The History of Speed Skating in Alberta

Origins of Speed Skating

During the 13th Century, men in the Netherlands and throughout Scandinavia could be seen lacing animal bones to their shoes in order to enable them to travel across canals.

1592- The first pair of all iron skates was invented by a Scotsman.

1600’s- Skating for distance was quite common in the Netherlands, as the Dutch would use skating as a means of traveling from village to village. Dutch emigrants spread skating from the Netherlands to the bordering countries of Germany, France, and Austria; and then later to North America.

1642- The first skating club was formed in Edinburgh, Scotland.

1763- The first recorded speed skating race took place on the Fens canal in England.

1850- Speed Skating migrated to North America where the skates were modified making them longer, and lighter.

1889- The first speed skating long-track World Championship was organized by the Dutch and was comprised of 4 distance competitions (for men only) ranging from 500m to 10,000m.


1891- The first European Championships were held in Hamburg, Germany and were still restricted to ‘men only’ competitions.

1892- The International Skating Union was formed in the Netherlands to govern both speed and figure skating.

1893- The ISU held its first long-track men’s speed skating championship.

1962- Short track racing became sanctioned under the ISU. However, competitors would have to wait until 1992 before they could compete in a short track event at the Winter Olympics.


1978- The first ISU sanctioned Short Track Speed Skating Championships for both men and ladies took place in Solihull, Great Britain.

In Canada

1854- The first recorded race in Canada took place in Montreal on the St. Lawrence River when three British army officers skated from Montreal to Quebec City.

1887- The Amateur Skating Association of Canada (ASAC) was formed in Montreal. That year the ASAC staged the first official championship. 

1894- The ASAC was the first non-European country in the International Skating Union (ISU). In 1960, the ASAC became known as the Canadian Amateur Speed Skating Association (CASA), and then underwent another name change in 2000 to become Speed Skating Canada.

1897- The World Speed Skating Championships were held in Montreal with competitors representing Norway, Germany and Canada. The World Title went to Jack McCulloch, a Canadian from Winnipeg.

1906- Short Track or Indoor speed skating was developing in North America and the first organized competitions began to take place.

1921- In Canada and the United States, the first short track competitions began for women. 

1965- The Congress of the International Skating Union (ISU) was presented with a proposal to introduce regulations governing short track speed skating. Regulations were produced in 1967 officially making short track part of the Union. However, no formal attempts were made by the Union to organize an international competition.    

1973- The president of the Canadian Amateur Speed Skating Association (CASSA) promoted short track among the ISU delegates, and the following year the Quebec Provincial Association held the North American Indoor Championships. However, it was not until 1976 that the first International Short Track competition was held. With athletes from 7 different countries, the competition would set the precedent for competitions to follow, such as the International competition hosted by the French Federation in 1977 in Grenoble, France. It can also be considered the forerunner to the ‘Dutch Open’ Speed Skating Championships, one of the largest competitions still held today.
Women in Speed Skating

1805- The first competition for women was held in Leeuwarden, Netherlands on a straight course situated on one of the country’s many canals. 

1932- Women first competed in speed skating at the Olympics when it was a demonstration sport. 

1936- The First Speed Skating World Championships for Ladies took place in Stockholm, Sweden.

1939- Winter carnivals were a common past time in Edmonton during the early 1930’s. Games included hurdle races, skating backwards, and barrel races in which both men an women were able to compete as skating was one of the few sports that were considered to be lady-like. It was at one such event that Edmonton’s own Doreen Ryan competed in her first speed skating competition, winning the one-lap race for under 8 year olds. One of the earliest contributors to the development of speed skating in Alberta, Doreen Ryan won her first Canadian Championship Title in the junior girls’ mass start in 1947. By 1960, Doreen had earned a place on the Canadian Olympic team to go to Squaw Valley, California, establishing herself as the first female athlete from Edmonton to represent Canada at the Winter Games, as Squaw Valley was the first Olympic Championship where female competitors were accepted in the field of speed skating. After a career that spanned 23 years and consisted of two trips to the Olympics, Doreen Ryan retired at the age of 33 just after the 1964 Olympics. Doreen remained active in the skating community by getting involved with instructing and then later entering the University of Alberta to become a physical education teacher. 

For other competitors who contributed to the development of Speed Skating in Alberta, please reference Ralf Olin, Bill Kasting, Pat (Gunn) Underhill, and Don Wynn. 

Speed Skating in Alberta

Alberta has been successful with training top-level athletes when it comes to long track speed skating. One of the most successful athletes on the international circuit is Jeremy Wotherspoon who hails from Red Deer, Alberta. Starting at the age of 8, Wotherspoon has represented Canada at the international level in long track speed skating since 1994. In his first appearance at the Winter Olympic Games in 1998, Jeremy placed 2nd in the 500m and 6th in the 1000m. His second appearance in 2002 was not quite as successful but Jeremy has maintained his hold on the 500m World Title as well as finishing within the top 10 in the 1000m. Jeremy also received the honour of being named Alberta’s Male Athlete of the Year for both 2003 and 2004.      

Other strong athletes in long track hail from all over Alberta and include: Steve Elm, Jeremy Wotherspoon’s team mate from Red Deer; Susan Massitti from Vermillion; Nicole Slot, Dustin Molicki, Mark Neilsen, and Ingrid Leipa from Calgary; as well as Tara Risling from Medicine Hat.   


Short Track in Alberta is still in the developmental stage, but has the potential to produce as many international level competitors as Long Track.  

Rules

Short Track – Olympic short-track consists of four events; the 500m, 1000m, and 1500m, as well there are relays that differ in distance extending 5000m for men and 3000m for women.

In short track, racers compete against each other instead of the clock as is done in long track. And, only the first and second place births advance to the next round. Short-track speed skating is a strategic race where competitors have to break away from the pack as quickly and strategically as possible in order to advance their standing. Typically, when the number of competitors warrants it, heats are held with four skaters racing per heat. The first one across the finish line in the last heat is the winner of the event, and race times are secondary to the process. Skaters are not allowed to touch each other during the race, nor are they allowed to interfere with another skater’s movements by suddenly blocking another skater from passing. Although the skater’s times are not an integral part of the competition for short track, records are still kept at all levels of competitions ranging from the International to the local level.

The short-track relays for men and women are typically raced over the course of two days where eight teams are divided into two heats of four and the two teams who win their heats in the semi-finals move on to the finals, and the first team over the finish line wins.

Long Track- Skaters race the long track events two at a time skating counter-clockwise around the track. They either begin at the same point or at a staggered start in order to equalize the distance differential for the inner and outer lanes. Race pairings are determined by a draw, and unlike in Short Track, the winner is determined by the fastest time and not necessarily who crosses the finish line first. Each skater must change lanes after each lap using the designated crossover point. The right of way belongs to the skater moving from the outer to the inner lane. Any collision results in a disqualification by the offender. If one of the skaters is disqualified, the other skater must race by himself or herself in order to establish a personal race time.  

Facilities

1900- Skating in Edmonton began on the lakes located throughout the city. McKernan Lake was located south of 76th avenue between 109 and 114th streets.

1947- Canadian Champions Doreen Ryan and Don Wynn returned to Edmonton from the National championships in Sudbury, Ontario where their competitions took place on a 6 lap to the mile track. It was at that point when the City of Edmonton offered to build a rink that Edmonton’s speed skaters could use to train on. However, the City’s offer was extended with the provision that all of the community clubs unite under one association. The following year, an 8 lap to the mile rink was built in Diamond Park, and in 1949, all of the clubs merged to form the Edmonton Speed Skating Association (ESSA). Soon thereafter, the track was converted into a 6 lap to the mile track to put it in accordance with other national level tracks. 

1959- The Canadian Olympic Trials were held in Diamond Park, where Edmonton’s own Doreen Ryan was chosen to be a member of the Canadian Olympic Team to compete in Squaw Valley.  

1969-75- As international competitions were taking place on a 400-meter track, the Diamond Park rink became insufficient for training for national competitions so the rink was moved to Commonwealth Stadium where the soccer pitch was flooded. Problems with grass growth caused the rink to be moved once more to Coronation Park where the running track was flooded and used as a race venue between 1969 and 1975. Unfortunately, the track could not be used for National competition, as the corners did not meet the required 25 m radius.

1974- Hawrelak Park in Edmonton was used as the site of the Alberta Speed Skating Championships. 

1975- The Victoria Park rink was extended into a 333m Oval and that winter was used for the location of the Canadian Team Trials. For the next ten years, Edmonton was unable to host large national competitions as the lack of added infrastructure for dressing rooms as well as for officials proved to be prohibitive.

1985- The 333m Victoria Park Oval fell a bit short when it came time for the Edmonton Speed Skating Association (ESSA) to train its Olympic hopefuls for the 1988 Winter Games, so the City of Edmonton provided the club with a grant that was used to expand the track into a 400m track. The track is still currently in use as both a training facility as well as a recreational resource, that until only recently was restricted to the public during practices times.

1988- The Olympic Oval located in Calgary, Alberta was built to host the 1988 Winter Olympics. The multi-sport facility is approximately ¼ of a mile in circumference and holds three ice surfaces that are ideally maintained at all times. The long track encompasses two 400 m ice surfaces that are commonly used for hockey, figure skating and short track practices and competitions. The Oval short track ice is also well known for its new safety mat system called the Centurion ST-2000 that was installed to reduce the risk and severity of injury for the skaters. The Oval is known as the fastest ice in the world when it comes to long track speed skating, as it is the site for 17 of the 30 World Records. The ice that is laid is made with demineralized water poured directly on to a concrete surface which provides a cleaner plane to race on.  

Equipment

The Norsemen produced the earliest known equipment used for skating. The skate or bone runner was simply the long bone from a large animal’s leg tied to the bottom of a shoe with leather. This type of skate dates back to 3000 B.C. During the 14th Century, pieces of highly waxed wood replaced the bone runners and skaters began using long poles to help direct their movements across the ice. 

It is thought that once skating was introduced to Europe, the Europeans were able to expand on the design of the skates by replacing the bone with a metal runner. The metal was mounted on either a wood or metal base and then lashed to the boot and then secured to the boot heal by spikes or screws. The next step in the development of the skate was the “club-skate”, a Canadian created concept whereby the blade was attached and secured by clamps to fit the sole of the shoe. From there, the blade was fixed permanently to boots made specifically for skating. For Short Track, blades are generally set to the left side of the boot and are bent towards the inside edge of the track allowing skaters to make acute turns without losing speed, while pulling them toward the track.

Just before the 1998 Winter Olympics in Nagano, Japan, the Dutch created what is now the most commonly used skate design in long track racing. The Klap Skate consists of a blade that detaches from the skater’s heel allowing an extended amount of time for contact between the skate and the ice providing the skater with more power with each stride. When the blade returns to the base of the boot, it creates the clapping sound for which the skate was named. 

The boots themselves underwent their own transformation in the way of the materials used to compose the boots. Initially made of leather, boots are now made of lighter more rigid composites, which can be molded for individual fitting.

The safety equipment used in Short Track is comprised of cut- proof gloves, shin guards, helmets and protective glasses. For Long Track a helmet is not used, instead skaters’ suits have a skintight hood attached to increase the aerodynamics needed for speed. The main piece of equipment used for both disciplines skin suit. Originally, skaters would simply wear their normal everyday clothing, but as better materials were developed, such as lycra and spandex during the 1970’s, they influenced the uniforms making them more lightweight, producing a streamlined and aerodynamic body suit.

The Olympics and Speed Skating 

1924- The men’s long track event debuted at the Olympics in Chamonix, France.

1960- Women’s speed skating became a medal sport at the Olympics.

1992- Short Track, formerly known as indoor speed skating was admitted into the Winter Olympics in Albertville, France as a medal sport, and the American pack style (mass start) was employed. The hotly contested pack racing was first introduced at the Olympics by a request made to the International Skating Union by the Americans in 1932. However, as this style of racing differed from the Europeans system of two-man paired trials, the Europeans boycotted speed skating and as a result the Americans swept the gold medals for every event.

Resources

For more information concerning the history of Speed Skating in Alberta, please refer to the following references:

· The City of Edmonton Archives: Edmonton Journal, Edmonton Sun, and the Edmonton Bulletin

· Winter Sports in the West. 1990. Chapter 9. Corbet, E. A. & Rasporich, A. W. (Eds.). 

As well, the following websites can also be accessed for searches related to Speed Skating in Alberta:

· Speed Skating Canada: http://www.speedskating.ca
· The International Skating Union: http://www.isu.org
· The Official Site of the Olympic Movement: http://olympic.org
· The Calgary Speed Skating Association: http://calgaryspeedskating.com
· The Olympic Oval: http://www.oval.ucalgary.ca
· Inventors: http://inventors.about.com
· The 1911 Edition Encyclopedia: http://65.1911encyclopedia.org
· The Official Site of the US Olympic Team: http://www.usoc.org
· History of the North American Short Track Championships: http://198.164.154.3/~speedskate/History.htm
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