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Case Study 3
Lejac Parents Protest, 1944-46

Documents in the Case
1. Extract from principal’s report, 1944
2. Letter from William Irvine, Member of Parliament, Sept 14, 1945
3. Letter from Nautley Reserve Council, January 17, 1946
4. Extract from principal’s report, March 31, 1946
5. Letter from Indian Agent Howe to Indian Commissioner for BC, Sept 12, 1946
6. Letter from Indian Agent Howe to Indian Commissioner for BC, Jan 24, 1947

Background
These are a selection of documents from the files of the Lejac Indian Residential School in the 1940s. 
Throughout that decade parents and community leaders in the Fraser Lake region repeatedly expressed 
their dissatisfaction with the school, and their desire for day schools in their communities. 
 During this time period Canadian society was undergoing considerable changes. World War Two 
(1939-1945) had broken down some of the old social barriers and issues, and in the years immediately 
following, there were moves to improve the lives of Canadians. Family allowance and Old Age Pensions 
were introduced (though not for status Indians). However, changes which were long overdue with the 
residential school system were very slow to happen.
 As the people made their requests to have their children educated at home, a tragic incident was 
heavy in their memories. In 1937, four boys ran away from Lejac school on New Years Day, only to 
freeze to death on the lake before they could make it home. 

Historical Notes
•	 The	Truancy	Section	of	the	Indian,	referred	to	in	Document	5,	was	part	of	the	1920	amendment	

to the Indian Act, enforcing all First Nations children to go to day or residential school. This 
section said the government could make anyone a truant officer, allowing them to enforce 
attendance, and giving them the right to “enter any place where he has reason to believe there are 
Indian children” of school age and to arrest and convey them to school.

•	 During	this	time	period,	Indian	Affairs	was	a	branch	of	the	Department	of	Mines	and	Resources.
•	 R.	Howe	was	the	Indian	Agent	for	the	Stuart	Lake	Agency,	with	headquarters	in	Vanderhoof.
•	 William	Irvine	was	the	Member	of	Parliament	for	Cariboo,	belonging	to	the	CCF	party.	He	was	

a radical politician who fought for social justice issues, and was one of the founders of the CCF 
party, the forerunner to the NDP.

•	 In	the	fall	of	1946,	the	Stony	Creek	Band	offered	the	use	of	the	recreation	hall	for	use	as	a	
temporary school. By 1947 other day schools were being opened in the Stuart Lake Agency.

 

Digging Deeper
•	 The	original	documents	in	the	case	are	found	in	the	DIA	School	Files,	microform	c-8767.	There	

are more letters of complaint about the school, and requests for day schools that can be looked 
up. Some of particular note are: 

- Letter from Chief Isadore, Oct 18, 1943, page 576
- Letter from Chief Isadore, May 18, 1944, pages 567-568
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- Principal’s response to Chief Isadore, June 13, 1944, page 578
- Indian Agent’s response to Chief Isadore’s complaints, June 14, 1944, page 579
- Letter from Principal to Indian Agent in response to Irvine, October 17, 1945, page 603
- Indian Agent letter regarding request for day school, Oct 18,1945, page 604
- Lawyer P. E. Wilson’s letter to Indian Agent, Sept 9, 1946, page 614
- Indian Agent’s response to Wilson, Sept 10, 1946, page 609

Discussion Questions
1. What were the reasons the First Nations communities gave for wanting day schools on their 

reserves? What were their grievances against Lejac Residential School? 

2. What reasons did officials give for not implementing day schools? 

3. What people did the First Nations communities in the Fraser Lake region contact to express their 
grievances?

4. Summarize the events of September 1946. What action did the parents take? What did the 
authorities do in response? 

5. Comment on the feelings the parents must have had to cause them to take this action, and to 
have their children taken by the RCMP. 

6. What do you think Indian Agent Howe meant when he said the parents were “defeating their own 
ends by their present attitude”? (Document 3-5) Was he correct in this statement? 

7. How did the Stony Creek Band demonstrate the importance to them of providing a school for 
their children in their community? 
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