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Great Spirit Circle 
Trail

Tell Us About Your Company
We specialize in authentic Aboriginal experiences that exhibit the culture and traditions of the Anishinaabe people on the Manitoulin Island – Sagamok Region. 

The Great Spirit Circle Trail was established in 1997 when the elders and economic development officers in the LaCloche-Manitoulin region of Ontario realized that 

motor coaches were bringing guests to Manitoulin Island and non-native guides were giving ‘their’ interpretation of the history and culture of the local First Nations 

people. We quickly recognized that the best people to tell our stories were our own people, and that there was a business opportunity for us to engage visitors in the 

Aboriginal history and culture of the island.

Everything we do is anchored to our four pillars:

•	 Cultural authenticity;

•	 Product	development;

•	 Human	resource	development;	and

•	 Marketing	and	branding.
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Experience the Past, Enjoy the Present
 
Leading by Example
Discover how the courage to shift your product development model to a programmatic, building block approach can radically change the opportunities for 

your business, community and the quality of the visitor experience.

Join Kevin Eshkawkogan, Chief Executive Officer for Great Spirit Circle Trail as he shares insights on their company, experiential travel and their 

Canadian Signature Experience.
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What does “Experiential Travel” mean to your business?
It means sharing our culture with visitors in a variety of ways that engage all five senses, focusing on creating memories and connecting with visitors on an emotional level.

What makes a “Memorable Travel Experience”?
At Great Spirit Circle Trail, this means sharing our simple ways of living and teaching guests about our culture in ways that are interactive and educational. Cultural 

authenticity is at the heart of our memorable First Nations experiences. We will not compromise our culture to make a dollar. Our goal is to make a spiritual connection 

with our visitors and we love hearing that we’ve changed some peoples’ lives, and transformed them for the better.

Are you seeing any increase in demand for experiential travel?
Yes, since we shifted from a being a tour operator that focused on marketing and packaging and began to invest in product development based on truly understanding 

the type of experiences our guest were seeking, our sales have been doubling every year for the last four years. We operate with a very lean staff of three people in the 

winter, but in the summer we have up to 20 people working for us within our First Nations band, along with new partners who can deliver programs.

What’s important to you as a company?
Ensuring that our guests depart with a better understanding of First Nations people and culture, and in some cases (especially for Canadians), we want them to have a 

different perspective on First Nations people. 

We want our own people to be at the heart of engaging visitors with our stories and culture. Our connection to the earth is extremely important to us, and we want to 

share it with our guests.

Describe your ideal guests.
Our guests are open-minded people who want to learn about other cultures. They are seeking 

enlightenment and are willing to embrace others’ views of the world.

Tell us about your key partners.
Since we shifted to experiential travel in 2006, our initial focus has been to build capacity 

within our First Nations community. Now that we have achieved a strong experiential 

product base, we are starting to branch out and work with more external partners to design 

experiences and package travel for the mutual benefit of our customers and our partners. For 

example, we recently added a new Horse and Teepee Overnight Adventure to our offerings, 

and we are partnering with a non-Aboriginal business to deliver this experience together.
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What are you main sales channels?
We sell directly to travellers, as well as through tour operators for group and 

packaged independent travel. Fully independent travel (FIT) represents the majority 

of our business. We have worked with many receptive tour operators and domestic 

tour operators over the years. The primary companies we work with are: Jonview, 

JAC Travel, and Audley Travel.

In the past few years we’ve seen the demand shift from a 70:30 travel trade vs. 

FIT ratio to more of a 50:50 balance for volume. As a result we are increasing the 

number and types of travel packages we are selling directly to guests. And, with 

the opening of our new hotel, our capability to package and sell direct to market 

without an intermediary packager is likely to grow.

Tell us about your marketing.
We have a very thorough marketing plan, operate on a lean budget and always 

attempt to align with our local DMO, regional tourism organization, provincial 

marketing organization and the Canadian Tourism Commission’s international 

markets. 

Ontarians represent our greatest market for domestic travellers. Internationally 

we target Germany, the USA, Australia and the United Kingdom. China and India 

represent two strong emerging markets for us. 

As a small company we cannot afford to buy into $2,000 to $3,000 ads, 

campaigns and in-market activities, so we invest in our website, ensure we 

have high-definition images of our visitor experiences, and maintain a bilingual 

reservations system. 

Nurturing relationships with our trade partners and guests is critical. We focus on 

making personal connections to create the desire to visit, revisit and spread the 

word about our company. We’ve just joined TripAdvisor to allow our guests to 

share their stories, which we believe further validates and adds credibility to our 

company.

“You can market the brand all you want, but unless you have 

new product it’s not going to attract any more people here”



Canadian Tourism Commission      5

Your Canadian Signature Experience
Embark on an authentic Aboriginal cultural journey. Step into our world and gain a 

profound understanding of the culture and traditions of the Anishinaabe people of 

Manitoulin Island through the voice and perspective of a First Nations storyteller.

Select one or more of our carefully crafted programs. Mix and match your 

choices to customize your encounter with us for a half day, full-day or multi-day 

experience. A sample of our 17 experiential program modules includes:

• Taste the Teas of Manitoulin

• Banamick and Berries

• Eagle Cloud Crafts

• Experience the History, Enjoy the Culture

• Legends of the Land Riding Trail

• Voice of the Drum

• Mother Earth Hiking Trail

• Storytelling

• Maja’s Bread, Berries and Biodiversity

These experiences are available May to October. The typical guide to guest ratio 

is 1:10, with an ability to accommodate large groups up to 400. Guides speak 

English, French and German; a variety of dietary needs are addressed.

“We’ve had tours when some people have started to cry 

when they are out on the water, hearing about the spirits. It 

hits	them	in	a	certain	way	that	they	don’t	expect.	People	get	

immersed in where they are. But we don’t outright market 

the sense of spirituality that our guests experience.”

Who does your Signature Experience appeal to?
People	who	enjoy	culture,	history	and	want	to	experience	something	new.	We	can	deliver	

our experiences in English and French on a regular basis, and in German if we get a 

special request.

As new members of the CTC’s Collection, we haven’t been through the Explorer Quotient 

process yet, but I would anticipate our guests are likely to be Authentic Experiencers, 

Cultural	Explorers	and	Cultural	History	Buffs.
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How does your Signature Experience contribute to 
Canada’s competitive landscape?
That’s easy! Manitoulin is the largest freshwater island in the world, so our location is 

unique. We offer an authentic, Aboriginal experience based on this geography of the 

land, which is intimately linked to the history and culture of the original First Nations 

inhabitants	–	the	Ojibwe,	Odawa	and	Pottawatomi	peoples.

How do you sell your Signature Experience?
The majority of our sales are direct to consumers. 

Our building block approach allows us to be very creative in how we work with the 

travel trade. We can arrange two or three nights accommodation and allow our 

trade partner to select the experiences most appealing to their guests. 

All the experiences celebrate some aspect of First Nations’ life and they are all set 

at the same net rate, which is an attractive sales feature. We started this approach 

a few years ago with group travel and packaged independent tours, and it has really 

proved to be a tremendously flexible way to respond to the needs of the travel trade 

and their customers. Once a tour operator is familiar with our company, we can 

talk through the options with them, find out what their guests are interested in, and 

customize a package for them while they are on the phone.

Tell us something we don’t know.
In the beginning our tourism products weren’t really experiential in the same way that we deliver experiential tourism today. Our products and packages were originally 

just about going into a First Nations community. Once we realized what our guests were really seeking, we switched our business model completely to focus on the 

experience and the memories we want them to take away. Everything is now structured into one to three hour program blocks that can be purchased individually by 

travellers, sold to the travel trade, or packaged to meet special needs and interests. 

Our company is also very active in providing educational programs and services to industry, delivering training to help others learn how to work with First Nations 

tourism businesses, building the capacity of our colleagues, and contributing to provincial and regional initiatives.

Every few months our team brainstorms new ideas then goes through a minute-by-minute, step-by-step planning session to design every detail. We have a checklist of 

elements that must be completed before, during and after each experience to ensure consistency, yet allow space for the individual storyteller to connect in their own 

special way with guests. The content and stories are the anchors of each program. They are an inexpensive way to invest in developing travel experiences and allow our 

unique history to be shared.

“My 86-year-old mother and I booked a combined experience of 

“Teas of Manitoulin” and “Banamick and Berries.” We picked, boiled 

and tasted natural teas, baked bannock over an open fire, and ate it 

with berries and maple syrup. All of this was brought to a wonderful 

close by a storyteller. Our guide was friendly and informative and 

answered all our questions. I plan to return to Manitoulin Island to 

participate in more of their activities.”

Trip Advisor Guest
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Insights for Others

Have you made any changes to respond to the demand 
for experiential travel?

Yes, we now focus on product development before marketing. Identify the 

stories you want to share with visitors that are uniquely yours and culturally 

authentic. Also, pay attention to detail - it’s the small things that can make a big 

difference. 

We keep our group sizes small, typically five or six people, usually a maximum 

of	10.	However,	we	can	also	scale	our	operations	to	receive	400	visitors	from	a	

cruise ship, or to welcome a motor coach.

Any marketing challenges?

Limited resources are always a challenge when it comes to buying into 

campaigns. Social media represents an ideal way for us to connect with our 

markets, but there is a staff cost to this and a training component to keep up 

with the speed of change with online and mobile marketing.

Any benefits of being in the Signature Experiences 
Collection?

We’ve just been accepted into the Collection, so beyond the recognition and 

credibility that comes with being a Signature Experiences member, over the 

next few years we will be looking for:

•	 Introductions to the CTC in-market staff in the international markets we want 

to grow in;

•	 Enhanced profile for members in the Collection at Rendezvous Canada or 

other trade venues;

•	 CTC staff to come and experience our company first hand so they can speak 

from the heart about what we have to offer travellers and an appreciation for 

how we do business; and

•	 Helping	to	change	outdated	perceptions	that	some	colleagues	in	the	

tourism industry have about who we are, what we do, and the potential for 

First Nations tourism in general.

Any tips for others?
First, do your research! Second, “Put yourself in the moccasins of the traveller” 

and third, really think hard about how to take an experience from good to great 

and then market the WOW factor.

Any final words of wisdom?

•	 Ensure	your	experience	is	authentic	and	focuses	on	your	culture.

•	 Engage	as	many	senses	as	possible.

•	 Make	it	as	memorable	and	genuine	as	you	can.

Story contributed by: Kevin Eshkawkogan, Chief Executive Officer.

Researcher: Dr. Nancy Arsenault, Tourism Cafe Canada.


