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100 Years of Sports in Alberta

1 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 100 YEARS OF SPORTS IN ALBERTA*
David Mills
On 1 September 1905, the creation of the Province of Alberta was heralded in Edmonton with much pomp and military pageantry by a ceremony, attended by the Governor General, Earl Grey, the Prime Minister, Sir Wilfrid Laurier and the new Lieutenant Governor, G.H.V. Bulyea.  Thousands of people watched a festive parade, featuring native groups of Cree and Stoney; Franco-Albertans; veterans of the Boer War; early pioneers, or “Old-Timers”; and floats representing the business community. The holiday spirit in Edmonton was not dampened by a storm that dumped three inches of snow on the capital city, but a number of sporting events that had been scheduled to celebrate Alberta’s birthday had to be cancelled.  
Sports were well established in Alberta by the time the province was proclaimed.   New Albertans enthusiastically embraced and promoted sports. Sports provided recreation and physical activity; they turned “boys into men” who would share the progressive values of the new century. Sports provided a diversion for farmers carving out a homestead on the frontier, railway workers building the transportation links across the Prairies, or miners in the company towns. The early settlers also held sporting competitions to coincide with important holidays. In Vulcan, a small farming community in southern Alberta, baseball games against neighbouring communities were played on Victoria Day in May, Dominion Day on July 1st, and Labour Day in September. Sports encouraged competition among the new communities seeking an identity in the new province. Long before “the battle of Alberta” between Calgary and Edmonton, the municipal rivalry between neighbouring Edmonton and Strathcona was played out on the rink during an annual hockey game on New Year’s Day.  
In 1905, most Alberta villages and towns had at least one playing field; schools, police associations, sporting clubs and private businessmen were building the baseball and lacrosse fields, the running tracks, and hockey arenas to meet the demands of the local population. Those were the good old days when athletes played for the love of the game and communities engaged in friendly competitions where locals pitted their skills against each other.  Winners were toasted and losers ribbed in fun as athletes and fans retired to a local hotel after the contests. 
There has been a tendency to romanticize our sporting past; somehow sports were more authentic, untainted by the greed of the present-day players and the bottom-line obsession of modern team owners.  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Today when we open the sports pages we read stories about lockouts and salary caps; players making multi-million dollar contracts; selling the product, revenue sources and profit margins; the problems of small franchises and the prospect of teams moving to larger and richer markets unless they are offered tax breaks, subsidies and new buildings to stay.  
Over the last 100 years, Albertans love of sports has grown. They participate in a variety of sports, like old-timers’ hockey and ladies’ ringette; skiing and curling, tennis and golf; marathons and jogging.  They cheer enthusiastically for their children figure skating or playing hockey, shooting baskets or kicking soccer balls.  Although there has always been female participation in sports, now girls and women are involved in every sport, and one of Alberta’s best teams ever was the Edmonton Grads who dominated the world of basketball over 60 years ago. Sports figures become important in the province. Two of Alberta’s premiers, Peter Lougheed and Don Getty, played football for the Edmonton Eskimos, as did the current Lieutenant Governor, Norman Kwong. Percy Page, coach of the Edmonton Grads basketball team, also served as Lieutenant Governor, from 1959 to 1965. Peter Pocklington, former owner of the Edmonton Oilers ran for the leadership of the national Progressive Conservative Party in 1983 simply because team ownership had raised his public profile. Sports also link Albertans to the community and give us an identity, which can be defined by the clothing that we wear or the memories of a player or a game in our hometown.  Alberta’s centennial has a fostered a renewed sense of commemoration about the past and the accomplishments of the province and its teams have been celebrated. An examination of Alberta’s sporting culture over the last 100 years must look at all these developments and in the process it might tell us a bit more about whom we were as Albertans.  First let us look at sports in Alberta a century ago.
Sports in Alberta in the Pioneer Period
In the first decade of the twentieth century, Alberta’s population was growing rapidly as settlers poured into the province from other parts of Canada, the United States and Europe. In 1901, the census recorded just over 73,000 people; only ten years later, the population had increased to 274,000 and about two-thirds lived in rural areas. When Alberta became a province, there were two major cities, with Calgary having a larger population than the provincial capital. The 1906 census listed almost 12,000 people compared to over 11,000 for Edmonton and another 2900 for Strathcona.  Lethbridge and Medicine Hat had about 3000 inhabitants each, while Red Deer was listed at about 1400 people.
Sports gave the local elites in both the small towns and the cities a means of recreation and an opportunity for social interaction with their new neighbours.  High River, a small village south of Calgary, had the first polo field in Western Canada as a number of the early ranchers were from minor British aristocratic families. In the new city of Edmonton, which had been incorporated in 1904, the sporting activities of the business and professional class and their off-spring were reported in the recently established Edmonton Journal that had a small column most days called “The Sporting Life” which included items about sporting events elsewhere but concentrated upon local contests.    Less than 10 years earlier, the Edmonton Golf and Country had been founded, its five holes laid out on the site of the current legislature grounds. (It would move to further west to what would become the Victoria Golf Club in 1906 and then to its current site in south Edmonton, opening the new layout, far removed from the riff-raff, in 1913.) The Journal would report that the male golfers would play and the women members serve the lunch at the Club.
Ice hockey was also a popular sport during the pioneer period. As early as 1893, Calgary had several teams, each representing a different occupational group, including policemen, firemen, bankers, railway workers and ranchers. By 1895, the Calgary Fire Brigade was playing an out-of-province team from Golden, B.C.  In 1897, there was a game between two women’s teams but there were no male spectators because of concerns that it was “unladylike”. In Edmonton, traders from the Hudson’s Bay Company challenged local merchants to a game on the frozen North Saskatchewan River in 1894 and by 1905, towns like Carvale, Camrose, Wetaskiwin, Red Deer and Spruce Grove had teams. 
In 1902, the barn-like, but covered, Thistle Rink was built in downtown Edmonton.   Hockey could now be played indoors, though on natural ice, rather than on the frozen North Saskatchewan River or outdoor rinks, as it had been before.  With the completion of the Low Level Bridge across the river, Edmontonians now had an easier trip by rail to Strathcona, their southern neighbour and chief sporting rival.
Each New Year’s Day saw a hockey game between the two communities. Although men would pay 25 cents and women 15 to see the game, the games could attract crowds of almost 2000 people.  In one game, Edmonton, represented by the Thistle Hockey Club, tied Strathcona’s Shamrocks 4-4, a result that was disputed by the Strathcona team, which argued that the referee missed an offside call on the tying goal. A second series was scheduled, best three of five. Edmonton won all three games in overtime, overcoming not just the Shamrocks but temperatures in the Thistle Rink that dipped to -28 degrees C.  Later in the season, the same teams played for the Stephens Cup and again Edmonton was victorious, with no serious injuries to the players, just a black eye and a sore chin. It was reported that a couple of hundred Edmonton fans made the trip across the river by rail to watch a game at the new covered rink in Strathcona that had opened in December 1904.   (The first covered arena in Calgary, the Auditorium Rink, also opened in the same year.)   On the south side, spectators would beat the opposing players with canes, fists and purses whenever they came near the boards. Back in Edmonton after the game, three carriages, taking some well-refreshed and exuberant fans home, overturned, causing more embarrassment than injury it seems.
The hockey competition between Edmonton and Strathcona was not matched by a similar rivalry with Calgary – there was no “Battle of Alberta” in 1905. The Thistle Club’s junior team had to go to Calgary to play in the Jackson Cup Challenge, named after the hotel owner who had donated it. As no opponent wanted to play them, the Edmonton team was allowed to take the Cup, “if they could find it”.
If there was no “Battle of Alberta” in hockey, there certainly was in curling. Curling thrived throughout Alberta in spite of problems, usually caused by the rapidly changing weather that affected outdoor ice.  The Edmonton Curling Club was established in 1888 and city rinks played Calgary foursomes well before the turn of the century. Local curling matches and bonspiels were covered in the newspapers and when a number of Edmonton rinks went to Calgary for a weeklong bonspiel in 1904, the stories knocked news of the war between Russia and Japan off the front page for four straight days. When the Edmonton rinks returned triumphant, capturing all the trophies Calgary had up for grabs, the CPR train which carried them home did not have to stop for any other train between the two cities, an honour never before accorded to sportsmen. In southern Alberta, curlers in the 1920s formed a league along the railway line and the small town of Vulcan built an indoor rink in 1922 although falling wheat prices made it difficult for the local farmers to pay for it. Curling provided isolated homesteaders the opportunity to socialize and therefore it was widely played in Alberta. As Paul Voisey notes in his book, Vulcan, “it also stimulated the highest level of skill of any sport played in the region. For decades, the Canadian prairies produced the world’s best curlers, and Ron Northcott, three-time world champion in the 1960s, learned his craft at the Vulcan Curling Club.” The Northcott quartet was recently selected as one of the three best rinks in Alberta history, joining skip Matt Baldwin from Edmonton, who won three Briers and Randy Ferby, also from Edmonton, who has skipped his rink to four Canadian championships and three world championships.
There was one more sporting event worthy during the winter of 1905. In March, there was a ladies’ ice hockey game between Alberta College and the Edmonton High School, with the high school taking the contest, 2-0. “The young maidens are sports”, it was reported in the Edmonton Journal, “and fight the battle with a determination that many boys would never rise to were they handicapped with skirts.” Equally important apparently was the fact that the Alberta College girls wore white sweaters with a red A C on the front while the high school players wore dark red. Both “looked chic”. The Edmonton Bulletin reported another game in the city “bristling with fast skating on both sides and exceptionally good goalkeeping.” In the period before the First World War, there were women’s hockey games at the Banff Winter Carnival and Calgary had a women’s league that included teams from a community club, six technical and normal schools, and a host of local businesses, including P. Burns Company, Robin Hood Mills, Great West Saddlery, Imperial Oil, and Shelly’s Bakery.  After the War, women’s teams from Alberta played in the Dominion Women’s Hockey Championship. One of the best teams ever formed, the Edmonton-Jasper Place Rustlers coached by C.R. Tufford, won the title in 1933.
During the spring, summer and fall there were stories about the organization and contests feature baseball, lacrosse and football (soccer) clubs.  The Edmonton lacrosse club did face an initial obstacle as its first couple of practices had to be cancelled because there were no sticks to be found in the town. The Edmonton Cricket Club had matches between married members and bachelors on Good Friday and Arbour Day; there were also competitions with clubs from the small towns surrounding the city. There were also reports about polo and horse racing, the rifle club, boxing and athletics. There were running races that were sometimes challenge affairs that attracted not just spectators but bettors as well. But most were part of track and field days, some sponsored by the local police, some by local businessmen, or men’s fraternal societies, or organizations like the YMCA, and others by the schools. 
Sports in Alberta in the Early 20th Century 

Sports and sportsmen remained local in Alberta during the early 20th Century.     Small towns could still challenge the “big boys”, if only for a short period of time. Many Americans who took up homesteads continued to play baseball, their national pastime, in their leisure hours. Early black settlers in the Amber Valley created ball teams that dominated northern Alberta. Baseball was such a popular sport in southern Alberta that shopkeepers in Carmangay closed their businesses at noon so that everyone in the town could watch a game against Cleverville in 1910. Sometimes fans would travel 40 to 50 miles to see a game and spectators from Vulcan might out-number those of the home team in Lethbridge.
     In 1907 the Western Canada League was established in Alberta with teams in Calgary, Medicine Hat, Lethbridge and Edmonton. It was the lowest professional level, Class D, and its popularity ebbed and flowed in this period.  By 1909, the WCL had expanded to include teams from Moose Jaw, Regina, Brandon and Winnipeg. But only three years later, the teams from Saskatchewan and Manitoba were playing elsewhere, and the League had only four teams; two were old, Edmonton and Calgary, and two new, Red Deer and Bassano.  Lethbridge had folded and the Calgary owners financed a team in Red Deer. The mayor of Bassano (a community of 1400 on the main CPR line) put up his own money to field a team that would raise the visibility and stimulate the growth of the town. The Bassano Boosters were born, prompting Medicine Hat to quit the league, as it was unwilling to complete against such a small-town rival. Bassano built a new stadium for $3000 but attracted only 500 fans to its home opener, and it was suggested that the $1 tickets throughout the League were simply too expensive. They had been only 25 cents a year earlier. Although ticket prices dropped, Bassano’s attendance fell throughout the season as bad weather, the demands of agriculture and poor team play made the games unattractive.    At the end of the season, Bassano dismantled its stadium and the wood was used to construct a railway trestle.
That the provincial sporting life was still small time in this period is also revealed through the career of the “Father of Baseball in Alberta”, Alf “Old Hoss” Fidler. Alfred Davis Fidler was born in Ontario and came west with his family in the 1880s. The Fidlers were a railway family and Alf worked as a conductor for the CPR before joining the Alberta Government as an inspector of local improvements. But he was best known for organizing baseball teams in Canmore and Calgary, and acting as an umpire when his playing days were over.  “Old Hoss,” who earned his nickname at the end of his career when he hit a game-winning homerun and slowly lumbered around the bases, was well regarded in the Calgary sporting community before his death in 1927. His obituary called him the “Father of Baseball in Alberta” because he had played professionally before he returned home to work on the railway. The label is an exaggeration, although it does indicate how small the baseball world in Alberta was.    
Fidler’s reputation was won after he played one season at first base for the Fort Worth Panthers, in the D-level Texas League in 1892. He was also a catcher, first baseman and outfielder for teams in Medicine Hat, Canmore and Calgary, although the Canmore team, which he also organized, only played six games in 1895. He played for the CPR team in Calgary’s amateur league and was asked to hit the ceremonial first pitch when Calgary played its first home game in the Western Canadian League in 1907. Although he was a gifted and respected athlete who was remembered as one of the “squarest shooters in the game”, his reputation was enhanced by the fact that there were so few good Canadian ballplayers in Alberta at this time. Edmonton’s “Mr. Baseball” was John Ducey who was a player, coach, umpire, and promoter. An early baseball stadium in the capital was named Ducey Park after the ‘Rajah of Renfrew’; Ducey was among the first inductees to the Canadian Baseball Hall of Fame.
Gone were the days, even by this early date, when games meant gathering spontaneously on newly-cleared river ice for curling matches with whatever equipment was handy; or when organizing an ice hockey game meant getting together enough Edmonton men to play a New Year’s game against a team of Mounties from Fort Saskatchewan as they had in the early 1890s. Teams were now playing in large centres and small towns, and the sports themselves were organized. The Alberta Amateur Hockey Association was established, for example, in 1907. Sports had larger social purposes -- sports, especially amateur sports, were seen a social good.  In 1905, sporting clubs were organized by the local elites but the games and the clubs were, in theory, accessible to a broader social spectrum; players wishing to share in “the pleasure and recreation” of hockey for example could join Edmonton’s Thistle Club for a $1 membership fee. The only criterion was whether one could play hockey well. By the 1920s, twenty community leagues had been organized in Edmonton, first to represent local districts as they applied for municipal services and schools, and then to organize social, cultural and sporting activities for their members. The city leased grounds to the community leagues and appointed an unpaid ‘sports supervisor’ to organize scheduling. The purpose of sport, as argued from the pulpit, in newspaper stories, and by the athletes themselves, was to demonstrate the proper virtues and challenge the body, mind and morality. Alf Fidler, in Calgary, for example, was a muscular Christian, admired as much for the character he exhibited as the skills he demonstrated.  
In truth, though, sports, then as now, were about winning. Competitions are about winners and losers – whether those competitions are between teams or between communities. Therefore, the second purpose of sports was to build the community and boost the local community, as the Bassano baseball team illustrated. Boosterism expressed the need for growth, the idea that for a city to become better it had to become bigger.    Boosterism was also optimistic; there was faith in the city and its destiny because boosters envisioned their community becoming the pre-eminent metropolis in the region.   Consequently communities in Alberta were in constant competition with their rivals for economic advantage and prestige. The result was close cooperation between the boosters and the local government to ensure success.   There was a high degree of co-ordination among the boosters.  Not to be a booster – not to be part of the team – showed a lack of community spirit and a lack of business sense. Boosters also sought status. They gained their identity from the city in which they lived and therefore boosters fostered local pride and civic spirit through such activities as support for cultural and sporting endeavours.   Therefore the progress of Alberta’s towns and cities was measured not just in terms of its economic growth but also its successes in the sports arena.
The Edmonton Bulletin reported that the Edmonton Football Club lost its first game to the Calgary team in October 1891, but bounced back in the return match to win, 5-0.  It was reported that most of Edmonton’s 700 inhabitants “rejoiced” at the news. An Edmonton hockey team challenged for the Stanley Cup for the first time in December 1908.  The city’s business community, led by J. H. Morris, who owned the department store, financed the team in order to advertise Edmonton across the country.  And he was willing to pay good players to join the team.  There was only one Edmontonian on the club; the rest were imported “ringers”, including Lester Patrick who had been playing in British Columbia. It was generally recognized though that the players were brought in only for the Stanley Cup challenge; as one Montreal newspaper wrote: “If those players ever go back to Edmonton their chances for filthy lucre will disappear.” Edmonton lost to the Montreal Wanderers in a 2-game total goal series. Edmonton also challenged for the Stanley Cup again in 1910, losing two games to the Ottawa Senators.  They might have done better had Lester Patrick, the best player their money could buy, not jumped to the Renfrew Millionaires just before the series began.

Edmonton businessmen and politicians sat on the board of the Edmonton Exhibition Association whose goal was to promote events and attractions that would boost the city’s image. In 1913, the Edmonton Stock Pavilion was built to provide a large venue for indoor events. Its arena floor was described as being “larger than Madison Square Garden in New York” and could seat 6000 spectators “as comfortably as in a modern theatre”. The facility and the atmosphere it created became part of the event. The purpose was to make a statement about the city’s drive and boldness of vision and like similar edifices today, like the Olympic Stadium in Montreal or Skydome in Toronto, was costly to build and maintain.

To the south, Tommy Burns, former heavyweight champion, came to live in Calgary in 1910. The Calgary business community, though, was more interested in the commercial potential of his fame than his boxing ability. Calgary promoters also began the Exhibition and Stampede in 1912 in the hopes the construction of a ‘Wild West’ identity would boost the city, making it attractive for investment, business and tourism. The Stampede grounds would come to include a racetrack, a convention centre and an arena.  (The Park would also become the home of the Calgary Saddledome in the 1980s.) According to Howard Palmer, the Stampede “became such a successful event and tourist attraction that it became a key part of the image of Alberta in the rest of the world.” Over time the Stampede attracted rodeo cowboys and cowgirls from all over North America and would stimulate the growth of rodeo in the province. In the aboriginal community of Hobbema, for example, the Panee Agriplex was built for rodeo events. Native cowboys took part in local and international competitions and a Native Rodeo Association was created. Todd Buffalo, an aboriginal from Hobbema, said: “Rodeo has become part of our heritage. Part of our ability as athletes is to be able to compete one on one with the animal that was set here on earth by the Creator….  We have a bond….  Once you’re a cowboy you have to be proud to be a cowboy, but most important, you have to be proud to be an Indian cowboy.” 
Sports in Alberta in the 1920s and 1930s
During the 1920s, amateur athletics continued to flourish in Alberta. In the capital, the Civil Service Athletic Association organized recreational activities for government officials, both men and women. On a field adjacent to the Legislature, there were “four tennis courts, a putting green, a practice cricket pitch, a baseball diamond and two basketball courts.” Employees for the railways organized bowling, baseball, ice hockey and soccer in the rapidly growing cities and towns.  Organizations like the YMCA sponsored teams in basketball, rugby, volleyball and cricket leagues.  Minor ice hockey became organized to the point that after World War I, Edmonton had juvenile, junior, intermediate and senior city leagues; junior and senior church leagues, including a Catholic league; a league for the community league teams; and a girls’ league.  All this was in a city of fewer than 60,000 people in 1921.
Edmonton and Calgary also had professional hockey teams in the newly formed Western Canada Hockey League whose champion had the right to contest the Stanley Cup.     Lloyd Turner who was known as “Mr. Hockey” in Calgary helped organize the WCHL. Turner, who built arenas, teams and leagues in the 1920s, would also play an important role in the resurgence of competition for the Allan Cup, which went to Canada’s senior hockey champions, in the 1930s. These efforts led to his induction in the Hockey Hall of Fame in 1958. Alberta clubs would again challenge for the trophy. In 1923, the Edmonton Eskimos, led by Gordon Blanchard ‘Duke’ Keats and ‘Bullet’ Joe Simpson, the League’s leading scorer, lost to the Ottawa Senators in the final. The following year the Calgary Tigers, with star player, Cully Wilson, were defeated by the Montreal Canadiens, prompting the Calgary Herald to seek a “plainsman” who would put the “effete East in its place”. 
1924 marked the last time that an Alberta team would play for the Stanley Cup until the 1980s. In that year, Boston became the first American team to join the NHL and within a few short years there were teams in Detroit, Chicago, New York, Pittsburgh and Philadelphia. The end was near. In 1926, the NHL purchased the reorganized Western Hockey League and dispersed its players, including Keats and Eddie Shore “the Edmonton Express”; five future Hall of Famers who played in Calgary -- Mervyn ‘Red’ Dutton, Barney Stanley, Rusty Crawford, Herb Gardiner and Harry Oliver went to new teams in the NHL.  Edmontonians who would make the NHL were the Colville brothers Mac and Neil; Neil would be selected to the Hockey Hall of Fame. The Edmonton Journal noted that: “New York pro hockey outdrew the combined attendance of any four cities in the Western league.”   
An Alberta team first won the Memorial Cup in this period, as well. The Calgary Canadians, with future NHL’er Paul Thompson, were victorious in 1926; it would not be until the 1960s that the Edmonton Oil Kings would again bring back the Memorial Cup on two occasions in 1963 and 1966.  The only other Alberta teams to win the Memorial Cup were the Medicine Hat Tigers in 1987 and 1988, and the Red Deer Rebels in 2001. An Edmonton team achieved some international success as well when the Superiors won the World Hockey Championship in 1932 in Switzerland.
The rise and fall of professional hockey in Alberta saw a parallel in football. In 1911, the Western Canada Rugby Football Union was formed with teams in the three Prairies provinces.  When the WCRFU sought to challenge for the Grey Cup, donated by the Governor General, Earl Grey and to be awarded to the championship team in the Dominion, it was denied on the grounds that it was too far for Eastern teams to travel to the West. It was not until 1921 that Alberta teams finally played a club from the east, the Hamilton Tigers. For Edmonton, the game was about more than football; it was another opportunity to boost the city. The Edmonton Bulletin proudly reported that: “The fact that they are coming shows that Edmonton is getting to be a centre of importance. Big enough to attract the best in anything.” In December 1921, the first Grey Cup game between east and west was played. William F. ‘Deacon’ White, who organized the Edmonton Eskimo football team, borrowed money from the Rotary Club, a fraternal order of local businessmen looking to promote the city, for travel. The Eskimos lost to the Toronto Argonauts by a score of 23-0.   The next year, the Edmonton club, now called the Elks (after another fraternal order which sponsored them) challenged Queen’s University for the Grey Cup and again lost.
In order to compete with their Eastern rivals, the Western teams adopted the forward pass to open up the game and began to import American players; the Calgary Tigers, for example, brought in a passing quarterback from the United States in 1929. Winnipeg, though, became the first team from the west to win the Grey Cup in 1935. The next year, the  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Western Interprovincial Football Union was organized with teams in Winnipeg, Regina and Calgary. Joe Clarke, mayor of Edmonton back in 1920-21 and then again from 1935 to 1937 had been an athlete in his youth and supported sports, especially football. Under his leadership, the stadium that bears his name was constructed and the Eskimos football team was revived by a group of businessmen in 1938. The franchise, and the league as a whole, disbanded due to the outbreak of World War II in 1939. Professional football would not return to Alberta until 1946. 

The 1920s and 1930s also saw the dominance of perhaps the most successful team the city has ever produced – the Edmonton Grads Basketball team, coached by Percy Page. They were provincial champions 23 out of 24 years, and Canadian champs from their first title attempt in 1922 until they disbanded in 1940. They never lost the Underwood Trophy for competition between teams from Canada and the United States and swept all 27 international exhibition games over 4 sets of Olympics. All told, the Grads won 502 of the 522 games they played.  The team originated with the desire of the 1915 graduates of the McDougall Commercial High School team to continue playing after winning the provincial championship. Page, born in the United States to Canadian parents, came to Edmonton in 1912 to teach commercial classes at the McDougall school. He insisted that his players be of the “highest moral character” – they were “ladies first, and athletes second”. The Grads dominated local women’s basketball, although, to be honest, there wasn’t much competition. 

In 1922 the Grads won their first Canadian championship and after they repeated the next year, ‘Deacon’ White, one of the prominent sportsmen in the city, decided to promote the team, with the support of the local business community through its service clubs. A Cleveland team, self-proclaimed world champions, were brought to Edmonton and the games were played before a few thousand spectators in the Edmonton Gardens. The Grads won a second world championship in 1923, and played exhibition games against European teams during the Olympics the next year, winning them all. They were expected to boost their hometown and the name “Edmonton” was featured prominently on their luggage and uniforms. By 1926 they were world famous, and back home they were congratulated for representing the honour of the city and “the finest type of Canadian womanhood.” Local businessmen sponsored their trip to the 1928 Olympics and civic officials recognized that the Grads “had given the city more advertising and good publicity than all the money that had been spent by the city for this purpose.” 

James Naismith, the Canadian who invented basketball, wrote the team in 1936:  “My admiration and respect go to you because you have remained unspoiled by your successes, and have retained the womanly graces not withstanding your participation in a strenuous game.” Percy Page said that the Grads were “champions because they are the most whole-hearted, sport-loving gals that it would be possible to find; they have won because the spirit of the Prairie is born and bred in them.” Noel MacDonald Robertson, a centre for the Grads, who was elected to the Canadian Sports Hall of Fame, perhaps offered a more perceptive insight:  “… on the floor we were not individuals, we were a team.” 
Basketball, of course, was not just played by the Grads in Edmonton. In southern Alberta communities like Cardston, Magrath and Raymond, which had been settled largely by Mormons migrating north from the United States, basketball was more popular than hockey. It was argued: “the spirit and the moral tone of the members  (of the Church of Latter-Day Saints) can be elevated and maintained on a higher plane if an adequate program for recreational activity can be provided.” Therefore, most churches were built with a gymnasium attached, and in some towns the local arena did not even put in ice over the winter, as Saturday night was “Basketball Night in Alberta”. During the 1920s and 1930s the Raymond Union Jacks won a national men’s title and fifteen provincial championships.
Sports in Alberta after the Second World 
After the Second World War, the sports scene in Alberta revived. In ice hockey provincial teams made an impact on both the national and international levels. In 1946, the Calgary Stampeders won the Allan Cup followed by the Edmonton Flyers, led by local boy ‘Big Bud’ MacPherson, two years later. Other Alberta winners would include the Drumheller Miners in 1966; the Stony Plain Eagles in 1999 and the Lloydminster BorderKings in 2001.The Flyers would move on to the Western Hockey League and claimed three titles between 1953 and 1962. The Edmonton Mercurys bought home Olympic gold medals from Oslo, Norway in 1952. (The Mercurys were celebrated on the 50th anniversary of their victory, which coincided with the victory of the Canadian men’s and women’s hockey teams at the Salt Lake City Olympics, to the point that their sweater was commemorated on a beer can.)
Football resumed competition in 1946 with the original three in the West from Winnipeg, Regina and Calgary. The Edmonton franchise was revived in 1949 by local businessmen, Henry Singer and Moe Lieberman; although the club would lose in the Grey Cup game in 1952, the Eskimos won three in a row from 1954 to 1956 with stars like Jackie Parker, John Bright and “Normie” Kwong. Perhaps the most important contribution an Alberta team made to the Grey Cup was not on the field but off. In 1948 the Calgary Stampeders traveled to Toronto by train to play the Ottawa Rough Riders.  Three hundred fans, dressed in cowboy garb, accompanied the team on the “Grey Cup Special”, equipped with a bar and a square dancing car. They continued the party in downtown Toronto, prompting one resident to say, "I thought that the business of cowboy hats and Indians was a lot of newspaper talk. But these guys really meant it." There was even a parade to Varsity Stadium where the game was played.  The Stampeders upset the Rough Riders 12-7, prompting further celebrations by the Calgarians that included one fan riding a horse in the lobby of the Royal York Hotel. It was the beginning of a Grey Cup tradition that one former Prime Minister, John Diefenbaker, said was “the greatest unifying force in Canada”. 

 
For the past generation, sports, especially professional football and hockey, have been dominated by the so-called “Battle of Alberta”.  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The long-standing rivalry between Edmonton and Calgary revealed in politics and economics is also expressed through sports.  The Eskimos and the Stampeders have one of the strongest rivalries in the Canadian Football League, highlighted by the Labour Day Classic in Calgary. The Oilers and the Flames have been bitter rivals since Calgary gained its NHL franchise in 1980. 

The Edmonton Oilers, called the Alberta Oilers, were first owned by "Wild Bill" Hunter, a junior hockey promoter, who had acquired the franchise when the World Hockey Association was incorporated in 1971. The Oilers were not very successful on the ice and the financial losses were high in spite of the fact that the team had moved into the new city-owned Northlands Coliseum. Peter Pocklington, a car dealer, real estate promoter and entrepreneur, bought the team in March 1977 and his ownership marked the beginning of a turnaround for the franchise. Pocklington appointed Glen Sather, then a player with the club, as coach and later put him in charge of all hockey operations. The Oilers made the playoffs in the 1977-78 season and finished first in the WHA in 1978-79, after having acquired teenage phenomenon, Wayne Gretzky, only to lose the Avco Cup to the Winnipeg Jets.  
Finally, in 1979, the NHL expanded into Edmonton. Fans were eager to see NHL hockey and 1981 the Oilers had become one of the most exciting teams in the NHL; Edmonton even knocked the Montreal Canadiens out of the playoffs before losing to the eventual Stanley Cup winners, the New York Islanders. The Oilers won their first Stanley Cup in 1984, the first of five that would mark their heyday as the best team in the NHL. But it was during this run that Pocklington became personally involved in trading ‘the Great One’, Wayne Gretzky, to the Los Angeles Kings in August 1988 for two players, three draft choices and a reported $15 million (US) in cash. There was a huge uproar in Edmonton, which prompted several local businesses to boycott products from Pocklington-owned companies and even made Pocklington a target on the cartoon page. 

The Oilers had a disappointing season on the ice, being knocked out of the playoffs in the first round by the Gretzky-led Kings. By the early 1990s the glory days were over.  After winning the Stanley Cup in 1990, the last of the stars from the 1980s were traded away or sold and success in the playoffs came less often. Threats to move the franchise to a more lucrative market, like Hamilton or Minneapolis or Houston pressured the city to give Pocklington full control of the arena. Moreover Edmonton contributed $15 million for renovations and built a new baseball park to house Pocklington’s Triple-A club, the Trappers.  

Edmonton’s chief rivals are located 300 km to the south, in Calgary. Calgary's first brush with professional hockey came with the transfer of the WHA's Vancouver Blazers to the city in 1975. After losses totaling $6.5 million over two seasons, the Calgary Cowboys folded in August 1977. Calgary gained its NHL franchise in 1980 when Nelson Skalbania, a Vancouver real estate promoter and friend of Peter Pocklington, bought the Atlanta Flames and shifted them to Alberta. He sold his interest in the franchise to a close-knit group of Calgary businessmen, which included Daryl K. and Byron Seaman, brothers who control Bow Valley Industries, an energy and environmental management group; Harley Hotchkiss, an oil and gas developer with interests in real estate and agriculture; and Norman Kwong, former halfback with the Edmonton Eskimos and later president of the Calgary Stampeders. 

When the idea of bringing an NHL team to Calgary was first raised, it was linked to plans to celebrate Alberta's 75th anniversary and to the proposal to acquire the 1988 Winter Olympics. The success of the Flames was also due, in some measure, to the co-operation of various levels of government.  The Pengrowth Saddledome, where the team plays, was built for the Winter Olympics at a cost of $97 million, with the city, provincial and federal governments footing the bill. The Government of Alberta, headed at that time by Peter Lougheed, felt that an NHL franchise would help the Olympic bid.  

The Flames’ organization has proved successful on and off the ice. Calgary reached the Stanley Cup final in 1986, although the team lost to Montreal, and it has had the best record over the regular season for 1987-88 and 1988-89, culminating in its first Stanley Cup.  Although the Flames were profitable from the beginning, as one of the management team said: “the name of the game is to beat Edmonton." It was not until 1986 that the Flames were able to defeat their provincial rivals; they won the seventh game of the Smythe division final when Steve Smith, an Oiler defenceman, banked a pass into his own net to give the Flames a 3-2 victory. The reactions of the Calgary players and owners were the same; Mike Vernon, the Flames' goalie, said:  "I'm glad to be part of beating Edmonton.  I'm a Calgarian. There's nothing that I wanted more than to beat Edmonton, except to win the Stanley Cup."  

There was more to the motivation of the Calgary ownership group than simply beating the Oilers. The owners wanted to give back to their community as well. Some of the profits were used to support amateur sports because Daryl Seaman, a former director of Hockey Canada, was convinced that Canadians "needed to spend more time and money on the development of the game at all levels." Thus, money was directed towards Hockey Canada and its Centre of Excellence in Calgary. The owners of the Flames were also boosters of Calgary. In the words of Norman Kwong: "I'm glad to be able to share in a significant contribution to the betterment of the game and to the city of Calgary."

Recently, however, the Calgary ownership has adopted a more business-like orientation in its approach to the franchise. With net income shrinking because of increasing players’ salaries over the past decade, the prospect of relocation to the United States was raised by a former president of the team, Bill Hay: “We don’t want to move.  But we need to increase our revenue so we can remain competitive.  It’s a business deal.” Even Calgary’s run for the 2004 Stanley Cup did little to offset concerns about the future of the small-market franchise. In order to increase profits, the team must win and a successful franchise generates higher operating costs.  


It may be the fans, and not the owners, who have the final say about the future of the sport. Professional sports enjoy a powerful grip on our culture, our imaginations and our wallets. But fans have become increasingly disillusioned because of spiraling ticket prices, threats of franchise moves, multi-million dollar contracts, the lack of team loyalty on the part of players and management, and finally, the recent lockout. During the 1990s, for example, many Oilers’ fans stopped going to the games, prompting Glen Sather, then-president of the club, to say: “Edmonton is a great hockey town....  People just don’t seem to want to see us play anymore.”

Peter Pocklington was forced to sell the franchise to a group of local boosters. Cal Nichols, head of the Edmonton Investors’ Group said they bought the Oilers not because of the profits which could be generated from an NHL team but because “I saw in the community at that time the will to go to the wall. The common goal was to keep the team because this is Edmonton.” The importance of the team could not be measured in dollar values. The Oilers attracted other businesses to Edmonton because corporations “want to live in major-league status towns.” In the Edmonton Journal, a column stated: “The Oilers have a whole different balance sheet, one that has way more to do with the intensity of interest and support for NHL hockey and the value the Oilers provide to the image of the City of Edmonton. Both the city and the team look to other measures to determine the value of the club.” Like their counterparts almost a century earlier, modern boosters argue that results today, whether financial or on the ice, are not as important as the potential for the future. 

Loyal fans that love the game have become loyal consumers, paying for the product that professional sports teams deliver. The businessmen who own the franchises and city boosters have long tapped into the fans’ sense of identification with their local teams.   They have established a strong link between the popular desires to have high-profile sports teams represent the city and a narrower set of business and civic interests. Popular expressions of pride in its teams have coincided with the commercial interests of local businesses; the General Manager of the Edmonton Chamber of Commerce believed the Oilers’ Cup win in 1984 was “worth millions”. A report by Economic Development Edmonton a decade later would argue that the Oilers generated almost $63 million in revenue for the city and raised almost $20 million in taxes. Other studies show that professional sports teams actually cost cities money.


The continued booster mentality helps explain the desire to establish Edmonton as a “world-class city” by hosting large international events, including the British Commonwealth Games in 1978; the 1983 World University Games; the World Figure Skating Championships, featuring four-time champion from Caroline, Kurt Browning who trained in Edmonton; the 2001 IAAF World Championships in Athletics; the Women’s Under-19 Soccer Championship and the World Ringette Championship in 2002; and the 2005 World Masters Games.  Former Mayor of Edmonton, Ivor Dent, was instrumental for example in bringing the Commonwealth Games to Edmonton; he saw it as “a once in a lifetime opportunity to ‘show off’ to visitors.” The event, therefore, was about the spectacle and monuments necessary to raise the city’s international profile. The centrepiece of the Games was Commonwealth Stadium, which was built for $20 million in public funding, and afterwards became the home of the CFL’s Edmonton Eskimos.

The World University Games were also intended to put Edmonton on the map. The Universiade had never before been hosted in North America; consequently there had never been much attention paid to the Games outside of Europe. The concept behind the competition was to promote “sporting values and encourage sporting practice in harmony with, and complementary to, the university spirit.” Edmonton not only had the facilities for such an event but it could build on the tradition of excellence in sports, especially in hockey, at the University of Alberta.   

When the University of Alberta competed in Western Canadian championships, it did so not just on behalf of the students but the larger community as well. The University of Alberta Golden Bears (the nickname appeared in 1929) hockey team began to play in Edmonton in 1908-09; it was not until 1911 that it played another university squad, crushing Saskatchewan in Saskatoon, 16-0. The Western Intercollegiate Athletic Union of the two universities plus Manitoba was formed in 1919; the Golden Bears would go on to win 17 straight titles and given permanent possession of the league trophy in 1950.  A new prize, the W.G. Hardy trophy was named after a Classics professor at the U of A and coach of the Golden Bears; Hardy also served as President of the Alberta Amateur Hockey Association, the Canadian Amateur Hockey Association and the International Ice Hockey Federation between 1931 and 1951. The Golden Bears won six CIAU titles before the University Games and have been national champions six times since.    The team plays in Clare Drake arena, named after the winningest coach in Canadian university history.

Hockey was not just a male preserve at the University of Alberta.  From the 1920s to the 1940s, there was a women’s intervarsity hockey team. The club would travel by train to Winnipeg to play the University of Manitoba and on the way home pick up games along the way, including exhibitions with boys’ teams. The student newspaper, The Gateway, reported that the girls made “the boys step some.” The hockey team, or “puckettes” as it was known, disappeared during World War II when the number of women on campus declined dramatically. There was not a resurgence of women’s ice hockey in Edmonton until the 1970s when the Chimos appeared. With no competitive women’s teams to challenge them, the club played boys’ Bantam and Midget teams. In 1984, the Edmonton Chimos won a national championship. It was not until 1997 that a women’s hockey team, known as the Pandas, re-appeared on campus.  The team has since won eight Canada West titles and four national championships.

The World University Games led to the construction of new residences around the U of A, the Butterdome, which is the athletic complex on campus, and 11,000 new seats at Commonwealth Stadium. The profile of Edmonton was also raised because Prince Charles and Princess Diana were invited to officially open the Games on July 1, 1983. Even the Calgary Herald was impressed by the pomp and ceremony, calling it a “triple-barrelled bash”. Almost a decade later, though, sensitive Edmontonians were outraged when a British journalist sent to cover the IAAF Championships said Edmonton was “a sorry stop before dropping off the edge of the world” and lacked atmosphere; he re-named the city ‘Deadmonton’. Citizens were much relieved when the official verdict was that Edmonton was “a capable host”.

In 2002, Edmonton hosted yet another international event, the World Ringette Championship. Sam Jacks invented Ringette in Ontario in 1963; it was the first ice sport created exclusively for girls and women and it emphasizes skating, skilled play making and teamwork; for example, players must pass a blue ring, using a straight stick, over the blue lines to a teammate; they cannot carry the ring the length of the ice by themselves. By the mid-1970s ringette was being played in Alberta and today there are almost 5000 players in this province. Over the past decade, Alberta teams have proven to be the best at regional and national championships and the province has produced some of the best players in world, including Calgary’s Lisa Brown and Edmonton’s Laura Warner who is the captain of Team Canada. When Canada defeated Finland 3-1 to regain the World Championship in 2002, there were nine Alberta players on the roster and head coach Lorrie Horne and assistant, Phyllis Sadoway were also from this province.

The greatest spectacle seen in Alberta, of course, was the Calgary Winter Olympics held in 1988. The Chair of the Organizing Committee, Frank King, announced that the Games were the most successful in history because the cost was only $525 million compared to revenues of $557 million. The profit of $32 million was not balanced against the almost half a billion dollars turned over by the provincial and federal governments for facilities which have provided a sports legacy for the city and the country.  Calgary now has a speed-skating oval at the University of Calgary; ski jumps, bobsled and luge runs at Olympic Park; and, of course, the Saddledome, which houses Hockey Canada’s Centre of Excellence. In addition there were improvements to the city’s infrastructure. Most Albertans, on the other hand, deem the Olympics a success because of the torch relay, the opening ceremonies and the parties that matched those of the Stampede. Even better, skaters Brian Orser and Elizabeth Manley, as well Banff’s own, Karen Percy, a skier, won medals for Canada.  There was also the infamous Jamaican bobsled team that made its first-ever appearance and the inept British ski jumper, Eddie ‘the Eagle’ Edwards -- two spectacles in themselves who gained international notoriety.

There is little doubt that sports contribute to a group or community identity.    Cheering for the home team, nicknamed the Tomahawks and later the Hawks, gave the aboriginal population of Hobbema, for example, a sense of cultural as well as local pride.   This feeling of pride is not simply a small town response, either.  Shortly after the Eskimos reeled off five straight Grey Cup victories from 1978 to 1982 and the Oilers won 5 Stanley Cups in seven years, Edmonton began to call itself the “City of Champions”. The irony is that these clubs employ few local players and are owned by businessmen seeking to make a profit – but they are presented as important city resources and an integral part of life in the community.    
These attachments to professional sports teams make it easy to mobilize support for concessions and subsidies that benefit private interests  – Northlands Coliseum, now Rexall Place, was built by the City of Edmonton in the 1970s for the Oilers; the Eskimos’ home is Commonwealth Stadium, a facility built with over $20 million of public funds in 1978 and millions more when the facility was renovated in 1983 and again in 2001; the construction of the Saddledome in Calgary, and its upgrading in the 1990s, benefited the owners of the Calgary Flames.  
This pattern of using sports to promote the economic development and raise the profile of local communities and the province has existed throughout Alberta’s history.   From the very beginning, love of the game was not the only motivation for athletes playing here. The organization of teams and their contests against rivals, whether it was Edmonton-Strathcona, Bassano-Medicine Hat or “the battle of Alberta”, the persistent challenges for the Stanley Cup or the Grey Cup by Calgary and Edmonton had as much to do with the desire to boost these communities and ensure their success over other centres as it did with the desire for victory on the field of play. The emphasis on community is also linked to the connection between place and identity.  Sports are not just about where we are but who we are as well.   
Don Wetherell and Irene Kmet argue, “… sport was a means of implanting the view of the dominant culture in Alberta….  [S]ome hoped that sports would integrate rural and urban society, promote social stability, and assist in creating a British society….”   While the most popular sports, hockey, curling, golf and baseball, were part of the cultural baggage brought to Alberta by its early settlers, newcomers readily adopted them as a means to fit in. As Ken Dryden and Roy McGregor suggest in The Game, sports are also the “stuff of life”.    Sports provide a connection to past accomplishments and future glories. While sports pits team against team, town against town, and west against east, sports were enjoyed by all groups and so cut across class, ethnic and rural-urban lines.  Sports helped create a sense of identity in the province and fostered the evolution of that identity over the last century to produce Albertans.
*This essay originally appeared in Alberta: A State of Mind, edited by Sydney Sharpe, Roger Gibbons, James H. Marsh, and Heather Bala Edwards (Toronto: Key Porter Books, 2005), pp. 197-231. We are grateful to Key Porter Books for permission to publish an edited version here.
