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1887-1889  Introducing Industrial Schools

Monarch: Queen Victoria
Prime Minister: Sir John A. MacDonald
Premier: A. E. Davie
Federal Ministry: Department of the Interior

In the News
1885  Northwest Rebellions lead by Louis Riel in Saskatchewan.
1887 May First transcontinental train arrives in Vancouver.
1887 August  800 Tsimshian people move with William Duncan from Metlakatla BC to New 

Metlakatla, Alaska.
1887  Commission of Enquiry into the Condition of the Indians of the Northwest Coast.
1887  Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show tours England to celebrate Queen Victoria’s Golden 

Jubilee, 50 years as Queen.
1888  St. Catherine’s Milling Case - Privy Council recognizes Indian rights to land.

Backgrounder
In the 1880s the federal government’s grip on the 
lives of First Nations people was tightening. British 
Columbia was divided into separate districts called 
Agencies, and Indian agents were hired to oversee 
First Nations communities in each of the districts. 
Indian Reserves were surveyed and assigned to 
individual bands, with little or no consultation with 
the First Nations people themselves.
 In Ottawa John A. Macdonald was not only the 
Prime Minister (sometimes called Premier at that 
time), he was also the Superintendent of Indian 
Affairs, so he played a direct role in formulating  
the foundations of the Indian Affairs bureaucracy.  
 In some First Nations communities in BC, church 
missionaries ran schools as part of their mission 
work. Many people were converted to the religion 
of their resident missionary. Some became closely 
bonded to the Roman Catholic denomination, 
while others associated with one of the Protestant 
churches: Anglican, Methodist or Presbyterian. 

 As the Canadian parliament approved the 
budget for building schools in British Columbia, 
there was a discussion of whether they would 
be secular (also referred to as non-sectarian) or 
operated by the churches. 
 First Nations students could attend one of three 
types of schools. Day Schools were located in a 
reserve community, and children lived at home. 
Boarding schools were institutions in or near the 
local community, where students lived, but may 
have attended the local day school. 
 The main type of school discussed in these 
documents is the Industrial School. This was a large 
institution were students lived and studied, often 
a distance away from home communities. The 
original intention was to teach practical skills, but 
they developed into what we think of as residential 
schools, although that term was not used until 
1920.
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Transcription:
Quamichan 21st Aug 1888

My Dear Sir,
 I am just informed by Indians returning from 
the Fraser that a petition has been signed there 
by about 80 Indians and sent to Ottawa seeking 
that the Industrial School should be built and 
placed under the charge of the Roman Catholic 
Mission at Cowichan.
 Indian Tom and some others refused to sign 
and that a Mr. Bewlie or Buie manager of one 
of the canneries got his Indians and the others 
to sign telling them that a petition had been 
forwarded  by me asking that the school should 
be placed under a Protestant Church.
 All this occurred after a visit to the canneries 
from Father Douchele. 
 I think it right to let you know this privately 
as I am sure the majority (were it not for 
priestly influence) would have more confidence 
in a non-sectarian school established by the 
Government. “Somenos Tom” says that this was 
signed by many who had not any proper idea of 
what they were signing. Now Tom is a staunch 
Roman Catholic but he says that they have had 
schools here for twenty five years and there is 
not an Indian who can read or write properly, 
and all their best scholars are now the worst 
Indians, so he would like the Government to try 
a school not under any priest.
Believe me Dear Sir
Yours very truly, 
W. H. Lomas
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3   Indian Agent Letter, Cowichan Agency
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