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The Egerton Ryerson You Never Heard About at Ryerson University 
 (Now Toronto Metropolitan University) 

The decision to rename Ryerson University has been made and we do not seek to change it back. But what about the 
real Egerton Ryerson? The one students, faculty, staff, and the wider community never heard about, but were instead 
bombarded with false accusations, never countered by the university. 
 

Did You Know 
• Did You Know that Ryerson had NO connection with the harmful residential school system, brought in after his 

death, but instead supported the voluntary, bilingual (Ojibwe and English) schools that Indigenous parents and 
leaders themselves wanted. They (and he) wanted better economic opportunities for Indigenous people and the 
ability to communicate with government officials and settlers.  

•  Indigenous people were at a low ebb when Ryerson went to live with the Missisaugas of the Credit in 1826. They 
had lost most of their land, their numbers were down by 60% and alcohol had become a serious problem. 

• When Ryerson arrived, he first lived in a wigwam, later boarded with the teacher’s family. His journal records: “I 
ate and slept for some weeks; my bed consisting of a plank, a mat, and a blanket…yet I was never more 
comfortable and happy.” They “received me with affection and enabled me to embrace them as brethren and 
love them as mine own people” (Ryerson, Story of My Life, 59).  

•  Ryerson not only learned Ojibwe, but was made an Ojibwe “brother” by a chief, given the name “Cheechock,” 
meaning “Bird on a Wing.” He supported their fisheries and land claims. 

•  Did You Know that there is not one scholarly source, meaning material based on documents, that implicates 
Ryerson in the residential school system? He never used the words “residential school” anywhere in his writing. 
He never advocated them! Name a source if you can!! 

• The real villains of Canada’s Residential School System are known, the people who called for them, got them 
started, and over time made them even harsher. Sir John A. Macdonald, Canada’s first prime minister, in 1879 
commissioned a then journalist, later MP, Nicholas Flood Davin, to visit the American reserves that had 
succeeded in “forced assimilation.” Yet when Macdonald brought in an amendment to the Indian Act in 1884, 
the wording was “schools,” NOT “residential schools.” An amendment to the Indian Act in 1920 made attendance 
compulsory, at either a residential or day school. An amendment in 1933 made the RCMP “truant officers,” to 
find, apprehend and return Indigenous children who ran away. In 1936, Indigenous parents lost the guardianship 
of their children to the principal of the residential school the child attended. Numerous other measures of 
cultural suppression were brought in along the way. Senior civil servants contributed to the harms done. 
 

The Villainization of Egerton Ryerson at Victoria University, University of Toronto 
 
The same denunciation of Egerton Ryerson at the university named after him occurred as well at Victoria University, for 
which he was the founding principal, in 1836. It was initially based in Cobourg, Ontario, then relocated in Toronto, where 
it became affiliated with the University of Toronto. 
 
The president of Vic at the time of calls for renaming, Dr William Robins, established a “Research Panel” similar to the 
Task Force set up at the then Ryerson University. Both the president and the Research Panel made egregious errors of 
fact. The Research Panel included not one expert on his life and work. They even misquoted material he had written.  

https://friendsofegertonryerson.ca/
mailto:friendsofegertonryerson@gmail.com


 
https://friendsofegertonryerson.ca                                   friendsofegertonryerson@gmail.com                                                  twitter: @ryersonfriends 

 
The recommendations at both 
universities were immediately 
accepted by their boards (Board of 
Regents for Victoria; Board of 
Governors for Ryerson). Neither 
board had a critical review done 
by qualified historians.  
 
The renamings at Vic, however, 
were of a residence and two 
scholarships, not as much as the 
university itself. The next 
president of Vic, Dr Rhonda McEwen, agreed to re-examine what was done, but has yet, two years later, acted.  
 
 
Friends of Egerton Ryerson  
 
The Friends of Egerton Ryerson was founded in 2021 to restore and defend his reputation. Whatever happens under the 
TMU name, Egerton Ryerson deserves to be celebrated for his success in founding Canada’s free public school system, 
free public libraries, and friendship with Indigenous people, with support for the schools they wanted and preservation 
of their languages. We put out a newsletter roughly once a month, hold occasional public lectures and panel discussions 
in Toronto, in-person and normally also by zoom. We hold occasional social get togethers. We leaflet at the university 
and its convocations, handing out an accurate message on Ryerson. 
 
We continue to call for the removal of the fallacious plaque on Gould St., at the edge of the now TMU campus, proudly 
unveiled by the university president himself! 
 
We seek the naming of a new building, or renaming of an existing one, with Ryerson’s name. 
 
We call for the university to post an accurate description of Ryerson’s great accomplishments, in education, journalism, 
and for Indigenous communities, on its website. 
 
We call for him to be recognized at the university’s convocations, as he was in the past, with positive information, then, 
sadly, with false accusations. 
 
 

Join us!  
https://friendsofegertonryerson.ca 

friendsofegertonryerson@gmail.com  
 twitter: @ryersonfriends 

Entrance to Victoria University, at University of Toronto: overtop “the truth shall make you free.” 
where Egerton Ryerson was the founding principal, in 1836 
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