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ST. BARNABAS INDIAN RESIDENTIAL SCHOOL
Early Instruction in both Cree and English
An 1898 report from Principal Matheson 
indicated that the children were taught to 
“read and write both Cree and English.”12 This 
school was one of the few exceptions. (One 
year earlier, St. Anthony's the Roman Catholic 
school at Onion Lake reported "The Cree 
language is not heard in the school, not a 
word is spoken among the pupils")13

Inadequate Isolation Facility/Improper 
Health Care
In 1921, there were reports of inadequate 
isolation facilities at the school. A boy came 
down with smallpox in 1921. "He was kept 
in a small dormitory with a sheet hung over 
the door that was regularly sprayed with 
disinfectant until a doctor could confirm his 
diagnosis and put a quarantine into effect. In 
1924, the Mission school put up two buildings 
to use as an isolation hospital after an 
outbreak of diphtheria and smallpox."14 

In 1931, Mrs. W. F. Dreaver refused to send 
her daughter Mary to the boarding school 
"because of the poor medical treatment her 
son had received there." Her son had been 
admitted in September 1930 in good health, 
but became ill by December the same year. 
Principal Henry Ellis assured the parents the 
boy would recover. However, the parents paid 
to have their son returned home and the same 
local doctor who had pronounced him in 
good health, announced that the boy was "far 
gone with TB." Their son died a few months 
later. Mary was discharged and attended 
Mistawasis Day School instead.15 

12 The History, Part 1 Origins to 1939, Vol. 1, p. 622
13 The History, Part 1 Origins to 1939, Vol. 1, p. 622 
14 The History, Part 1 Origins to 1939, Vol. 1, p. 443 
15 The History, Part 1 Origins to 1939, Vol. 1, p. 444

Nutritional Deficiencies
In 1921, "after receiving reports ... that 
students ... were being served poor-quality 
bread and only water to drink, Duncan 
Campbell Scott instructed the Anglican 
Missionary Society ... that 'the children be 
provided with good, substantial and well 
cooked food.'"16 

In 1923, the parents of student Edward B.  
received the following letter from their son: 
"We are going to tell you how we are treated. 
I am always hungry. We only get two slice of 
bread and one plate porridge. Seven children 
ran away because there [sic] are hungry,.... I 
sold all my clothes away because I am hungry 
too. Try and send me some money, $2.50, 
please to buy something to eat and send 
me pictures those I left in the wagon." The 
parents gave the letter to a parliamentary 
press gallery reporter, who sent the letter 
to Deputy Minister Duncan Campbell Scott. 
Scott "brushed off the complaint and said 
the student had 'no cause for complaint.' He 
also wrote, 'Ninety-nine per cent of the Indian 
children at these schools are too fat.' Indian 
Affairs eventually identified the boy and 
informed his father that 'your boy is being 
well fed and clothed.' In reality, there had been 
ongoing concerns about the quality of food at 
the school, and Scott knew that.... It does not 
appear that a news story on the issue was ever 
published, despite the fact that the parents, 
or their acquaintances, had taken the issue to 
the press."17 

Running Away
Two boys ran away on May 17, 1941. They 
found work with a local farmer, but were 
located by the Mounted Police a few days later 
on May 20 and returned to school.18

16 The History, Part 1 Origins to 1939, Vol. 1, p. 489
17 The History, Part 1 Origins to 1939, Vol. 1, p. 507-508
18 The History, Part 2: 1939 to 2000, Vol. 1, p. 339

Abuse
In 1919, Bishop Jervois Newnham recalled [in 
a letter to Duncan Campbell Scott] a dismissed 
court case regarding three girls who were 
lured away for "immoral purposes" from St. 
Barnabas school by a young Roman Catholic 
boy. The Bishop alleged that the police had 
mismanaged the case.19 

"According to one former student, a boys’ 
supervisor was fired from the school in about 
1943 for sexually molesting a boy."20

Staff Turnover 
In 1926, two young women—18 and 20 years 
of age—were in charge of 88 students. One 
teacher, Kate Beanland, was described as “very 
energetic and is doing good work.” The other, 
Elizabeth Turner, was described as “a strong 
teacher, clear and careful in presentation and 
maintains a good standard of work.”21 Two 
years later, both women were gone, replaced 
by two other women in their mid-twenties. 

Fire
A fire broke out in 1928 (proven deliberately 
set) and in 1930. Two male students who set 
fire to the school in 1928 "gave warning to 
other students, ensuring that they were able 
to escape safely."22 The boys were sentenced to 
five months in jail.23 The school was destroyed 
by fire in 1943 and in 1944 students were 
moved to St. Alban's in Prince Albert. 

19 nctr summary
20 The History, Part 2: 1939 to 2000, Vol. 1, p. 449
21 The History, Part 1 Origins to 1939, Vol. 1, p. 322
22 The History, Part 1 Origins to 1939, Vol. 1, p. 483
23 The History, Part 1 Origins to 1939, Vol. 1, p. 486

The construction of both a Roman Catholic boarding 
school (St. Anthony's) and an Anglican boarding 
school (St. Barnabas) at Onion Lake was a result of the 
interchurch competition that plagued the residential 
school system.

Left: Eight-year-old Joseph 
Sanderson, ca 1925, The 
General Synod Archives, 
Anglican Church of Canada, 
MSCC/P7538-376

Right: Students of Onion 
Lake School, ca. 1932, The 

General Synod Archives, 
Anglican Church of Canada, 

T.B.R. Westgate/M55-01

Read former student stories
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A group of girls, ca. 193-, The General Synod Archives, 
Anglican Church of Canada, MSCC/P7538-346

Young Scouts seated in front of Boys' House, ca. 
192-, The General Synod Archives, Anglican Church of 
Canada, MSCC Fonds/P7538
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