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Introduction

Our multimedia arts workshop centres the story of the Ojibwe Horse, Canada’s only
Indigenous-developed horse breed. Your workshop artists, Rhonda and Ken, are
both caretakers of this critically endangered breed. We hope you and your students
enjoy learning about them through art, stories, and music, some of which has been
handed down through many generations.
Thank you for the invitation to share these resources with your students!

Student artwork in response to a Spirit Horse workshop, Parry Sound, 2019

Land Acknowledgement
All Canadian students should be aware they live on land that is either unceded by
First Nations or that is covered by a treaty between colonial governments, and later
the Government of Canada, with First Nations. The intention of the treaties was to
share the land and its resources.
It’s appropriate to begin each of these lessons with the land or territory
acknowledgement that is specific to your geographic area. Your school or Division
should have one in place already.
If not, or if you want to look more deeply at the issue, the not-for-profit Native Land
Digital (nativeland.ca) provides a Teachers’ Guide1 as well as a Territory
Acknowledgement research tool.2 The Canadian Association of University Teachers
has recommended acknowledgements for institutions where their members work. 3

https://native-land.ca/wp/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/teacher_guide_2019_final.pdf
https://native-land.ca/territory-acknowledgement/
3 https://www.caut.ca/content/guide-acknowledging-first-peoples-traditional-territory
1
2

3

We are grateful to have received guidance from a traditional Elder from Treaty 1
territory, Dan Thomas. You will find his comments in these Lesson Plans. Dan
Thomas descends from grandparents from Sagkeeng
Anishinaabe Nation and Traverse Bay Métis community.
Dan spent numerous years as a teacher for elementary and
secondary schools and Elder instructor for the University
of Winnipeg’s Faculty of Education in their Masters in
Development Practice: Indigenous Development,
Indigenous Governance program.
Dan is a resident Elder for Seven Oaks School Division and
Aboriginal Student Services Centre (ASSC) at the University
of Winnipeg. He is also a spiritual leader in the Indigenous community. He is fifth
degree Midewiwin through Ponemah Midewiwin lodge at Red Lake Minnesota. Dan
conducts Ojibwe sundance lodge, teaching lodge, and sweat lodge ceremonies. He is
a Husband, a Father, a Grandfather and a Great Grandfather.
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Rhonda Snow and Ken MacDonald with Jodi Baker

About the Artists
Rhonda Snow
Visual artist, Ojibwe Horse Knowledge Keeper
Métis artist Rhonda Snow is the recipient of a Lifetime Achievement Award from
Rare Breeds Canada for her tireless work preserving the Ojibwe Horse breed.
Her vivid Woodlands style canvases captivate viewers and share the knowledge she
has gained from the Elders about the “small horses of the big woods”. She has
personally cared for over 60 Ojibwe Horses, playing an important role in the
comeback of the breed from near-extinction.
Rhonda is currently working intensively with breeders to help establish educational
and equine assisted learning programs that feature the Ojibwe Horses. She is also
actively researching the history of the breed, interviewing elders and knowledge
keepers to collect stories of how Indigenous peoples related to horses both before
and after contact with Europeans.

Ken MacDonald
Acclaimed as a "French horn master" by the Toronto Star, Ken MacDonald has
performed in every province with a variety of Canada's top ensembles. He has been
Associate Principal Horn with the Winnipeg Symphony Orchestra since 2001 and
prior to that, was Principal Horn of the Hamilton Philharmonic for 17 seasons. He is
on faculty at the University of Manitoba.
Ken lives on a small family farm just outside Winnipeg. Both he and his husband
Trevor are Board members of the Ojibwe Horse Society, having been caretakers of
several Ojibwe Horses since 2017. In 2020, the first foal of the breed was born at
their farm since this critically-endangered horse was extirpated from Manitoba
some decades ago.
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Lesson plan 1 - Art

Dreams and Doodles
Learning Goals
Students will be introduced to the Woodlands style of painting as represented by
the art of Rhonda Snow.
They will then create art of their own using either a colouring sheet or line drawing
techniques.
Listening to Elder Dan Thomas …
“Students should learn what ‘appropriation’ is and how
cultural appropriation hurts Indigenous cultures. NonIndigenous people have appropriated many aspects of
Indigenous cultures including the woodland style of
painting. Students should know that while they might
study and learn this style of painting, they should leave the
sale of art in this style to authentic Indigenous artists.”
For more information about appropriation, visit this article from the Canadian
Encyclopedia.4

Context
Rhonda begins her paintings with a frame outline she calls a “doodle”. Once the
frame is complete, she strengthens the lines as she wishes, finally adding colour to
the negative spaces.
For many First Nations artists, paying attention to dreams is an important part of
the creative process. Rhonda says, “I usually plan my painting at night before I sleep.
My paintings often come out of a dream vision. I will often imagine the scene with
my eyes closed.”

https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/cultural-appropriation-of-indigenouspeoples-in-canada
4
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Rhonda favours a traditional Indigenous style termed “Woodlands” and finds her
inspiration in stories she has collected from Elders and Knowledge Keepers. She
explains, “The Ojibwe Horses weren’t kept by Indigenous people the same way most
horses are kept today. For much of the year they were like wildlife, free to do as they
wished in the forests and prairie. But they lived close to people and willingly helped
them with their work in the winter months, like hauling logs and trapping.” They
also participated in many traditional ceremonies and were revered as spirit animals.
Rhonda says the process of visualizing a painting is not much different from when
she was barrel racing with her horses: “Before each race, I would first imagine my
horse running the barrels.”

Materials and Resources
• Younger Grades: Colouring Printouts
• Older Grades: A square of blank paper (any colour) and pencils, pencil crayons,
pens, or markers

Procedure (younger grades)
• Show the sequence of Rhonda’s paintings and invite discussion. What colours do
you see? What colours do you like? Do they look like real horses’ colours? Have you
ever had a dream about an animal? Was it a real animal?
• Introduce the word, “doodle”. www.kidcandoodle.com gives additional resources.
• Page 12 is a printable colouring sheet featuring a horse and rider in a winter
forest. What do you think is happening in this scene? Colour the picture.
• Page 13 is a printable multi-use sheet. There is lots of space for students to write
their own story featuring horses in either in words or in pictures. Do students have
a horse story to tell in images? Is the story real or imagined?
• Let students choose which of these printable sheets they would prefer to work
with.

Procedure (older grades)
• Discuss the Woodlands style of art, explaining it is one of three major styles of
contemporary Indigenous art. Resource: http://www.native-art-incanada.com/woodlandart.html
• Show the sequence of Rhonda’s paintings, discuss the artists’ statement, and note
the doodling method she describes.
• Research: look up the history, definition, and benefits of “doodling”. Resources:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doodle
https://goodparentingbrighterchildren.com/doodle-art/
• Discuss – do Rhonda’s paintings fit the definition of doodling that you researched?
Why or why not?
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• Discuss – Do you doodle? Do you find it relaxing? When do you doodle? Do you
prefer shapes, cartoons, or realistic figures?
• Introduce the Zentangle method
• Have students try the Zentangle method for themselves using the materials.
• Put on different kinds of music. Did it change what you were doodling? How?
• Encourage students to either represent figures from their own dreams as Rhonda
does, or create non-representational artwork, using the Zentangle method.

Modified Activity
• Working with horses can be beneficial and enjoyed by people of all abilities, as
discussed in this article.5 Sharing this understanding with all students can be
enlightening and empowering as it acknowledges ableism. If you have students who
are not able to complete the main activities, invite them to depict a story about a
horse or their impressions of Rhonda’s art in a suitable alternate way such as freeform movement or interaction.

The Zentangle Method (more at zentangle.com)
Here is a video demonstration of Zentangle for kids.6
Zentangles are a way to teach doodling which is similar to the Woodland style but
which does not appropriate an Indigenous artform. Starting with a basic method
and structure, it can give permission for students to explore their creativity without
judgement or expectation.
Start with a blank piece of square paper. Place a light pencil dot in each corner,
about a pen's width from the edges. Now it’s no longer a blank piece of paper.
Border
Connect those dots with a light pencil line, straight or curvy, to create a square. This
is your border.
String
Inside the border, draw a light pencil line or lines to make what we call a "string."
The string separates your tile into sections, in which you draw your tangles. A string
can be any shape. It may be a curvy line that touches the edge of the border now and
then, or series of straight lines that go from one side of the border to the next.

5
6

http://www.blindcanadians.ca/publications/cbm/11/therapeutic-horseback-riding-blind
https://youtu.be/wZ6tx3gSlRQ
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Tangle
A tangle is a predefined sequence of simple strokes that make up a pattern. Draw
your tangles in pen inside (usually) the pencil strings and borders. Tangle is both
noun and verb. Just as you dance a dance, you tangle your tangles. Draw your
tangles with deliberate strokes. Don't worry about what it's going to look like. Just
focus on each stroke of the pen as you make it. Trust that you'll know what to do
next when the time to do it comes. There is no up or down to Zentangle art so feel
free to rotate your tile in any direction that is most comfortable for your hand as you
draw.
Shade
Add shades of gray with a graphite pencil to bring contrast and dimension to your
tile. The black and white two-dimensional tangles transform through shading and
appear three-dimensional. You can use a tortillion (a paper blending stump) to
soften and blend the graphite. Here is a tutorial on how to make a tortillion. 7
Initial and Sign
This is art you created. You should sign it. Put your initials on the front (many
people create a unique monogram or chop for this step). On the back, place your
name, date, comments and observations.
Appreciate
Hold your tile at arm’s length. Turn it this way and that. Appreciate what you just
created.
Does your Zentangle remind you of Rhonda’s paintings? What is similar and
what is different?
Extension Activity
Dream Doodles
Invite your students to fill their Zentangle borders with representative figures. Is
there a story you would like to share through drawing? Have you had a strong
dream image that you would like to draw? The space is yours to explore.

7

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LmstMj8B3xk
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Sometimes Rhonda paints one of the many Ojibwe Horses she has cared for. This
painting is called “Tatonka”, which is an Indignous word meaning “buffalo”. Can you
see the buffalo hidden in the horse?

10

• Where are these horses? (In the water)
• What other animals do you see? (Beavers, loon, fish)
Rhonda says …
“This painting is called ‘The Beaver Dam.’ It’s from a story told by the Elders. A small
herd of little native ponies fell through a beaver dam and drowned. Their Spirits can
still be heard whinnying and running.”

11
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Lesson Plan 2: Music

Honouring a Horse
Learning Goals
Students will be introduced to the role of the honour song in Indigenous culture and
learn a song written by Jodi Contin for an Ojibwe Horse.
Listen to Jodi perform “Asemaa’kwe” online at https://youtu.be/-xBVTy5lUVQ

About Jodi Contin
Jodi Contin Baker is an Ojibway Band
Member of Wasauksing First Nation where
she resides with her family. She is of the
Martin Clan.
Jodi is Cultural Coordinator for the
Shawanaga First Nation Healing Centre,
helping to bring traditional teachings and
ceremonies to people of all ages.
She has been a part of the Grand Medicine
Society and is a devoted Sun dancer for more then 10 years. She is now the lead
female dancer, sweat conductor and clan mother of the lodge.
In 2019 Jodi and Ken were co-performers at the Gchi Dewin Indigenous Storytellers’
Festival in Parry Sound, telling the story of how Ken became a caretaker of an
Ojibwe Horse named Asemaa’kwe, You will hear that story in your workshop, and
the song you’ll learn in this lesson plan was part of that performance.
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Context
Jodi Contin says, “This song honours a very special horse that lives on Ken and
Trevor’s farm, who is named Asemaa’kwe. The song says this is an Anishinaabe
Horse, an Ojibwe Spirit Horse, and her name, Asemaa’kwe, means ‘Tobacco Woman’.
We thank Creator for this beautiful gift, and we say that’s a good working horse”.
Sharing songs is an essential part of Indigenous social life and spiritual practice. An
“Honour Song”, such as this one, holds a special place in the community to respect
individuals, groups, and communities. Honour Songs are often sung at public
gatherings such as pow-wows.
Not all songs in Indigenous cultures are intended for public use and sharing. Some
convey important teachings and are private within a ceremony in which they are
used, or are gifted to individuals. For that reason it is important to always
acknowledge the provenance of a song when you are teaching and sharing it.
The proper protocol for learning songs such as this one is to learn the song’s text
and vocable patterns as well as the song’s teachings, including the origins of the
song, and its meanings and purposes.8 When you sing it for others, first share that
this is an honour song by Jodi Contin from Wasauksing First Nation, who shared it
with you to sing to other people.
Jodi’s song “Asemaa’kwe” has a recurring refrain consisting of vocables, which are
non-textual syllables used as lyrics. Vocables are also interspersed with the text
lyrics.
The vocable section in this song is repeated four times. The number four is
important in Indigenous spirituality and can represent the four directions, the four
sacred medicine plants, the four colours of the medicine wheel, and more. Jodi says,
“the four beats at the beginning honour creation and spirit”.
And, because all kids will ask … what does the “whoop” at the end mean? Jodi
explains, “It’s like a celebration after a song is sung. So our ancestors know we’re
happy to be able to sing that for them. That kind of thing!”
We are very grateful that Jodi has given permission for this song to be shared and
sung by teachers and students who are learning about the Ojibwe Horse.

8

https://thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/powwowmusic
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Materials and Resources
• Hand drums or clapping
• Singing
• Other instruments as desired

Listening to Elder Dan Thomas …
Dan notes that spoken and written Ojibwe differs by
community.
“The writer of the Indigenous language writes as it is
spoken by Potawatomi speakers. This is how
Anishinaabemowin is spoken from Manitoulin Island and
further east in Ontario.”

Procedure
• Play the song for students. A written version in the key of F is included on Pages 17
and 18. You can also listen to Jodi performing it for us in the key of B.
• Discuss and follow the protocol for learning and sharing Indigenous honour songs.
• Learn the vocable patterns and discuss how the vocable section recurs four times
and the basis in custom for this structure.
• Discuss the Ojibwe words and their meanings. Mention Elder Dan Thomas’s
observation. If appropriate and available, consult a local Indigenous language
specialist. Jodi has shared this song for you to learn, but how might these words
sound different where you live?
• Learn and perform the song.
Listen to Jodi perform “Asemaa’kwe” online at https://youtu.be/-xBVTy5lUVQ

About the Lyrics
The lyrics consist of a mixture of words and vocables, which are syllables that
convey the spirit of the subject. Note: vocables should not be referred to as
“nonsense” syllables.
Asemaa (ah-SAME-ah) is the Ojibwe word for tobacco, used ceremonially and
considered the first medicine plant given by Creator. Ikwe (IK-way) means woman.
Taken together, Asemaa’kwe (ah-SAME-ah-kway) means “Medicine Woman”. An
Anishinaabe friend, Janet Thomas, gave her that name because her uniform coat
colour looks very much like the ceremonial plant.

16
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Lesson Plan 3: Truth and Reconciliation

A Horse of a Different Culture
Preamble
In 2015, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada called for governments
and educators to integrate Indigenous knowledge, teaching methods, and resources,
and to build student capacity for intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual
respect.9 Bringing this workshop to your students can be one of many responses to
that call.
Our workshop will specifically talk about the rescue of the Ojbwe Horse breed. For
older students, investigating the history of the breed and what brought them to
near-extinction will be enriching.

Land or Territory Acknowledgement
Begin your lesson with your area’s land acknowledgement. There is more
information about this in the Introduction on Page 3.

Enduring Understandings
Anishinaabe people traditionally lived closely with horses, and this way of life
became threatened and nearly extinguished by Canadian settlers. The Ojibwe Horse
breed was nearly exterminated. They are now being brought back by a dedicated
group of Indigenous and non-Indigenous people working together.
The history of the horse in North America is told very differently by Europeantrained historians and by Indigenous elders who follow the oral history.
Reconciliation means honestly looking at the past and creating bridges between all
Canadians and our First Nations. All Canadians have a part to play in reconciliation.

Listening to Elder Dan Thomas …
“I think the subject is one that can spark inquiries by
students. It’s also important to teach students that we
often ‘believe’ what we are told by teachers, clergy,
politicians, and even older family as we look up to them.
However, a scientific outlook would have us question
those ‘beliefs’ and examine all the evidence.”

9

http://www.trc.ca/assets/pdf/Calls_to_Action_English2.pdf. Page 7, points 63- 64.
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Procedure
• Read the attached two articles, or discuss their content and themes, as appropriate
with your students.
• Discuss:
- Does history as you’ve been taught differ from what the Elders teach? What
have you learned about Indigenous culture?
- What does reconciliation mean to you?
• Look at Rhonda’s artwork and her artists’ statements.
- Are her paintings history or art?
- Can you think of any other artworks that convey history?
- How are they different from history books used in schools?
- Do they tell a different history from what you have learned?
• Activity: What does reconciliation mean to you?
- Younger grades: colour the sheet on Page 31, which shows the rescue of the
final four Ojibwe Horses. Talk about how you feel. What do you imagine the
horses are feeling?
- Older grades: use the frame painting by Rhonda on Page 32 to express your
own ideas. What does Truth and Reconciliation mean to you? Use the
methods introduced in the art lesson plan if you wish. Do you prefer to use
words or images? Which tells history more accurately or completely?
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A Horse of a Different Culture:
Conflicting Histories About Horses in North America
By Ken MacDonald, Ojibwe Horse Society
Elders recall that the boreal forests of Canada once teemed with tens of thousands of
small horses that ran free like deer. These horses lived closely with the Anishinaabe
people and helped in the winter months with tasks like checking trap lines, hauling
logs, and transportation. In the spring, they were turned loose until the seasons
turned chilly again.
Though horses continue to figure prominently in Indigenous ceremonies as spirit
animals and helpers, they no longer live in the wild. The last few horses to do so
lived at Lac La Croix First Nation in northwestern Ontario. For that reason, the breed
is often referred to as the “Lac La Croix Indian Pony” as well as the Ojibwe Horse.10
Today, there are approximately 200 of the breed. They are considered Canada’s only
Indigenous-developed horse breed.
The origin of the breed remains a mystery. Paleontologists and historians generally
assume that horses went extinct in North America at the end of the last Ice Age
about 10 000 years ago. They believe horses were re-introduced by the Spanish and
arrived back in Canada between 1730 and 1750.11
This dominant Western history is challenged by several intriguing points.
Indigenous petroglyphs, pictograms, and figurines abound that seem to indicate
horses were present in North America before European contact.12 Elders share
stories of horses they say pre-date European contact.
Why are these histories so different? Perhaps it is because for many years, the
removal of Indigenous people from their traditional lands and the destruction of
their resources (including the horses) was justified by pretending the land was
empty for the taking before European arrival. Generations of Canadian children
were taught that John Cabot discovered Canada in 1497 – as though there was not a
flourishing population here before that time.
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/lac-la-croix-Indigenous-pony
https://albertashistoricplaces.com/2013/12/04/hooves-in-history-how-the-horse-changed-thewest/
12 Collin, Yvettee Running Horse, The Relationship Between the Indigenous Peoples of the Americas
and the Horse: Deconstructing a Eurocentric Myth. University of Alaska Press, 2017.
10
11
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Elders generally choose not to challenge the European narrative directly. They
simply continue to share the oral histories and practice ceremonies that have been
handed down through the generations – and which include horses.
Elder Dan Thomas notes, “There are reports of horses in full use by Indigenous
people in different areas of North America within two to ten years after they were
supposedly introduced in Mexico. But how did they multiply into the millions and be
fully entrenched in various cultures over millions of square miles in such a short
time? Or were they always here?”13
As Ojibwe Horse caretaker Rhonda Snow says, “It’s not up to those who were
colonized and harmed to make it right. Everyone must acknowledge the truth.” As
far as the true history of horses goes, reconciliation requires that more research
should occur. Perhaps someone will unlock this mystery soon.
2020

13

Personal correspondence with Elder Dan Thomas, September 28, 2020.
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Of Settlers and Horses – in the Canadian governments’ words
By Ken MacDonald, Ojibwe Horse Society
In 1830, the Canadian government placed Indian Agents in charge of First Nations, a
system that remained in place until 1969. The Annual Reports of these agents show
how important horses were to First Nations. One commented that in Fort MacLeod,
Alberta, “Every workman upon this reservation keeps his own horse”.14
First Nations used their horses to hunt and trap and haul logs in the winter, and in
the springtime turned the horses out onto the open land to graze. The Indian Agents
kept careful records. They noted that First Nations across Canada had many more
horses than any other kind of agricultural animal, including cattle and pigs.15 The
Métis used them on their traditional routes prior to the introduction of the wheel,
and continued to use them once the Red River carts revolutionized their way of
travel in 1801.
These horses were frequently called “Indian Ponies” because they were smaller than
the common European horse breeds. They were unusually friendly and sturdy. Now,
the ancestors of these Indian Ponies are often known as the Lac La Croix Ojibwe
Horses or Ojibwe Horses.
Turtle Island, as North America is known by Indigenous people, had no Canadian-US
border as we know it today. But the scramble to settle North America was a fight for
control of territory by the two new countries. Treaties 1 and 2 between Canada and
Indigenous nations, the Dominion Land Act of 1872, and the Indian Removal Act in
the US were all set up to encourage the fastest-possible settlement. Land used for
untold generations by First Nations was parceled off and given away for free to
immigrants recruited from many European countries.16 The government created a
national horse-mounted police to clear First Nations from this land, by force when
necessary.17
The Canadian landscape became transformed as the government brought wave after
wave of new settlers. As there was more competition for the available land, there
was less room for an Indigenous way of life that allowed Ojibwe Horses to graze
freely on the land.
In 1885, Canada’s first Prime Minister, Sir John A. MacDonald, said these massive
changes were fair to Indigenous people: “We have done all we could, by the supply

Annual Report of the Department of Indian Affairs, 1881, page 36.
Annual Report of the Department of Indian Affairs, 1886 page 394.
16 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dominion_Lands_Act
17 “The RCMP was created to control Indigenous people.” Global News, June 15, 2019.
14
15
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of cattle, agricultural implements and instruction, to change them from a nomadic to
an agricultural life. We have had very considerable success.”18
However, Indian Agents at the same time reported that Indigenous peoples’ “horses
are systematically driven away from the open country by the White settlers who
have taken leases of pastoral land in their neighbourhood.”19
MacDonald’s claim of “fairness” can be contrasted to the views of military
leadership. One American Colonel said, "Kill every buffalo you can! Every buffalo
dead is an Indian gone.”20 Another remarked, “The destruction of the big game in the
West is simply a natural consequence of the advance of civilization.”21
Traditionally, First Nations did farm as well as hunt big game, but as they were
forced onto smaller parcels of land, farming became more important. Their small
horses were perfectly suited for their traditional work of hunting, trapping, and
hauling, but Indian Agents felt that “the horses are generally too light for farm
work”.22 Being small in stature, they were looked down upon by settlers, who said,
“The diminutive Indian pony is of very small commercial value in this country.”23
One Indian Agent explained in his report, “I am trying to induce several of the
Indians to buy young steers, which they can purchase cheap; in a year or so they
would be strong enough to do considerable work. I consider that oxen are
preferable and more beneficial than horses on a new farm, the most important
reason being that they are much easier and cheaper kept, as they will remain in
tolerably good condition all winter on straw only, whilst horses require hay and
oats.”24
Government agents preferred these Indigenous horses to be crossed with larger
European draft horses. They commented approvingly, “They are improving greatly
their breed of horses”25. The Ojibwe Horses were deemed worthless and when
found near reserves, they were often simply shot by Indian Agents.
One Indian Agent was happy to see the horses pushed away. “I am very much afraid
great difficulty will be experienced in keeping their horses out of the crops. Already
the prairie round the camp is eaten bare by them. I feel sure that there are as many
horses as Indians; the country round about is swarming with them. As they are of no
earthly use but for their owners to ride upon, it is one satisfaction to know that most

https://www.ictinc.ca/blog/10-quotes-john-a.-macdonald-made-about-first-nations
Annual Report of the Department of Indian Affairs, 1885, page 60.
20 'Kill Every Buffalo You Can! Every Buffalo Dead Is an Indian Gone'. The Atlantic, May 13, 2016.
21 Cody, William, “Famous Hunting Parties of the Plains”. Cosmopolitan Magazine, June 1894.
22 Annual Report of the Department of Indian Affairs, 1886. Page 32.
23 Annual Report of the Department of Indian Affairs, 1886 page 205.
24 Annual Report of the Department of Indian Affairs, 1886, page 52.
25 Annual Report of the Department of Indian Affairs, 1886 page 68.
18
19
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of them will starve to death next winter. I tried to induce them to trade them away
for cooking stoves.”26
The Canadian government welcomed people to take horses off the land, depriving
Indigenous people of a resource that had kept them self-sufficient. Many were taken
for use on the Gold Rush trails, which were so dangerous that one section was
known as “The Dead Horse Pass”,27 or were simply killed off. Within less than a
hundred years, the once-numerous Ojibwe Horses were nearly all gone.

Annual Report of the Department of Indian Affairs, 1881, page 31.
“History of the White Pass Trail”. https://www.nps.gov/klgo/learn/historyculture/white-passhistory.htm
26
27
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Materials and Resources

Rhonda Snow’s artwork tells the stories shared by Elders about the horses now
known as the Ojibwe Horses, which were widely used by many First Nations across
Turtle Island.
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An Ojibwe Horse Caretaker, Rhonda is a knowledge keeper who has received many
stories and teachings about “The Spirit Horses”, as she prefers to call them. “They
never belonged to any one Nation, they were helpers to all, and are wildlife and just
as much a part of this land as the forests and air.”
Rhonda says, “Everyone used to say that the Indian horses that were here were
small and worthless. But I started to ask people about the stories, which go against
the history books. These small horses of the deep woods were perfectly suited to the
work the people would do – hunting and trapping. They lived close to the people,
they worked willingly for them, and they ran free other times.
“The Elders say the horses were always here. They never attack the European views,
they are always respectful, but they say the horses were always here, in the oral
stories that are told.
“If everyone is talking about truth and reconciliation, why aren’t people listening
respectfully to the elders? Resilience is not submitting, it’s able to push through the
resistance. So this painting is about me resisting the academic and scientific
pressure to listen only to settlers’ history books.
27

“In this painting, the Elder in the corner with sweetgrass braids is the voice of all the
Elders telling us the stories. The horse is here on Turtle Island, which is what
Indigenous people call North America, and the moons on the turtle’s back represent
the full moons through the year.
“There is a story told, from not long ago, of a girl who became lost as she was going
to visit a neighbouring village. She was carried by her horse through a blinding
snowstorm. Like her, maybe we follow the traditional stories and find our way.”
_______________________

This painting shows the children being taken from their parent to the Residential
School and the religious authority demanding the horses of the village be destroyed.
Rhonda says, “Religious authorities did not want the children seeing the wild native
ponies breeding. The Indian Agents called them worthless, mangy and too small to
be profitable. The health officials said they were dirtying the waters. So they
ordered them to be destroyed and wanted to be rid of the worthless Native ponies”.
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This painting shows the last four mares of the Ojibwe Horse breed, who were
rescued in 1977 at Lac La Croix First Nation. The government had plans to shoot
these horses who were wandering free through the village. Instead, they were
trailered by a group of Indigenous and non-Indigenous people who worked together
to bring them to safety in the United States. From there, the breed was gradually
brought back and returned to Caretakers in both the US and Canada.
Today there are about 200 Ojibwe Horses. The Ojibwe Horse Society works with
many caretakers and breeders to maintain and encourage the return of these horses
to their traditional territories.
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In 2019, Ojibwe Horses visited Parry Sound, Ontario. A group of Ojibwe Horse
caretakers brought some to visit. People recall that horses were once numerous in
the area, but there are no Ojibwe Horses there any more.
The community proudly led them on a “Spirit Walk” – an opportunity for people,
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous, to walk once more with these horses on their
ancestral lands. It was an electrifying experience for all involved, as the horses
naturally walked in time with the hand drums and singing that accompanied them.
Left: Rhonda Snow. Right: Trevor Kirczenow, Board Member with the Ojibwe Horse
Society.
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