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A Hike to where Water meets Rock and Sky 
By Lesley Cassidy

HAPPY TRAILS

 On a warm late spring day, as we 
hiked up over the last bit of flat rock chat-
ting away, the view of the Ottawa River from 
the top of the cliff took our breath away. The 
calm blue river, the thick bushland across 
the River and the sounds of birds chirping 
brought our conversation to a quick stop. 
We both remained quiet as we soaked up the 
view from atop Oiseau Rock and the tran-
quility around us. 
 Oiseau Rock hiking trail is a 10-km 
round trip trail that opened in 2010 along 
the Ottawa River. Oiseau Rock is an impor-
tant historical site with pictographs left by 
Algonquins on a sheer cliff of imposing gray 
granite, 150m in height that rises out of the 
Ottawa River. It is situated on the Quebec 
Shore of the River, almost 28km upstream 
from Pembroke and in the heart of Algon-
quin territory. A conservation zone (ZEC St 
Patrice) just outside of Sheenboro, Quebec 
is where the trailhead is located. The ZEC 
charges a fee of $10.00 (per car) to enter the 
park.  About 1km beyond the gate there is a 
parking lot, an outhouse and a sign to indi-
cate the trailhead and information about the 
hike. The drive in from the main road into 
the ZEC is well travelled, however the last 
1km into the trail head has a few good steep 
hills to navigate. 
 On this sunny morning, the trail we 
hike is generally hard packed, leaf covered 
in places with numerous wood bridges that 
cross streams and lowlands.  The trail me-
anders up and down over terrain and is an 
easy to moderate adventure for most hikers. 

The trail leads to the top of the Oiseau Rock 
area and there is a small green coloured lake 
near the highest point. Two look-outs along 
the trail provide different view points of the 
Ottawa River. The lake is enticing for a dip on 
a hot day and a swimming rope is attached 
to a tree so that you can swing out into the 
cool water. A picnic table perched beside the 
green coloured lake would be a great lunch 
stop. We stared at it longingly as a possible 
stop for our cheese, crackers and energy bars, 
but the black flies were swarming. Interpreta-
tive signs in Algonquin, English, and French 
highlight the history and importance of the 
area.
 Oiseau Rock has long been a popu-
lar stop along the Ottawa River for boaters 
enjoying the sandy beach. One local cot-
tager and now resident, Joann McCann grew 
up hiking and boating in the area. Back in 
1997, someone asked her if the paintings on 
the rocks were still there. She was surprised 
by the question and didn’t know there were 
paintings on the rocks. Being curious, she 
enlisted the help of her brother who helped 
her locate an archeology report from the mid 
1970s that highlighted basic information 
about the pictograms on the rock, painted in 
red ochre. 
 From a boat parked beside the 
rocks, if you know what to look for, you can 
spot the faded paintings of a thunderbird and 
other animals. It is believed that the thunder-
bird picture represents the peregrine falcons 
that nest on the rocks. Ms. McCann indicat-
ed that there are almost 77 pictograms, mak-

ing it the largest rock art on the Canadian 
Shield and most important site in Quebec. 
The images include canoes, arrows, fish and 
serpent like figures. Unfortunately, this his-
torical form of communication of the Algon-
quin people has suffered from years of graffiti 
dating back to the 1930s which has covered 
many of the rock pictographs.
 We hiked down from our perch 
high above the cliff to the waterfront. There 
are two options, a sandy beach area where 
you can find outhouses, garbage cans and a 
few picnic tables for boaters or around the 
point where you can see the sheer wall of 
rock, though you cannot see the paintings on 
the rock from this vantage. The trail down is 
steep and has a short rocky section that has 
a rope to assist hikers and it is well signed to 
indicate its difficulty. We hiked to the point 
to take in a view of this natural wonder and 
read about the importance of the spot that 
dates back hundreds of years.
 Ms. McCann became an advocate 
for Oiseau Rock.  She fundraised through 
the sale of art, lobbied and worked in part-
nership with the local governments and the 
Kitigan Zibi Anishinabeg community to bet-
ter understand the historical importance of 
the area and how to protect the pictographs. 
Various meetings were held that focused on 
consulting with local communities and edu-
cating visitors on the cultural significance of 
the area.  Through working with the Elders, 
it was discovered that it a sacred site for two 
groups: Algonquins of Pikwakanagan First 
Nation near Golden Lake, Ontario and of 

the Kitigan Zibi Anishinabeg First Nation 
(Maniwaki, Quebec) who call the rock “Mi-
gizi Kiishkaabikaan” meaning bird rock. 
 One of the solutions proposed was 
to develop a trail so that anyone could access 
the area, not just those who arrive by boat. 
Discussions with local people, Elders and a 
trail planner who could advise on topogra-
phy and placement of look-outs, helped to 
bring this trail to reality. Numerous inter-
pretive signs were installed along the trail to 
highlight the areas historical and cultural im-
portance. Ms. McCann stated that her vision 
for the future of the trail is to “come visit, 
respect the area, just leave your spray cans of 
paint at home”. 
 As a result of the partnerships es-
tablished to educate visitors on the impor-
tance of Oiseau Rock, other communities 
have reached out to the Kitigan Zibi Anishi-
nabeg First Nation regarding other sites.  As 
an example, the development of the Chat 
Falls Park in the Pontiac as a tourist and rec-
reation spot was historically a portage site.    
 We ate our lunch quickly stand-
ing down at the beach enjoying the view of 
calm waters of the Ottawa River while swat-
ting away blackflies.  Our hike out was a little 
slower as we climbed back up to the top of 
Oiseau Rock and made our up and over the 
trail towards the car. We both commented 
that we would be returning, this time in a 
boat to explore the pictographs up close. 
 Another great experience in the Ot-
tawa Valley!  

Oiseau Rock is an important historical site with pictographs left by Algonquins on a sheer cliff of imposing gray granite, 150m in height, that rises out of the Ottawa River.




