AHSABC has gifted each program a birch bark canoe replica to construct!

Birch trees allow for skillful canoe building as the bark is smooth, hard, light, resilient and
waterproof. Birch’s grain wraps around the tree rather than the length of it, the bark allows for
skilled shaping. This made light weight, but strong canoes. The birchbark canoe represents
Indigenous engineering, science, art, culture and education.

Elder Dr. Winston Wuttunee (Red Pheasant Cree Nation) remembers seeing a birch bark canoe
that was over 150 years old, 12-14 feet long, in very good shape and still serviceable. He explains,
“To make a birch bark canoe, bark was cut off in wide strips because in those times there was still
big birch bark trees.”

Special Care Instructions:
Gently wipe with a damp cloth.

History

The skills required to build birchbark canoes were passed on through generations of master
builders. Frames were often built from cedar, soaked long enough to bend. The joints were sewn
with spruce or white pine roots, which were pulled up, split and boiled by women. The seams were
waterproofed with hot spruce or pine resin gathered and applied with a stick; during travel,
paddlers re-applied resin almost daily to keep the canoe watertight.

Playful additions:
Use the canoes at circle time to introduce as an Indigenous transportation tool, and more canoes

can be ordered for a fun addition for songs and games. Have the children use the boats to move to
Indigenous songs about paddling, water, or journeys.
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Science:

Children and parents could make a table that explores different types of water ways, using a
variety of blue felt shapes- straight, bends, thin, wide eddies, lakes. Young rivers have straighter
runs, older rivers have more bends created by sediment building up. Show children some aerial
images of the Bow River or where a river meets the sea and splits into many fingers or branches in
a delta. Supply cut out white felt in triangle/wave shapes in felt for children to sprinkle onto the
waterways where they would like rapids? Move the canoe along their waterway- would they get
out and walk on land at the rapids? How great that birch is light to carry! Invite the children to
change the waterways as they play.

Other programming ldeas:

Purchase additional kits and host a parent child workshop to enjoy putting their own boat together.
Follow up with teaching from an Elder/ Knowledge Keeper.

Incorporate other birch bark items into your daily programming and environment. These can be
baskets, bowls other food storage containers, rope, twine, cradles, scrolls and mats.

Show children how birch can also be used as a medicine and also an artform. Gather birch with
the children and families and have an Elder demonstrate how to make medicinal tea for stomach
issues such as heartburn from the inner bark, or pieces of young birch trees’ twigs, stems, leaves.

Find photos or resources about the art of birch bark biting, one of the oldest forms of art making.

This resource is for middle school math students, but could inspire ideas or conversations.
http://showmeyourmath.ca/mawkinamasultinej-lets-learn-together/birch _bark biting/

Is there birch to harvest in your local community?
What were the traditional uses of birch by your local nation(s)?

For information on how to order additional birch bark kits or other Indigenous craft kits please
contact michelle.gravelle@ahsabc.com
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