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The Indian Residential School (IRS) system in
Canada directly affected 150,000 Indigenous
children who were taken to state-sponsored and
church-run institutions to separate them from
their families and cultures. During the century
and a half leading up to around 1970, over 130
IRS were scattered throughout the country. The
role of architecture in this genocidal system is a
crucial, but overlooked aspect of its realization.
In the first decades of the twentieth century,
the Canadian government became increasingly
involved in building and rebuilding the IRS, as
a dedicated arm of the Department of Indian
Affairs in Ottawa became a centrally controlled
apparatus of architectural production. Passing
from utopian space to evolving memory, the

architectural remnants of the IRS system tell
many stories, among those that need to be
heard and acknowledged by contemporary
Canadian society as part of its troubled
relationship with Indigenous peoples.

Mohawk Institute Brantford, Ontario
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Presbyterian
After 1925, all Methodist and most
Presbyterian schools were run
by the United Church of Canada.

Through archival research, documentation,
narrative, and critical analysis, explorations of
four former IRS sites configure this thesis, each
providing a lens on the space and memory of
this difficult and often traumatic past. Located
in Ontario and Manitoba, they were designed,
fully or in part, by the little-known R.G. (Roland
Guerney) Orr, Chief Architect of Indian Affairs from
1921 to 1935. Mapping architecture to ideology, I
examine the development of the Mohawk Institute

in Brantford, Ontario in the legal and political
contexts of Indigenous-Canadian relations. At the
abandoned Birtle IRS in southwestern Manitoba,
the institutional intricacies of this broad view come
into focus through a critique of the architectural
program and its intentions. Nearby, at the site of
the demolished Brandon IRS, the heap of leftover
debris calls forth questions of collective memory,
explored through conventional representations
and their transformations in the art of survivors
and post-residential school Indigenous artists. I
consider the archive and its role in bringing forth

the future at the former Shingwauk Hall in Sault
Ste. Marie, Ontario, now the site of Shingwauk
Kinoomaage Gamig, an Anishinaabe postsecondary institution, and Algoma University.
Finally, I return to the Woodland Cultural Centre,
located next to the Mohawk Institute building and
whose staff are currently reimagining the former
IRS based on feedback from the community. Rather
than resting on conclusions, this thesis probes
these difficult histories as an opening up towards
the future, propelled by the past but open to
spaces of divergence.

Birtle IRS Birtle, Manitoba

Brandon IRS Brandon, Manitoba

Shingwauk Hall Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario

“When first the matter of the institution was mentioned to our people we were in
the hopes to see not only one but two or three such buildings erected in Berens
River Agency where they would be a benefit not only to our children but to all
of us, old and young, as our people seeing the young ones taught the art of
agriculture, carpentry etc. could observe and learn also.”
- Chief Jacob Berens (Nah-wee-kee-sick-quah-yash), 1891

Shingwauk Home, built 1875

Postcard of Birtle School, ca. 1908. Families have set up camp while visiting their children

Mohawk Institute, built 1859

Postcard, “Indian School, Brandon, Man.,” ca. 1910

NORTHWEST TERRITORIES
NUNAVUT
“Knowing
the serious disadvantage of having such
an institution in or near an
Indian Reserve, we asked that this one might be located in southern Manitoba
[hundreds of kilometres away from the children’s homes around Lake Winnipeg].”

Wawanosh Home, the girls’ institution built

two and a half miles from Shingwauk in 1877

- A. Sutherland, Mission Board,
to Secretary General Indian Affairs, 1890
Mohawk Institute with additions, ca. 1890
Birtle School with additions, ca. 1912

“The recommendations contained in the report were never published and the
public knows nothing of them. It contained a brief history of the origin of
the Indian Schools, of the sanitary condition of the schools and statistics of
the health of the pupils, during the 15 years of their existence. Regarding
the health of the pupils, the report states that 24 per cent, of all the pupils
which had been in the schools were known to be dead, while of one school
on the File Hills reserve, which gave a complete return to date, 75 per cent,
were dead at the end of the 16 years since the school opened.”
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Shingwauk Home with new west wing (left) and principal’s family residence (right), ca. 1890
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- P.H. Bryce, “The Story of a National Crime,” 1922

Map of home communities of the 108 children at Brandon in 1900
(one each from Whitecap and Bullhead, up to twenty-nine from Norway House)

Mohawk Institute, built 1904

“I want to get rid of the Indian problem. I do not think as a matter of fact, that
the country ought to continuously protect a class of people who are able to
stand alone … Our objective 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, that is the whole object of this Bill.”

The new Shingwauk IRS being built

behind the old, 1934-35

- Duncan Campbell Scott, head of Indian Affairs, 1920

Original (left) and final (right) elevations for Shingwauk IRS, 1932, R.G. Orr, architect

Elevations, Birtle IRS, 1930, R.G. Orr, architect

Elevation, Brandon IRS, 1929, R.G. Orr, architect

“I stopped at the old school last summer. It is now part of a community
college. There were some students milling around outside. I started thinking,
if only they knew what had happened on these very grounds. Would they
care? Would they like it if they had to go through the experience? I really don’t
think so! Many of them looked like they weren’t even born yet when this place
was once a residential school.”
- Tom Wassaykeesic, “Residential School: A Personal Perspective,”
in Residential Schools: The Stolen Years, 1995

Shingwauk Kinoomaage Gamig (University) is an Anishinaabe
degree-granting post-secondary institution founded in 2008
and located at both Ketegaunseebee (Garden River First Nation)
and on the Algoma University campus, where it occupies the old
Drawing of addition to Mohawk Institute, 1922, R.G. Orr, architect. Only the first level of the
proposed addition was constructed.

In what was once the senior girls’ dormitory, we see a bird
thrashing against a dormer window. The rest of the space, with
its sloping ceilings, is in shadow, sparsely filled with cardboard
boxes and old furniture. But the window the bird is up against is
full of midmorning sun.

Woodland Cultural Centre, 2013 (photo courtesy Woodland Cultural Centre)

principal’s residence from 1937. Each summer, students and an
Postcard of Birtle IRS, ca.1930

On the way back to the main building, I notice something I had
not seen before. The silvery-grey wood wall of the garage carries
a message, spray painted in red.
“Don’t let fear,” I whisper, unable to decipher the final words.
Then I finally understand: “Don’t let fear take over.”

Birtle IRS, 2013

The new Brandon IRS constructed in 1930

elder build a wigwam, or teaching lodge, next to this building,

“Many of these pupils, coming as they do from remote, isolated areas where
they had little contact with the non-Indian culture into which they have been
plunged on enrolment in a non-Indian school, require assistance not only to
make the necessary emotional and social adjustments, but also to keep up
with their academic studies.”
- Department of Indian Affairs, 1960

and use it for traditional teaching throughout the fall. The

Root house walls and debris from the demolished school building, Brandon IRS, 2013

Wishart Library (left), built 1989, next to Shingwauk Hall (right), Algoma University, 2013

academic focus of Shingwauk Kinoomaage Gamig is Anishinaabe
history, law, culture, literature, and language in programs that
are open to Anishinaabeg students as well as others.

