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CHAPTER SIX
ADOLPHUS EGERTON RYERSON, D.D. - 1803 -1882

EGERTON RYERSON: THE GREAT EDUCATOR

“The truth shall make you free” was the basic philosophy of the founder of the education system of Upper
Canada but even more it was a deep and abiding faith. Today, these words may be seen carved in stone over
the doorway of Victoria College in Toronto as a tribute to the memory of the man who helped found it.

That Ryerson chose to devote the major part of a great talent to the field of education is something for which
every student in the Ontario educational system can be thankful.

EARLY YEARS
Egerton Ryerson was born on March 24,
1803, in Charlotteville, near Vittoria, a village close
to the present-day Port Dover. His father, Colonel
Joseph Ryerson, was one of the pioneer United
Empire Loyalist families that settled in Norfolk
County just before the turn of the 19 century.
Colonel Joseph, an ardent Anglican, and his wife,
Mehetabel Stickney, a Methodist, had nine
children, of which six were sons. Even though his
father embraced the Church of England, five of his
six sons became Methodist ministers. Egerton
was the fifth son. Three Ryerson brothers,
Egerton in 1824 and 1828, Edwy in 1832 and
William in 1835 and 1836 oversaw the Ancaster
Circuit.
Egerton was bred to farming and was
expected to do a man’s work even though he was
still a young boy. However, he was also given to
studying, and even when busy in the fields he
would find odd moments in which to acquire useful knowledge from his books. In 1815 at the close of the
War of 1812, Ryerson’s three older brothers, George, William and John underwent that precisely demarcated
shift ‘from darkness to light’ by which Methodism had come to be identified. Egerton was only 12 years old,
in 1815, but was listening with similar intensity to Methodist preachers and the youngster’s heart was heated
white-hot and forged forever. He continued farming and studying until he was eighteen. Egerton’s father,
on learning that his son had joined the Methodists was unyielding and uncharitable. From a book “The First
Century of Methodism in Canada” by J.E. Sanderson, Vol. 1, 1775-1839 comes this account of Ryerson’s

conflict with his father:
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“To the Methodist way of religion my father, at the time of my conversion was extremely
opposed, and refused me every facility for acquiring knowledge. When | attained the age of
eighteen | gave in my name for membership. My father, being informed of this, said: “Egerton,
I understand you have joined the Methodists. You must either leave them or leave my house.”
I had the aid of a mother’s tenderness and prayers, with strength promised according to my
need. The next day I left home and became usher in the London District Grammar School,
where | soon succeeded in gaining the good-will of parents and pupils. As my father
complained that the Methodists had robbed him of his son, | hired an English farm laborer in
my place, and paid him for two years. One day my father came to me and said, “Egerton, you
must come home.” | relinquished my engagement as teacher, returned to the farm, ploughed
every acre of ground for the season, mowed the grass, cradled the wheat, rye and oats, feeling
neither fatigue nor depression, for “the joy of the Lord was my strength”; | also made nearly
as much progress in my studies as while teaching. My father then became changed, both
towards me and the religion | professed, and desired me to remain at home. But I felt that my
life-work lay in another direction, and wished to pursue classical studies.”

March 24, 1825 — | have this day finished twenty-two years of my life. | have decided to travel in the Methodist Connexion
and preach Jesus to the lost souls of men.”

EDUCATION AND ORDINATION

Ryerson, an avid reader, devoured books by Horace, Virgil, Locke, Blair, Blackstone and Paley.
Ironically, the man who was to design and inaugurate public education in Ontario and whose work would be
copied throughout the Canadian nation was almost entirely self-taught and would continue to school himself
for the rest of his life. So diligently did he apply himself to his new studies that he succumbed to what was
described, at that time, as a brain fever. During the next year, he was bedridden and close to death but
committed to devoting his talents to the Methodist ministry if and when he recovered. Recovery came and

soon he was astride a horse as a Saddlebag Preacher. He preached his first sermon in Beamsville, Ontario.

On Easter Sunday, 1825 he achieved his ambition

and became an ordained minister of the Methodist Church.

He rose each morning at four o’clock and during his long
journeys on horse-back from charge to charge he wrote his
sermons. He needed a month to visit the people in his charge
delivering scores of sermons in scattered settlements. His
studies had convinced him of the necessity for the separation
of the church and state, and despite his youth, he emerged
as a champion of the unorganized and the dissenter, and he
fought the battle of the Methodist, the Presbyterian and the
Baptist.

In 1826 after the Methodist Conference held in
Hamilton Ryerson began living among the aboriginal people
on the Credit River. He slept in a tepee, learned their

language and worked in the fields with them. He was

introduced to Peter Jones, (Kahkewaquonaby) an aboriginal
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Methodist preacher, at a camp meeting of Mississaugas and Mohawks. Ryerson found a spirit-mate in the
young native whose father, Augustus, had been a United Empire Loyalist and his mother,
Tuhbenahbenahneequay, an Ojibway. Immediately he set himself to raising money to build a school and
chapel for the natives. He knew they would not be able to pay for the project themselves, so he returned to
his former circuit and old friends and was able to raise enough funds to complete the school and Chapel in

six weeks.

THE “REVIEW”

There now occurred a momentous event that brought Ryerson unprecedented opportunity, altered
forever his public image and fixed his name in Canadian history. For some years there had been premonitory
rumblings, indications of an impending upheaval in ecclesiastical formations. Inequalities, Disabilities, Family
Compact, Clergy Reserves, Favor and Patronage, Legalized Injustice and kindred topics were so persistently
discussed as to reveal undercurrents of prevailing discontent. These questions were brought to a head
through a sermon preached by the Rev. Dr. Strachan of York, July 39, 1825. When the sermon was
published, in the spring of the following year, it was found to contain disparaging reflections upon the
Methodist ministers, representing them as incompetent, disloyal, idle and ignorant. John Strachan, rejected
as a candidate for the Presbyterian ministry, joined the Anglicans and became the Episcopal power broker
and the foe of all who threatened the grip of the wealthy “Family Compact” that consisted of a handful of rich
families who exercised a monopoly on business, finance and education. Newly elected to this Compact,
Strachan spoke for it and speared any who opposed it23,

Rev. Dr. Strachan denounced Methodists as poorly-educated, irresponsible and traitorous
(conveniently forgetting that they were descendants of United Empire Loyalists). He especially attacked their
clergy, and since they were already denied the right to hold title to church buildings and parsonages as well
as the right to baptize and solemnize marriages, the Methodists were outraged. They needed a champion
and Egerton Ryerson, then only 25 years old, published his thirty page “Review” under the title of “A Methodist
Preacher”. The Review had a tremendous impact, not only on public opinion, but on Ryerson’s father who
exclaimed when he learned of his son’s writings, “My God, we are ruined”. In 1825 his “Review” appeared
in William Lyon Mackenzie’s paper, The Colonial Advocate. Ryerson made the telling comment: he stated
“... why should the state favour the Church of England when only 31of the 235 clergy in Upper Canada are
Anglican?” Within four years legislation appeared that permitted nonconformist denominations to own land

and ministers to perform marriages and baptisms.

THE CHRISTIAN GUARDIAN

The Conference of 1829, held on the 26™ of August, assembled in Bowman’s Chapel, Ancaster.
Rev. William Case, General Superintendent presided. Several important decisions were made at this
Conference that contributed greatly to the future of the Church in Canada. It was decided:

“That a paper be published in the town of York, to be called The Christian Guardian, that $2,000 of
stock be issued in shares of $20.00 each; that a committee of five be appointed to superintend the publication;

that an Editor or Editors be appointed by ballot; that the price be 12s. 6d. in advance, or 15s. if not paid within

2 This paragraph was quoted from the book “First Century of Methodism in Canada” by J.E. Sanderson.
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six months, and that ministers procuring fifteen subscribers receive a free copy.” Egerton Ryerson was
appointed Editor and Franklin Metcalf assistant.

The shares were mostly subscribed by the preachers, one of whom wrote:

“Liberty and Equal Rights are written upon our banners, and they

must be kept floating in the breeze until the prize is gained.”

The newly elected Editor made vigorous preparations for issuing the paper. He engaged a room,
then went to New York to purchase press, type and paper. The first paper was published November 21,
1829, an eight-page quarto, at 12s. 6d.; the postage, 4s. a year, prepaid by the publisher.

From Cobourg one agent sent fifty-seven subscribers; another eighty-five from Hallowell; others
assisted, and within a month the number counted on at Conference was reached, causing the Editor to write
cheerfully: “If all arrears be paid up expenses will be met.” The tone of the paper was decided and outspoken,
opposing church establishments and demanding equal rights for all.

The Christian Guardian soon became the most widely read newspaper in the province. Starting out
with the barest of resources, Ryerson guided the Christian Guardian to a circulation of 3,000 in its first three
years. It came to be regarded as the leading newspaper of Upper Canada, a tireless defender of religious
freedom, democracy and education. The Guardian followed with a bookstore and in time this turned into the
Ryerson Press which developed into the largest printing and publishing enterprise in Canada and was in

operation until 1970.24

24 This section was taken from the book The First Century of Methodism in Canada.



In the fireproof cabinet in Ryerson’s Archives Room there is a souvenir reprint of the
first issue of the CHRISTIAN GUARDIAN (November 21, 1829), presented by The
United Church OBSERVER, as a memento of the 150" anniversary event, Wednesday
November 21, 1979.

The copy of the original is mostly legible, but not easily read. | have chosen to include
only the last column of the last page (as printed) as an example of the articles which
were written in the first copy of the Christian Guardian. The words which were
unclear | have put in brackets.

May not little girls be very useful?

There is a great many Sunday
Schools in London, in which hundreds
and thousands of children are instructed.
The Teachers in some of them make it a
rule, if any of the children are absent, to
go to their residences and inquire the
cause. It happened on Sunday, that a
gentleman missed a little girl, who was in
the habit of attending very regularly. So
he thought that he would go to her
home, and inquire the reason of her
absence. She lived a little way out of
London, in a poor cottage. When he got
to the house, he inquired of the child’s
mother if her daughter was at home?

“No,” replied the mother, “she is
not, at present; she is gone to a
neighbour’s house; shall | fetch her?

The gentleman said he would not
give her the trouble, but, if she would
show him the house, he would go
himself. So he wished her a good
morning, and went. When he got to the
house, he opened the door gently, and
what do you think he saw? He saw a poor
man (immensely) ill, listening and his
little Sunday scholar sitting in the (chair)
reading the Bible to him. The child was
not ashamed of what she was doing, but
she blushed to think that her Teacher
should find her (thus) employed. So she
ran out and went home directly.

When she was gone the gentleman
said to the poor dying man,--“Does this
little girl often come to read to you?”

“Oh yes!” he replied: “she is a dear
child; she often comes to see me and she
has told me a great deal about God, and
Jesus Christ, and about myself, which |
never knew before and | praise and

bless God for sending her to me.”

The gentleman thanked God for
this pleasing proof of the blessing which
attends Sunday School labours.

The next Sunday he thought he
would speak to the little girl on the
subject of her visit to the poor dying
cottager. So he took her aside into a
room by themselves, and said,--“My dear
child, what made you go and read to that
poor dying neighbour of yours?”

She hung down her head and
blushed very much and at last when he
pressed her for an answer she said.—
“Well, you know, Sir, the other Sunday |
read in my lesson at School, in St. James’
epistle, “that pure religion and undefiled,
before God and the Father, is this; to visit
the fatherless and widows in their
affliction.”

Here she stopped. But the
gentleman, who was greatly affected
could not help offering up an earnest
prayer to God that the latter part of the
verse might be fulfilled in her own
experience, and that, through his grace,
she might “keep herself unspotted from
the world.” -- Sunday School Gleanings.

Reader, set high value upon the
word of God and read it with much
prayer; so shall it be “a lamp to thy feet;
and a light to thy paths.”

Readers of the
Guardian were owing
their indebtedness to
its page. Said one:

“I shall be a better
judge in time to come
of whom | should
support, and so will
every man who reads
your paper.’ ‘For my
part, | shall take care of
my papers, that at the
expiration of four years
I may know who are for
us and who against
us.” ‘Mr. ...is a
Churchman, but
perceiving that the
Guardian publishes
more parliamentary
news than any other
paper, and more
correctly, he wishes to
became a subscriber.’
‘l am happy to hear of
your subscribers
increasing weekly. |
wish you Godspeed in
the circulation of such
a fund of information,
that we may see who
are for the good of the
country and who for
Government favors.”

Rev. Egerton Ryerson
was editor of the
Christian Guardian
from 1829-1832, 1833-
1835,

1838-1840.
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FORMATION OF UPPER CANADA COLLEGE

In 1836 the Methodists built Upper Canada College at Cobourg, Ontario, expanding it into Victoria
College in 1841 and Victoria University in 1865 when faculties of law and medicine were added. Egerton
Ryerson, its first principal, announced a curriculum as broad as it was deep and reflected his insistence that
each student pursue a balanced program of the arts and the sciences. In addition to the Classics which were
a mainstay of any university at this time, he added a science department offering courses in chemistry,
mineralogy and geography, in conjunction with new departments of philosophy, public speaking and modern

languages.

RYERSON’S INFLUENCE ON EDUCATION

Ryerson’s monumental victory soon eclipsed the achievements that had already made him a
household name and he went from strength to strength in influencing change. His dismay at seeing only
one-half of school children with no formal education and the remaining half averaging only one year,
prompted him to take the initiative with yet another cause. He persuaded the provincial government to
assume responsibility for education, and subsequently, in 1844, he was appointed Chief Superintendent of

Education for Upper Canada by Governor-General Sir Charles Metcalfe. He was only forty-three years old.

It is in this realm that Ryerson made his greatest impact and

o April 4, 1906
contribution. P

Aided by government grants, “common” schools, the
social opposite of the elitist private schools, were soon
appearing wherever twenty-two students could be gathered.
This arrangement was a monumental leap over the log cabin
schoolhouses whose instructors were frequently minimally
literate themselves.

Ryerson visited common schools in Holland, Italy and

Mr. J.B. Fairbairn, writes: “About 1844 Egerton
Ryerson, one of the greatest men Canada has
produced, took up the school question and
after investigation into the best methods then
employed both in Europe and America, he
submitted the result of the inquiry to
Parliament. His recommendations were
embodied in a bill which, on submission to the
House, passed and became the School Law of
Ontario. Thus the rapidly growing and
important Province of Ontario obtained what is
on all hands conceded to be the best public
school system in the world. Mr. Ryerson was

appointed Chief Superintendent and saw the
law brought into practical use. He lived many
years afterwards and aided by the best
educationalists then employed in the work,
succeeded in bringing those primary seats of
learning to a high pitch of perfection.”

France with visits to Germany where he observed the
education system that Philip Melanchthon had implemented
300 years earlier. Melanchthon, a humanist, linguist and

philologist had been the first systematic theologian of the

Magisterial Reformation, "bottling” Luther’s rich “geysering”, scripting his “commonplaces” into a theological
textbook. Upon Ryerson’s return to Canada, he persuaded the provincial government to integrate education
and tax revenues, thereby providing free education for all. Of course, the rich objected, arguing that they
shouldn’t have to support the schooling of their social inferiors, but Ryerson triumphed. The free education
soon became compulsory and, as well, teaching became elevated from being viewed as a miserable job to
being seen as a calling akin to that of the ordained ministry. Ryerson knew that education didn’t equip people
to know more, it expanded the universe in which they lived. Education equipped them to live in a different
world, a richer world, a world of greater complexity and great wonder. Deprived of adequate schooling,

people would be confined to a much smaller world outside and a proportionate smaller world inside.
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AFEW OF THE MANY ACCOMPLISHMENTS OF EGERTON RYERSON

1836 METHODISTS BUILD UPPER CANADA COLLEGE AT COBOURG, ONTARIO. IN 1841 IT WAS
TO EXPANDED INTO VICTORIA COLLEGE AND VICTORIA UNIVERSITY. IN 1865 FACULTIES OF
1865 LAW AND MEDICINE WERE ADDED. RYERSON WAS NAMED THE FIRST PRINCIPAL.

PUBLISHED HIS FAMOUS REPORT SAYING, “I PROMISED GOD THAT | WOULD LOOK UPON
EVERY PEASANT CHILD AS A BEING WHO COULD COMPLAIN OF ME BEFORE GOD IF | DID NOT

1846 PROVIDE HIM WITH THE BEST EDUCATION AS A MAN AND AS A CHRISTIAN WHICH IT WAS
POSSIBLE FOR ME TO PROVIDE”. THIS IS RYERSON’S CREED.
1844
TO BOARDS OF TRUSTEES WERE ESTABLISHED TO RAISE MONEY FOR SCHOOLS.
1850

1850 RYERSON CREATED A DEPOSITORY FOR SELLING BOOKS AT HALF COST TO SCHOOLS.

THE FIRST NORMAL SCHOOL WAS ESTABLISHED AT ST. JAMES SQUARE IN TORONTO WITH

1852 ITS ATTENDANT MODEL SCHOOLS FOR THE IN-CLASS TRAINING OF TEACHERS.
THE MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY AND FINE ARTS, ESTABLISHED WITHIN THE CONFINES

1857 OF THE NORMAL SCHOOL BUILDINGS, BECAME THE FIRST PUBLICLY-FUNDED MUSEUM IN
CANADA. AFTER CONFEDERATION THE MUSEUM BECAME THE ONTARIO PROVINCIAL
MUSEUM, THE FORERUNNER OF TODAY’S ROYAL ONTARIO MUSEUM.

1864 THE PASSAGE OF THE GRAMMAR SCHOOL ACT “FOR THE FURTHER IMPROVEMENTS OF
GRAMMAR SCHOOLS IN UPPER CANADA”.

1871 THE GOAL OF FREE EDUCATION WAS FINALLY REACHED WHEN A BILL WAS PASSED MAKING

EDUCATION COMPULSORY UNTIL THE AGE OF 16.

RYERSON PREPARED HIS LAST PIECE OF NOTABLE LEGISLATION. GRAMMAR SCHOOLS
WERE NOW TO BE CALLED HIGH SCHOOLS OR COLLEGIATES. A GRANT OF $750.00
1874 ANNUALLY WAS MADE TO ALL SCHOOLS HAVING FOUR QUALIFIED MASTERS AND 60 MALES
TAKING LATIN OR GREEK. A SYSTEM OF INTERMEDIATE EXAMINATIONS IN THE EARLY HIGH
SCHOOL YEARS WAS ESTABLISHED.

Finally, in 1874 the Methodist people, who for several decades hadn’t always appreciated what he
was coaxing into place for all Canadians, realized his accomplishments and honoured the seventy-four year
old icon by electing him the first president of the General Conference of the newly-amalgamated Methodist
Church of Canada.

Ryerson’s greatest asset, apart from a nimble brain and a simplistic pen, was his ability to
compromise, to tread the middle path and to convince others to his path. His early religious training as an
Anglican by a Tory father and the upbringing of his mother in the Methodism religion gave him an insight into
union. There is no doubt that the duality of this religious upbringing at a time when religion played a greater
part in politics than is allowed today, gave him a more balanced and dispassionate approach, that was
precisely what was required to assist in resolving the problems of the time, be they clerical, political or
educational.

In 1948, because of the demands of a booming post-war economy, further training of civilians was
needed and Ryerson Institute of Technology, now Ryerson University, was founded. As former Ryerson

professor James Peters noted:
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“... no name for this new institution could have been more appropriate, not because
its grounds were hallowed by the work of Egerton Ryerson, not because his statue
stood in front of the main building, but because Ryerson the man practiced what the
Institute chose as its offering to the youth of Canada, a judicious blend of education
and training.”

Egerton Ryerson served in the Ancaster circuit in 1824 with an elder and after being ordained in
1825 he returned to Ancaster in 1828 as the Rev. Egerton Ryerson. After his long and influential life, he died
in his 79th year on February 19th, 1882 in Toronto, Ontario and is buried in Mt. Pleasant Cemetery.

“Egerton Ryerson’s Legacy Lives On”

Beneath the cross of Jesus | fain would take my stand:

The shadow of a mighty rock within a weary land,

A home within the wilderness, a rest upon the way,

From the burning of the noon-tide heat and the burden of the day.

Upon the cross of Jesus mine eye at times can see

The very dying form of one who suffered there for me;

And from my smitten heart, with tears, two wonders | confess,
The wonder of his glorious love, and my unworthiness.

Elizabeth Cecilia Clephane 1830-1869




