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One Solution to the Urban Crisis: 
Manly Sports and Winnipeggers, 1900-1914* 

Morris Mott 

Résumé/Abstract 

Durant les quinze premières années du XXe siècle, un grand nombre d'habitants de Winnipeg se mirent à s'inquiéter de l'am
pleur des problèmes urbains que connaissait leur ville. De nombreux citoyens respectés estimaient qu'en promouvant la pratique 
des sports "virils, " on contribuerait à supprimer les effets néfastes d'ordre physique et moral que présentait la vie dans une grande 
ville telle que le devenait Winnipeg. L'encouragement prodigué par ces citoyens fut une des principales causes du débordement 
d'activité sportive que connut la capitale du Manitoba au cours de cette période. Cette explosion, qui a eu des répercussions 
durables sur la vie sportive de Winnipeg, fut marquée par de nouveaux moyens de promouvoir et de faciliter l'accès aux sports, 
par des structures de participation élargies et par un effort pour faire en sorte que l'activité sportive soit "convenablement" 
organisée et structurée, surtout dans le cas des sports pratiqués par les jeunes hommes. 

In the first decade and a half of the twentieth century, a large number of Winnipeggers became concerned about urban problems 
in their city. In the opinion of many respected citizens, greater participation in "manly" sports was one method of neutralizing the 
detrimental physical and moral effects of living in a congested urban environment. The work of these citizens created an explosion 
of sporting activity in Manitoba's capital during these years. This explosion had a permanent effect on Winnipeg's sporting culture. 
It bequethed a legacy of innovative promotion and wide community participation, and a sense that sports played by young people 
should be organized "properly. " 

In the first fifteen years of the twentieth century the people 
of Winnipeg began to realize that their city possessed urban 
problems that were not unlike those faced by residents of 
many large centres. They responded by advocating and ini
tiating reforms similar to those introduced in several 
Canadian cities in the years 1880-1920. Urban and social 
historians have written extensively about both the wide
spread consciousness of urban difficulties and the reform 
movement that grew out of it in the late nineteenth and 
(especially in the case of Winnipeg and other western Cana
dian cities) the early twentieth centuries. However, unless 
what occurred in Manitoba's capital was unusual, they have 
neglected to reveal the way in which the growing awareness 
of urban troubles, on the part of both "reformers" and oth
ers, resulted in the energetic promotion of organized "manly" 
sports.1 At the same time, although several Canadian sports 
historians have shown that the era of widespread urban 
reform featured a remarkable growth of athletic activity, 
they have failed to provide information that adequately links 
the growth of sport to developments in society as a whole. 

*This is a revised version of a paper presented to the Canadian 
Historical Association at the Learned Societies Conference, Dal-
housie University, Halifax, in June 1981. For reading early drafts 
of the paper, and or making several helpful suggestions, the author 
wishes to thank Professor A.F.J. Artibise of the University of Win
nipeg, and Professors G A. Friesen, John Kendle and J.E. Rea of 
the University of Manitoba. 
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Furthermore, if what took place in Winnipeg between the 
turn of the century and the beginning of World War I was 
typical of relatively large Canadian centres, sports historians 
have not pointed to the ways in which the zealous encour
agement of sport, especially by those who had become 
conscious of urban problems, helped bring about seemingly 
permanent changes in both the means of facilitating games 
and the kinds of people who participated in them.2 

I 

Students of Western Canadian history are familiar with 
the process by which a large number of British Protestant 
immigrants, primarily from Ontario, moved into Winnipeg 
and Manitoba in the last three decades of the nineteenth 
century and, acting upon the assumption that they were 
bringing "progress" to a semi-wilderness, they quickly began 
to establish their institutions, values and ways of life in the 
community.3 Less well known are the facts that these people 
were remarkably fond of a vast number of games and that, 
in their new province and city, they were only slightly less 
anxious to reproduce their best sporting practices than they 
were to reinstitute their best political, economic, legal, edu
cational and religious ones.4 They particularly wanted to 
ensure that they reestablished the games they referred to as 
"manly." 

"Manly" games were those that seemed to test, and 
therefore dramatize and inculcate, that quality of character 
that late nineteenth century British Protestants, in the 
Canadian West and all over the English-speaking world, 
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called "manliness." "Manliness" was the ultimate mascu
line quality, the attribute of the ideal male. Major 
components were not only physical vitality and courage, but 
also decisiveness, clear-headedness, loyalty, determination, 
discipline, a sense of charity, and especially the moral 
strength that ensured that courage would be used in the 
service of God and of Right.5 The several manly sports, like 
the various integrants of manliness, were never written down, 
but if Manitobans and Winnipeggers did not designate 
explicitly the competitions they considered manly they did 
so implicitly. Although an extended list of them cannot be 
offered here, it is possible to indicate which games qualified 
and which did not. 

Ruled out of the manly category were the sedentary games 
of chance or strategy, including all the card and board games, 
and sports, such as horse racing, where the competition was 
essentially between animals. Sometimes referred to as manly, 
especially when played by those who were past their physical 
prime, were tennis, bowling, golf and other competitive 
activities in which physical attributes were tested, but 
wherein the hardiness that was often associated with manli
ness was not usually required. Two groups of sports were 
almost invariably called manly. The first, exemplified by 
snowshoeing and the various track and field events, were the 
relatively straightforward, strenuous trials of speed, strength 
or other physical qualities. The second, generally more highly 
regarded than the first because they seemed to test a greater 
variety of the manly attributes, were games that were more 
complex than the straightforward sports but which, like them, 
required a good deal of vigour. The most important of those 
were the team ball games, especially cricket, baseball, 
lacrosse, football (in both the "rugby" and "soccer" forms), 
curling and hockey.6 

Because they appeared to inculcate manliness, because 
they symbolically revealed that genuine success came only 
to those who possessed it, and because they seemed pecul
iarly "British" and therefore necessary in a truly British and 
Canadian part of the world,7 manly sports had been well 
established in Winnipeg and the prairie West by the end of 
the nineteenth century. Then, especially in Winnipeg, in the 
years between the turn of the century and the outbreak of 
World War I, the degree of participation in manly sports 
simply exploded. 

II 

In the Manitoba capital in the early twentieth century, a 
significant number of individuals began to take part in a few 
sports that were new to the city. Among those sports were 
field hockey, skiing, squash, volleyball, badminton, indoor 
baseball and basketball. Basketball played regularly by sev
eral hundred people by 1914, was the most popular of the 
"new" sports.8 The overall increase in activity, however, was 
not attributable so much to the rise in the popularity of unfa

miliar games, as it was to the increased popularity of sports 
that had been present for several years before 1900. 

Canoeing was one of these sports. Although competitive 
canoeing was introduced in the 1880s it was a minor sport 
until 1910, when the Winnipeg Canoe Club, founded in 1893, 
moved its headquarters from the foot of the Norwood Bridge, 
up the Red River to the big bend opposite Elm Park. When 
in 1913, the Club moved again about one-half mile further 
upstream, its present location, membership increased sub
stantially.9 Snowshoeing, a sport that had been popular in 
the 1870s and early 1880s, had a revival during the decade 
before the Great War.10 The enhanced attractiveness of other 
well-established sports is obvious when the number of clubs 
in the city at the turn of the century is compared to the 
number ten to fifteen years later. There was one swimming 
club in the city in 1900, and five by 1913. During the inter
vening years swimming and water polo became two of the 
most popular sports at the Winnipeg Y.M.C.A.11 Four lawn-
bowling clubs were present in 1910, while there had been 
only one in 1900.12 Three or four "Canadian" rugby clubs 
existed at the turn of the century, but by 1912 there were a 
dozen; in addition, in the years after 1908, anywhere from 
three to five teams played a series of games in what was 
advertised as Canada's largest "English Code" rugby 
league.13 In 1914 there were at least twenty-six cricket clubs 
in Winnipeg; fifteen years earlier there had been about five.14 

The Winnipeg Golf Club, formed in 1894, was the only one 
in the city until 1905 when the exclusive St. Charles Coun
try Club was formed. By 1914 there were five clubs, all of 
which joined the Manitoba Golf Association, an association 
formed in the same year.15 

Probably the most sizeable gains in popularity occurred 
in tennis, curling and pin bowling. The number of new tennis 
clubs and new tennis players was a constant source of 
amazement to observers of the Winnipeg sports scene after 
the turn of the century. Whereas before 1900 there had never 
teen more than two private clubs, and in most years only 
one, by 1914 there were five or six, and individuals who did 
not want or could not afford to join one of these could play 
in church leagues or on the many public courts built in 
schoolyards or parks.16 In 1900 there were three curling clubs 
in Winnipeg with 218 members, but by 1914 there were ten 
clubs in the city proper and one in St. Vital, with a total 
membership of 1,230. In addition, during these years the 
city clubs began to rent their ice to hundreds of non-mem
bers who curled periodically in small leagues or bonspiels.17 

Pin bowling was evidently played by a few devotees from as 
far back as the early 1870s; in the decade before the War 
the sport's popularity increased so rapidly that there may 
have been close to a thousand regular Winnipeg bowlers by 
1914.18 

Generally all the sports mentioned so far were either 
introduced to Winnipeg in the early twentieth century or 
enjoyed a noteworthy increase in appeal. A host of others 



were consistently popular.19 Included among these were 
rowing, rifling, trapshooting, boxing, wrestling, polo, hand
ball, competitive skating, track and field and lacrosse. 
Included as well were the three games that had been the 
most popular for a decade — hockey, baseball and soccer. 
In 1914 it was estimated that there were 4,500 soccer play
ers in Winnipeg.20 The number of participants in baseball 
and hockey must have been comparable because the organ
izational structure for the three sports was very similar.21 

For each sport there was a huge entity, such as the Winnipeg 
Amateur Hockey League, the Winnipeg and District Foot
ball League or the Winnipeg Amateur Baseball Association, 
that arranged games for players of "senior," "intermediate," 
"junior" and even "juvenile" age or caliber. Those same 
players, and thousands of other less serious ones, might join 
dozens of teams in a host of leagues: intercollegiate leagues 
(except in baseball); church and Sunday School leagues; 
lodge leagues; "occupational" leagues such as bankers', 
mercantilers', wholesalers', printers' or building tradesmen's 
leagues; and the remarkably active "company" leagues, such 
as the 1908 soccer league for Eaton's employees that had no 
fewer than sixteen teams.22 

Ill 

There were several reasons for the increase in sports par
ticipation in the early twentieth century. A major one was 
certainly population growth; between 1900 and 1914 Win
nipeg's population jumped from about 40,000 to probably 
more than 150,000.23 However, the figures previously cited 
on the number of clubs and athletes indicate that the growth 
in participation was much greater than the increased popu
lation alone can explain. A decrease in the number of hours 
per week that many men were required to work was an addi
tional reason in the sports explosion, although it cannot be 
advanced as the major one, as people could have spent their 
increased leisure time in any number of ways.24 Two other 
reasons were much more important. The first — one that 
will be discussed only briefly here — was that games were 
"fun" to play, perhaps more so than they had been before. 
The second was that people were rewarded by others for 
playing and promoting them. 

In attempting to explain why people participate or have 
participated in games, one can never overlook the facts that 
games are structured activities, and that one thing they are 
designed to do, and normally succeed in doing, is to produce 
a state of being in which "awareness merges with action," a 
feeling that we refer to when we say we are "having fun" or 
"playing."25 What actually brings about "play" experiences 
is uncertain. Among the physiological processes that have 
been advanced as explanations for their occurrence are the 
following: a release of surplus energy; a restoration of energy 
previously drained during "work" activities; a satisfying of 
an instinct or drive to recapitulate behaviour that has been 
characteristic of the species at various stages in its evolution; 
a realization of a desire to achieve emotional equanimity 

following unpleasant or tension-producing thoughts or expe
riences; an attainment of an optimal level of arousal and 
stimulation; and a consummation of a need to control or 
affect the environment. All of these explanations, as well as 
other less popular ones, are ultimately unsatisfactory.26 We 
do not really know the internal motivations for playing, and 
cannot until we gain complete knowledge of what takes place 
in every cell of the body when the feeling of "joy" or "fun" 
comes over us. 

The precise reason why early twentieth century Winni-
peggers had fun resists explanation, then, but what can be 
said with certainty is that the pleasure of participating in 
games, enhanced by the pleasure of interacting with others 
who were also participating in them, was something that 
many Winnipeggers experienced in the early twentieth cen
tury, and that they were therefore motivated to take part in 
these activities again and again.27 What can be suggested, 
furthermore, is that although manly games had provided 
enjoyment for the people of Winnipeg since the city's earli
est days, after the turn of the century they offered more fun 
for more individuals than ever before, in large part because 
of the greater availability of recently developed standard
ized, improved, moderately priced sports equipment that 
could produce more kinesthetic and competitive pleasure than 
the equipment available in previous years.28 And what seems 
beyond doubt is that the growing enjoyment of manly games 
complemented the second important reason for the explo
sion of sporting activity after 1900, which was that those 
who participated in and promoted these activities were 
rewarded for doing so. 

For a few highly proficient sportsmen, the reward was 
money or a "soft" job. For many more individuals the reward 
was a trophy, a medal or a locket. And for everyone who 
took part in sport the reward was incessant, repeated praise29 

especially from leading or very respectable members of the 
city's British Protestant charter group, particularly clergy
men, educators, businessmen and journalists. These people 
believed, as they had for decades, that manly games tested, 
inculcated, and brought into focus the many qualities of 
character that, taken together, constituted manliness. They 
felt that now, more than ever before, those qualities needed 
to be developed and highlighted. The reason for the new 
emphasis on both manliness and the games that tested this 
quality was that now the charter group, and especially the 
most articulate members of it, was conscious of what could 
be called the "problem of progress" or the "problem of mod
ern civilization." Of course members of the group were still 
proud of being part of the "British" or "Anglo-Saxon" race, 
proud that their ancestors had built what they regarded as 
the greatest, most progessive civilization in the history of 
man. Nevertheless, like many others in the English-speaking 
world, they were now more aware of the detrimental effects 
of progress, and especially of those things that most symbol
ized "British" or "Anglo-Saxon" paramountcy — wealth, 
technological expertise, and large urban centres.30 



The major modern problem seemed to be declining 
"health." The age of "super-civilization," as the Winnipeg 
Saturday Post called the contemporary period, was charac
terized by excessive, leisure-creating wealth for a few and, 
in the cities overcrowded living conditions and sedentary, 
technologically sophisticated occupations for many. All of 
this was contributing to a degeneration of physical well-being, 
and since it was assumed that body and soul were indissolu-
bly connected, the physical decline was necessarily 
contributing to a moral one. In fact, some people argued that 
the signs of physical deterioration revealed moral decay that 
had already reached an advanced state.31 Winnipeggers were 
especially conscious of and bothered by these problems. Over 
the years they had expressed confidence that their city would 
be the metropolis of a region occupied by healthy individuals 
whose physical and moral strength would provide the back
bone for Canada and the British Empire. Now there was 
growing evidence that residents of the city, especially the 
young, had physical problems similar to those affecting 
people who had grown up in large British or Eastern North 
American centres.32 Even more disconcerting were the 
seemingly widespread moral problems. Juvenile delin
quency, prostitution and violent behaviour all seemed to be 
increasingly prevalent and, in the age of the "great bar-
beque," it appeared that Winnipeggers and Western 
Canadians had forgotten that men could not be measured 
solely by their ability to make money. Therefore, the attri
butes that had made Canada, the Empire and the Anglo-
Saxon race so powerful and influential — the manly quali
ties of self-discipline, will-power, devotion to fair play and 
equality, and above all that sense of loyalty and duty to a 
side that was the essence of patriotism — had to be re-
emphasized.33 

Modern inadequacies might be remedied, it seemed, if 
among other things people participated more extensively in 
manly games. Therefore, in addition to recommending such 
things as restructured city government, public ownership of 
utilities and environmental planning, and with more unan
imity among themselves and more support from the general 
public than they received when advocating these and other 
reforms, Winnipeggers who were conscious of urban prob
lems made greater efforts to encourage sport. Those greater 
efforts were marked by new means of promoting games, by 
an especially aggressive endeavour to make sure that young 
men played organized sport forms, and by the encourage
ment of wider participation patterns than previously had been 
in evidence. 

IV 

Since at least the 1880s, almost all sporting activity in 
Winnipeg had consisted of forms of "pick-up" contests or 
games arranged through sports clubs, and the facilities used 
had been either vacant lots or fields and structures provided 
by clubs or joint-stock companies. After the turn of the cen
tury, however, many Winnipeggers began to believe that 

"pick-up" games and clubs either did not supply enough sport 
or did not supply it in the right atmosphere. They also began 
to recognize that, because of the rapidly expanding popula
tion and the escalating value of real estate, vacant lots were 
becoming very scarce, and clubs and joint-stock companies 
could not furnish accommodations that most people could 
afford to use.34 A large number of citizens chose to seek out 
new means of accommodating games after considering the 
detrimental consequences that seemed likely to result from 
relying on traditional means of instigating and accommo
dating games. 

Probably the most striking new departure was the use of 
public money to provide facilities. In the nineteenth century 
fields, rinks, gymanasia, stadia, clubhouses and other facili
ties could have been built or maintained only indirectly at 
public expense.35 In 1902, however, the City made its first 
move to directly finance athletic facilities when it began to 
provide dressing rooms and attendants for a few outdoor 
skating rinks,36 and over the next dozen years a host of new 
sports grounds and buildings were built and maintained 
through taxpayers' money. By 1913, for example, a Play
grounds Association had been in existence for four years, 
and it was equipping and providing supervisory personnel 
for seven winter outdoor skating rinks and at least sixteen 
summer playgrounds where games such as soccer and base
ball were encouraged.37 Meanwhile, one indoor swimming 
pool had been built, a second was under construction, and 
the practice of playing supervised floating swimming "tanks" 
in the rivers in summer had become commonplace.38 Fur
thermore, the role and budget of the City of Winnipeg Public 
Parks Board had been expanded to enable it to provide sev
eral major sport facilities. The board had been established 
in 1893, and until the first decade of the twentieth century, 
its energy and money had been devoted primarily toward 
the construction and upkeep of "relaxation" parks charac
terized by an abundance of gardens, flowers, shrubs and trees. 
In 1907 the board began, wherever feasible, to set up tennis 
courts in its parks, and by 1915 it had not only taken the 
initial steps that would result in the opening in 1921 of Win
nipeg's first public golf course, but had constructed or taken 
over four huge sports-oriented parks that helped to reduce 
the "overloading" of facilities. As it happens, they are still 
in use in the 1980s: the Old Exhibition Grounds, off 
McPhillips Avenue in the north end, responsibility for which 
was assumed by the Parks Board in 1908 and which soon 
became an important site for baseball, football and tennis; 
and Assiniboine, Sargent and Kildonan Parks, built by the 
City and opened in 1909, 1913 and 1915 respectively, all of 
which contained tennis courts, huge fields for the summer 
team games, and sometimes skating rinks and lawn bowling 
greens.39 

A less dramatic departure than the use of public money 
for facilities, but still a very important new means of provid
ing sport, was the use of institutions that previously had not 
been utilized. One of these was the business firm. In the 



nineteenth century, employees of certain establishments fre
quently had formed teams, especially to play baseball, and 
occasionally different companies had held picnics at which 
employees and their families participated in athletic events.40 

Emerging after 1900 was the company athletic association, 
set up for employees by or through the assistance of mana
gerial personnel. Normally these entities sponsored baseball, 
soccer and hockey teams, some curling games and perhaps 
other sports activities as well. In the years between 1900 and 
1915, the Canadian Pacific Railway, Ashdown's Hardware, 
Robinson and Company (department store), the Hudson's 
Bay Company and other institutions formed such associa
tions. The T Eaton Company even went as far as to build a 
ten acre athletic ground, Eaton Park, situated close to what 
is now the Polo Park Shopping Centre, where, after 1910, 
their employees could enjoy baseball, soccer, cricket, basket
ball, tennis and track and field. The objective of these firms 
was outlined in 1913 by a spokesman for the Grand Trunk 
Pacific Railway Company, who described the purpose of the 
recently-formed Grand Trunk Pacific Athletic Association 
as the development of the physical and mental "faculties" of 
employees, with a view to allowing them to enjoy better 
health and, as a result, give "better service and satisfaction" 
to both the company and those whom it served.41 The church 
was the second institution that members of the charter group 
really only began to use in the early twentieth century for 
fostering sport. Prominent members and clergymen of Prot
estant churches had endorsed and abetted manly games since 
the city's earliest days, but in the nineteenth century it had 
really only been through the annual picnic that they had 
used the churches, as institutions, to promote them. How
ever, between the 1890s and the beginning of the Great War, 
more and more of Winnipeg's religious leaders, like those in 
other cities throughout the English-speaking world, became 
convinced that the churches should directly sponsor sport. 
Their feeling was that this would not only draw to the church 
people that might not otherwise be interested, but would also 
contribute to a more "wholesome," less commercial and vul
gar sporting atmosphere.42 Acting on these assumptions, by 
the turn of the century the leaders of many Winnipeg Prot
estant churches were arranging recreational cycling for 
members of their congregations, and by 1914 they were 
facilitating dozens of teams, clubs and events in tennis, bas
ketball, baseball, soccer, hockey, track and field, and other 
sports.43 

V 

These new methods of promoting and facilitating sport 
emerged, in large part, because of the prevailing early twen
tieth century assumption that adolescent and pre-adolescent 
boys did not weigh up to the physical and moral standards 
of previous generations, and they represented part of a dili
gent attempt to promote organized forms of the manly games 
among male youths. Of course, a good deal of the game-
playing of boys between the ages of about nine and seven
teen remained unsupervised and impulsive, as it always had 

been,44 but there is not denying that there was an intensified 
and relatively successful effort to have church leaders, social 
workers, school teachers or other responsible adults arrange 
and govern their play activities. Wherever possible the 
attempt was made to replace "aimless," unorganized play 
with structured games that had "constructive tendencies" 
and "educative value," especially the manly ones. The sup
position was that youngsters would receive just as much 
exercise and enjoyment from these supervised activities as 
they could from less organized forms of play and, without 
being conscious of it, they would also absorb valuable lessons 
about life that manly sports could teach — especially that 
rules must be obeyed and that "right," not might, should 
always triumph.45 

One aspect of this effort to provide organized games for 
young men was arranging sport through Protestant churches; 
the majority of the leagues, teams and events that, as we 
have mentioned, these institutions sponsored, were designed 
to help churches "regain and maintain" their hold on teen-
aged boys.46 The construction and maintenance of most of 
the publicly financed facilities previously referred to, nota
bly the playgrounds, skating rinks and swimming pools, was 
a second feature of the effort to reach young men; these 
accommodations were expected to be used primarily by 
youngsters, particularly those who, because they had care
less or less well-to-do parents, learned about life "on the 
street" instead of in respectable homes, churches or schools, 
and who would quite likely become juvenile delinquents and 
adult criminals if they were not exposed to "uplifting" influ
ences such as properly supervised manly sports.47 There were 
several other indications of the new commitment to orga
nized sport for male youths. One of them was the intensified 
promotion of games by the Winnipeg Branch of the Young 
Men's Christian Association. Like other early branches of 
the Y.M.C.A. around the world, the first Winnipeg chapters 
had attempted to develop morally upright young men 
through programmes of prayers, Bible study, recitations, 
readings and singing, but from the mid-1880s "Y" leaders, 
in Winnipeg as elsewhere, had begun to concentrate on 
developing the "whole" man, and in order to do so the local 
branch had fostered a number of summer sports.48 In the 
early twentieth century the emphasis on sport at the "Y" 
was amplified, especially once the branch moved into new 
headquarters that enabled it to accommodate such winter 
activities as basketball, volleyball, swimming, amateur box
ing and wrestling.49 Still another development that signified 
the enhanced appreciation of organized sport for young males 
was the formation of several youth organizations that con
sciously used games to inculcate proper values and attitudes. 
One such institution was the Winnipeg Boys' Club, founded 
in 1904 and financed by contributions from businessmen and 
the City; it sponsored annual field days and a host of teams 
in several ball games in an effort to make sure that "work
ing" boys, especially newsboys, became "strong, healthy, 
upright" young Canadians.50 Finally, the new emphasis on 



FIGURE 1. Great-West Saddlery Company Baseball Club, 1904. 

SOURCE: Courtesy Provincial Archives of Manitoba. 

organized sport for young men was revealed by what took 
place in the city's schools. 

In the latter decades of the nineteenth century educators 
in Winnipeg, like educators throughout most of the English-
speaking world, had become "athleticists" and had encour
aged male students to participate in manly games. In the 
twentieth century they emphasized sport even more than 
they had in the nineteenth. At Winnipeg's three Protestant 
denominational colleges, for example, the authorities seemed 
to feel guilty that they had hitherto turned out too many 
effeminate individuals who were, as one writer put it, "sen
timental, scholarly, speculative . . . and soon winded on the 
race-track of practical life."51 In order to enhance the ratio 
of virile graduates, the colleges built new or improved rinks, 
gymnasia, and other facilities.52 They also accelerated their 
athletic programmes. For example, they maintained the 
existing intercollegiate football and hockey leagues and 
organized a new intercollegiate basketball league.53 Fur
thermore, with a new enthusiasm, they fostered 
intercollegiate field days and matches in those sports, such 
as baseball and cricket, for which no associations existed.54 

Above all, they created or gave new life to intramural sports 
organizations that provided tennis, rugby, curling, soccer, 
hockey and basketball for hundreds of students who, for the 
most part, were not good enough to play on teams represent
ing their institution. In 1910, one hundred and fifty young 
men took part in such an intramural rugby league at St. 
John's College School.55 

In the public school system, as well, there was a new 
emphasis on sport. After about 1905 the province's educa
tional authorities, and the public in general, began to regret 
that they had not been sufficiently conscious of students' 
physical development and sense of discipline. Suddenly, new 
importance was attached to nutrition, hygiene and espe
cially physical exercise.56 One consequence, all across the 
province but especially in Winnipeg, was that supervised 
periods of military drill became common; this was true espe
cially after 1911 when provincial authorities negotiated an 
acceptable arrangement with the trustees of the Strathcona 
Trust, through which the Department of Education received 
a share of money that had been set aside by Donald A. Smith, 
now Lord Strathcona, to supply schools with exercise equip-
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FIGURE 2. Manitoba College Senior Football (Soccer) Team, 1906-07. 

SOURCE: Courtesy Western Canada Pictoral Index, University of Winnipeg. 

ment and to train teachers in "physical education."57 But 
because the prevailent assumption was that organized manly 
games could inculcate health and discipline in young people 
just as well as, if not better than, formal drill, more emphasis 
was placed on them as well.58 As a result, many schools 
inaugurated inter-class leagues in some of the team ball 
games, and the Schools Football League and Schools 
Lacrosse League, established in 1900 and 1901 respectively, 
grew year-by-year until, by 1914, each entity provided com
petition for well over five hundred boys of twelve to sixteen 
years of age.59 

VI 

The explosion of sports activity in the early twentieth 
century not only featured, and in part resulted from, the new 
means of arranging sport and the heightened emphasis on 
providing organized games for young males. It was also 
marked, and in part caused, by greater participation than in 
the nineteenth century on the part of certain recognizable 
groups that were responding positively to the encourage
ment they received from leading and respected 
Winnipeggers. In a way that was not as paradoxical as it 
might seem. Women were also urged to become more active 

in many sports. Members of non-British Protestant minority 
cultures also became more involved, partly because they were 
praised for doing so by members of the charter group. Finally, 
people of the lower or working "classes" participated in a 
greater variety of sports and were, in general, much more 
active than in earlier years. 

Just as British Protestant Winnipeggers and Manitobans 
had recognized, since the pioneer years, a quality they called 
"manliness," so they had recognized, as they still did, the 
quality of "womanliness." As one might expect, womanli
ness was the consummate feminine attribute. Like manliness, 
it was an all-embracing, ideal characteristic that was never 
precisely defined, and different people would have empha
sized certain components of it at the expense of others. 
Nevertheless, one can safely say that womanliness encom
passed grace, graciousness, the kind of good looks that 
stopped short of being ravishing, beauty, vulnerability, dain
tiness but not flimsiness, and quiet, unaggressive moral 
strength. Compared to the male, the female was assumed to 
be'by nature, and was thus expected to be, less competitive, 
more benevolent, more charitable and more sensitive. Above 
all, she was and should be an encouraging, sustaining and 
supportive person, especially in her relationship with her man. 
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Since God had created Eve as a "help meet" for Adam, it 
was believed, the proper role of woman, had been to "guide 
and uplift her more worldly... mate"; that was her proper 
role still.60 

This image of women and of their rightful sphere dic
tated their place in the sporting culture of the city. From the 
1870s to World War I and beyond, women's most important 
function was to attend sporting events as spectators. Great 
pains were taken to make sure that they did so. At regattas 
sponsored by the Winnipeg Rowing Club arrangements were 
sometimes made to serve tea to the ladies who watched the 
races from the riverbanks; rinks were built with the conven
ience of female spectators in mind; and when ladies were 
nearby males were expected, and sometimes even instructed, 
to refrain from smoking and using profane language.61 

Women were welcomed and catered to because, their pres
ence could be expected to have a refining influence on the 
players and ensure that their competitive zeal did not get 
out of hand. At the same time, since it was assumed that 
females admired spiritedness and valor, if they were in the 
stands it seemed likely that competitors would find the extra 
reserves of energy and courage needed to play manly games 
properly. Whether these impressions were based on truths 
or not is less important than that they were present.62 Sport
ing occasions were ceremonies in which couples could work 
together as they should in all their endeavours: the female 
watched and offered encouragement while the male strove 
for honourable success in a manly pursuit. 

In the early twentieth century, as in the nineteenth, Win
nipeg women were encouraged primarily to watch manly 
games, but after 1900 they were more often praised, by 
articulate males, for participating. Along with the realiza
tion that Winnipeg was beset with many modern urban 
problems, came an appreciation of the facts that only healthy 
mothers could bear healthy children, and that there would 
be more such mothers if more women played invigorating 
sports. This was especially obvious and important to the many 
people who believed that the British "race" had a mission to 
civilize the world and that, if something were not done soon 
to curb the detrimental effects of modern living, they might 
not have the strength to carry it out. When W.J. Sisler, the 
famous Winnipeg educator, went to London in 1910 he was 
appalled, as were other Canadians who visited the heart of 
the Empire in this era, by the living conditions of England's 
poor, and especially by the number of drunken, devitalized 
women. He did not have very much confidence in the "kind 
of race" that would emerge from these conditions.63 Winni-
peggers should remember, said a writer in the Wesley College 
student newspaper Vox Wesley ana, something that the ancient 
Greeks had known but which had evidently been forgotten 
over the centuries, namely that "healthful recreation for 
women" was "essential" to the "physical perfection of the 
race."64 

Partly as a result of the prodding they received from 
males, after the turn of the century Winnipeg women played 
more manly sports more often than ever before. They could 
now be seen, regularly engaging in rather strenuous sports 
such as hockey, baseball, curling, competitive snowshoeing 
and basketball. They also became much more active than 
they had been in other, more familiar sports such as tennis, 
golf and track and field.65 There is no denying that much of 
the increased female participation in sport resulted from 
greater desire on the part of many of the gentler sex to 
become involved; not only did they find the games kines-
thetically satisfying, but by playing them they could 
announce to themselves and others that they were "modern" 
women, not "swooning" females whose type was out of fash
ion.66 But the encouragement they received from influential 
males also stimulated them, and their response contributed 
more than a little to the explosion of activity in the manly 
sports. 

Another group of Winnipeggers who helped cause the 
increase in sport by participating more extensively than 
before was the city's non British Protestants.67 From the 
1870s until the late 1890s British Protestants had formed 
the vast majority of the population, and they had been much 
more involved in sport than members of other culture groups. 
Icelanders, English-speaking Roman Catholics, and Franco-
Manitobans from across the Red River in St. Boniface had 
not been completely inactive of course, but they had taken 
part in manly games to a considerably less extent than had 
members of the charter group. In the 1890s, however, Ice
landers, Anglo and Irish Catholics and Franco-Manitobans 
began to become more prominent. They especially exhibited 
greater participation in team ball games such as baseball 
and hockey, which previously had been played essentially by 
British Protestants, while at the same time they kept their 
interest in certain individual sports, such as foot-racing and 
wrestling, that are and have been played nearly universally 
and which had been handed down to them, in some form, by 
their own ancestors.68 In the early twentieth century, the 
number and frequency of games played by these people 
expanded still further,69 and joining in now, though not to 
the same degree, were members of the Central and Eastern 
European culture groups who entered Winnipeg in such huge 
numbers in the decade and a half preceding the Great War. 
Most of these Germans, Russians, Ukrainians, Poles, Jews 
and other immigrants came from peasant backgrounds, and 
sport seems to have been only a minor aspect of their tradi
tional cultures.70 Nevertheless, by the years just before the 
War, a significant number of most of the minorities had 
become very attached to the manly games that were histor
ically so much more a part of the majority group's culture 
than of their own. 

One reason why members of the minorities became more 
involved in games was that, just like British Protestants, they 
often discovered that, especially when good friends were fel
low-participants, these activities provided pleasurable 
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FIGURE 3. Lady curlers at the Winnipeg Board of Trade Building, c. 1906. 

SOURCE: Courtesy Foote Collection, Provincial Archives of Manitoba. 

experiences that were almost irresistibly attractive.71 A sec
ond reason was that a few leaders of many of the ethnic 
groups themselves began to foster sport, in the hopes that 
adult members of a minority would thereby be able to main
tain contact with and influence over younger members and 
even, in some cases, develop in them the strength and disci
pline that might be used in future to "free" a homeland.72 

But certainly an important cause of the augumented partic
ipation by non Britir.h Protestants was the encouragement it 
received from members of the charter group. 

Since the pioneer years British Protestants, in Winnipeg 
and. throughout the prairie West, had assumed that their 
part of the world was and should be a "British and Cana
dian" one, and that minorities should accommodate 
themselves to and adopt British-Canadian institutions, val
ues and customs.73 Because of the physical, mental and moral 
training and benefits that manly games provided, and espe
cially because these activities seemed capable of bestowing 
upon others the celebrated British sense of "fair play," in the 
nineteenth century participation in sports had often been 
recommended by members of the majority to non British 
Protestants, especially to native peoples.74 In the early twen
tieth century there was a greater awareness of the role that 
games could play in inculcating proper values to members 

of minority groups. The reason, of course, was that "for
eign" Europeans were moving into the city and the region 
by the thousands, and especially in the city their presence 
was associated with the apparently increasing incidents of 
drunkenness, disease, crime, prostitution and violence, as well 
as with the perceived erosion of commitment to traditional 
British Protestant customs and values.75 

Although some people believed that foreigners should be 
excluded from the country, most Winnipeggers were "assim-
ilationists" — that is, they believed that through constant 
effort and, especially, through concentration on the "Cana-
dianization" of the younger generation, "foreigners" could 
be taught to behave and even to think like the majority.76 

One important instrument of assimilation was manly games. 
"The play world leads to the heart of the foreign child as 
readily [as of that of] the British born," was the way one 
writer put it.77 Through participation in sport, non British 
people would not only develop healthy bodies, but uncon
sciously become familiar with such things as the acceptable 
"Canadian" ways of reacting to victory or defeat, and the 
appropriate attitudes toward rules and the individuals 
empowered to enforce them.78 Therefore, the people in charge 
of Winnipeg's public playgrounds made a special effort to 
reach "foreign" children through sport, and the immigrant 
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youngsters who attended institutions such as W.J. Sisler's 
Strathcona School found that they were virtually forced to 
play "Canadian" games such as soccer.79 And until just 
before the War, when economic depression and unemploy
ment caused greater charter group bitterness toward and 
suspicion of "foreigners" than before, there seemed to be a 
general impression that younger members of minorities were 
gradually becoming "Canadians" and that manly sports 
deserved a lot of the credit for the progress that had been 
made. Certainly no finer compliment could have been given 
to any assimilating agency than that paid to games by a 
citizen who, in 1909, having observed young people of many 
backgrounds playing them together, said that it was "diffi
cult" to "pick out" the "foreigners."80 

Finally, the sports explosion was characterized by, and in 
large part attributable to, certain games becoming less 
exclusive, in terms of their "class" appeal, than before.81 Ever 
since several manly sports had been established in the city 
some of them had been primarily played by and associated 
with particular "classes" of people. In the early twentieth 
century a number of games that had been previously the 
preserve of the "upper" or the "solid and respectable mid
dle" classes were becoming popular among the "working" 
class. Coupled with the phenomenal rise of unexclusive new 
or formerly unpopular sports such as indoor baseball, bas
ketball and pin bowling,82 this brought about a significant 
"democratization" of the manly sports as a whole in the first 
decade and a half of the twentieth century. 

One game that became popular among a much wider 
class of people was lawn tennis. In the 1880s and 1890s, this 
sport seems to have been played on courts owned by either 
prosperous individuals or fairly exclusive clubs, and only by 
the well-to-do or relatively sophisticated groups that resided 
in Point Douglas, in Armstrong's Point, or in the area south 
of St. Mary's Avenue on the old Hudson's Bay Company 
Reserve. Between 1900 and 1914 several less exclusive clubs 
were formed, and when dozens of courts on church grounds, 
in parks or in schoolyards were established the game was 
made available to anyone who really cared to play it.83 A 
second game that was "democratized" was curling. Among 
the members of curling clubs in the 1880s and 1890s there 
was the odd tradesman or labourer, but the majority of play
ers were professional men and businessmen. In the early 
twentieth century the officers of clubs usually remained, as 
they always had been, men of prestigious occupations, but 
there was an increased number of carpenters, stone masons, 
railway conductors and even call boys among general mem
bers.84 In addition, between the turn of the century and the 
beginning of World War I hundreds of "working" class men 
began curling intermittently in "occupational" leagues or 
bonspiels such as those sponsored in 1913-14 by the CPR, 
the Stovel (printing) Company, and several lumber compa
nies.85 Still another game that became less exclusive in the 
twentieth century was cricket. It remained a sport that 
appealed particularly to men born in England but, com

pared to the 1880s and 1890s, a lower ratio of those men 
were lawyers, doctors and prominent businessmen, and a 
higher ratio were carpenters, reporters, railway car repair
men and individuals with similar, less venerated vocations.86 

This does not negate the fact that, in the early twentieth 
century, some sports remained "upper" class recreations; polo 
and golf, for example, were still played, as they always had 
been, almost exclusively by the rich, and the type of individ
uals who, in 1912, could afford the St. Charles Country 
Club's initial membership fee of $750.00 or the Winnipeg 
Golf Club's S400.00.87 It was also true that, although "upper" 
class or "very respectable" people applauded the involve
ment of their socio-economic "inferiors" in sports such as 
tennis, curling and cricket, they evidently preferred to see 
these people, who of course were often "foreign" as well as 
"working" class, use public facilities or form their own clubs 
rather than try to become members of such distinguished 
entities as the Winnipeg Lawn Tennis Club, the Winnipeg 
Cricket Club or the Assiniboine Curling Club.88 In 1914 
"working" class people still could not afford to play all games, 
and they were evidently not encouraged to play others in the 
particular surroundings associated with "better" people, but 
they were much more involved in the manly sports than they 
had been in 1900. 

No doubt an important reason for this process was that 
"working" class people wanted to play new games. They now 
enjoyed tennis, curling and cricket, just as men of their sta
tion in Winnipeg had for many years been fond of, and still 
enjoyed, such sports as hockey, baseball, soccer, lacrosse, 
boxing and track and field.89 They were also attracted to the 
prospect of fraternizing with the kind of individuals they 
could expect to be around when participating in these 
games.90 But certainly a further reason was the encourage
ment of wider participation patterns by the solidly established 
"middle" and "upper" class members of the charter group. 
These people knew that it was members of the "working" or 
"lower" class who usually lived in crowded, unsanitary con
ditions, and who were therefore particularly in need of the 
physical exercise that manly games provided. "Middle" and 
"upper" class people also knew that "working" or "lower" 
class individuals, because they often lived in unattractive 
surroundings, were apt to ignore, or even to challenge, some 
facts of life that games could teach or reconfirm. Among 
those facts, the most important were that "success" went to 
those who "earned" it through determination and disci
plined skill, and that "failure" could ultimately lead to 
"success," especially if, rather than prompting angry or vio
lent outbursts, it resulted in a calm resolve to improve upon 
the weaknesses that had just been revealed.91 It was in large 
part because respectable Winnipeggers assumed that partic
ipation in sport would be very beneficial, both physically and 
morally, for the less well-to-do, that they provided public 
facilities, arranged "business" or "church" leagues and 
events, and used their control of the newspapers, the pulpit 
and the school system to publicize the value of games. The 
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positive response of the "working" class contributed 
immensely to the early twentieth century explosion of activ
ity. 

VIII 

In the years between the turn of the century and the 
beginning of the Great War, then, organized sport was very 
popular among and important to Winnipeggers, especially 
those who realized that their city was beset with urban prob
lems. The new departures they used in this era, to help 
encourage greater involvement in sport by more people, evi
dently had a permanent impact on the city's sporting culture. 
Although no extensive research on the post-1914 period has 
yet been carried out, it would seem that over the post-World 
War I decades, as they've reacted to depressions, boom-times 
and important technological and demographic changes, and 
as they've adjusted many of the manly games and the con
texts in which they have played them, the people of Winnipeg 
have continued to arrange matches and events through busi
nesses and churches, and they have continued to build and 
maintain facilities at public expense. These things have con
sistently been done, moreover, in the hope and anticipation 
that a large number of women, children and individuals from 
ethnic minorities and the "working" class would take advan
tage of the resulting opportunity to participate in the sports 
that offered physical and moral benefits to city dwellers.92 

In sport, as in other matters, many institutions and prac
tices, that Winnipeggers now take for granted, emerged in 
the early twentieth century. 

If one task of historians is to intelligibly reconstruct the 
circumstances and ideas of people living at a certain time 
and in a certain place, then what happened in Winnipeg 
indicates that historians of Canada's period of urban reform, 
like historians of so many other eras, should become more 
aware of how important and highly valued sport has been to 
the citizens of this country. If a second task of historians is 
to help explain the present by noting ways in which it has 
evolved out of the past, then the Winnipeg experience sug
gests that they might look to the early twentieth century as 
the seminal period in the development of current Canadian 
sports attitudes and practices. 
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