
powwow grounds.
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A spectacular view that includes the M’Chigeeng powwow grounds as seen from the Escarpment.

it is a solemn, cultural and
respectful ceremony. Aside
from the Grand Entry,
people can click away
with their cameras and
cellphones to memorialize
the spectacular, colourful
regalia being introduced
by all the participants.
Categories of dances
usually involve The
Fancy Shawl, Chicken
Dance, Jingle Dress and
Traditional. The men also
have a Fancy Dress, Smoke
Dance, Sneak-up Dance and
Traditional. There are also
Hoop Dances, which are not
always at every powwow.
There are also Round
Dances, which include all
in attendance taking part
in dancing in the Circle.
The dance is very easy to

learn for non-Indigenous
individuals and after a step
or two, you are on your way
to dancing with everyone
around the Sacred Circle in
the middle of the grounds
where the drums are located.
There are many categories
and divisions that specify
who dances, ranging from
youth to elders. The Men’s
Traditional and Fancy
Dress are always great for
photographs and videos when
you want to capture colour
and fast action. The Women’s
Shawl Dance and Jingle
Dance are faster paced while
the Feather and Medicinal
Dances are slower and regal.
“The purpose of the Jingle
Dress is to represent healing
and they will explain why
they do things the way

24 Niagara Escarpment Views • summer 2021

they do,” says Lisa Ense of
M’Chigeeng First Nation,
who operates the Youth
Centre in M’Chigeeng. It is
said that each jingle on the
dress, which has 365 jingles,
represents one day of the year.

Crafts, Food
Powwows have vendors
who display arts and crafts,
aboriginal services, and
traditional aboriginal food.
Arts and crafts vendors offer
all authentic handmade
items, which vary from
dreamcatchers, beaded
earrings, to rings, paintings
and much more. The
services offered range from
education to independentlyowned businesses.
‘Indian Tacos’ and ‘Scone
Dogs” are very popular

at powwows along with a
non-alcoholic beverage of
your choice, as alcohol is
strictly prohibited on all
powwow grounds. There
is a listed menu at every
vendor along with prices.
There is always a
designated place to eat but
you can enjoy your meal
next to the sacred circle
while watching the dancers.
There is a community feast
offered at some powwows at
no cost to all who attend.
The sacred circle is where
the dancing takes place.

The Drums
The drums are also located in
the centre. Depending on the
powwow, there could be many
drummers from many tribes.
The pounding of the drum

Handmade crafts
like these beaded
adornments are
available for sale at
powwows.
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Female Jingle
Dancers with
feathers held
high.

A very young
participant in
the Youth Jingle
Dance category.

The powwow drum with
decorated sticks provides
the sound of the earth’s
heartbeat.

can be heard throughout the
powwow grounds, which is a
welcoming sound that simply
states the celebration has now
begun. The drums are the
heartbeat of Mother Earth.

Powwow Schedules
The tourist information
building in Little Current has
information on powwows
on Manitoulin. The
magazine Pow Wow Trail
has listings of dates and
locations of all the powwows
in Ontario. This resource
is also available online.

In Toronto, TTC subway
and transit stops have
brochures about powwows
and the times and locations of
each one. Indian Friendship
Centres, which are located
in every major city and
also in the small towns
farther north, also have
information on powwows.
“The majority of the
people that come here for
powwows and stay at the
motel are already aware of the
powwows,” says Betty Anne
MacDougall, who with her
husband Wayne, operates
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My Friend’s Inn located in
Manitowaning. “There is a
little chart that gets printed
out every year by Manitoulin
Tourism which has all the
dates and locations of all the
powwows that are occurring
during the season.”
Raymond Johns, a member
of the Ojibway First Nation
Tribe, is a photographer,
artist and graphic designer
with a 3-year Advanced
Graphic Design Diploma
who lives in Manitowaning,
Manitoulin Island.
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