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The Egerton Ryerson You Don’t Hear About in the Media or at the old Ryerson University, now TMU,
Victoria University or the United Church of Canada

Egerton Ryerson (1803-82) is still widely recognized as the founder of Canada’s free public school system, beginning in 1844 as Chief
Superintendent of Education for Canada West, now Ontario. Then his great reforms were taken up across the country, beginning in
the Maritimes. However, that great work has more recently been sullied with the statement that he was the “architect” of the
Canadian residential school system, or even, as on the plaque still up at Toronto Metropolitan University, the former Ryerson
University, as “instrumental in the design and implementation of the Indian Residential School System.”

The facts show otherwise:

e 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)
sought better economic opportunities for Indigenous people and the ability to communicate with government officials and
settlers.

e  Ryerson’s relations with Indigenous people were positive from the beginning, in 1826 when he went as a missionary to the
Missisaugas of the Credit. He first lived in a wigwam, then boarded with the teacher’s family. His journal records his joy in
being with them.

“l ate and slept for some weeks; my bed consisting of a plank, a mat, and a blanket...yet | 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). He learned Ojibwe himself.

They had lost most of their land, their numbers were down by 60% and alcohol, “fire water,” had become a serious problem.

° Ryerson helped them with economic development. A “farm boy” himself, he taught them sustainable farming, also
carpentry, which he had picked up while still young. He supported their claims to exclusive fishing rights at the Credit. In
appreciation, the chief named Ryerson a “brother,” and gave him the name “Cheechock,” which means “Bird on a Wing.”

e In England, later, he met with officials on the Missisaugas acquiring clear title to their land, alas to no avail.

e  When asked by an Indian Affairs official in 1847 for his suggestions to “assist me with your advice in establishing the Manual
Labor Schools for education of the Indian youth in this Province,” he sent a five-page, handwritten, letter with positive
suggestions. They show high ambitions for the proposed “industrial schools.” According to the leading expert, Professor
Donald B. Smith, he called for “the same education for young male Mississauga (and other “Indians”) as for settler children-
- a good solid grounding in the economy’s mainstay, farming.” Ryerson, as well, looked to those trained at the schools to
“become overseers of some of the largest farms in Canada, nor will it be less gratifying to see them industrious and
prosperous farmers on their own account.”

° His recommendations were not followed—such schools would have been expensive, and Indian Affairs was notoriously
stingy in its provisions for Indigenous children.

e Did you know that two boys of Indigenous parents were given “Egerton Ryerson” as their first names? There are indeed still
Indigenous people, descendants of the Missisaugas, with the first name “Ryerson.”

The Friends of Egerton Ryerson was founded in 2021 to restore and defend his reputation. We do not seek to restore the Ryerson
University name, but call for him to be celebrated at Toronto Metropolitan University, as elsewhere, for his pioneering work in
founding our free public school system, free public libraries, friendship with Indigenous people and support for the schools they
wanted, preservation of their language and their demand for self-government.

Join us! https://friendsofegertonryerson.ca
Email: friendsofegertonryerson@gmail.com
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