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December 12, 2024 

 
Dear Mr Guilbeault 
 
Re Parks Canada errors 
 
Parks Canada has “permanently removed” the plaques of seven supposedly “controversial national historic persons, “for their 
connection with residential schools.” Residential schools did cause much harm, physical and sexual abuse and loss of language and 
normal family life, sadly well documented. However, Parks Canada made Egerton Ryerson out to be responsible, a conclusion based 
on (repeated) misinformation and false accusations. Your employees failed to check sources. We understand that Parks Canada asked 
Professor Emeritus Ronald Stagg for advice on Ryerson, but it was not taken. 
 
The announcement from Parks Canada reads: 

As chief superintendent of education for Upper Canada, Ryerson standardized the education system, introducing 
free elementary schooling. He opposed racially and religiously segregated schools, but bowed to public pressure 
to allow them. A report he wrote for the federal government was used to support the residential school system. 

 
“He bowed to public pressure”? Ryerson was a civil servant; he could make recommendations, but civil servants cannot order a 
government to bring in legislation to their liking. The “racially segregated” schools were the prerogative of local, elected school 
trustees, whom Ryerson did not control. 
 
On the “religiously segregated” schools accusation, Ryerson, again as a civil servant, was assigned the task of working with Roman 
Catholic officials to set up what became the Separate School System, not his choice, but his task. Had he refused, you might have 
called him an “anti-Catholic bigot.” 
 
“A report he wrote for the federal government was used to support the residential school system.” Far from it. At the request of an 
official at the Indian Department in Britain, Vardon, Ryerson sent him a five-page, handwritten letter. The letter was not even printed 
until 1898, 51 years later! The letter was not for the “federal government,” which did not exist then—Confederation was 1867, 21 
years later. 
 
Ryerson’s recommendations were for “industrial schools,” entirely voluntary, for Indigenous pupils who wanted to learn farming, after 
attending a day school and living at home. Contrary to the residential schools that were established decades later, there was nothing 
mandatory about them, and no ban on the use of their Indigenous language. Their aim was to produce “prosperous farmers on their 
own account” and “overseers of some of the largest farms in Canada.” 
Then there are the “sins of omission” in the Parks Canada announcement. Ryerson lived with the Mississaugas of the Credit as a 
Methodist minister, learned their language and made warm and lasting friendships with them. He helped them to learn farming and 
carpentry (he was a “farm boy” himself). He supported their land and fisheries claims. That prompted an Ojibwe chief to name him a 
brother” and give him an Ojibwe name, “Cheechock”. 
 
If Parks Canada employees had done the needed research on what Ryerson actually did, they would have found out that there is NO 
evidence of any connection between him and the harmful, federal, residential school system. Did you know that Ryerson never used 
the words “residential school” anywhere in his writing? 
 
The words do not appear in any of the three biographies written on him (by Burwash, Thomas, and Damania), nor in the two-
volume Life and Letters, by Sissons. Nor do they appear in his own 614-page memoir, Story of My Life. Nor do they appear in a book 
on his work in education, by Putman, which is entirely on his work as a provincial civil servant, on the regular school system. Nor can 
any connection be found in a major publication on Indigenous people, The North American Indian Today, edited by Loram and 
McIlwraith, a 361-page book. So, where did he ever advocate residential schools? 
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The “blueprint” for what became the residential school system is the report by Nicholas Flood Davin, 1879. Note that 
Davin never mentioned Ryerson in that report, nor did Ryerson ever mention Davin. 
 
We recommend that Parks Canada be required to remove its erroneous plaque and carefully consult the following: 

• Smith, Donald B. Seen But Not Seen: Influential Canadians and the First Nations, from the 1840s to Today. Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 2021. 

• “Egerton Ryerson and the Mississauga, 1826-1856. An Appeal for Further Study,” Ontario History, 113 (Autumn 2021):222-
43. 

• Sacred Feathers: The Reverend Peter Jones (Kahkewaquonaby) and the Mississauga Indians. 2nd ed. University of Toronto 
Press 2013 [1988]. 

• Mississauga Portraits: Ojibwe Voices from Nineteenth-Century Canada. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2013. Note that 
Professor Smith, was honoured by the Mississaugas of the Credit on 10 September 2022 with its “Friend of the First Nation 
Award.” 

• McDonald, Lynn. “How a ‘Maker of Canada’ was Framed: The unjust treatment of Egerton Ryerson.” The 1867 Project: Why 
Canada should be cherished—not cancelled, ed. Mark Milke. Calgary: Aristotle Foundation, 2023, 1108-18. 

• Stagg, Ronald and Patrice Dutil. “Egerton Ryerson has been falsely accused of trying to erase Indigenous culture.” National 
Post 6 April 2021. 

• Stagg, Ronald and Patrice Dutil. “The Imbecile Attack on Egerton Ryerson.” Dorchester Review (3 June 2021): The Imbecile 
Attack on Egerton Ryerson – The Dorchester Review. Editor@dorchesterreview.ca 

• Fortune, Len. Brief to the Standing Strong Task Force, Ryerson University. A Defence of Methodist Minister and Educator 
Egerton Ryerson. [the author is Mi’kmaq and a former student at Ryerson Polytechnicall Institute.] 

  
Copied to Prime Minister Trudeau and all MPs. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 

43 Friends of Egerton Ryerson 
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