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OHS Affiliated Society, Glengarry Fencibles Trust (GFT) owns and operates the historic Bishop's House (pictured above)
on the grounds of St. Raphael’s National Historic Site of Canada. Since taking possession of the building in 2016, GFT has
worked to restore and maintain this stunning building for the public’s benefit.

200th Anniversary of The College of lona

St Raphael’s, Ontario

By Brenda Baxter

President, Glengarry Fencibles Trust

Upper Canada’s first college officially opened at St
Raphael’s, Glengarry County, in 1826. Known as the
College of Iona, classes began on a part-time basis
in 1817. The decision to establish the College was
driven by missionary priest Alexander Macdonell
(1762—1840). He had arrived in St Raphael’s (1804)
after serving as military chaplain of the Glengarry
Fencibles in Europe. He again served with the
Fencibles during the War of 1812. Macdonell had
developed a strong interest in education for all,
Catholic and non-Catholic.

The College was opened at a time when the number
of immigrants was growing at a significant rate in
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Upper Canada. He was convinced that a Canada-
centred education was needed to safeguard against
the infiltration of republican sentiments from the US.
He was also mandated by his superior, the Bishop of
Québec, to educate and prepare priests and teachers
to serve the missions of Upper Canada.

Macdonell established the College within his large
Georgian house and created additional space by
constructing a log building nearby. Lord Bathurst allowed
him to hire three clergymen and three school masters
who would be paid by government, though Macdonell
struggled until 1826 to obtain these funds for their salaries.

The monies he received from Protestant gentlemen for
a general education for their sons helped cover the cost
of those studying for the priesthood who were too poor
to pay. Proper books were not easy to find. Macdonell



relied on British aristocrat Thomas Weld for assistance
in obtaining books from Great Britain. His wish list
of books for the College included compendiums of
ancient and modern history, the Greek New Testament,
and Rollins Ancient and Roman histories, etc.

When he became the first Bishop of Kingston Diocese
in 1826 (covering most of Ontario), a formal opening
of the College of Iona took place in St Raphael’s. At
least fourteen from the College were ordained for
service in the church of Upper Canada and several
more for service in Québec. These priests went on
to establish schools and churches throughout Ontario.
John Sandfield Macdonald, who was born and
raised nearby, completed his elementary education
at St Raphael’s (available for boys and girls) before
leaving to study law. Macdonald served in all eight
parliaments of the United Canadas (1841-1867)
and became the first Premier of Ontario. His brother
Donald attended the College and served as a cabinet
minister in the Parliament of Canada.

When Macdonell was named the Bishop of Kingston
Diocese, it was inevitable that Kingston would become
the new administrative centre for the Catholic Church
in Upper Canada. As a result, the College ceased
operations in St Raphael’s in 1836 and a new institution,
Regiopolis College, was opened in Kingston in 1837 to
continue this work. Today, the library collection of the
College of Iona is held by Queen’s University Library.

Upcoming Celebration

With support from Canadian Heritage — Patrimoine
canadien, there will be a 200th anniversary celebration
of the formal opening of The College of Iona
September 18 and 19, 2026, at the Bishop’s House at
St Raphael’s National Historic Site. We look forward
to welcoming you in September!

The Bishop's House Restoration

This 1808 landmark in Glengarry County, within the
National Historic Site of St. Raphael’s, was almost
demolished in 2015. Since taking ownership of the
building, the GFT has worked to restore the historic
structure. The goal is to adapt the building for reuse as a
cultural and conference centre.

Since 2016, GFT has focused on bringing the
landscape back into perspective and securing the
envelope of the building. In 2020, two walls on the

The Bishop's House (boarded up) in April 2015.

rear of the building were restored. The 1826 drystone
retaining wall, which arches along a knoll in front was
fully restored by instructors, volunteers, and students
with Drystone Canada from 2017-22. The exterior of
the building and the two-acre grounds have seen other
significant improvements. Besides the roof, which was
replaced in 2017, the stately veranda and Juliet balcony
were restored, the heritage metal trim repainted, and the
mansard tiles repaired. In addition, the interior of the
main level of the house (1808) has been rehabilitated
and restored, and is open to the public.

Volunteers assembled in 2020 to help restore the stone wall.

Glengarry Fencibles Trust owns the Bishop’s House
and operates as a registered charity, incorporated
through affiliation with OHS. Visit bishopshouse.ca
for more information.
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