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The British Protestant Pioneers and
the Establishment of Manly Sports
In Manitoba, 1870-1886

Morris Mott*

Historians have often noted that, as settlers moved into many different North
American frontier regions, they exhibited a desire to re-establish what seemed
to be the best elements of the civilization they had left behind. They have
shown that the vast majority of pioneers, and especially a “potent minority”
of conscientious “culture bearers” among them, hoped to transfer success-
fully most of their political, economic, religious and social practices and insti-
tutions” However, they have been preoccupied with the highly visible efforts
to reinstate familiar political institutions, to reinaugurate customary legal and
economic practices, and to found churches, schools and colleges, newspa-
pers, libraries, theatres and fraternal organizations. The example provided by
the British Protestants who settled in Manitoba in the 1870’s and 1880’s sug-
gests that, when writing about transferfsculture to new environments as
when writing about so many other eveatsd phenomena, historians have not
noted the significance of sport. In Manitoba at least, the pioneers were only
slightly less anxious to reproduce their best sporting traditions than they were
to reproduce their best political, economic, legal, educational and religious
ones.

In 1869 control of the vast Northwest of the Hudson’s Bay Company was

transferred by British authorities to the Dominion of Canada. In 1870 most of
the remarkably large region became a “territory,” designated appropriately
as the “North-West Territory”; the relatively small part that corresponded

roughly to the already occupied lands along the Red and Assiniboine Rivers
became the “Province of Manitoba.”

There were slightly less than 12000 people in the new province. Not quite half
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of them were Protestant, and just more than half were Roman Catholic. There
were about 500 Indians, about 1500 whites, and the vast majority—almost
10000—were mixed-blood$.Already, however, the demography of Mani-
toba was changing rapidly. The major cause was those individuals who were
in the vanguard of many thousands of British Protestants about to flood into
the province. Since the 1850’s it had been Protestant Upper Canadians who
had shown the most interest in the agricultural and related commercial poten-
tialities of that portion of the Hudson’'s Bay Company’s Northwest that lay to
the south of the Precambrian Shield, and for fifteen or twenty years prior to
1870 there had been a small but reasonably steady migration of them to the
region. After 1870, and especially after 1875, a much larger number of Brit-
ish Protestants emigrated to Manitoba, mostly from Upper Canada or Ontario
as it was by then called, but also from Great Britain and, to a much lesser
extent, from the United States. By 1886 almost exactly two-thirds of the prov-
ince’s 108,640 people were of English, Irish or Scottish descent and of the
Anglican, Methodist, Presbyterian, Congregationalist or Baptist faiths.

These people were members of ethnic and religious communities that, in other
parts of the world, were recognizably distinct and even antagonistic. In the
Canadian and especially the Western Canadian context, however, there was
not a “very meaningful degree of . diversity” in their attitudes and values,

and one may speak of them as members of an essentially unified culture
group’ And while it was true that there were many people from other back-
grounds who moved into the province in the 1870’s and 1880’s, notably the
Mennonites, Icelanders and French-Canadians who settled on lands reserved
for them by the Government of Canddhg British Protestants formed a ma-
jority. Moreover, they’ were a very aggressive and confident one. They came
to Manitoba under the impression that they were bringing “progress” to a
semi-wilderness. Their task, which from their point of view was a “calling,”
was to replace the backward ways of life and institutions of an “old order” in
the Northwest, based primarily on the fur trade, with the progressive, modern
ones they associated with Great Britain and Ontario, a “new order” founded
on agriculture. They felt in duty bound to reproduce on the prairies the best
features of British civilization, and this included the best of their familiar
sports.

The pioneers were heirs of a sporting tradition that was as rich as any in the
history of man. They were acquainted with a wide range of sedentary games
of chance and strategy, and with a vast number of contests designed to test
physical attributes of human or non-human competitaBnce settled in
Manitoba they quickly began to participate in forms of all their customary
games and contests. To a considerable degree, of course, they did so “uncon-
sciously"—that is, they often played familiar games without reflecting upon
what they were doing or why, in much the same way as they continued to
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shake hands when they met or to discipline naughty children. Nonetheless
participants in games very ofteid reflect upon what they were doing and
why. It seemed important to do so, because games provided “fun,” and fun
was something that made most of them feel uncomfortable.

Almost all of these people had been influenced by the idea, rooted in Purita-
nism but by the mid-nineteenth century widely diffused through British and
North American Protestantism, that frivolity had to be guarded against very
closely? The basis of this notion was that God frowned upon levity, but its
widespread influence probably owed more to a confidence that both national
and individual progress resulted from diligence and devotion to duty. The pio-
neers assumed that British people had become the most prosperous and pro-
gressive in the world precisely because they had been more industrious and
less inclined to vacuity than others, and that what really separated great men
from ordinary or insignificant ones was not “talent” or fortunate circum-
stances but determination and the willingness to use leisure for self-improve-
ment™® A favourite slogan of Manitoba’s new majority equated “time” with
“money,” and in a general way they believed that one’s success in this life
and fitness for the next depended upon how one “spent” that-time.

The prevalence of these beliefs among them meant that for the pioneers, as for
the English Evangelicals of whom Professor Robert W. Malcolmson has so
capably written, recreations always had to be “closely scrutinized,” and in
order to be truly acceptable they had to provide something more than mere
enjoyment? Because they did not seem to do so, some popular amusements,
including cock-fighting, dog-fighting, most forms of dances, many card
games and even, to a lesser extent, horseracing, were of questionable value.
They were transferred to Manitoba of course, but a large number of individu-
als, especially those who regarded themselves as “respectable,” were not
proud of this fact, and those who engaged in or observed these activities must
have wondered about the propriety of doing%s@ne group of recreations

met with nearly universal endorsement however. These were the games that
were referred to as “manly.”

Manly games were simply those that seemed to test, and therefore dramatize
and inculcate, that quality of character that pioneer Manitobans and other Vic-
torians called “manliness.” None of them bothered to define precisely what
was meant by manliness, but as one reads through their speeches and writings
on the subject it becomes clear that manliness was the ultimate masculine
quality, the male attribute incorporating a number of smaller, more particular
ones. Manitobans’ ideal was one they shared with most people in the English-
speaking world in the latter half of the nineteenth century. A major compo-
nent of it was what the ancient Greeks had caliged{, thymos—physical
energy, vitality and courag@hymoswas the opposite of effeminacy; its im-
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portance had been emphasized particularly by Charles Kingsley, a mid-nine-
teenth century English clergyman and novéfisthat it was an important part

of the Manitoban ideal is revealed by the enthusiastic praise which greeted a
sermon preached in 1884 to young men at Winnipeg's Y.M.C.A. by Rev.
J.B. Silcox, one of the province’s first Congregationalist clergymen. Silcox
told his audience that neither he nor God had any use for “soft, pulpy, effemi-
nate” types, and that the “first duty” of each of his listeners was to “make a
man” of himself, the type of man th&God approves of in every age and
nation,” one that was “sturdy, valorous . . . rugged, robust . . . [and]
heroic.™ But Kingsley, Silcox and pioneer Manitobans knew that manliness
was more thathymoslt also incorporated a large number of desirable mental
and moral attributes, things such as decisiveness, mental vigor and clear-
headedness, determination, discipline, the spirit of fair play, loyalty and in-
tegrity. Above all, it included the mature moral strength that ensureththat
moswould be used, in the words of the influential English novelist Thomas
Hughes, “for the protection of the weak, and the advancement of all righteous
causes.®

Like Hughes, the pioneers believed that certain games both nurtured these
manly qualities and symbolically revealed that true success went to those who
possessed them. Just which games were the manly ones they did not specify.
In fact, had they been asked to draw up a list of such games, different individ-
uals would have included different competitions because, just as certain peo-
ple emphasized varying components of the total ideal of manliness, so they
regarded particular games as more or less manly. Boxing, for example, was
probably seen as a manly sport by most people, but its historically close asso-
ciation with brutality and gambling made it suspect among those who empha-
sized that truly worthwhile competitions should cultivate and reward moral,
not just physical, strengtf.However, if the pioneers did not designate expli-
citly the competitions they regarded as manly, they did so implicitly, and
among those that were silently ruled out were the sedentary games of chance
or strategy, including all of the card and board games. This was primarily
because, except in a very limited sense, no physical attribute was tested in
them. Billiards was also a non-manly sport. Although essentially a test of
physical skill, it was not vigorous enough to requhgmosand, like games

of chance, it was regarded as too closely associated with gambling and other
vices to be morally constructivé.

A second class of games straddled the “borderline” between those that were
not manly and those that were. These were not associated with moral baseness
and were structured so that the outcomes were determined in large part by a
physical capability, but they could not claim to require the amount of hardi-
hood implied in the concept dfiymos.Croquet, which was popular from the
earliest days of settlement, and ping-pong, which did not become a favourite
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until the turn of the century, evidently stood on the non-manly side of the
borderline. Requiring somewhat more vitality than croquet or ping-pong, and
therefore regarded as manly when played by those of middle or advanced age,
were such recreations as lawn bowling, quoits and tennis, all of which were
often played by the pioneers, and golf, which was not really established in the
province until the mid- 1890%. In a special category here were rifling and
trapshooting, which were probably no more physically demanding than other
borderline sports, but were viewed as more manly because they tested military
skills that, most people agreed, males should poskess.

A number of games were invariably cited as manly. One group of them in-
volved a relatively straightforward trial of a physical attribute, such as in
swimming, rowing, snowshoeing, and the various competitions included in
what we usually call “track and field.” A second kind were the most highly
regarded of all. These were the vigorous team games played with a ball or
ball-type object. The main examples of this latter group were cricket, base-
ball, football in both the “soccer” and “rugby” forms, lacrosse, and curling,

all of which the pioneers were fond, and hockey and basketball, two sports
introduced shortly after the early years. Like individual contests, team games
were usually strenuous enough to develop “pluck,” or at least to give the
muscles firmness, and as Thomas Hughes had said, they also seemed to re-
quire a sense of “discipline and reliance on one another” not needed in indi-
vidual sport€? More importantly, since team games were more than simple
tests of such physical attributes as speed, agility or strength, they had complex
rule structures, possessed a strategic component, and demanded reaction to a
constantly changing situation. They therefore tested nottogtposbut the

mind, the very part of the human organism that seemed to be the source of
progress> Not surprisingly, it was team games that were most popular
among pioneer Manitobans; they have remained as the most popular among
their descendants down to the present day.

Early Manitobans played and promoted manly games, not only because they
were certain these activities revealed and nurtured many desirable qualities,
but for another reason that was more distinctly Manitoban, though not peculi-
arly so® This was the sense of duty they felt to establish and maintain British
culture in their new, still only semi-civilized part of the world. The pioneers
indentified with a Canada that was an integral part of the British Empire and
could not be imagined as separate frof? itheir empire was at that time
reaching the apex of its power and influence, and from their point of view
represented “man’s highest achievement in the development of governmental
and social institutions®® Therefore those things that were “British” simply
had to be transplanted in Manitoban sail.

To them, manly games seemed “British.” They were all but oblivious to the
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fact that forms of these activities had been played and played well in many
parts of the globe, including the region that had become Manitoba, for hun-
dreds and in some cases thousands of yéaiseir awareness that peculiar
forms of some games, especially of certain ball games, had evolved among
the British people led them to the more general assumptions that Britons, or at
most “Anglo-Saxons?® loved manly games more and played them with
greater skill than others did or ever had. These suppositions were based on
partial truths at best, as was their impression that it was in large part through
games that Britons had gained the physical, mental and moral strength to ac-
quire and govern their vast Empire. Nevertheless, pioneer Manitobans held
them?® and this meant that their province would not be a truly British one
until “British” games had been solidly established.

The major institution through which “British” sports were transferred to Can-
ada’s first Western province was the sports club. This was simply a formal
organization founded to enable groups of individuals to regularly participate
in a game. By the 1860’s the club was a familiar entity in Great Britain, Upper
Canada and the United Staf®snd among Manitoba’s pioneers it was re-
garded as the most desirable agency for the promotion of games and contests.

They were not opposed by any means to such competitions as those arranged
for May 24 and July 1 celebrations, to the many ball games played by pick-up
teams, or even, providing no significant amounts of money were at stake, to
the challenge matches in such things as skating, running or wrist twisting that
might arise spontaneously or be set up through a newsPapewever, ac-
tivities undertaken through clubs seemed more desirable than these others.
Through clubs, sports equipment manufactured outside the province could be
purchased, facilities such as curling rinks or tennis courts could be established
and maintained, and discipline could be enforced among merfbEcs.

these reasons matches brought about by clubs seemed more likely to be played
the way theyshould be, according to rules and conventions that not only
called forth the manly qualities appropriate to a particular game, but which
were in effect in a recognized “home” of that game. When members of a
curling or cricket or lacrosse club decided to play respectively by the rules of
the Royal Caledonian Curling Club, the Marylebone Cricket Club or the Na-
tional Lacrosse Association, they were announcing to themselves, to the peo-
ple of the province, and to everyone in the Dominion and the Empire that out
in the rugged Northwest the best of British sporting practices and traditions
were being fosterelf. They were saying that in sport, as in so many other
things, their new province was becoming civilized.

Manitoba’s first sports club was the Northwest Cricket Club, formed in 1864
as a result of the efforts of a journalist and businessman named William
Coldwell, one of the first of the new majority to arrive. This club was defunct
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by 1865 Not until 1870 were others established in the region, but from that
point on the pioneers founded them with the same kind of enthusiasm and
determination they brought to founding churches, schools, lodges and all of
their esteemed institutions. Since Winnipeg was not only the economic and
political but the social and cultural metropolis of the province, it is not sur-
prising that in almost all sports the first, the most noteworthy and the largest
number of clubs were formed there. By 1886 there had been more than a do-
zen cricket clubs inaugurated in the city, including the Winnipeg Cricket Club
founded in 1878, which soon was recognized as the leading such organization
in the Northwest®> A similar number of baseball clubs were installed, along
with several lacrosse and football organizations, and one or more curling,
rowing, trapshooting, rifling, snowshoeing, bicycling, tennis, boxing and
skating institution§® Meanwhile in the rural Manitoban communities clubs
were also being created, often with impressive rapidity. For example, the
Souris district was first settled in the years 1880-1882; by the latter year the
town had a cricket club, and by 1884 snowshoeing, baseball, tennis and la-
crosse had been organiz€dBrandon only emerged as a town in 1881-1882
with the coming of the Canadian Pacific Railway; by 1883 it had lacrosse,
cricket, rifling, snowshoeing and curling clubs, and by 1885 it evidently pos-
sessed, among a host of sporting organizations, the province’s first swimming
club3® By 1886 clubs in several manly sports were present in such towns or
villages as Emerson, Portage la Prairie, Stonewall, Stony Mountain, Glad-
stone, Westbourne, Rapid City, Virden and Selkirk. In a few sports they had
evenggjeen formed by people identifying with municipalities and school dis-
tricts.

The creation of so many clubs required the interest and effort of large numbers
of people. Some individuals, however, were particularly tireless in their en-
deavours; among the officers one finds the same names again and again. It is
instructive to look at whom these people were, for by doing so we can see that
manly sports were a very important part of the culture being re-established.
The most active organizers of sport were prominent, solid citizens of respect-
able occupations, and were active in many institutions through which British-
Canadian civilization was transferred to the Northwest. They were in fact the
“potent minority” already referred to, individuals of the type that seem to
have been present in nearly every North American frontier society, people
who most faithfully and scrupulously attempted to replicate in their new envi-
ronment the best features of the civilization left behind.

For example, in Winnipeg one of the most indefatigable promoters of sport
was Mr. David Young. Young came to the West in 1870 as part of the Wolse-
ley expedition sent out by the Government of Canada to ensure a peaceful
transfer of the Hudson’s Bay Company territory; he stayed, after his dis-
charge, to become first an employee and then a partner in the prosperous grain
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forwarding and dry goods firm known by the late 1870’s as Higgins, Jackson
and Young. He was an officer of some of the city’s first lacrosse, baseball,
cricket and curling clubs, as well as of the Dufferin Park Association, the
joint-stock company that built the facility that represented the province’s first
stadium. In other facets of the culture of the new majority, he was a prominent
Mason, was at one time Treasurer of the Provincial Agricultural Society, and
was an officer of both a Winnipeg dancing club, called the Ariel Club, and the
Winnipeg Dramatic and Literary Society formed in 1876.

Similarly active in sport and in other affairs in the city was Col. W.N. Ken-
nedy. Kennedy was prominent in business and military circles, Winnipeg’s
second Mayor and a member of the first Council of the Northwest Territory.
Besides being one of the province’s most hard working Masons, he was a
high-ranking officer in such organizations as the Winnipeg Philharmonic So-
ciety, the Manitoba Bible Societyan early Winnipeg branch of the
Y.M.C.A., and the Winnipeg chapter of the Agricultural and Industrial Soci-
ety of Manitoba. He served on the Board of Management of Wesley College,
the Methodist institution incorporated in 1877, and on the Protestant section
of the Province’'s School Board. As a sportsman, he was instrumental in the
formation or solidification of the Dufferin Park Association, a couple of
cricket clubs, the first curling club in the province and, as one might expect of
a Colonel, the Manitoba Rifle Association which was formed in 872.

Another diligent Winnipeg organizer was Gilbert McMicken. McMicken had
been a Member of the Canadian Assembly and a relatively prominent Upper
Canadian before he was appointed, in 1871, Lands Agent for the Dominion
Government in Winnipeg. Later he served in several other capacities for the
federal government, and became a Member of the Manitoba Legislative As-
sembly. He was prominent among the officers of curling, baseball, lacrosse
and cricket clubs, and of the Manitoba Rifle Association, as well as being on
the Management Committee of the group that in 1875 built the Victoria Skat-
ing Rink, the first covered rink in the province to be erected on land rather
than on a river. In addition, he was an early official of such organizations as
the Manitoba Club and the Manitoba Bible Society, served on the Board of
Management of Manitoba College, the Presbyterian college established in
1871, and was active in founding such institutions as the Winnipeg General
Hospital and the Winnipeg Ladies’ Schédl.

The energy with which these gentlemen formed clubs and other organizations
was matched by other Winnipeggers such as C. S. Sweeney, first manager of
the Winnipeg Branch of the Bank of Montreal, A.G.B . Bannatyne, an early
free trader in the Red River Settlement who, by the 1870’s and 1880’s, had
become one of the city’s leading businessmen, and Dr. George Bryce, the
historian who headed Manitoba College, one of several Protestant educational
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institutions where the importance of participation in manly games was
stressed. What characterized the individuals most active in establishing orga-
nized sport in Winnipeg was true of those who did so in the rural Manitoban
communities—they were prominent citizens who were very active in other
cultural affairs and institutions. For example, the President, Vice-President
and Secretary of the Morris Baseball Club formed in 1879 were Dr. J.
McTavish, Mr. J. Bell and Mr. G.H. Clines, respectively. McTavish was a
doctor, Bell a lumber and furniture merchant, and Clines a lands agent, and
all were officers of the local Masonic Lodgeln Gladstone it was T.L. Mor-

ton, a farmer, and especially John Mason, the clerk of the Municipality of
Westbourne, who were most responsible for founding that town’s early base-
ball, cricket and curling clubs. Morton was an original school trustee of the
District of Livingstone, the first Treasurer of the Council of Westbourne Mun-
icipality, and a President of the Marquette West Agricultural Association;
Mason was Secretary of both the Agricultural Association and the Gladstone
Masonic Lodgé? In Emerson Messrs. F.T. Bradley, T. Carney and George
Newcomb were normally among the officers of local curling, cricket and
baseball clubs. Bradley was a Collector of Customs, the organizer of the local
Masonic Lodge and a director of the Morris Agricultural Society; Carney was
a lawyer and businessman, the Mayor of the town for a time, as well as a
school trustee and the builder of the Opera House, the site of many local or
visiting musical and dramatic productions; Newcomb was the lands agent in
Emerson and a President of the Emerson Library Association.

In short, the people primarily responsible for organizing sports clubs in Mani-
toba were those who both took and were given the lead in founding the many
institutions through which members of the British Protestant culture group
expressed themselves and conducted their affairs. They were the men who
most enthusiastically promoted “progress” in their communities. They most
keenly felt the sense of obligation that affected, to some extent, nearly all
British Protestant Manitobans, one which dictated that every effort must be
made to transfer the best features of a prestigious civilization to a new part of
the world.

Among those best features were manly sports. Therefore, just as it was impor-
tant to establish churches, schools, fraternal associations and political institu-
tions, it was important to establish sports clubs. Their existence would ensure
that “British” games would be given a strong foothold on the prairies. Once
this was accomplished, people in other parts of the Dominion, the Empire and
the English-speaking world would know that Manitoba had been civilized;
that it was not only a new province of wonderful economic opportunity but
one wherein a newcomer could, as Manitoba Colonistput it, “remain a
Canadian and an Englishmafi. The same people would also know that, in
the future, men reared in the province would possess the physical, mental and
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moral strength that would be required to conquer backwardness and to estab-
lish progress and British civilization, not only in the rest of the Canadian
Northwest but in the world.
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