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Before and after photos of Thomas Moore, an 1891 student at the Regina Indian Residential School. These photos were
included in an 1896 Department of Indian Affairs report touting the beneEts of Indian Residential Schools. PHOTO BY
DEPARTMENT OF INDIAN AFFAIRS

Over the weekend, protesters in Toronto destroyed a statue of Egerton Ryerson after repeatedly
graffitiing the base with the words “dig them up” — an apparent reference to the 215 suspected
graves identified in a radar survey at the former site of Kamloops Indian Residential School.
An early educational reformer who laid the groundwork for much of Canada’s system of public
education, Ryerson’s role in the creation of residential schools is less direct. He drafted an influential
1847 report calling for religious-run “industrial” boarding schools in order to instill “civilization” in
the “North American Indian,” but was long-dead before mandatory schools on this model began
opening up across the country.

What we know about Kamloops residential school and the 215 graves

Defenders of Ryerson’s legacy have often pointed out that he does not carry the markers of an antiIndigenous historical figure. Ryerson spoke Ojibwe, he developed a close relationship with the

Mississauga people outside of modern-day Toronto and even delivered the eulogy at the funeral of
Peter Jones, a converted Ojibwe Methodist minister who had become one of Ryerson’s closest friends.
And he was fervently against one of the most defining horrors of the Indian Residential School
system: strict and ever-present corporal punishment.
STORY CONTINUES BELOW

The Ojibwe missionary and leader Peter Jones, a close friend of Egerton Ryerson. Jones would play his own role in early
advocacy for what would become Indian Residential Schools. In 1847 he wrote “it is a notorious fact that the parents in
general exercise little or no control over their children, allowing them to do as they please.” PHOTO BY TORONTO PUBLIC
LIBRARY

Reasonable people can argue about Ryerson’s ultimate responsibility for the traumas of residential
schools, but being a vocal supporter of Indigenous people was never a barrier to many others who
endorsed some of Canada’s most destructive Indigenous policies. One of the most haunting aspects
of the Canadian Indian Residential School system was that one of Canada’s worst historical crimes
was managed and defended by people who fervently believed they were doing the right thing for “the
Indian.”
If there is a villain in the Indian Residential School story, one can do no better than Duncan
Campbell Scott, the career bureaucrat who oversaw the enforced expansion of the Indian Residential

School system in the early 20th century.
STORY CONTINUES BELOW

“Our object is to continue until there is not a single Indian in Canada that has not been absorbed into
the body politic, and there is no Indian question, and no Indian department,” Scott famously told a
Canadian Senate hearing.
This was not a controversial statement at the time. On the contrary, Scott spent his life moving easily
within Canadian elite circles. He was an acclaimed poet, a fellow of the Royal Society of Canada, the
recipient of honorary doctorates from Queen’s University and the University of Toronto. Scott even
got a photo session with famed photographer Yousuf Karsh.

Duncan Campbell Scott in a portrait by Yousuf Karsh. PHOTO BY LIBRARY AND ARCHIVES CANADA

The people who shuffled Japanese-Canadians into internment camps in 1942 did not think that they
had the internees’ best interests at heart. The same was true of the parliamentarians who passed the
Chinese head tax. But at every level of those who perpetuated Indian Residential Schools lies the
open and persistent belief that they were doing First Nations communities a favour.
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“The Indians do not, unfortunately, seem to show any great appreciation of what we are trying to do
for their children,” reads an 1892 annual report from Shingwauk Residential School, one of the
country’s first. Two generations later, in a 1940 letter a principal at Ahousaht Residential School
similarly bemoaned the fact that the “progress” they instilled at the school was being diluted by
“opposition on the reserves.”

A critical passage from Egerton Ryerson’s 1847 report outlining a plan for Indigenous-focused “industrial schools.” Here,
Ryerson declares that if Indians are to be preserved in a “state of civilization” then industrial schools must be religious-run
and have the students “reside together.” PHOTO BY LIBRARY AND ARCHIVES CANADA

For decades, Catholic missionaries in Canada published a monthly newspaper known as The Indian
Record. Branded as a “national publication for the Indians of Canada,” the Indian Record regularly
wrote glowing stories about the sacred mission to prepare a generation of Canadian Indigenous
people who could thrive within “white society.”
STORY CONTINUES BELOW

STORY CONTINUES BELOW

Cybersecurity to
help protect all your
connected devices.

G
GE
ET
T IT N
NOW
OW

(855) 319-0164

“If the Indians are going to take an increasingly important role in the life of the country (which is
their right) their standard of education must be raised,” Father Georges-Marie Latour, principal of
the Hobbema Indian Residential School, said in a 1953 edition of the Indian Record.
When former students of the Hobbema school testified before the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission in 2013, one of Latour’s former charges would marvel at how she had survived the
school’s humiliations and strictures. “Your spirit was taken away,” she said.

Hobbema Indian Residential School. PHOTO BY INDIAN RESIDENTIAL SCHOOL HISTORY & DIALOGUE CENTRE

Canadians knew full well of the devastating disease outbreaks that roiled Indian Residential Schools
and contributed to their high rates of death — particularly in the system’s early years. Nevertheless,
multiple national scandals about Indigenous children being decimated by the “white plague” spurred
only calls for residential schools that were better funded.
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In 1907, readers of the predecessor to the Ottawa Citizen read the front page headline “Schools Aid
White Plague — Startling Death Rolls Revealed Among Indians — Absolute Inattention to the Bare
Necessities of Health.” These early epidemics are one of the main reasons so many unmarked graves
lay at the site of Indian Residential Schools. Nevertheless, even one of the most celebrated
whistleblowers of the TB crisis in residential schools — a former chief medical officer named Peter
Bryce — advocated only for better conditions in residential schools, rather than their abolition.

Story on the front page of the November 15, 1907 edition of Ottawa’s The Evening Citizen. PHOTO BY NEWSPAPERS.COM

In 1939, the Toronto Star ran a massive exposé entitled Canada Deserts Her Children detailing the
devastation of tuberculosis among First Nations communities. The feature’s prescription was that the
mandate of residential schools should be expanded to remove even more Indigenous people from the
poor conditions on reserve.
STORY CONTINUES BELOW
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Right up until the 1960s, politicians may have quibbled on the details, but virtually everyone in
Ottawa openly backed the belief that “education” — by force if necessary — was the least that Canada
could do for its impoverished natives.
In an 1887 letter to Prime Minister John A. Macdonald, Lawrence Vankoughnet — an influential
bureaucrat in the Department of Indian Affairs – framed industrial education almost as a treaty
obligation.
“That the country owes to the poor Indian to give him all that will afford him an equal chance of
success in life by his white brother, by whom he has been supplanted … in his possessions, goes
without saying,” he wrote.

The 1938 article Canada Deserts Her Children exposing high rates of tuberculosis among Indigenous communities. Written
by an Anglican missionary, it advocated for expanding residential schools to also include quarantine facilities for adults.
PHOTO BY UNITED CHURCH OF CANADA ARCHIVES

“The Indian will have to be fitted into our economy, and the sooner we start the better,” said William
Scottie Bryce, a member of the CCF (predecessor to the NDP), in a 1944 speech to the House of
Commons.
STORY CONTINUES BELOW

At the time, Indigenous people did not have the vote in Canada and their movements were strictly
regulated by the “pass system” — if an Indian agent did not authorize a Status Indian to leave reserve

he faced arrest. “Eventually they must be brought to a stage where they can mingle with the whites
on terms of equality,” Bryce said.
The Manitoba MP had some suggestions for reform — such as teaching agriculture to children who
hailed from sub-Arctic regions — but overall he did not question that it was the government’s solemn
duty to “educate” the Indian. “Changes take place rapidly these days, and since Indians live largely in
the past and the present and give very little thought to the morrow, the mere process of making
adjustments in methods of living made necessary by present-day conditions is beyond the powers of
most of these men of the bush,” he said.
STORY CONTINUES BELOW

In the same way that modern Canadians look with horror upon the generation that furthered the
residential school system, those Canadians similarly looked down on their predecessors for
neglecting the responsibility of Indian “enlightenment.”
“Little interest was taken in the education of Indians by the government prior to confederation,”
James Glen, the Liberal Minister of Mines and Resources, said in 1945. Instead, said the Minister, it
was churches who stepped up as “pioneers in educational efforts among the Indians and accepted
responsibility for the enlightenment and education of the Indian population.”
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