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Introduction

Throughout much of their history, the modern Olympic Games have been
the site of numerous struggles over the issue of amateurism. While champions of
amateurism surely believed that they were defending a better, purer way of playing
sport, debates about amateurism invariably revealed more fundamental struggles
about who should be the authority for various sports. At the 1948 Olympic Winter
Games one of these struggles, which had been brewing for some time, finally
became so acrimonious that it threatened the continuation of these Games.

Two ice hockey teams under the direction of two competing hockey orga-
nizations arrived in Switzerland to compete for the United States in the Olympic
Winter Games at St. Moritz. Under Olympic rules only one would be allowed, but
which one? The problem should have been solely a national concern, but because
the nation in question was the United States, and because Avery Brundage was
involved, it became an issue that engulfed the IOC (International Olympic Commit-
tee), the Swiss organizers of the Games, and the International Ice Hockey Federa-
tion (the LIHG - Ligue Internationale de Hockey sur Glace - by its French
acronym). The case is of interest for several reasons. First, it provides us with a
glimpse of the influence on the Olympic Games of the Americans; in particular, the
group led by Avery Brundage. At the same time, however, others were not helpless
and, in fact, in the end, both Brundage and the IOC found to their surprise that they
were unable to force either the Swiss or the LIHG to agree to their demands with
respect to the ice hockey tournament. Second, the case proved to be important in
settling which organization would govern amateur hockey in the United States.

Background to the Dispute

The roots of the dispute between the two American hockey organizations
actually extended to the inter-war period. Beginning in 1931, the Amateur Athletic
Union (AAU) of the United States organized annual national amateur ice hockey
championships (taking over from several organizations that had preceded it).1 As it
did in other sports, the AAU attempted to enforce a strict code of amateurism on the
players under its control. During the 1930s, for some hockey players and team
owners, this became tiresome because hockey was a popular sport that attracted a
paying public. In short, in order to field competitive teams on the ice and at the box
office, owners/sponsors of amateur teams (often also the owners of the arenas)
made payments to their better players. This ensured that these players would stay
with the owners’ teams and in their arenas. If the AAU found out about and could
prove that this was happening, players would be suspended or banned from playing
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in AAU-sponsored events. Eventually the owners of teams and arenas became irritated enough that they formed their own
governing body in 1937, which they called the AHA (Amateur Hockey Association of the United States).2

For the next ten years the two organizations conducted competing national championships (while the AAU sus-
pended its championships for several years, the AHA continued to organize championships throughout the Second World
War). Relations between the two competing organizations were never amicable chiefly because the AHA was a threat to
the AAU’s control of amateur hockey in the United States. As early as 1939 the AHA began to seek international recog-
nition from the LIHG. None was forthcoming, however, and the LIHG members upheld the AAU’s membership. (LIHG
rules stipulated, as did most international sports federations, that only one organization per country could be admitted to
its membership.) Despite its failure to gain entrance to the LIHG, the AHA’s more liberal approach to governing amateur
hockey had advocates in at least two other counties. In 1940 disgruntled hockey officials in Canada and Great Britain
joined with like-minded Americans to form the International Ice Hockey Association. Created at a time when the hockey
world’s attention was focused upon greater global issues, the new association never achieved its goal of becoming a rival
and possible successor to the LIHG. Shortly after the War, the International Ice Hockey Association’s Canadian and Brit-
ish members reunited with the LIHG, in part because the latter body was beginning to reconsider its stance on amateur-
ism.3 Indeed, when the LIHG met in late August 1946, the Canadian and British members pushed hard for changes to its
rules concerning amateurs. The other LIHG members agreed and a decision was made to relax its rules on amateurism.
While the AAU did not welcome this decision, it was more disturbed by the Canadians’ threat not to participate in the
LIHG if the AHA were not allowed membership. The LIHG considered admitting the AHA in addition to the AAU, but
stopped short of contravening its own rules. Instead it gave the AAU an opportunity to change its amateur rules so that
they would be aligned with its own.4

The AAU refused to bow to the LIHG’s wishes but recognized its increasingly precarious position in interna-
tional hockey. Although not happy about it, the AAU came to an agreement with the AHA with respect to the 1947 World
Championships in Prague, Czechoslovakia. When an AHA team arrived in Prague, the AAU agreed, grudgingly, to form
a joint team to compete in the tournament. 5 This was a significant concession to the AHA since the AAU was still the
official LIHG member in the United States. Perhaps the AAU should have seen it as a sign of things to come. In Prague,
the AHA scored its biggest victory when it applied for and received LIHG recognition as the sole governing body for ice
hockey in the United States.6 At the same time, the LIHG dropped recognition of the hockey forces of the AAU - a bitter
pill that the AAUers were loathe to swallow. Recognition by the LIHG was important because it would allow the AHA
alone to send a team to the annual world championships. Perhaps more importantly, the International Olympic Commit-
tee recognized the LIHG as the organization in charge of the quadrennial Olympic Winter Games ice hockey tournament.
This meant the AHA would have a claim to that competition as well.

Avery Brundage, an AAU member as well as President of the United States Olympic Committee (USOC),
decided to make an issue of the decision at the forthcoming Winter Olympics of 1948, where hockey would be an impor-
tant event. The USOC was the organization recognized by the International Olympic Committee as being responsible for
selecting American athletes to compete at Olympic Games. Because the USOC and the AAU were closely affiliated both
in membership and ideologically, the former invariably took up the AAU’s cause. (In fact, for the purposes of this paper,
the terms USOC and AAU are almost interchangeable with respect to hockey.)

Tactically, for Brundage, the Olympic Games were a good terrain on which to fight the battle since he knew that
he would be able to bring the IOC into the conflict. With his influence as IOC vice-president, he believed that he would
be able to gain the support of the Olympic body in the cause against the AHA. That the dispute amongst the Americans
would not be confined to their own country was evident in June 1947 when the Executive Committee of the IOC met with
the LIHG to discuss the problem.7 The IOC members were encouraged when LIHG representatives agreed to raise the
amateur issue at a special congress.8 In addition, for the 1948 Olympics, representatives of the National Olympic Com-
mittees of several major hockey nations agreed to certify only players meeting the IOC’s amateur definition.9

The IOC’s hopes were dashed when the LIHG met in Zurich in September. Its members, including the President,
Fritz Kraatz, were not happy with the agreement signed with the IOC earlier in the year. However, they agreed to abide
by the so-called ‘Stockholm Amateur Code’ for the Olympic tournament. Also, at its request, they reiterated their support
for the AHA, stating that only it could send a team to the Olympic tournament.10

Pre-Olympic Posturing

Throughout 1947 the AAU\USOC and the AHA were unable to reach a compromise solution concerning the
Olympic Games. Indeed, on the one hand, why should the AHA try that hard since it was now recognized by the LIHG?
But, in fact, it did have one real concern with regard to the Olympics. That is, according to Olympic rules, its entry for the
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Games needed to be signed by the USOC before being forwarded to the Swiss organizers. The USOC, being composed
mostly of AAUers, would comply this and said so publically on several occasions. 11 Hence, the AHA did have reason to
keep the lines of communication open. (This concern was also the reason why it had asked the LIHG to reconfirm it as
the organization that would be allowed to participate in the Olympic tournament.) Obviously, on the other hand, the
USOC was interested in reaching some sort of an agreement since it was promoting the AAU which was not recognized
by the LIHG.

Indeed, correspondence between AAU and USOC members during the latter part of 1947 shows that they recog-
nized their weak position internationally. AAU member John Hutchinson asked Brundage in November if he were con-
tinuing his attempts to drum up support internationally for the AAU position. He also wanted support for an AAU team
that could attend the Games, “regardless of the status of things.”11 Brundage was pessimistic in his reply, stating that he
was still trying but that it was “doubtful that entry of [a] USOC team will be accepted.”13 Brundage also wrote to several
AAU members about the AAU’s poor record of support of hockey in the United States, citing a ‘letter from Europe’ that
said AAU teams tended to be weak and poorly equipped, whereas AHA teams were well represented when they visited
that continent. He even admitted, in a moment of candor, that the USOC, too, was partly to blame for the AHA suc-
cesses. l4

Nonetheless, late in 1947, the USOC decided to increase the stakes in the dispute. Early in December its mem-
bers voted to consider an American boycott of the Games if the AHA team was allowed to participate.l5 This provoked a
counter-threat from the mayor of St. Moritz to withdraw as host of the Games. In addition, the President of the LIHG
responded that his organization would both confirm the AHA invitation and ignore the USOC threat.16

As it became clear that the USOC was alone in its position, Brundage took steps to form a team acceptable to
AAU rules.” This was despite the fact that both the Swiss and the LIHG resolutely refused to change their position.
Before the USOC and AAU could accomplish this task, the AI-IA named the team that it would send to the Olympic Win-
ter Games. Though he knew in advance they would be rejected, Walter Brown of the AHA forwarded the names of the
players to the USOC for approval anyway. l8 Even after this event, however, there must have been some hope for a com-
promise between the factions because, in its Christmas Day edition, the New York Times reported that the AHA and the
AAU/USOC had held another unsuccessful conference. l 9 Frustrated, the USOC again threatened to withdraw from the
Games. Gustavus Kirby, the president emeritus of the USOC, even made an impassioned plea to the IOC to step in and
bar the AHA team20

As the debate continued, the rhetoric that the AAU and USOC directed at the AHA in public forums such as the
New York Times was full of commentary concerning the professionalism of the players and owners and how they would
sully the purity of the Olympics with their presence. This can be seen in an AAU attack on the AHA that appeared in the
New Year’s Day edition of the New York Times. AAU secretary-treasurer Daniel Ferris issued a four page pamphlet con-
demning the AHA for its professionalism. He also blamed the British and the Canadians for conspiring to have the AAU
removed from the LIHG the previous year. While Ferris admitted that the AAU had lost access to some of the more desir-
able arenas (because of its dispute with the AHA), he still argued that the issue was not one of the control of amateur
hockey. Rather, he asked, “...will amateur sports survive the encroachments of commercial interests?”21 Of course, if the
answer to this question was ‘no’, then much of the rationale for having an AAU would disappear, and control of hockey
would move elsewhere. Hence, the AAU members were frustrated at how control of a major winter sport was slipping
from their grasp.

Beyond the domestic front, the USOC continued to make statements that angered hockey people outside of the
U.S. Early in January 1948 the USOC reiterated its threat to withdraw the entire American Olympic team. As before,
LIHG representatives reacted strongly and negatively, stating that their federation would boycott the Games and take the
tournament elsewhere if the AHA team were barred.** This latter threat was one the Swiss truly feared because hockey
would be a major source of revenue for the Games. As time ran out before the Games, the U.S. organizations were unable
to reach a compromise, despite some last minute negotiations between Brundage and AHA vice-president Walter
Brown.23 In effect, however, these negotiations were more a formality than anything else since both teams were already
in Europe.

At St. Moritz

As was its custom, the IOC Executive Committee met prior to the Games. Because of the presence of the two ice
hockey teams in St. Moritz, this item topped the agenda. During the afternoon of January 28, the Executive Committee
argued at length about what should be done. In the end, the members voted that neither of the two teams should be
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allowed to compete since there were ‘irregularities’ in their entries. 24 In a technical sense this was probably correct. That
is, the AAU/USOC team would not have been eligible because it was not affiliated with the LIHG. Furthermore, it had
forwarded its entry to the Swiss after the deadline to do so had passed. The AHA, as mentioned earlier, did not have its
entry signed by the USOC because of the latter’s refusal to do so.25

There is evidence to suggest that Brundage would have been quite satisfied to have both teams barred. The Tor-
onto Star had reported nearly two weeks previously that Brundage believed this to be the best course of action. He also
admitted that the amateur status of players on both teams was suspect. 25 Indeed, some of the players on the USOC team
later reflected that their chances of playing in the tournament were not great and suggested that Brundage’s real aim was
to use them as pawns in his battle to remove the AHA team from the Games.27

The IOC’s Executive Committee was not prepared for the Swiss reaction to their edict. Shortly after the EC
decision, the Swiss released their own statement that they would ignore the IOC ruling.28 The EC members were
astounded and furious at the impertinence of the Swiss. The issue became the main point of discussion the following day
at a meeting of the full session of the IOC. The members discussed (argued vociferously would be more accurate) the
issue at length. Interestingly, not all believed that the Swiss were in the wrong about the original registration of the AHA
team, arguing that they had followed appropriate procedures and were now being blamed for a weakness in Olympic
rules. Brundage defended the USOC’s position rather melodramatically, saying it would be the end of that organization if
the IOC ruled in favour of the AHA team. After several hours of this sort of debate, the members voted on two proposals
1) that neither team should compete, or 2) that the AHA team should participate. (Obviously, there was little support for
the AAU team.) Sixteen of the members supported the first proposal while only ten supported the second one.29

As they had with the EC decision the day previously, the Swiss refused to accept this new dictum, prompting
press headlines such as ‘Simon Purists Scuttled, Long Live Hockey Pros!’in the Toronto Star. 30 A more staid paper such
as the Times of London did not carry such sensational headlines but its commentary chastised the Americans for their han-
dling of the whole situation.31

Realizing that the Swiss had called their bluff, the IOC members appointed a committee of three (Lord Burghley,
Sid Dawes, Bo Ekelund) to commence negotiations with the LIHG and its president Dr. Fritz Kraatz in an attempt to reach
a compromise. The IOC committee members then suggested to Kraatz that the tournament not be called Olympic. He
refused and threatened to move the tournament to Zurich if the IOC took that step. This placed the onus upon the IOC to
make a decision on its own. In the early morning hours of January 30, after hours of acrimonious debate, the IOC caved
in and, while not endorsing the AHA team, decided not to prevent the Swiss from allowing it to play.32 However, the skir-
mishing was not yet over.

The Games Commence

The St. Moritz Olympic Winter Games opened on the morning of January 30. Though they were not going to
play in the hockey tournament, the members of the AAU/USOC hockey team marched into the stadium with the rest of
the American athletes for the ten o’clock start. The members of the AHA team watched from the stands. Of course the
AHAers had other things on their mind since they were to play in the first game of the tournament at eleven, immediately
after the conclusion of the opening ceremonies. While the situation of the two hockey teams was bizarre, the presence of
the rest of the U.S. team was a clear indication that Brundage had been bluffing about boycotting.

Though the hockey tournament was obviously going to commence, the IOC was not going to let the issue rest
without exacting punishment on someone. After hearing that the LIHG would not accept the idea of calling the tourna-
ment something other than Olympic, the members again debated what action they could take. This time they decided to
call the LIHG’s bluff and voted: 1) not to consider the tournament Olympic, 2) to protest to the Swiss for allowing the
AHA team to participate and, 3) that they would withdraw recognition of the LIHG as the international federation govern-
ing hockey. 33 This decision prompted a protest from the LIHG as well as more criticism in the international press.34 The
Toronto Star reported that Kraatz was determined to have the tournament continue and that his organization would con-
sider it Olympic despite the IOC decision. 35 The Times stated that the situation was ‘absurd’ and that the teams and the
sporting public were tired of the squabble.36

Indeed the antagonists themselves appeared to be growing tired of the problem. After the IOC made its last proc-
lamation, the issue actually became quiet for nearly a week, at least in the IOC’s official minutes and in the international
press. Then, on February 5, the Swiss met again with the IOC Executive Committee in an effort finally to resolve the
issue. After an extended meeting in which both sides defended their position vigorously, and at times viciously, they
managed to reach an agreement. The hockey tournament, which by this point was nearly over, would be considered
‘Olympic’ but the results of the games in which the AHA team played would not count in the final standings. This effec-
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tively placed the AHA team outside of the tournament. 37 (Of course, as some of the AHA team members were quick to
point out, they believed that by the time the IOC decision was announced, their team was no longer in contention for a
medal anyway.38) The full session of the IOC ratified this decision the next day. The IOC members also decided that
their severance of relations with the LIHG should be delayed until February 9 - the day after the Games closed.39 The
members simply refused to let the LIHG defy their position and not stand with them on the American issue.

Results of the Battle

While the banishment of the LIHG put the status of hockey for future Winter Olympics in a tenuous situation,
four years would pass before the next Games and this was enough time for the IOC and the LIHG to reconsider their posi-
tions. In fact, in 1950 the IOC issued a statement that it would be ready to welcome the LIHG back since the latter had
changed its rules so as to be in accord with those of the IOC. 39 This was an interesting statement since there was some
question as to whether the LIHG’s rules were not in accordance with Olympic rules in the first place. However, the LIHG
chose merely to comment that its rules were always in accord with those of the IOC, and it rejoined the Olympic ‘family’
prior to the 1952 Games.41

Subsequent to the close of the Games, the American amateur hockey situation remained the same for several
years. However, as the international hockey community really felt that the problem was purely an American one, after
1950 the IOC and LIHG ceased to debate the issue. The AHA and the AAU/USOC were left to settle their differences on
their own. In fact, after several years of wrangling, the AHA and the AAU/USOC did reach an agreement to compromise
on the formation of a combined American team for the 1952 Olympic Winter Games.42

It is worth noting that AAU-sponsored national championships for amateur hockey ceased after the 1948 season.
This marked the end of a period of some seventeen years of AAU-sponsored national amateur championships. The AHA
continued to hold national amateur championships into the mid-1950s. At that time it discontinued them, although it did
hold championships at lower levels and continued to dominate amateur hockey in the United States into the 1960s.43

Conclusions

Although the IOC refused to allow the AHA team’s results to be included in the 1948 Olympic Winter Games ice
hockey tournament, that the team was allowed to compete was a significant victory for the AHA over the AAU (and
USOC) in terms of legitimizing its position as the dominant amateur hockey organization in the United States. For the
AAU, the loss of control over hockey was symbolic of a broader erosion of its control over amateur sport that would con-
tinue throughout the decades following the Second World War. It is noteworthy, though, that had Brundage not underes-
timated the Swiss and the LIHG, neither of the American teams would have participated in the Games. Surely, this would
have weakened the AHA’s position, while re-strengthening that of the AAU in the United States, at least with respect to
Olympic hockey.

At a another level, that the struggle between the two U.S. organizations even reached, and then engulfed, the
other organizations involved with the Winter Olympics gives insight into the power and influence of the USOC and its
leader Avery Brundage. By encouraging the formation of the AAU/USOC team, which he appears to have known would
not be allowed to play, Brundage showed the length to which he was prepared to go in order to promote his position.

In the end, though, the Swiss concern over revenue won out over the IOC’s concern about a strict amateurism
and, more importantly, its own authority. The IOC members, and particularly the leaders, though angry about their
bruised egos, were pragmatic enough to realize that the Swiss needed the financial revenue that hockey would bring to the
Games. Although IOC members always spoke of the importance of the amateur ideal and how it should be upheld by
Olympic competitors, when they were faced with a potential threat to the staging of the Games, questions about amateur
ideals took a back seat to ensuring that the Games would go on.

Note: This paper is an expanded version of a presentation given at the 1998 North American Society for Sport History
(NASSH) annual conference in Windsor, Ontario. In addition, the author would like to thank Dr. Garth Paton, Professor
Emeritus, The University of New Brunswick, for providing valuable additional sources and information about the 1948
Olympic hockey tournament since the NASSH conference.
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