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INTRODUCTION 
 

 
This Report offers a summary view of the results of a preliminary investigation regarding official 

Indian Residential School records and documents that we assumed were in the possession of the 

Government of Canada, but in the cases of at least some seem to be missing.  What we have 

found is that there was a general federal government policy to destroy many government files 

and that there was a very high level of records destruction activity that occurred between 1936 

and 1956.  Concerning Indian Affairs documents, the files related to Indian Residential Schools 

that were most at risk were: 

• Admission and Discharge files 
• School Attendance Reports 
• Monthly Reports 

o Principal's Monthly Reports (P.M.R.) 
o Superintendent's Report on Schools 
o Transportation Warrants 
o Attendance Returns (Staff) 

• Quarterly Reports (June 30, September 30, December 31, March 31) 
o Quarterly School Returns 
o Quarterly Report (Residential Schools) 
o Requisitions 

• Annual Reports 
o Census of Indian Pupils at non-Indian Schools (February 28) 
o School Report (June 30) 
o Principal's Report on Promotion and non-Promotion (June 30) 
o Applications for Tuition Grants (August 15) 
o List of Candidates for Scholarship Awards (September 15) 
o Principal's Report on Destination of Pupils Withdrawing From School 

(September 30) 
o Agency Return on Pre-School and School Age Children as of November 

30 (December 15) 
• Vouchers – On Receipt of Invoices 
• Credit Vouchers (Weekly) 
• Assistance to ex-pupils 
• Principal’s diaries 
• Annual Requisition for School Books and Supplies 
• Accident Reports 
• Reports of Inspectors, and 
• Monthly and Quarterly Salary Pay Lists 
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BACKGROUND 
 
 
Since the signing of the Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement on 08 May 2006, the 

Shingwauk Project Archive has received a number of requests for assistance from Survivors who 

are making an application for Advance Payment to Indian Residential Schools Resolutions 

Canada (IRSRC).  The Advance Payment is for Survivors who are 65 years of age or older on or 

before 30 May 2005 (CANADA, 2006a). 

 

Members of the Children of Shingwauk Alumni Association (CSAA), as well as Survivors and 

their families from the Spanish Indian Residential Schools, St. John's (Chapleau) Indian 

Residential School and other Indian Residential Schools, have asked the Archive for copies of 

official School files. Specifically, they request Quarterly Returns and/or Admission or Discharge 

Forms in order to confirm their residence status at their respective Indian Residential School(s). 

 

For some Survivors, we were able to provide copies of Quarterly Returns and Admission and 

Discharge documents that confirmed their residence status at an Indian Residential School.  For 

many others, we were not able to find any such documentation that would help substantiate their 

claim.  We reminded Survivors that the Archive did not have a complete set of records for any 

Indian Residential School and that the Archive is unable to access many of the Government’s 

RG-10 files because of restrictions that fall under the federal Access to Information and Privacy 

Acts. We recommended to them that they should proceed with filing a claim for Advance 

Payment from IRSRC anyway, as IRSRC had or were going to have (as we understood it at the 

time) all the Indian Residential School files in their possession. 

 

In mid to late 2006, we began receiving secondary requests from many of the same Survivors, 

among others, who received rejection letters from IRSRC.  IRSRC denied their claims because 

they did not have a written record that would confirm their attendance at the Indian Residential 

School(s) indicated on their application for Advance Payment. 

 

On a secondary search of our files, we were able to provide some of these Survivors with 

supplemental documentation from RG-10 files that contained other information, such as medical 
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reports/invoices that had the names of the Students who had visited with Doctors or Dentists for 

treatment.1  We also provided Survivors with copies of any photographs that we had of them 

while they were a resident at an Indian Residential School. 

 

More recently, additional requests for information have come from the Anglican Church – 

General Synod Archive and, surprisingly, from IRSRC itself for "missing records". 

Brief History of Public Records’ Management Issues 

Historically, the Government of Canada had records’ management issues dating back to 

Confederation. Jay Atherton, former Director-General (Archives Branch) at Library and 

Archives Canada, writes about  the records management problems within the federal government 

in his historical overview of Canada's Public Archives in "The Origins of the Public Archives 

Records Centre, 1897 – 1956" (1979:35-59).2  Atherton describes the development of several 

federal government records management initiatives that tried to provide a remedy for the 

problems associated with the efficient custody and control of the public records of Canada. 

Bill Russell, Archivist at Library and Archives Canada, writes about Indian Affairs records-

keeping practices in "The White Man's Paper Burden: Aspects of Records Keeping in the 

Department of Indian Affairs, 1860-1914" (1984-85:50-72).  Russell describes how Indian 

Affairs tried to both protect and manage their records during a time when the federal government 

as a whole was trying to develop a records-keeping policy for all departments.  Russell points out 

that during these early years, Indian Affairs began to form a "records disposition policy" that 

would initially serve headquarters, and then the numerous Indian Affairs agencies in Canada. 

(1984-85:68-71). 

Sean Darcy (2004), in a paper published in Archivaria, provides a case study of record-keeping 

practices at the Department of Indian Affairs from 1872 to the mid-1980s.  He finds that there 

was no standard filing system used in Indian Affairs field agencies prior to 1950. The 
                                                 
1 For example, see CANADA. Library and Archives Canada (LAC). Records of the Department of  Indian Affairs, 
RG 10, Volume 6212, File 469-5, Part 1. Dental Invoice of Dr. Goodfellow, D.D.S.  (November – December 1930)  - 
List of Students approved by Principal Hives - Shingwauk Home, Sault Ste Marie. January 15, 1931. 
2 See also: Ormsby, W.G. (1982/83, Winter). “The Public Archives of Canada, 1948-1968”. Archivaria, Number 
15:36-46 and, Wilson, I.E (1982/83, Winter). “A Noble Dream”: The Origins of the Public Archives of Canada. 
Archivaria, Number 15:16-35.   
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Department's complex file management system, one regime for headquarters and a laisser-faire 

system in operation for field offices, meant that many Indian Affairs’ documents did not survive 

because of the actions of individual Indian Affairs’ officials.  Darcy comments that: 

… it was almost impossible to determine what records had been 
created or lost since no registration system existed in the agencies 
(2004:169) 

Correspondence between Indian Agent R.H. Moore and the Acting Director of Indian Affairs 

Branch in 1945 seems to verify that that Indian Agents had permission to dispose of official 

documents:  

Generally speaking, however, it is permissible for an Indian Agent, at 
his discretion, to destroy old vouchers, requisitions and other routine 
forms when he is satisfied that there is no purpose to be served in 
keeping them.3

It seems that within the Department, record keeping and disposal were rarely, if ever, 

accomplished according to a comprehensive policy consistently followed. Recognition of the 

potential for irregularities with unpredictable consequences seems to have been beyond the 

capacity or concern of many of those involved.  

Indian Affairs' Records Disposal Programmes 

The focus of this preliminary investigation regarding the management and disposal of records is 

on the period between the 1920s and 1950s when most of the Survivors who are applying for 

Advance Payment would have attended an Indian Residential School. Between 1936 and 1956, 

we found that there were three separate attempts made to improve the management of the public 

documents of Canada. All three included policies for the disposal and destruction of records 

according to what seemed to have been changing circumstances and needs. 

 

 
                                                 
3 CANADA. LAC. Records of the Department of  Indian Affairs. R.G. 10, Volume 8586 File 1.1-6-3 – Letter from 
R.H. Moore to Indian Affairs Branch, 10 May 1945. and, Letter from Acting Director, Indian Affairs Branch to R. 
H. Moore, 16 May, 1945.  
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1936: First Effective Records’ Scheduling Programme 

The first major programme to manage and dispose of federal government records was set up in 

1936.  The federal government wanted to save valuable office space and free up storage space 

for new files.  

In 1933, Treasury Board had asked all government departments to identify documents for 

destruction or permanent retention (Atherton, 1979:48). In a letter dated 11 February 1933, the 

Indian Affairs Department responded to a Treasury Board request to provide a Schedule of 

classes of documents that could be destroyed after a lapse of 5 years, 10 years, or to be preserved 

indefinitely.4   

Documents in Indian Affairs' Central Registry Files, specifically R.G. 10, Volume 8586 File 1.1-

6-3 Methods And Procedures Concerning Destruction Of Records: 1890 - 1958 confirm that the 

Indian Affairs Department was part of the program. G. M. Matheson, Registrar (Indian Affairs) 

stated that, subject to special scrutiny, the following files related to Indian Residential Schools 

can be placed in the Schedule: 

TO BE DESTROYED AFTER 5 YEARS  -  Papers on the following subjects 

• School Returns and Requisitions 
• Monthly Reports 
• Diaries and returns 
• Relief, medical, hospital and drug accounts 
• Monthly and Quarterly Salary Pay Lists 

TO BE DESTROYED AFTER 10 YEARS  -  Correspondence regarding … 

• Reports of Inspectors 
• Accidents 
• Assistance to ex-pupils 5 

In 1936, "Treasury Board authorized the destruction of records in a number of departments, 

according to definite schedules and subject to certain restrictions" 6  (Atherton, 1979:49). 

                                                 
4 See Appendix A – CANADA. LAC, Records of the Department of  Indian Affairs, R.G. 10, Volume 8586 File 1.1-
6-3 - Treasury Board Minute T. 147760 B., 02 February 1933 
5 See – CANADA. LAC, Records of the Department of  Indian Affairs,  R.G. 10, Volume 8586 File 1.1-6-3 - 
Memorandum and Destruction of Old Documents – Letter from G.M. Matheson,  Feb. 11 1933      
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Confirmation of the destruction of these records is found in a reply to a letter to the Department 

of War Services.  On 19 January 1944, A.E. St. Louis, In Charge of Records (Indian Affairs), 

stated that during the years of 1937-1938: 

 … in accordance with instructions contained in Treasury Board Minute T. 
160481 B. dated the 2nd of June 1936 … approximately fifteen tons [30,000 
pounds] of waste paper was disposed of through the Department of Public 
Printing and Stationary. 7

Furthermore, St. Louis added that 1,770 pounds of paper was processed as surplus paper in 

December 1942 and that an additional 1,500 pounds would be disposed of by the end of 1944.   

In another letter dated 01 February 1944, St Louis said that: 

Since 1936 more than 200,000 files have been destroyed and many more 
thousand will be disposed of later this year under authority of the proposed 
amended Minute of the Treasury Board. 8

1944: Civil Service Waste Paper Drive 

The second major programme to destroy government documents was initiated during the Second 

World War.   A "Civil Service waste paper drive" was created in order to overcome the acute and 

severe shortage of paper that was required for the 'war effort'.  On 16 March 1944, the Treasury 

Board issued an order that amended the 1936 Treasury Board directive for the destruction of 

government documents in order to salvage additional waste paper from obsolete government 

files.  An amendment was made to Treasury Board Minute of June 2nd, 1936, T. 160481 B.  The 

new Treasury Board Minute T. 260350 B. of 16 March 1944 asked all government departments 

to re-examine their schedules: 

… with the object of reducing to a minimum the periods during which 
documents are to be retained. 9

                                                                                                                                                             
6 See Appendix C - CANADA. LAC, Records of the Department of  Indian Affairs,  R.G. 10, Volume 8586 File 1.1-
6-3 - Treasury Board Minute T. 160481 B.,  02 June 1936 
7 See Appendix D - CANADA. LAC, Records of the Department of  Indian Affairs,  R.G. 10, Volume 8586 File 
1.1-6-3 – Memorandum – A.E. St. Louis to Dr. McGill,  January 19, 1944 
8 See Appendix E - CANADA. LAC, Records of the Department of  Indian Affairs,  R.G. 10, Volume 8586 File 1.1-
6-3 - Memorandum – A.E. St. Louis to Dr. McGill,  February 1, 1944 
9 See Appendix F - CANADA. LAC, Records of the Department of  Indian Affairs,  R.G. 10, Volume 8586 File 1.1-
6-3 – Treasury Board Minute T. 260350 B. ,  16 March 1944 
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In a letter dated 19 September 1944, A. Jackson, Chief Executive Assistant (Indian Affairs) 

provides a summary of the answers that were given to the Privy Council in the questionnaire.  

Jackson's response provides additional confirmation regarding the destruction of Indian 

Residential School files. Jackson states in the letter that, subject to Department scrutiny, the 

following files were destroyed: 

Approximately five tons [10,000 pounds] of obsolete files have been 
destroyed since Sept. 1939. 

and that 

… papers on the following subjects were destroyed:  

• relief, medical, hospital and drug accounts 
• monthly reports 
• diaries and returns 
• monthly and quarterly salary paylists, and  
• school returns and requisitions 10 

Further destruction of records continued even after the war was over as surplus paper for the 

mills was regarded still as urgently needed.  St. Louis, responding on 01 November 1945 to a 

request for more surplus paper, stated that  the Department no longer has any additional obsolete 

records that could be declared as surplus paper and that during the summer of 1945 

approximately 5 tons (10,000 pounds) of obsolete files were destroyed. 11

1954: Records Destruction Teams 

The third programme to destroy Indian Affairs' documents was implemented in 1954.  On 06 

April 1954, Mr. H. M. Jones, Director, Indian Affairs Branch sent out a letter to all 

Superintendents of Services regarding adopting a "more rigorous policy of file destruction in the 

Indian Affairs Branch" 12

                                                 
10 See Appendix G - CANADA. LAC, Records of the Department of  Indian Affairs,  R.G. 10, Volume 8586 File 
1.1-6-3 – Memorandum: A. Jackson to Dr. McGill,  September 19, 1944 
11 See Appendix H - CANADA. LAC, Records of the Department of  Indian Affairs,  R.G. 10, Volume 8586 File 
1.1-6-3 – Memorandum: A.E. St. Louis to Mrs. Young, November 1, 1945 
12 See Appendix I - CANADA. LAC, Records of the Department of  Indian Affairs,  R.G. 10, Volume 8586 File 1.1-
6-3 – Destruction of Records, H.M. Jones to Superintendents Of Services, April 6, 1954 
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The final Schedule from Indian Affairs Branch, approved by Treasury Board, included the 

following Indian Residential School files that were to be destroyed after 5 years:13

• Block 6 – School Buildings 
o Routine Correspondence 
o Memos to Council 
o Progress reports 
o Minor repairs 

• Block 13 – School Supplies 
o All correspondence and accounts 

• Block 17 – Health Services 
o All correspondence 

• Block 23 – Reports and Returns 
o Superintendent's Quarterly Reports 
o school attendance report 
o P.M.R.'s (Principal's Monthly Report) 
o Teachers' reports  
o Quarterly School Returns 

• Block 25 – Indian Education - Routine Correspondence relating to …  
o assistance to ex-pupils 
o Vocational training 
o Tuition grants 
o Admission and discharge 
o Per capita grants 

• Block 27 – Transportation 
o Routine correspondence 
o Transportation warrants 

Indian Affairs Branch had difficulty taking action on the new directive from Treasury Board. The 

Department did not have adequate human resources to implement effectively the newly revised 

Schedule because of the demands of file research and the need to attend to the growing volume of 

new files that were arriving more frequently.  In order to implement this programme, requests for 

additional resources were made to Treasury Board in 1955-1956 to establish and fund "Records 

Destruction Teams" within the Indian Affairs Department. 14  

 

                                                 
13 See Appendix J - CANADA. LAC, Records of the Department of  Indian Affairs,  R.G. 10, Volume 8586 File 
1.1-6-3 – Section 10 – Agency Manual of Filing Operation, H.M. Jones to All Regional Supervisors of Indian 
Agencies, Indian Superintendents and Agents, Indian Commissioner for B.C., November 2, 1954. 
14 See Appendix K - CANADA. LAC, Records of the Department of  Indian Affairs,  R.G. 10, Volume 8586 File 
1.1-6-3 – Letter R.M. Maclean to J.K. Abbott, February 20, 1956 
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CONCLUSION 

 
The history of the federal government’s records management operations clearly indicates that a 

policy to destroy official government files evolved over time and was in place until 1973 when a 

moratorium on records destruction was agreed to between the Public Archives of Canada and 

Indian Affairs.(Darcy, 2004:170)15 The evidence suggests therefore that insofar as the Indian 

Affairs Department’s Indian Residential School records disposal policies were carried out as 

acknowledged, many files of the Shingwauk Indian Residential School and other Indian and Inuit 

Residential Schools, dealing with the years at issue and perhaps others as well, were destroyed.16

 

We should also recognize however that since Confederation many senior Indian Affairs and 

Public Archives officials resisted attempts to destroy Indian Affairs' records according to the 

guidelines that were developed in record disposition schedules (Darcy, 2004:170).  They 

recognized that many of these documents were of "great historical significance" (2004:170).  

Especially after the Calder decision, such documents became very important as First Nations and 

Inuit Peoples began legal action on many fronts, often against the Government of Canada, to 

secure their Aboriginal Rights.   

 

IRSRC has confirmed that it has 'gaps' in student records for Shingwauk and for other Indian 

Residential Schools.  Many of the missing documents of concern, which are those of primary 

choice required for verification of residence at an Indian Residential School, are School 

Quarterly Returns, Admission and Discharge Forms, Student Lists, and Applications for 

Admissions. 

 

IRSRC has stated that it has no Quarterly Returns before 1942 for the Shingwauk Indian 

Residential School. We understand that it has the same RG-10 files containing Quarterly Returns 
                                                 
15 See also Footnote 25 (Darcy, 2004). CANADA. LAC, Records of the Department of  Indian Affairs,  R.G. 10, 
Accession 2003-00021-6, box 2, File 1/1-6-3, Part 4. Methods and Procedures (Disposal) Destruction of Record, 
1974 – September 1978,.  Letter from Jay Atherton, Chief, Public Records Division, Public Archives of Canada to 
Records Management Division, DIAND, re; Moratorium on Destruction of Indian and Eskimo Affairs Records, 
1974. 
16It is interesting to note that the 1973 moratorium occurred shortly after the January 1973 Supreme Court of 
Canada landmark decision regarding Aboriginal Title (Calder v. A.G.B.C., [1973] S.C.R. 313).   
 

 11



for the period 1942-1949 that the Shingwauk Archive has.  Also, IRSRC has no Quarterly 

Returns from September 1949 to sometime in 1956, but it seems to have Quarterly Returns from 

sometime in 1956 to June 1970. (Caissy, 2006).  

While Darcy (2004:69) states that while it may be impossible to know exactly what records were 

destroyed, it is clear from the evidence that many important documents are missing.   Darcy goes 

on to state that: 

It is interesting to note that files now seen to be important … were at 
the time of a secondary consideration to department officials. 
(2004:167) 

It is clear from the requests for verification of attendance at Shingwauk and other Schools 

received by the Shingwauk Project Archive, as well as from reports of rejection letters received 

by Survivors in other regions, that a records problem exists.  Insofar as this Preliminary Report is 

able to assist in providing an explanation that suggests that many records may no longer exist 

and will never be found, we hope that for cases for which records are not readily at hand 

respectful and timely alternatives are made available.  

 

Many documents and other materials associated with the Residential School era exist in 

collections other than those of the Government of Canada. If the legacy of the Residential 

Schools is to be properly addressed, a national project of Residential School resource 

identification and sharing needs to be established by all parties as soon as possible. 

 

What is most important is that the intention of the Indian Residential Schools Settlement 

Agreement, that a Residential School Survivor should never be allowed to go unrecognized or 

uncompensated for his or her experiences, be fulfilled. 
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