Ryerson Changes its Name
By Rod Fraser

Statue of Egerton Ryerson
After working three years for the Royal Bank of
Canada after finishing high school, I enrolled at
Ryerson Polytechnical Institute in the summer of
1967 to study business administration. It turned out
to be a good choice.
I later qualified as a Chartered Accountant, ran
my own accounting practice for over 30 years, and
earned a MBA from Syracuse University in New York
State (through part-time studies). All this was

-2possible because of my earlier schooling at what was
later named Ryerson University.
This past week, Ryerson University formally
ended its association with Egerton Ryerson (1803 –
1882), a giant of a man who lived and died in the
nineteenth century. The school has now changed its
name to Toronto Metropolitan University ─ a name
surely chosen for its anodyne characteristics. As a
graduate of Ryerson, it is enough to make one cry.
Egerton Ryerson’s detractors claim he was a
racist, and complicit in the residential schools’
controversy (those schools for Indigenous children
which operated in Canada under the Indian Act from
1882 to 1996). This is an odd claim to make, given
the residential school system was established after
his death.
They argue residential schools were harmful to
Native people. They separated Indigenous children
from their families, treated the children poorly,
reduced their sense of self worth, and failed to
provide them with a proper education.
I think their argument is overstated as Tom
Flanagan so persuasively illustrates in his article
‘The Truth about Canada’s Indian Graves’. While
some valid criticisms can be made of residential
schools, these should be balanced against the only
available alternative. If Indigenous people had been
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reserves, they might not have assimilated into
Canadian society, learned English (or French), or
mastered all the other skills required to function in
a world that was rapidly changing.
As it is, almost 50% of Native peoples live off
reserve, and many of them enjoy decent lives and
fit in well in their communities. Others live on
reserves near major population centres, where they
have ready access to jobs and opportunity.
This was possible, at least in part, due to their
education at residential schools. There is certainly
anecdotal evidence showing that many Native
people feel these schools provided them with a
decent education.
My intention here is not to relitigate the
residential schools’ controversy. But rather to try in
my own small way to stop the craziness that has
become endemic in the Western world.
Do we really want to tear down every statue, and
destroy the reputation of every person that was
unfortunate enough to live in a time different from
our own? Egerton Ryerson was not a racist. He did
not hate Native People. He held views in his time
that were considered progressive.
Let me make the case.
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Canada, one of six children, the son of a United
Empire Loyalist. His father served with the British
Army in the American Revolutionary War, and then
made

his

way

to

Upper

Canada

(after

first

sojourning in New Brunswick for a few years).
Young Egerton Ryerson became a Methodist
minister in the colony of Upper Canada, riding a
circuit every four weeks to meet with his flock of
believers. Since the Anglican church was the
establishment church in the colony, and very
powerful politically, Egerton was considered a bit of
a rebel during his younger years. Later he became
the founding editor of the ‘Christian Guardian’ in
1829, the Methodist weekly newspaper in Upper
Canada.
A few years later, Egerton was responsible for
starting ‘Upper Canada Academy’, later called
‘Victoria College’, when it received its Royal Charter
in 1841. Egerton became its president. It offered a
liberal arts curriculum for male and female students
and also functioned as a Methodist Seminary. It was
originally located in Cobourg, Ontario. Victoria
College still exists today, as part of the University of
Toronto.
In 1844, he was asked by the Governor General
to become the Chief Superintendent of Education for
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his mark in life.
Egerton held this post from 1844 to 1876, during
which time he became a formidable advocate for
public education. Using his influence and energy,
and with the help of the government, he established
a system of free, mandatory schooling for children
throughout Upper Canada.
As Chief Superintendent of Schools, it was his
responsibility to set common standards across the
province. He then insisted on a system of regular
school inspections to maintain these standards. He
also recommended standard textbooks, and put in
place a system to ensure they were made available
at affordable prices. A Journal of Education was
created to keep teachers up-to-date.
One of these early schools, Brodie School, built
in 1845 in Glengarry County, counted among its
pupils my great grandfather, William Fraser.
As part of his plan for public education in Upper
Canada, Egerton founded the first ‘Provincial Normal
School’ in 1847 to provide teacher training for the
thousands of young teachers that would be required
in future years. He felt the key to a sound education
for young people required an ample supply of
competent teachers

-6This is where Egerton’s connection with what
would

become

Ryerson

University

was

first

established. In 1852, what would later become the
Toronto Normal School was opened at St. James
Square, the current location of Ryerson University.
It included a model school of 600 pupils and it
trained 200 teachers each year. The model school
provided the practical aspect of teacher training,
where young teachers, properly supervised, would
learn their craft.
With Egerton’s vision for St. James Square
knowing no bounds, a museum was later established
on this same site. Later after his death, St. James
Square become the early home of the Ontario
College of Art, the Royal Ontario Museum, the Royal
Agricultural College and a training place for air force
personnel during the war. It was the foundation of
much of what is good in Ontario, and it all started
with the vision of Egerton Ryerson.
At this point, I think I have established that
rather than being a blackguard, Egerton Ryerson
was the father of public education in Ontario. If
anyone deserves to have a university named after
him, it is surely this man. Those that set out to
destroy

his

statue

and

reputation

should

be

ashamed of themselves.
But now in fairness, let’s look at the allegations
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the problems at the residential schools?
I don’t think so. Although there were a limited
number of residential schools in Upper Canada in the
early years, the Indian Act was a federal statute
passed in 1876, and later amended in 1882 to
provide for residential schools.
Egerton died in 1882, and was not involved in
federal politics, so reasonable people should give up
any notion he was culpable for schools established
for Indigenous children.
Lynn McDonald, a former MP and fellow at the
Royal Historical Society, says his historical record
vindicates the charges against him.
In an article in the Financial Post, she claimed “a
long record of scholarly publications about Ryerson
by serious researchers, extending from 1937 to
2021 yields no evidence to implicate him.”
That’s good enough for me. Coupled with the
research I was able to easily find online, the
evidence against Egerton is a piffle, and his historical
achievements are documented and real. We were
lucky to have such a man of energy and vision in the
early years of Canada. He deserves better.
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