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To Canada’s military families, past and present.


We have a great game, a great country, and a great empire—if you gentlemen are as great as the possibilities of the O.H.A, if we Canadians are as great as the possibilities of Canada, and if we Britons are as great as the glory of our Empire—the flag of amateurism in your hands will be as safe from harm as the Union Jack was in the hands of your fathers and mine!

—JOHN ROSS ROBERTSON, PRESIDENT, ONTARIO HOCKEY ASSOCIATION, 1905



INTRODUCTION


FACING OFF
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March 14, 1908: Saturday night at the Montreal Arena at the corner of St. Catherine Street and Wood Avenue. Also known as Westmount Arena, the ten-year-old hockey rink with the natural ice and the novel rounded corners is the largest in the country. Along with many hundreds who will stand, 4,500 fans will cram into the rows of hard wooden seats they can soften and warm with rugs available for rent.

Outdoors, it has been a mild, springlike day at the tail end of a soft winter in which the St. Lawrence River has remained open longer than it has for thirty years. Indoors, a battle for the Stanley Cup is about to begin.

The visitors from Toronto step onto the ice amid the polite applause of the spectators. The local papers have reported that this upstart team is a decent aggregation, but no one expects them to beat the home side. Their Montreal Wanderers have successfully dominated hockey’s top tier for the better part of three seasons.

One of the Ontario challengers is well known to—and highly regarded by—the Montreal fans. He is a grizzled veteran pro lining up in the key position of rover. He is flanked, however, by two even better forwards.

At centre stands a young French Canadian who will someday be regarded as one of the greatest competitors of all time. And at left wing is the best player the city of Toronto has yet produced, with both great triumph and tragedy ahead of him. In a moment, the game will start and this handsome young star’s speed and skill will stun the overconfident Montrealers.

The Wanderers are about to have the fight of their lives.

But if the visiting team has been underestimated by Montreal observers, the hockey establishment back home in Toronto holds it in utter contempt. They may resent Montreal, but they detest this club, their own club, even more. Toronto’s leading newspaper has dismissed its Cup aspirations as the delusions of “false alarm hockey statesmen”1 hoping to collect some fast bucks from the gate receipts.

In fact, from its beginnings the club has been the object of disdain and ridicule by the hockey powers in its hometown. Upon its formation in the fall of 1906, the same journal had wishfully mused that “professional hockey in Toronto promises to flourish till the frost comes. Then like other flowers it will fade away and die.”2 When the team lost its first game—an exhibition affair—by a score of 7–0, a rival paper said ticket buyers had only proved there truly was “a sucker born every minute.”3

Things got no better the following season, when the team joined a full-fledged pro league. “All the world is laughing,” declared the powerful Toronto Telegram, “at a so-called professional hockey league that can only get players that real professional leagues don’t want. It’s not a professional league at all. It’s a disqualified amateurs’ league.”4

In fact, the whole league experiment seemed jinxed. For the first game, a team from Berlin (later to be renamed Kitchener) had come to town by train, but the Saturday papers were not even thinking about hockey. They were consumed with the sudden passing of Ned Hanlan at the age of fifty-two. The “Boy in Blue” had been Canada’s first-ever world champion—a rowing prize he captured before 100,000 spectators on the River Thames—and he had been the city’s most beloved athlete for years. “The death of Edward Hanlan removed the most famous oarsman that ever lived,” proclaimed the Globe. “Nor is it likely that any other who comes after him will occupy so large a share of public attention.”5

Things were even worse inside the rink, where a big winter thaw had taken its toll. The Monday papers were far more interested in the playing conditions than the play. The News labelled it “Hockey on Bare Floor” and observed that “by the time play ceased there was not ten yards of solid ice in the rink.”6 The World was no less kind, summing up the match with “The Flying Dutchmen of Berlin proved better mud horses than the Torontos.”7 The team had again lost its season opener by a shutout, this time 3–0. It seemed some local scribes even held them responsible for the weather.

Yet the progress of the organization has proven remarkably steady and swift. Indeed, by the time of its arrival in Montreal less than three months later, it has been able to ice the best hockey team ever to wear a Toronto uniform. Less than a year and a half into its existence, the club has genuine hopes of capturing the Cup, much to the delight of its fans—but only of its fans.

The truth is that in Toronto the hockey bosses are hoping the team will lose the game. They would rather “their” team and Lord Stanley’s mug did not even exist. We know this because they say so—often and loudly.

Who were these Stanley Cup contenders and what happened to them? History has told us they were the original “Toronto Maple Leafs.” In fact, they were never, ever, called by this name.8 They were simply the “Torontos,” sometimes (at times sarcastically) the “Toronto Professionals.” So determined—and successful—would be their naysayers in obliterating their existence that even their name would be long forgotten.

Their opponents are some of the most powerful people in Toronto. They are in the midst of leading one side in the national “Athletic War.” It is an extraordinary chapter in Canada’s social history—a sort of witch hunt against professional sports so intense and so divisive that the country may not enter the coming summer’s Olympics in London, England.

Today, none of this makes any sense, not in a time when Forbes magazine has certified that Toronto boasts the most valuable professional hockey franchise in the world.9

A century ago, however, Toronto was a very different place.



• CHAPTER ONE •


THE OLD ORDER IN HOCKEY’S SECOND CITY


From Good Beginnings to the Osgoodes
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It’s grand to be an Englishman in 1910

King Edward’s on the throne

It’s the age of men1

—“THE LIFE I LEAD,” FROM Mary Poppins

It was the dawn of a new century. The sun, it was said, never set on the British Empire, and Toronto was a burgeoning bit of the Empire’s vast Canadian dominion. Toronto liked to be called the “Queen City,” which was certainly preferable to the pejorative “Hogtown.” The moniker reflected perfectly the self-image and aspiration of its—exclusively WASP and male—civic leaders. As the song from the Disney musical Mary Poppins would so perfectly put it, it was considered a “grand” time to be alive if you were part of the English realm.

There was great optimism in the air. Prime Minister Sir Wilfrid Laurier perhaps best expressed it in 1904, in an address to the Canadian Club in Ottawa: “I think that we can claim that it is Canada that shall fill the twentieth century.”2 Such was the growing confidence across the land.

What links the Toronto of the early 1900s to that of the early 2000s is the experience of change and growth. Though a primitive time by today’s standards, technological progress had been sufficiently bold and rapid that it was unmistakable. Further, such advancement—and the positive social development it would make possible—was keenly anticipated.

Throughout the world, but especially in Canada, the most meaningful developments had occurred in transportation. The steam-engine locomotive had replaced the horse and cart (or winter sleigh) for intercity travel, reducing travel times exponentially. The age of the horse had not been displaced locally, but wealthy citizens could purchase the new motor vehicles, while the many rode bicycles or travelled by electric streetcar for a five-cent piece of silver.

The railways had their communications parallel in the telegraph, by which news could be rapidly transmitted throughout the world’s urban network. A growing array of daily newspapers could then disseminate it within hours rather than days, and to a much wider array of citizens. Toronto had six daily papers: the Globe, Mail and Empire and World in the morning, and the News, Star and Telegram in the evening.3 Citizens of reasonable means now also had their own telegraph parallel, the telephone.

They were good times to be raising a family in the Ontario capital. It was said a woman could be outfitted for twenty-five dollars, a man could get three squares (“breakfast, dinner, tea”) for fifteen cents and a family could buy a home for $1,200. However, with a full-time labourer earning twenty-five cents per hour at best—ten hours a day, six days a week—life for many was not easy. Trade union troubles were growing. Nonetheless, compared to the past, the times were prosperous and generally becoming more so.4

The growing wealth was sparked by the rapid expansion of industry and manufacturing. It was accompanied by the noticeable spread of urbanization and the rising values of city land, along with an increase in the time for and the type of leisure activities. These ranged from high culture to, as one newspaper advertisement read, “Stage always filled with lovely women.”5 However, all activity—except church services—shut down on Sundays.

Recreational activities and sports entertainment were experiencing explosive growth. In 1908 alone, the city’s strict authorities charged 1,200 boys and girls for playing their games on public streets. When not playing, the lads and lasses would follow the exploits of their hockey heroes in the winter and their lacrosse, baseball and football counterparts in the summer. Without television or even radio, newspapers gave detailed sports coverage at every level of competition. Big games would often be reprinted literally play by play.

It was the age of heavyweight champ Jack Johnson and his Canadian adversary, Tommy Burns. Ty Cobb ruled baseball. In track and field, no one was bigger than the country’s own Tom Longboat. Few were the days between scuttlebutt—good or bad—about the Onondaga long-distance runner from the Six Nations reserve near Brantford, Ontario.

Sports took minds off the many challenges and problems those in the growing city faced. Despite the prevailing Protestant moral ethos, alcohol use and abuse were rampant. Major occasions would be marked by energetic celebrations into the night, followed by brawling till the early morning. At the same time, there was an obsessive concern about personal health. Every newspaper of the time was overloaded with potential remedies for infirmities of all varieties.6

While basic services were improving, unreliable water quality, infestations of rats and the pollution caused by the widespread use of coal were commonplace. This was especially true for the poor. Toronto was not known for its poverty, but slums, squalor and desperate privation were certainly to be found if one looked. Divorce was exceedingly rare, but spousal abandonment was not.

Nothing like the government payments and social services of our age existed. Active benevolent work was undertaken by extended families, neighbourhood interests and, especially, religious institutions. These were particularly important in Toronto’s central “foreign district”—the poor areas that already contained 7,000 Italians and 22,000 “Hebrews” according to the census of 1911.7

Crime was also regularly reported, although one does not get the sense it was top of mind. This changed with the spread of the automobile. In the years leading up to the Great War that began in 1914, the escalating numbers of pedestrian injuries involving cars became a major issue. It was yet another sign of the changing times. Only a few years earlier, Edouard Cyrille “Newsy” Lalonde, the famous Cornwall athlete (and future Toronto Professional), had been robbed by bandits while driving his horse and buggy on an Ontario country road.

All told, the problems of the era were notably lower in profile than the bold new ventures, emerging corporate empires and ambitious civic projects that were taking shape. The business district was growing rapidly, moving up Yonge Street beyond its traditional northern limit at College. Two-thirds of the roads of “Muddy York” were now paved, and electric lighting was soon to appear above them. The affluent had already established summer homes in Muskoka.
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Toronto in the early twentieth century covered only a fraction of its present-day territory.



More than anything, Toronto was growing. From 1901 to 1911, Canada expanded from five million–plus inhabitants to just over seven million. The city, absorbing its growing suburbs, climbed from some 200,000 souls to around 375,000. By way of comparison, Toronto’s closest provincial rivals, Ottawa and Hamilton, would barely cross the 80,000 mark by the end of the decade. There was already no doubt as to where the power lay in the new country’s largest province.

A “new” country it was. The Confederation that brought together the colonies of Canada West (Ontario), Canada East (Quebec), Nova Scotia and New Brunswick in 1867 had since added Manitoba, British Columbia, Prince Edward Island and the immense lands that would later make up the Prairie provinces and northern territories. The Dominion now stretched a mari usque ad mare, from coast to coast (to coast), and was the world’s second-largest country, next only to sprawling Russia. And yet, still commonly heard was the terminology of pre-Confederation days: the “West” meaning Ontario, the “East” being Quebec. The Atlantic realms and the provinces and territories of the vast Northwest—increasingly stocked by people neither British nor French—seemed still somewhat beyond the everyday “national” consciousness of central Canadians.

Canada then had only two cities of national significance, Montreal and Toronto. Of these, Montreal was clearly both the larger and more dominant in numbers and influence. It had grown earlier and its economy was more diverse. Although Toronto was beginning to make gains, it still trailed the Quebec metropolis by a good hundred thousand.

Montreal was not, however, merely bigger and more powerful than Toronto. It was a decidedly different place. Whereas Toronto was dominated by its “British” character, Montreal was defined by its cultural diversity. “Us, them and the Irish” was the city’s reality, a reality marked not so much by hostility as by “much indifference and ignorance.”8

Montreal had its class distinctions, but these were much less ethnically based than modern mythology suggests. It is true that the business elite was largely Anglophone, living in brownstone mansions on Dorchester Boulevard and Sherbrooke Street. However, there was also a new class emerging between the rich on the Mountain and the poverty-stricken closer to the river, a middle stratum “composed of both French Canadians and Anglo-Canadians.”9

The other difference in Montreal was its palpably more flexible character. Whether this was a consequence of the accommodations of cultural difference is hard to say, but Quebec’s urban centre seemed a less rigid place than its Ontario counterpart. Ironically, this made it more in line with the contemporary mores of the Mother Country. There, the fashionable, adventurous and sometimes scandalous Edward VII, who had ascended to the throne in January 1901 upon the death of Queen Victoria, was defining a new age.

In Toronto, however, to be British still meant to stand for the stern and solid moralism of Edward’s late mother. She had ruled for nearly sixty-four years, from 1837 on, and her rigid personality and values had wielded as much influence in the world as had her army and navy. Toronto did not call itself the Queen City for nothing. Victorian morals continued to reign supreme and had begun to morph into a phenomenon called the “social purity” movement.
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Queen Street in the Queen City, 1901.



This movement believed that a systematic, “scientific” approach to moral education could expunge social problems and vices. Ontario was a beachhead for the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, which had started up in Ohio in the 1850s. Drinking men were advised by doctors to switch their drink of choice, as there would be “fewer criminals with pure milk.” Many Ontario schools had their young men assemble each day to say, “Jesus Christ and Canada expect me to be an A.1 boy.” So pronounced was the trend in English Canada that youngsters were regularly warned to avoid “the leprosy of vice.”10 This puritanical culture was to have a profound influence in the area of sport.

The cultural differences between the two cities served only to underscore Toronto’s restlessness with its second-place status. Reading the journals and debates of the period, one is soon struck by the city’s sense of its inevitable and rightful rise to power in the new Dominion. The idea that Montreal had a birthright to Canadian leadership—so obvious to that city’s older establishment—was not accepted in the Queen City. A British Canada, Toronto believed, needed the unequivocal British leadership that only it could provide.
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Toronto’s status as the second city of hockey is embedded in this period of history—the period during which the modern sport first developed. Kingston, Halifax (or, more precisely, Windsor, Nova Scotia) and many other Canadian sites have staked claims as the birthplace of hockey. In fact, stick-and-ball games on ice can be traced back centuries to different parts of northern Europe. Field hockey’s ancestors are even older. Aboriginal Canadians probably had similar rudimentary pastimes. There is little doubt, however, that ice hockey as an organized endeavour traces its evolution from Montreal, then the only centre truly capable of defining a new national sport.

Montreal was the location of ice hockey’s first formal game (1875), its first published rules (1877), its first official club (1877), its first major tournament (1883), its first intercity league (1886) and its first national champion (1893).11 That occurred when the reigning governor general, Lord Frederick Stanley of Preston, presented his famous Cup, and a five-team league—three of which were from Montreal—settled on its winner.12 For much of this time, hockey as an organized sport had been marginal and largely unknown in Toronto.

Hockey’s slower emergence in the Ontario capital was not an accident of history. While there are early accounts of boys playing shinny on Toronto’s frozen harbour and ponds, the city had natural disadvantages. Its winters are significantly milder than Montreal’s and given to much more frequent thaws. This was a serious impediment to the development of the sport before the arrival of artificial ice.

Yet Toronto, as an important city in its own right, had a vibrant sporting life. The local papers of the era are replete with articles on winter activities of all kinds. There was skating, snowshoeing, tobogganing, ice yachting, boxing, fencing, pedestrianism (walking races), indoor baseball, billiards, shooting, checkers, card games, dog shows and, most important of all, curling. Yet, until well into the 1880s, little mention is made of hockey in the local newspapers of the day. One then finds only the odd brief report of some contest before a large gathering in Montreal.

As the decade of the 1880s progressed, however, hockey was beginning to firmly entrench itself beyond Montreal. It first settled into Montreal’s hinterland in Quebec and eastern Ontario. Each place hockey arrived, interest would quickly escalate. Canada needed a sport that would speak to its winter soul the way lacrosse had captured its summer heart. It was only a matter of time before hockey would find its way to Toronto.

The introduction of the modern game to the Queen City is credited to Tom Paton, goalkeeper of the Montreal Wheelers. The house team of the Montreal Amateur Athletic Association (MAAA) was soon to become elite hockey’s first dynasty. On a trip to the city in the winter of 1887, Paton found Torontonians oblivious to the rage sweeping the East. He decided to order a bunch of sticks and pucks from Montreal, and then organized practices among associates in Toronto. It being the end of the season, these efforts seemed to come to naught as the spring thaw arrived—but the seed had been planted.

The following winter, some of these athletic gentlemen would proceed to organize a hockey team out of the Caledonian Curling Club. About the same time, others started one at the Granite Curling Club. And, on February 16, 1888, the Granites hosted and beat the Caledonians 4–1 in Toronto’s first official hockey match.

For the two clubs, at least, this was a watershed. The Granites had taken the first step in a storied journey through hockey history. The Caledonians vanished from the scene early, leaving but one important mark. Their rink on Mutual Street would become the city’s premier hockey venue for many years to come.

Most students of the Toronto Maple Leafs, or of National Hockey League history in general, know that the team’s first home was the Arena Gardens, a.k.a. the Mutual Street Arena. Less well remembered is that Mutual Street was itself the site of an even earlier rink. In fact, it was twice the site of natural-ice facilities before the arrival of the artificial variety.

The first mention of a rink on the west side of Mutual between Shuter and Cruickshank (later Dundas Street) can be traced to 1874. On that date the land belonged to John Willoughby Crawford, the lieutenant governor of Ontario, and would soon pass to his widow, Helen. The following year, the outdoor facility was formally christened by the Caledonians.

On December 10, 1885, a permanent indoor structure replaced the open ice sheet. One week later, to the music of the Royal Grenadiers band, patrons attended a “grand fancy dress carnival” to officially inaugurate the state-of-the-art “New Caledonian Rink.”13 The club would continue to open its ice to the paying public six days a week for curling and skating. The “Mutual Street Rink,” as it quickly became known, had clearly not been intended for hockey; nevertheless, in the years that followed it established itself as the city’s leading site for sport and trade exhibitions of all kinds.

Despite its official birth in the winter of 1888, Toronto hockey would remain an infant orphan for a couple more years. Little subsequent activity appears to have occurred during either that or the following season. Teams seem to have been loosely formed and games organized just as informally. The country’s top league, the Montreal-based Amateur Hockey Association of Canada (AHAC), tried to contact clubs in the Toronto area in the fall of 1888, but heard nothing back. The Queen City just did not seem all that interested.

The seminal moment for Toronto hockey would not come until the 1889–90 season, and the visit of Ottawa’s Rideau Rebels.
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There may never have been a less appropriately nicknamed team than the Rebels. Officially the Vice-Regal and Parliamentary Hockey Club, it consisted of members and officials from both houses of Parliament as well as representatives of Rideau Hall. Among its players were some of Lord Stanley’s children; future Cup trustee Philip Dansken Ross; and James George Aylwin Creighton, the man behind Montreal’s first organized hockey match back in 1875.
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Ottawa Rebels (1888–89). Based at Rideau Hall, this club was one of the most influential in the early development of Canada’s national winter sport. Standing: C. Wingfield, A. Stanley, L. Power, H. Ward, J. Lemoine. Seated: E. Stanley, J. Creighton, A. MacMahon, J. Barron, H. Hawkes.



The Rebels initially belonged to no league, sought no championships and played only exhibition matches. Sporting plain crimson sweaters with white accessories, the club existed to promote the new game across the young country. Through it the members, including Stanley sons Edward, Victor and Arthur,14 demonstrated both a deep commitment to the sport of hockey and a wider sense of nation-building.

The prospective visit of the Rebels seems to have spurred hockey activity and organization in Toronto that season. Genuine excitement built as the famous team approached the city in the governor general’s private rail car. For the very first time, real hockey passion was sweeping Ontario’s capital.

“The visit of the Parliamentary and Viceregal hockey team of Ottawa to Toronto has been looked forward to with great interest for some time,” reported the Daily Mail. “Hockey is one of the most popular winter games in Ottawa, Montreal, Quebec, and other eastern cities, while in Toronto the game has not been extensively played.”15 It declared that the game “is somewhat like lacrosse, but far quicker, and the excitement is at fever heat all the time.”16

The sport, at this time, was but a distant relative of the game Canadians would come to worship. It was played on natural ice by seven a side, rather than today’s six. Teams carried no more than two spares. The participants wore skates that involved a leather boot and rudimentary blades: the Starr Manufacturing Company of Dartmouth, Nova Scotia, a major skate manufacturer, sold “Silver King” hockey blades—early tubes—for $10 a pair. It also carried sticks carved from a single piece of wood.

The skaters wore no special protective equipment apart from short, simple shin pads (with no knee protection) and padded “gauntlet” gloves that could be purchased at Eaton’s for $1.75 a pair. Goalies wore cricket pads and were not allowed to drop down to stop or smother the puck. There was no forward passing. Players could carry the puck—in the earliest years, a round wooden disc, by the mid-1890s made of vulcanized rubber—up the ice and past checkers only by using a series of lateral passes. More often, they would simply backhand the puck high down the ice and then pursue it. There was no such thing as a slap shot.

The Vice-Regals had arranged two games with local sports clubs, and big crowds were expected for both. The visitors received a huge ovation as they stepped onto Toronto ice that afternoon of February 8, 1890. The presence of Arthur Stanley added considerable enthusiasm to the proceedings.

The Rebels were coming off a 4–3 victory over the Lindsay club the previous evening. Alas, their schedule was a tad intense for a group of middle-aged men. Despite quickly taking a lead of 5–0, they barely held on to beat the Granites 5–4. “The excitement towards the close was intense,” reported the Mail, “as the home team were having the best of the play and were making strenuous efforts to equalize, which, however, they failed to do.”17

That night, playing their third game in twenty-four hours, the Ottawa club lost 4–1 to the Toronto St. Georges at the Victoria rink. The two teams played “before a very large and fashionable attendance, who took great interest in the game, applauding the good play of the visitors and local men alike.” Ice conditions were superb, and though the Rebels were clearly exhausted from so much hockey, the play was described as “excellent.” The newspaper account was long and detailed, describing the play lavishly for those who had not attended. Young Stanley made “a clever shot for goal” that was stopped by St. Georges’ point F. W. Jackson. Rush after rush is described: tides turned, shots were taken, all while “the applause was deafening, the fair sex heartily joining in.”18

The games had been exciting—full of skating, passing, scoring, checking and even a bit of fighting. The club attended a couple of banquets before heading back to Ottawa the following evening, but they left behind a city transformed. Winter would never again be the same in Toronto. Soon the Granites and the St. Georges, along with the Victorias and the New Forts (from the local infantry school), were organizing a tournament for a loosely defined Toronto championship. Out-of-town dates were also being arranged. And teams of all kinds—institutional, commercial, church, school, ethnic, women’s—would begin to appear.

Toronto was following the same pattern of development in its early hockey scene as had occurred elsewhere, particularly in Montreal and Ottawa, where the game was already well entrenched. This was the opposite of how an established sport grows. Today, it is the hockey league or association that is first established. The league creates franchises and schedules, and only later do its teams enter into competitions with outside entities. In the early days, however, clubs were organized first, and independently, with no overriding agency governing the structure of teams or players.

Typically, the first hockey clubs were established by existing institutions. In Toronto and elsewhere, the leading organizations were the athletic clubs. Teams were also started by the athletic branches of colleges and government organizations (particularly such institutions as police and fire departments and the military). Commercial entities as well were an important source of hockey clubs. In Toronto, the chartered banks produced some of the earliest and highest-quality teams.

Once hockey clubs came into existence, they would seek to arrange games. These “challenges” would grow to multi-team affairs and lead to the creation of tournaments. The final organizational step would be the creation of a league with an annual schedule.

By the end of the 1889–90 season, the preconditions for the founding of a hockey league had been met. This was not just true in Toronto; thanks in part to the work of the Rideau Rebels, it was also the case throughout much of southern Ontario.

Thus, on November 27, 1890, the “Hockey Association of Ontario” was established at Toronto’s Queen’s Hotel. Here again, the influence of the Rebels club was critical. Among the sixteen mainly middle-aged gentlemen who attended the founding meeting were the Honourable Arthur Stanley and Lindsay’s John Augustus Barron, MP, the Rideau captain and chair of the meeting.19 The governor general, Lord Stanley, had agreed to be honorary patron.

The Ontario Hockey Association, or OHA, as it quickly came to be known, set out to establish much-needed order among the province’s emerging hockey scene. This order, however, would reflect the exclusively British, bourgeois character of these Ontario organizers, and from the outset it had a distinctly puritanical and authoritarian streak. The first item of business, not surprisingly, dealt with the issue of rough play. Barron, speaking as chair, noted that the Vice-Regals had found Toronto hockey—then largely unconnected to the rest of the shinny world—tending to the violent side.

Others had made similar observations. The impression given is of something like lacrosse on ice. Toronto the Good was troubled, as the Mail stiffly observed in its report of the Rebels–Granites contest: “It is greatly to be regretted that in a game between amateur teams some players should so forget themselves before such a number of spectators, a good proportion of whom on the occasion referred to being ladies, as to indulge in fisticuffs.”20 The OHA was not out just to establish a schedule. It would make sure that Ontario hockey was “clean” hockey.

Under the guidance of the OHA, hockey boomed throughout the province. The OHA ran senior, intermediate and junior series touching virtually every corner of the province. By its 1898 annual meeting, it had expanded from thirteen clubs to forty-two, accounting for fifty-four teams, and was growing rapidly. Only a decade after its first game, it could be said that “Toronto has more hockey clubs than it has any other kinds of athletic organizations.”21

Besides numerous clubs in all three provincial divisions, Toronto possessed an array of hockey associations that fed into the OHA system. These included the Toronto Church Boys Brigade Hockey League, the Toronto Junior Hockey League and the Toronto Lacrosse Hockey League, founded by lacrosse clubs to give themselves a winter activity. At the top of the totem pole was the Toronto Bank Hockey League, a high-calibre senior circuit with an on-again, off-again relationship to the OHA.

In the Ontario Association itself there had been six Toronto clubs among the thirteen founding members. The first to emerge from the pack was Osgoode Hall. In 1893–94, the famous law school became the city’s first senior provincial champion. However, the achievement was marred by controversy. Indeed, the first Osgoode title would highlight the first of the two recurring themes that underlay virtually every OHA controversy: an alleged Toronto bias.

The groundwork for the trouble was laid at the OHA annual meeting in December 1893. Toronto delegates won virtually every position on the executive, leading the Hamilton Times to label it the “Toronto Hoggy Association”22—a shot at the Queen City’s derogatory nickname of Hogtown. The proverbial stuff hit the fan, however, when the executive ordered that the OHA senior final be played at the Mutual Street rink on February 28.

For the Ottawa Hockey Club, this was the final outrage. Now the reigning Ontario champions for three seasons, it believed it had earned the right to host the final. Going to Toronto would not only mean additional travel expense, but a higher risk that the ice would be poor at season’s end. Before their semifinal against Queen’s University, the Ottawas pulled out of the competition. Even in Kingston, public opinion was on their side.
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Osgoode Hall Law School produced Toronto’s first provincial senior champion. Yet, despite winning the OHA title twice, the Osgoodes never did get a shot at the Stanley Cup.



The Ottawa–OHA spat got ugly. After Osgoode defeated Queen’s on slushy ice to win the championship, the Ottawas refused to return the OHA’s Cosby Cup. They claimed that, as three-time winners, they were taking permanent possession of the trophy—a common sports tradition of the era. Only after Major A. Morgan Cosby himself refuted that interpretation—and the Ottawa club received lawyer’s letters—did the former champs relent.

The motives of the OHA in this dispute remain unclear. Perhaps Toronto interests did not want a far superior and far-off club. Perhaps they were tired of scheduling around Ottawa’s dual membership in the OHA and AHAC. In any case, Ottawa was gone from the Ontario league forever. Henceforth they would play exclusively in the Quebec association.

Of course, by 1894 the OHA championship was no longer the highest prize to which an Ontario team could aspire. The “Dominion Hockey Challenge Cup from Stanley of Preston,” almost immediately known as the Stanley Cup, now embodied national supremacy, as far as Canadian hockey fans were concerned. And the Toronto Osgoodes wanted their shot. This time, however, a scheduling controversy would work against the provincial capital.

The Cup trustees, P. D. Ross and Sheriff John Sweetland, both of Ottawa, had decided that the league holding the trophy would first settle its own title and then accept challenges. Unfortunately, the AHAC regular season that year resulted in a four-way tie, which led to protracted negotiations between the clubs, followed by a lengthy period of playoffs. Accommodating the OHA was the least of the AHAC’s concerns.

The defending champion Montreal Wheelers were eventually victorious. But by the time they clinched, on March 22, the chances of playable ice for a Cup final, even in Montreal, were remote. Osgoode Hall, now out of practice, let its challenge to the MAAA quietly pass.

The Toronto Osgoodes remained a serious OHA contender for the next several years. After the departure of the Ottawa Hockey Club, however, the next OHA dynasty fell to Queen’s University. The Kingston club won the senior title in four of the next five years. The one exception was 1897–98, when the “Legalites” again beat Queen’s to take the title. For whatever reason, Osgoode made no attempt to challenge for the Dominion championship and quietly vanished from the Stanley Cup scene.
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The year of the Toronto Osgoodes’ second senior title coincided with a big battle over the second of the OHA’s recurring themes of controversy: the definition of an “amateur.” When the founders of the OHA spoke of “clean” hockey, they meant far more than an absence of rough play; they also had in mind a moral philosophy of athletics. That philosophy was “amateurism”—and the term then meant much more than not paying athletes.

Amateurism embraced the belief that sport for its own sake, not for money, was the root of all virtue in athletics. Indeed, professionalism in athletics was believed to be the source of all vice. Without money, sport was regarded as a noble calling in which the young man nurtured heroic qualities—endurance, courage, self-sacrifice for the team—all to attain the glory of the championship. Once paid, the athlete was labelled socially disreputable, morally deviant and, as we shall see, even disloyal to the nation. The belief was simply that, once professionalized, athletics were no longer “sport” at all, but simply the worst kind of illicit moneygrubbing.

Today, such a stark dichotomy may strike the reader as almost unbelievable. It is, however, exactly how hard-line amateur advocates saw the world. Indeed, a significant element of society was determined to destroy the career—on and off the ice—of any young athlete who accepted money to play sports.
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This article highlights the social discrimination to which the professional athlete was subjected a century ago. Such attitudes were already becoming controversial.



An account of the plight of young John P. “Jack” Carmichael, which appeared in the Toronto News on February 2, 1901 (with his name misspelled), illustrates perfectly the disgrace in which some held paid athletes. Carmichael’s previous hockey friends refused to be on the same ice surface with the “now notorious professional” and a prospective employer denied him “a lucrative position.” His crime? He is reputed to have accepted a small fee for playing a game “gentlemen” played only for sport and fun.

In the eyes of the amateur sporting authorities of the day, to be professional warranted a lifetime ban. One would be barred not just from the sport in question, but from any sanctioned athletic activity and all associated social circles. And a professional was not merely someone who accepted pay for play; it included anyone who ever played with or against a professional. So serious was the charge of professionalism that, contrary to British legal traditions, the accused was required to prove his innocence.

The reality is that the argument over professionalism in sport was one of the great moral debates of the era throughout the Anglo-American world. The paying of athletes in those days has been compared with the use of performance-enhancing drugs today. The key difference is that the latter is almost universally condemned—at least where such drugs are intentionally employed. Conversely, the question of professionalism a century ago created deep social divisions.

Why amateur advocates believed these things so passionately—indeed, fanatically—is now rather hard to explain. Suffice it to say that “respectable” sports in Great Britain had long been the preserve of “gentlemen” who neither needed nor sought remuneration. There were clear class distinctions when it came to sporting activities. “Gentlemen” were, of course, amateurs. “Professionals” were, for all intents and purposes, “undesirables.”23

Amateurism had its roots in the noncommercial society of the aristocracy. The nobility had established elite recreations as an offshoot of military training. In an evolving United Kingdom, the ascendant bourgeoisie gradually assumed aspects of this athletic culture. It also developed the exclusive sports clubs, with a proscription on pay gradually replacing explicit class criteria.24

Amateurism also dovetailed with the dominant Christian thinking of the period. The idea that “play” could be “work” seemed nonsensical to the values of both industrious Protestantism and otherworldly Catholicism. Play was for boys; work was for men. Athletics could not be seen as an occupation. Rather, its social utility was viewed as restricted to the development of the young.25

The most robust manifestation of such ideas in the Victorian era was the concept of “muscular Christianity.” While the idea could be traced back to the apostle Paul, it was the contemporary writings of such authors as Thomas Hughes in England and Ralph Connor in Canada that re-energized the thinking. Hughes’s Tom Brown’s School Days, published in 1857, was hugely popular for decades.

The simple story portrayed the friendship between two youngsters, Tom and Arthur, and their development as God-fearing, decent young men who were as diligent with their nightly prayers as they were as fair-playing, determined teammates on the cricket pitch or rugby field. As true “gentlemen,” the notion of playing any game for rewards other than health, fitness and friendship would have appalled them.
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Hockey on Ottawa’s Rideau Canal, Christmas 1901.



It was believed that such athletic activity, by instilling the values of toughness and teamwork in young men, would engender a dedication to wider civic responsibilities. As in aristocratic times, this would include both the fitness and the willingness to participate in military service. Robert Baden-Powell’s scouting movement famously began as an exercise in such training, building up the manhood of young boys through the teaching of noncombat skills that could be applied to battlefield situations. Lord Baden-Powell had been influenced by the writings of Canadian author and naturalist Ernest Thompson Seton, himself a firm believer in muscular Christianity.

Amateurism in Canada had experienced some unique frontier twists. Although the country never had an aristocratic “leisure class,” its first amateur codes did contain the old-world restrictions against labourers. To these it added barriers based on race and ethnicity. Often cited is the 1873 rule of the Montreal Pedestrian Club, one of the country’s earliest definitions of an amateur: “One who has never competed in any open competition or for public money, or for admission money, or with professionals for a prize, public money or admission money, nor has ever, at any period of his life taught or assisted in the pursuit of athletic exercises as a means of livelihood, or is a labourer or an Indian.”26

As in Britain, Canadian amateurism by the end of the nineteenth century had come to be defined by the absence of pay rather than the absence of social standing. What remained incontrovertible, however, was that amateurism by its nature was rooted in an agenda of social exclusion. The “amateur” was never himself defined; he was only what he was “not.” The amateur was not the “professional”—that is, not one who possessed professional characteristics or engaged in professional behaviours. Exclusion was thus the essence of all amateur definitions.

In its defence—although such rationalizations are difficult—this aversion to professionalism also had a basis in historical experience. “Professional” sports had their origin in the culture of the working-class tavern and the travelling show, realities that had likewise been brought from the Mother Country. Sports as business had thus long been associated with things like bare-knuckle fisticuffs, cockfighting and “hippodroming.” The last were barnstorming tours of the countryside exhibiting “supposedly authentic athletic contests engaged in solely as a means of making money and drawing a large gate.”27 Usually such “contests” involved horses, but also team sports and fighters, and are considered to be the precursor to professional wrestling.

This early “pro” athletic culture was not pretty. Promoters and their clients did often engage in cheating, rigging, intimidation, violence, hooliganism, gambling and even less savoury activities. Most shockingly, they did not hesitate to desecrate the Sabbath, an affront that was particularly unacceptable to those who lived in and believed in “Toronto the Good.” To the social establishment—the bourgeois leaders who were establishing the various forms of modern, organized, “scientific” sport—all such behaviour was ultimately attributable to the very nature of “professionalism” itself.

Of course, amateur definitions were in practice self-fulfilling. Those denied “respectable” sponsorship and status in all sports as “professionals” were relegated to disreputable activity and standing. Further, it was argued even at the time, the prohibition on pay was just a thin veneer covering deeper issues of class and racism. Athletes who most required pay were those who tended to come from underprivileged or ethnic backgrounds.

Yet one should not underestimate the degree to which amateurism had consciously evolved from a social system to a moral one. By the time the OHA arrived, it was personal character, not personal characteristics, that had become the focus. Amateurism’s avowed goal was now to evangelize its values to all. Indeed, as long as one did not accept money, OHA hockey was widely accessible to the population. But being paid to play the sport was viewed as little more than a form of prostitution.

In reality, when the OHA was founded, professionalism in serious athletics was exceedingly rare in the young Dominion. International champion rower Edward “Ned” Hanlan—by far the most famous Canadian of his era—would be the notable exception. It was virtually unknown in team sports outside of the American importation of baseball. Hockey in 1890, though on the cusp of its explosive growth, could certainly not have then supported a pro athlete.

This did not stop the league from defending the faith with zeal. As hockey’s following grew and its competitions intensified, the OHA became ever more vigilant against any taint of professionalism. One manifestation was an ever-stricter residency rule, designed to weed out suspicious player movements. Then, at its annual meeting of 1897, the association unanimously adopted the notorious “reverse onus” rule—in a stark reversal of the principles of British justice, anyone accused of professionalism was presumed guilty.

The rule would soon be tested. As the 1897–98 season began, there were rampant rumours of professionalism around the hockey clubs of southwestern Ontario. The Berlin (now Kitchener) Hockey Club was favoured to repeat as the league’s intermediate champion. After a big win over rival Waterloo, city mayor and club manager Oscar Rumpel presented the boys with $10 gold coins in the dressing room.

There would have been no problem if the gifts had been, say, gold watches or gold rings. With these souvenirs in the form of currency, however, the OHA stepped in and accused the club of engaging in remuneration. The team was thus expelled for professionalism—even though the coins had been returned.

The OHA was not finished there. Waterloo was thrown out next. Accusations had surfaced that star forward Joseph “Grindy” Forrester had once competed in a bicycle race for cash prizes. While no one suggested Forrester had taken any money, he was judged unable to convincingly “prove” his innocence.

Most of the Berlin and Waterloo players were eventually reinstated by the OHA, but by then the season was over. It was to be the beginning of a history of strained relations between the provincial association and the leading cities of the region. The controversy would also give rise to two of the most interesting builders in hockey’s long history.

One of these was John Liddell MacDonald Gibson. “Jack” Gibson was the star defenceman of the Berlin team. Exiled by the OHA, he would wander outside its jurisdiction and eventually, in the United States rather than Canada, become widely known as the “father of professional hockey.”

The other man is perhaps the most powerful, charitable, tyrannical and enigmatic figure in the history of the sport. Drawn by the OHA’s demonstrated commitment to amateurism, he would take its crusade to a level that would divide not only the hockey world, but the country itself.

His name was John Ross Robertson.



• CHAPTER TWO •


THE RISE OF “THE PAPER TYRANT”

All Is Well Under the Wellingtons
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The Ontario Hockey Association is a patriotic organization, not in name exactly, but in nature most assuredly. A force we stand for is fair play in sport, and sport is one of the elements in the work of building up the character of a young nation. . . . We have tried to live up to the ideals which are part of our birthright as Canadian sons of the greatest of countries, and as British citizens of the grandest of empires.1

—JOHN ROSS ROBERTSON

More than a half century after his passing, his biography was published under the title The Paper Tyrant—words that would suggest his power and influence, yet only hint at the breadth of John Ross Robertson’s reach.2 His was a life of great adventure—at one point he was even imprisoned by Louis Riel during the Red River Rebellion. Robertson found enormous financial success as a Toronto newspaper publisher, became a philanthropist of the first order and, not least of all, was for many years the aspiring hockey professional’s worst enemy.

Robertson’s reputation as a puritanical tyrant has had great lasting power. In a 2012 episode of the popular Canadian television series Murdoch Mysteries the long-ago head of the Ontario Hockey Association is portrayed as a central figure in an episode entitled “Murdoch Night in Canada” that involved the fictionalized death of a star Toronto hockey player. “This game is being taken over by rogues and capitalists, Mr. Murdoch,” Robertson, played by actor Guy Bannerman, complains at one point. “I’m doing all within my power to stop it.”3 The hockey murder and dialogue might have been made up, but John Ross Robertson was very, very real.

Robertson was the founder of the Toronto Telegram, which by the end of the nineteenth century was the country’s most powerful newspaper. He was also an ardent British imperialist who distrusted the involvement of the United Kingdom in Canada’s affairs; an antiracist, antislavery advocate who regularly employed racial slurs and railed against French Canadians and the Catholic Church; a staunch Tory who consistently opposed the Conservative Party; a strict disciplinarian who indulged his children to their ruin; a figure popular and respected, yet authoritarian and controversial. John Ross Robertson was nothing if not complex.

The dichotomies of his life seem endless. He ran for Parliament demanding sweeping change, won spectacularly and then chose not to pursue his political career. He established the Telegram as a leading publication, yet sowed the seeds for its eventual demise after his own passing. He had a high opinion of his own social standing, but would later turn down both a British knighthood and a Canadian Senate seat.

Robertson had a large head, expanded by fleshy jowls and a beard worn in variations of the style made popular by U.S. president Abraham Lincoln. This, along with deep-set eyes under forbidding brows and an overbearing, powerful personality, may have made him seem larger than life. Contemporaries described him as standing six feet, tall for the age, yet his own grandson, John Gilbee Robertson, described him as “short and pudgy.” And while Toronto charities, particularly the Children’s Hospital, heaped praise upon Robertson for his generosity and for such touching contributions as his willingness to dress up as Santa Claus, the grandson had a decidedly different impression: “I did not like the son of a bitch.”4

Yet there was one thing on which Robertson was not complicated: he was opposed to professionalism in all sports, but particularly in the one he loved the most: hockey. As he succinctly put it: “There can never be the shadow of a justification for professionalism in hockey.”5 He would live every breathing moment of his six-year tenure as president of the Ontario Hockey Association as if his very existence depended on that principle. He was “the embodiment of the OHA’s iron fist.”6

There can be little doubt that John Ross Robertson’s devotion to amateurism was bred at Upper Canada College, the country’s leading private school. There, as a sixteen-year-old in 1857, he founded Canada’s first student newspaper, the College Times, leading to a confrontation with the institution’s authorities. He had nevertheless fully absorbed their doctrine. As he proclaimed at his first address to the OHA in 1898: “Sport should be pursued for its own sake; for when professionalism begins true sport ends.”7

After his school experience with the College Times—and also with a satirical magazine he called The Grumbler—Robertson became a journalist, first working for the Globe, then trying to found his own newspaper, the Daily Telegraph, which failed. He was twenty-eight years old when he found himself sent to the Northwest Territories to cover the Riel uprising. His reports were more graphic than the staid, impersonal accounts that were traditional in the Globe. It was this style he later brought to the Telegram, which he founded in 1876 and which soon became a pre-eminent journal in the city and the country. The Telegram was staunchly Orange—this zealous devotion to all causes Protestant perhaps having something to do with Riel’s treatment of the young reporter. At his death he was said to have marched in fifty-three Twelfth of July Orange parades.8

A man of prodigious energy, he was politician, publisher, philanthropist and hockey head all at the same time—and still it did not use up all his available time. His restlessness could be seen in his fingernails, which his second wife, Jessie, insisted he stop biting. Robertson’s “crusty benevolence”9 was by no means limited to hockey, where he was exceedingly generous with both his time and his money. He was Toronto’s most renowned early historian and archivist, leaving his collection to the city’s library system. Most significantly, his dedication to helping the young almost single-handedly created the Hospital for Sick Children, an organization to which he bequeathed a considerable endowment.

In 1890 he became grand master of the Grand Masonic Lodge of Canada West and, in a single year, travelled 10,000 miles in order to pay visits to some 130 lodges. “Wincing most of the way,” biographer Ron Poulton wrote. “His lumbago was particularly bad the day he hired a boy on skates to haul him in a sleigh across Rice Lake to visit some lodge brothers in Keene.”10

Although Robertson had his detractors at the time, admirers were much more numerous. In 1896, with Toronto in an uproar over a series of unpopular concessions to the Catholic Church and the French language, he succumbed to public pressure to run for Parliament in East Toronto. Robertson aligned himself loosely with the small but radical McCarthyite League, made up of followers of D’Alton McCarthy, a one-time Conservative cabinet minister who had broken with the party over French-language issues and reform of protective tariffs. Presenting himself as an “Independent Conservative,” the Orangeman was swept to office—very rare for a third-party candidate in that era. He would later become one of very few Canadians to turn down both a knighthood and a senatorship.

His leadership skills were also much admired by the Toronto hockey community. Robertson had already been involved in the sport for some time when he attended the OHA’s annual meeting in 1898. Robertson’s son, J. S. Robertson, better known as “Cully,” was a great sports fan and already on the OHA executive. Apparently impressed by its controversial defence of amateur principles the previous season, J.R. presented the association with a stunning new championship trophy, the John Ross Robertson Cup, and delivered “delightfully smart”11 remarks that brought the house down. History then records that at the next meeting, in 1899, he was by acclamation “persuaded to accept the position of President.”12

Robertson’s well-known opinions were happily embraced by his fellow members of the executive. As he succinctly put it at one annual meeting: “Hockey as a recreation is all right, but hockey as a business is all wrong.”13
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The new president, however, did bring a new dimension to amateur advocacy: Canadian nationalism. Put simply, according to Robertson’s followers, to advance professionalism was to undermine the country itself. To be clear, this perspective was based on a national identity then firmly defined within a much different context from today. To his contemporary OHA audiences, their president’s message would have been clear: Canada, as an outpost of the traditions of the British Empire, had to stand on guard against the encroachment of the values of the American Republic.

The idea that there was a patriotic cause here was not as far-fetched as it may seem now. The bourgeois establishments of Canada and the United States saw the world quite differently. Much of this country’s contemporary elite—particularly old-line Tories like Robertson—were the conscious heirs to a long evolution of British practices and traditions that, they believed, had created the greatest and most enlightened power in history: the British Empire. They saw U.S. society as inherently chaotic and their American counterparts as the offspring of rootless—and potentially dangerous—revolutionaries.

Robertson and his colleagues felt more imminently threatened by the United States than do the anti-Americans of today. Indeed, our concerns at their worst would be minor compared to the sovereignty worries of those years. Although Canadian–American relations had improved considerably over the decades, the two countries were not then bound in alliance. Robertson’s cohorts had witnessed frequent periods of grave tension between the two countries. They might have known men who had lived and fought during the War of 1812; they certainly knew those who had lived through the American Civil War. “Muscular Christianity” was to them no mere theoretical concept. Developing young Canadian boys into tough men who could defend British North America against the possibility of U.S. invasion was a national imperative. In fact, Lord Stanley’s patronage of hockey was motivated, in significant part, by precisely this line of thought.14

The OHA leaders could also look across the Great Lakes—at states like Pennsylvania and later Michigan—and see the corruption of their country’s beloved national winter sport by professionalism. There, hockey players had been more or less openly paid for some time—with hardly the slightest sense of outrage or offended public mores. This was not the under-the-table pay, or “shamateurism,” that was creeping into Canada’s senior leagues. It was the unbridled commercial excess of American culture, complete with all the violence and plebeian evils they believed it inflicted on athletics.

It mattered not that precisely the same amateur-versus-professional debates were being played out both in the United States and the United Kingdom. Indeed, in much of the United States—where the clean-playing amateur star Hobey Baker was the game’s role model—the professional corruption of hockey was viewed as a Canadian phenomenon.15 Nevertheless, according to Canada’s amateur purists, this was a fight for Canada’s national game and national soul.

Powerful institutions, especially those rooted in Anglo-Canadian culture, promoted strands of this thinking. One example could be found in the British schools, of which Robertson’s alma mater, Upper Canada College, was the quintessential Canadian example. There were also the military and paramilitary organizations, such as police and fire departments, as well as the homegrown North-West Mounted Police.

Not surprisingly, the ultimate fortress of this philosophy became the Ontario Hockey Association under Robertson’s leadership. In effect, Robertson took the moral and social theories of amateurism and wedded them to a political ideology. At the 1903 annual meeting, he provided perhaps as clear and concise a contemporary articulation of this ideology as one will find:

The Ontario Hockey Association is a patriotic organization, not in name exactly, but in nature most assuredly. A force we stand for is fair play in sport, and sport is one of the elements in the work of building up the character of a young nation . . . We have tried to live up to the ideals which are part of our birthright as Canadian sons of the greatest of countries, and as British citizens of the grandest of empires.16
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The fanaticism of Robertson’s convictions has obscured his contribution to the sport. He had, in fact, been enthralled by hockey since he cobbled together a shinny team, the Simcoes, from among his boyhood friends. As OHA president, he virtually doubled the size of an already large organization, making it the richest and by far the biggest sports body in the country. Under his guidance, the association pioneered and promoted numerous rule changes that grasped the subtlety of the game: the delayed penalty, the goal net, the intermediary role of the captain, flexible interpretations of the offside pass, dropping the puck for a faceoff instead of laying it between the two centres’ stick blades. Other sporting entities envied and emulated the OHA’s publications and its organizational methods.
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John Ross Robertson. Love him or hate him, there was no figure in early Toronto hockey more powerful or more compelling.



However, Robertson’s contributions came with a price: his breathtaking proclivity to control. This power was built not only through long hours of dedicated service, but also by constitutional manipulation and self-promotion bordering on self-mythologizing. He was hailed as the “father of pure amateur hockey in Ontario”17 and, quite erroneously, as the “father of the association.”18 Any person who had helped build up the OHA over the nine years before his presidency either became a follower or was simply swept away. Even his donation of the eponymous championship trophy had the side benefit of brushing aside the Cosby Cup, which had been named after the organization’s real first president, Toronto investment manager Major A. Morgan Cosby.

The new president sought total, unconditional victory over his opponents, wherever they might be. For example, by 1902 professionalism was widely known to be practised in the Western Pennsylvania Hockey League. Thus, Robertson told the annual meeting that “every guilty player should be given to understand that the axe of the O.H.A. will fall upon his neck just as surely for an offence committed in Pittsburg [sic] as for an offence committed in Toronto.”19 He gloated openly about his power to ruin such athletes in lacrosse and football just as easily as he could in hockey.

In the name of amateur principles, Robertson would almost immediately begin tightening his personal hold over the OHA. At the annual meeting of 1900, a constitutional amendment allowed him to directly name two of the executive’s ten other members, ostensibly to ensure better regional representation. The next year, all but the immediate past president were dropped from the governing body.

However, Robertson did have a vision. His speeches on amateur hockey were eloquent, powerful mixtures of morality, inclusiveness and unbridled nationalism. Take this passage from his address to the annual meeting of 1902: “You are with few exceptions, young Canadians. I am not exactly in the junior class, but, thank God, I also am a Canadian, and I am as young as any of you in my love for this country and this country’s winter game.”20

Those who doubted him—and an increasing number did as the years passed—simply could not compete with his command, conviction and charisma. Four decades after his death, his younger colleague and confidant, former Star sports editor W. A. Hewitt, still marvelled that “Mr. Robertson was a big man in every way.”21

Helping Robertson consolidate his power was newspaper ally Francis Nelson, the sports editor of the Toronto Globe. Nelson had joined the OHA executive with his Tely colleague in 1899. Two years later he would be named first vice-president. Nelson was also deeply involved with lacrosse, serving as first vice-president of the Canadian Lacrosse Association, and was, like Robertson, an unyielding opponent of professionalism in athletics. Alongside Robertson, he would find far more success in fighting it in the new winter sport than the much older and more established summer game. The Telegram and the Globe, then the two most powerful newspapers in the province, soon to be joined by Hewitt’s Star, would increasingly act as bully pulpits for Robertson’s iron control of Ontario hockey.
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Robertson’s ascendency to the presidency of the OHA would coincide with the rise of a provincial championship team that embodied the principles he stood for. This was the Wellington Hockey Club, which would be Toronto’s first genuine hockey dynasty. And it would, of course, be purely amateur.

As was common in athletic clubs of the era, the Wellingtons were active in many facets of the Toronto sports scene—soccer, rugby, baseball and more. Also typically, its members were multisport athletes, and so the player roster varied little from sport to sport. The founding meeting of its hockey team took place in the fall of 1891.

The progress of the Wellingtons was steady. The young team, led by captain Charles “Chummy” Hill, appears to have first played challenges before moving into the Toronto Junior league. In 1895–96 the club also put an entry in the junior division of the OHA. That season they took the Cox Cup, representing the city’s junior championship. The next year they took the provincial junior crown.
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