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Introduction 
1In the fall of 2010, I came to Kenora with the support of 

the Common Ground Research Forum in order to study about 
place.  The focus of my study was the Common Ground Land 
made up of the northern part of Tunnel Island, Old Fort Island, 
and a piece of land identified in 1823 by Dr. Bigsby as the “Rat 
Portage”.  The Common Ground land is one of the names for this 
place that is to be shared by a partnership of the Treaty 3 
government, the City of Kenora, and three adjacent First Nations.  
My main focus was on Tunnel Island because it was the most 
commonly used part of this land.  I was very interested in how 

people were connected to Tunnel Island and also their 
perspectives and possible visions for the use of the place.  
During this study I drew on concepts called sense of 
place and contested space to help me form questions but 
also create ways to understand the stories I was told and 
the visions I heard.   

Want to see the full thesis? 
The full thesis can be accessed in print in Kenora at the 

Kenora Library and the Métis Resource Library.  It can also 
be accessed online in a PDF version on the Common Ground 

Research Forum website (www.cgrf.ca) or at this location 
(http://mspace.lib.umanitoba.ca//handle/1993/5021). 

Timeline 

August 2009 

August 2010 

December 
2011 

April -June 
2012 

I began my Master’s 
Thesis at the Natural 
Resources Institute 

Research begun in 
Kenora until Dec. 
2010 

Defense and 
completion of Thesis 

*Arrival of Baby 
Julian  

Sharing results with 
community  

Sense of Place investigations 
into local connections and 
visions for the Common 
Ground Land on Tunnel 
Island in Kenora, Ontario 

Executive Summary of Master’s Thesis Research 
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 “ The island is probably lonesome for people. You know like people coming around and 
doing their things and using it, for meetings whatever it is…the island itself, it brings back 

memories.” (OE1019) 

 

As an academic study it needed to be grounded in a concept 
that has been in the academic literature.  In consulting this literature 
I drew out two main concepts that helped my work, sense of place 
and the concept of contested space.  Sense of place can be explained 
as an idea regarding how we are connected to a location or 
geographic place.  I created Figure 1 to help me 
visualize the connections and the way 
perspectives come from the intersection of the 
three basic ways we are connected to a 
place.  There is the physical place, the 
surrounding cultural and social context and 
also the personal experience one brings.  
These three things combine and from them 
we develop understandings or perspectives of 
place.   

Sense of Place – Figure 1 

The Common Ground land is a place full of connections.  There are stories from the past and the present 
and a growing number of people that go there for a variety of outdoor activities.  It was seen by all of the 
people I spoke with as an important place for the community in many different ways.  The perspectives I 
heard were diverse and the visions reflected this diversity.  Overall, if there is one thing you should take 
from my work, it is that this place is full of relationships. There are relationships to other people, 
relationships with the land, and the great potential to build new kinds of relationships.  My work simply 
points to some of these relationship connections and recommends more engagement, more listening and 
more relationship building.   

 

2. How I did this study 
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A place full of 
Connections 

If there is one thing you should take from 
my work, it is that this place is full of 

relationships. My work simply points to 
some of these relationship connections 
and hopes for more engagement, more 

listening and more relationship building. 

Most importantly the concept of sense of place explores the idea that places are dynamic pieces of 
ourselves and our views of them change as we change.  It could also be said that as the people and places 
around us change we are also affected.  It is these relationships that were most interesting to me.   

 Contested space is, by definition, a location where there is conflict over the control of resouces and 
different access to power in decision making.  The concept of contested space became important to me 
because it describes the fact that places can hold a large diversity of perspectives and visions.  No one will 
have the exact same experience on a piece of land yet many people could still agree that places are 
important and that a place like Tunnel Island (as a part of the Common Ground Land) has great potential 
for the community.  However, talking to people about their connections, perspectives and visions 
regarding Tunnel Island and the Common Ground land brought out quite a diversity of ideas.  My 
understanding of this concept led me to see that trying to create just one vision for Tunnel Island, or one 
story, could lead to loss of relationship and perhaps open conflict.   

 Using these concepts I developed a set of questions that I used to interview people in the 
community.  The interviews were developed around some key research questions including: (1) exploring 
people’s sense of place, (2) investigating how sense of place changes over time, (3) discerning people’s 
visions, and (4) determining how perspective impacts vision. I spoke with 25 people who had spent some 
time on Tunnel Island and/or the other two pieces of the Common Ground land.  The people I spoke with 
came from different areas, ages and ethnic backgrounds.  I also asked these people if they would 
participate in a modified focus group and 12 people were able to attend.  During these focus groups I 
asked people some of the same questions we had discussed in the interviews but the format was quite 
different.  I drew on a group sharing method called the sharing circle.  We sat in a circle and followed a set 
of guidelines.  The goal of these groups was not to make any kind of decision; rather it was to create a safe 
and welcoming space for sharing to occur.  Participants were able to share some of the connections, 
perspectives and visions that they had regarding Tunnel Island with each other.   

 In addition to the main work of interviewing, I also spent some time reading documents such as 
newspaper stories about Tunnel Island and I would go there often to simply observe how people spent 
time on Tunnel Island from my own perspective.  These observations were recorded in Chapter 4 of my 
thesis.   
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The interviews, individual and group, were full of wonderful stories and gave me a lot of data and things 
to observe about people’s connections, perspectives and visions.  One way to organize all the data was to 
create a series of categories, or themes.  I created Figure 2 to help me visualize everything I heard.  
However, keep in mind, these connections, perspectives and vision themes are all just a glimpse into some 
of the stories and relationships of Tunnel Island and the Common Ground land.  A person’s sense of place 
is changing all the time with each new experience.  What I found was that this place is special for many 
different reasons to many different people – what they all have in common is the place.   

 

Connections 

Activities 

Social 

Recreational 

Rec & Soc 

Spiritual 

Residential 

Livelihood 

Connections 
Disconnections 

Childhood 

CLCG 

Perspectives 

Physical 
Geography 

Northern 
Lifestyle 

Community 

Economy 

Respect 

Change 

Nostalgia 

Landuse 

Visions 

3. What I found 

Organization of the Data – Figure 2 
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Continued 

“That’s the treasure of it 
so that people can 
appreciate this without 
having to go out of town. 
This can be part of their 
life, part of their life right 
within our town. I think 
that is the glory of Tunnel 
Island. And I love Tunnel 
Island” (Participant 
HU104).   

 

“They told us to leave, 
halfways up from here 
that’s where the power 
lines came and they told 
us elders to leave. So we 
started paddling, my mom 
and my auntie and the rest 
of the kids were small, the 
rest of us…Oh I don’t 
remember how old I was 
that time…but I remember 
when they told my mom 
and my auntie to leave” 
(Participant LL1027).  

 

 I will explain Figure 2 starting with Connections, which 
symbolizes those things that connect people to the Common 
Ground land and Tunnel Island in particular.  Many of these I 
saw as “activities” from recreational activities like dog walking to 
spiritual activities like attending a feast.  One thing that often 
caught my attention was the activities that I called Social & 
Recreational Activities.  These were stories people told me about 
spending time on Tunnel Island with other people as a way to build 
relationships.  There were a lot of events organized on the island 
that were both physical and communal such as dog walking, 
historical walks, group biking or running, and picnics.   

 There were also important connections made during 
childhood that remain special to those people today.  Of course 
the Common Land, Common Ground movement has also 
brought many people to Tunnel Island, especially with the change 
in ownership of the land.  Finally there is the confusing category I 
named, “Connection Disconnections,” because I found that 
sometime people’s connection to the Common Ground land was 
actually a story of disconnection.  Some people who grew up on 
Tunnel Island were told that they could no longer be there.  Other 
people have experienced feeling disconnected from the process of 
finding ways to share the land.   

 Perspectives might also be called values or ways of seeing 
and understanding Tunnel Island and/or the Common Ground 
land.  People spoke to me about the Physical Geography or visual 
and physical things that stood out to them when they spent time 
on Tunnel Island.  I heard stories about how Tunnel Island 
represents a decision to live in Northern Ontario and enjoying a 
lifestyle that allows intimate connection with natural 
environments (Northern Lifestyle).  Many times people spoke 
about the economic changes happening within the region and the 
potential for the Common Ground land to bring tourism into the 
area (Economic).  Often I heard about the need to Respect the 
land and the ancestors and the guardians of this special place.   

 Two of the most important perspectives (those I heard 
about most often) were Community and Change.  There have 
been numerous changes over the past years – both long ago and 
still in living memory.  Many people expressed a sense of 
“nostalgia” or wanting to go back to the way things were, or at 
least share the stories of the events that have happened.  
Community perspectives echoed what I heard about how people 
were connected: people go to Tunnel Island because of other 
people and in order to be with other people.  Tunnel Island and 
the Common Ground land are important to the community and 
for the community.   
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 Finally, I asked people what their vision was for the 
future use of Tunnel Island and the Common Ground land.  My 
work was not an attempt to build a plan, but rather to provide a 
place to begin hearing ideas.  This lead me to organize the ideas 
people gave me into four main vision themes: Economic, 
Respect, Community and Fear of Disconnection.   

 Economic vision themes reflected the perspectives that 
the Common Ground land has potential to generate needed 
tourism dollars.  This vision also included money making ideas 
for general upkeep of whatever things were created on Tunnel 
Island, such as an interpretive centre.   

 The theme of Respect included the desires to see the 
Common Ground land respected and taken care of in several 
different ways.  Feasting the Guardians and ancestors of the 
place and allowing space for different stories to be heard are 
two examples.  Respect also meant taking care of the place by 
not leaving trash and appreciating the natural beauty. 

 Community themes emerged constantly as every 
person saw Tunnel Island and the Common Ground land as 
opportunities for the community and to build community.  
Community meant many things including friendships, ties 
with family, or the wider sense of community in the 
surrounding area.   

 The final theme, Fear of Disconnection, reflects the many 
discussions I had regarding possibilities for the future the 
Common Ground land that could exclude people.  This theme, 
unlike the first three, was tinged with concern and worry about 
changes that could happen that would not show respect or not be 
for the community.  This also included instances where people 
felt excluded from decision-making processes and worry about 
further exclusion.  Many people shared a wish that Tunnel 
Island would just stay the same as it is now.   

 Overall, there were a great number of relationships 
between these connections, perspectives and visions.  So many 
factors work together to create a person’s dynamic sense of a 
place.  One aspect that stood out to me, however, was the 
excitement that Tunnel Island generated for each person I spoke 
with.  My hope is that stories and connections would continue to 
be shared. 

 

“Its that all of the threads are here. 
And that if you tug on any one of 
those threads you begin to see the 
interconnectivity of all things.  
And that’s such a hugely 
important message of this place. 
So much has gone on here its so 
complicated but its so connected.  
That each and everyone of those 
threads has an impact on some 
thing else” (Participant UO927). 

“There’s lots of talk about First 
Nations and the city of Kenora 
and not mentioning the Métis, 
and it seems like we’re being left 
out, you know it feels like, yeah, 
I know maybe it’s not 
intentionally to hurt us or isolate 
us, but I know that the Métis are 
part of it.” (Participant AM1119) 

 

“I think this was such a unique 
opportunity…and the fact that it 
came to, you know, sort of a stall 
is, I mean to me that’s very 
disappointing. Because I had such 
hope. You know, not just for TI 
but for this whole relationship. 
Because Kenora is, you know, we 
have a bad reputation in terms of 
race relations…and this was such 
a huge step in the right 
direction…” (Participant OE923) 
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4. Recommendations 
The thesis concludes with my observations regarding using the concept of Sense of Place to help engage 
people in processes regarding key places in a community.  These observations stem from the objectives I 
mentioned at the beginning, which helped me develop interview questions.  I also reflect on the small 
groups I conducted and how these seemed to be good ways to allow open and respectful sharing about the 
different connections, perspectives and visions people held around Tunnel Island.  Finally, I offer several 
recommendations based on these observations of the data I collected.  For the purposes of this summary, I 
will only mention what I feel is most relevant.   

I recommend that the partnership work to create a body that facilitates community decision-
making.  The main tasks of the shared partnership would then be to focus on creating communication 
links between communities (the First Nation communities, Treaty 3, the city of Kenora) and individuals.  
In other words, to find ways to help people in the area connect with and engage in the sharing of the shared land.   

The reasons for this recommendation come from two main things that really struck me in the data 
from my discussions with people and observations on Tunnel Island.  First and foremost, I believe that 
sharing is taking place in something of an organic way.  People overwhelmingly see Tunnel Island and the 
rest of the shared land as an important place for community.  This means that relationship building is 
occurring and there is great potential for future relationships. There are an increasing number of local 
people from diverse backgrounds that are going to Tunnel Island and becoming interested in the land and 
how it will be shared.  These people have high hopes for the potential that this place could have for the 
communities at large as a place for reconnection.   

However, my second observation is that there are many challenges ahead.  The trouble with the lack of 
communication, the differing opinions and priorities, and a history of decisions that excluded people is 
that there are things that must be dealt with before authentic sharing can begin to occur.  Also, there is a 
danger of keeping decision-making within a small group of interested persons.  I believe that this will 
exclude much of the community and create a loss of connection to the shared land.   

So again, finding ways to include and engage people in the process of sharing the land is very 
important to continue the sharing taking place but also to create the relationships that are needed for 
reconnection, healing and hope.   

 

Sharing the 
Shared Land 

“I think the danger of interpreting it 
for the public is, whose story do you 
tell?  Because everyone that comes 
there probably experiences it in a 
different way and to impose then, 

an interpretation of that 
place…diminishes the stories of 

other people.” (Participant OE923) 



 

 

264 Home St. 
Winnipeg MB R3G1X3 
# 204-775-9764 
Email: myawheeler@gmail.com 
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Thank you to all my 
participants!  Please let me 

know if you have any concerns 
or questions about this 

summary or the full thesis. 

I also want to thank John Sinclair, my 
advisor, for the help and support he has given 

me through this process.  Also a big thank 
you to my committee members Iain 

Davidson-Hunt, Rory McMillan and 
Patricia Fiztpatrick 

 

You can contact me at: 

Mya Wheeler Wiens 


