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Culture Camp Update: Grand Opening
After months of planning and hard work, we celebrated
the completion of our all-weather culture camp and
outdoor classroom with a grand opening event. The
temperature on December 15 was minus 24 but that did
not stop us from gathering outside to mark this
achievement.
As documented in recent issues of the school newsletter,
we broke ground back in August. We removed trees and
rocks, and the ground was made level for pads for a fire
pit, a lean-to shelter and a tipi. We formed partnerships
with several companies to get good pricing on supplies
and labour. Over the last few months, our vision for a
camp became a reality and we began to use it.
The work to clear the site was mostly done by Dale
LeMoignan, Maxine Hildebrandt and Mark Hildebrandt.
They each put in many hours after school and on
One of our students setting up hay bales for seating
at the MECCS culture camp grand opening event.
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Counterclockwise from above:
Students clearing the fire pit area to
prepare for the grand opening event.
Arnold Alexis offering a drum song to
celebrate the grand opening.
MECCS Board Chair Dale Friedel
delivering remarks.
Just a little more sweeping by Tenzin Bird
should do it.
Sweeping and setting up stumps for seating
around the fire pit.
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weekends. Zach and Brandon Paul of
ZAPA Construction built the concrete
pads and the lean-to shelter. The final
stage was getting the tipi from
Lethbridge Custom Canvas, which
Mark and Maxine put up.
For the official opening of this
welcome addition to our school, we
were able to demonstrate the success
of our vision for having an allweather facility. Even though the
event was held on a wintery day with
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minus 24 temperatures, participants were
kept comfortable by the four fire pits and
the straw bales to sit on. The straw bales
were donated by our friend and supporter
Troy Flad. As well, we are fortunate to
have a fully heated and lit all-weather
washroom supplied by Kopala Towers.
This makes a big difference in comfort for
our students, staff and guests when it gets
cold like this.
The MC for the ceremony was our
principal Erin Danforth. She introduced
our Stoney Elder Theresa Bird to deliver
an opening prayer. That was followed by a
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Clockwise from above:
Gathering around the fire pit to keep
warm is a good idea.
Mark Ehnes offering remarks on
behalf of the school staff.
Students Tristen Lafleche and Tyrell
Baynes reflecting on their initial
experiences at the culture camp.
Alberta’s Minister of Indigenous
Relations Rick Wilson.
Brenda Baynes representing parents
of students attending MECCS.
Elder Theresa Bird offering a prayer
in the Stoney language.
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special drum song from Arnold Alexis. Maxine Hildebrandt then
performed the dedication of the facility name Oski Kisikaw Ena
Mahkochih, which is a combination of Cree and Stoney words
roughly translating to “New Day for Mother Earth.”
The Minister of Indigenous Relations Rick Wilson represented the
Alberta government and provided his remarks as well as best
wishes from Premier Jason Kenney and the Minister of Education
Adriana LaGrange.
Mother Earth’s Board Chair Dale Friedel then thanked the staff
for their efforts in creating this wonderful space for the students.
The bulk of the funding for phase one of the project was provided
by the Friends of MECCS Education Foundation. The foundation
was represented by our Superintendent Ed Wittchen, who
recognized all the partners who helped make this day possible. He
read a special message from long-time supporter and fundraiser
Richard Bird, who was unable to be with us that day but wanted
everyone to realize how important it is to have this facility.

Left, top: Maxine Hildebrandt
dedicates the name of the camp.
Right: Association of Alberta
Charter School Superintendents
colleagues Lynne Paradis, Ed
Wittchen and Chris Gilmour.
Left: Tenzin Bird with Dale and
Anita LeMoignon.
Below and below left: Guests
braving the cold to attend the
grand opening celebration.
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It was important to make Warming up with bannock and stew.
sure that the people most
Right, top: Elder Theresa Bird.
affected by the completion
of this camp were well
Right, middle: Mark Hildebrandt
and Chris Gilmour.
represented and heard
from. School staff were
Right, bottom: Mark Ehnes with
represented by 17-year
Apple School representatives Jenn
Flynn and Nicole Deschner.
veteran teacher Mark
Ehnes, who talked about
what it would mean to realize the long-term vision of what
and how we should be teaching our students about
Indigenous issues. Parent Brenda Baynes, who has three
children in the school, talked about what it means for her
children to have the opportunity to learn about their culture
in a supportive environment like MECCS.
Finally, students Tristen Lafleche and Tyrell Baynes talked
about the initial experiences that they have had in the
culture camp and what they think future activities will be
like for students. They mentioned that they particularly
liked learning how to make traditional dry meat from Elders
Edna Paul and Annie Thomas and learning how to use a bow drill
from Hart Wichern. They are looking forward to the hide tanning
exercise, which will be one of the next activities.
Special guests for the day included our area’s MLA Mark Smith
and Enoch Chief Billy Morin, who brought Elder Joe Grand,
Enoch principal Jonathan Kaiswatum and land-based teacher
Chelsea Cattroll with him.
MECCS has partnerships with several companies and schools,
and we were pleased to see them participating in our special day.
• Jenn Flynn and Nicole Deschner, Apple Schools
• Duncan Webster, Senior Advisor External Relations, TransAlta
• Corinne Chisholm, Indigenous Relations, TransAlta
• Lisl Gunderman, Wildwood School
• Andrea Dion, Ever Active Schools
• Roxanne Prukl, Kopala Towers
• Ed and Joan Holzapfel, PF Custom Countertops
• Lynne Paradis, Suzuki Charter School
• Chris Gilmour, Connect Charter School
We appreciate how everyone braved the cold weather to share this
experience with students, staff and parents.
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Above: Tipi in the snow.
Left: The lean-to decorated for the celebration.

Above: Guests gathering to celebrate the grand opening of the MECCS culture camp.

Above: Students keeping warm by the fire pit.
It was minus 24 on the day of the celebration.

Right: The name of our culture camp is
Oski Kisikaw Ena Mahkochih. This is a
combination of Cree and Stoney words that
translate to “New Day for Mother Earth.”
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