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Puck: The cultural iconography of “the good ole hockey game” in Canada

“Hello out there we're on the air it's hockey night tonight/ Tension grows the whistle blows-& the puck goes down the ice/ The goalie jumps and the players bump and the fans all go insane/ Someone roars "Bobby scores!" at the good ole hockey game.” 

It is often believed that the history of the sport of hockey is one that is purely Canadian.  Through the media and self-promotion of this misconception, hockey has become a symbol of Canadian history- one that defines Canadians as a people and strengthens their ties through a common pastime.  Hockey has not only been an issue of separation along linguistic lines but has been a unifier as well.  The focus of this paper is how the history of hockey in Canada has become an integral part of the Canadian social identity.  First, one must look at the Canadian origins of the game and their role in shaping linguistic divisions.  Next, one must assess its impact on youth culture and the importance of hockey through social upbringings.  Finally, discussion must be made about the sport’s social promulgation through Canadian media.  By looking at the various aspects to the game, we are able to get a sense that hockey in Canada has served as a mirror of Canadian history and social ideals.

“Oh the good ole hockey game is the best game you can name

And the best game you can name is the good ole hockey game.”


The common misconception is that the sport of hockey originated in Canada.  This is not true however, as early forms of hockey were first played in Scotland.  The object of the game at that point in history was for a puck to be hit to a previously selected point.  “The name [hockey], which is apparently derived from the French hoquet, meaning shepard’s crook, is found in Murray’s Dictionary of 1527, where it is defined as ‘the horlinge of the litill balle with hockie stickes or staves.’”
  However, influences from the wintry climates of Norway and the Netherlands also helped to shape early hockey history.


Ice hockey as we recognize it today started to take its current form in Canada, perhaps leading to the global perception of hockey as “Canada’s game.”  “On March 3, 1875, two informal teams composed of a number of McGill students, played the first indoor game of hockey at the Victoria Skating Rink. Two years later, McGill students formed the first organized hockey team and defeated the Montreal Victorias 1-0 in their first official game, played on January 31, 1877.”
  The pre-modern form of hockey required nine players on the ice with no substitutions of players.  The game lasted almost two hours long before fatigue of players set in.  The rules were changed over the course of a couple of years and the number of on-ice players decreased to six to seven players with substitutions.  As a result, games were sustained for lengthier periods of time, almost upwards of three hours. 
  “A few weeks later, the first published rules for ice hockey -- virtually identical to field hockey -- were printed in The (Montreal) Gazette”.

Although largely unnoticed, this game was a momentous occasion in Canadian hockey history and clearly defines the role of Quebec in hockey history.  The francophone contribution to the sport of hockey was one that proved to be metaphor for social values of the time.  While contention has remained over the origins of the Canadian version of ice hockey, it was only in 1888 that the first recorded game of ice hockey in Ontario took place between Queen’s University and the Royal Military College.
  Quebec’s strong roots in developing the game and contention of being the originators of the modern Canadian game suggest a similar mirror to the francophone-anglophone division in social life.

William Brown correctly suggests that regardless of the specific origins of the game, “there can be no doubt that Montreal is where the game evolved into an organized sport and business.”
  As Ontario was a predominantly Anglophone province and Quebec was a predominantly Francophone province, the linguistic “battle” between the two distinct cultures intensified with it.  It can be stated that French Canada’s enormous impact on the game served as metaphor for the linguistic conflict as well.


Hockey’s linguistic divide was an issue that was prevalent throughout most of hockey history and even through most of the twentieth century until the end of the Quiet Revolution.  Leagues were sprouting up throughout Canada, but the ability for a common sport to unite Canadians was proving ineffectual.  Mayer writes, “Ce fut ce temps-là qu’on adopte l’important principle que les clubs anglais de l’Association ne pourraient engager aucun joueur canadien-français sans la permission du canadien qui, d’autre part, devait obtenir un semblable permis pour l’engagement de joueurs anglais.”


Even within the city of Montreal, the riff between Anglophone and Francophone hockey fans displayed the division of political interests as well.  When Lord Stanley of Preston, Governor General of Canada at the time, awarded the first championship cup in 1892, it started a tradition of proud Montreal teams to win the cup.  In fact, in the first eight years of the cup’s history, Montreal hockey teams such as the Montreal Wanderers and the Montreal Maroons were the only teams that won the cup.


One of the earliest and most prominent Montreal teams, the Montreal Wanderers was an initial member of the Canadian Hockey League.  It was in response to the success of the Anglophone Wanderers that Jimmy Gardner, the Wanderers’ player manager, attempted to start a French team in Montreal as a means of starting a French-English rivalry.  “Neither Gardner nor O’Brien could have known that the team they devised, as a lucrative foil to the Wanderers, would go on to become one of the most successful franchises in professional sports history.  Nor could they have known that establishing an English-French rivalry would set a precedent for another great hockey rivalry a decade and a half later.”
  The rivalry that Brown discusses is that between the Montreal Canadiens and the Montreal Wanderers.


The Montreal Wanderers became the Montreal Maroons in 1924 and it was at this juncture in time that the Maroons became co-owners of the old Montreal Forum.  Despite reservations among owners over the linguistic division among hockey fans, the economics of the situation proved to be the final piece of the puzzle.  Montreal would have both a French-Canadian and a British-Canadian team.


Politically and socially, such a blunder could not have been any graver.  Sports history has had a long standing of ties to culture and politics.  Baseball in America and football in the United Kingdom are both sports that have demonstrated the potential for the emergence of social cleavages.  This assumption is most supported by the personal passions of the game’s fans.  Association with a particular gaming organization represents not only a common interest, but also a common ideology.  Earlier in hockey history, this impasse was attempted to be solved when “…[O]n décida de permettre au canadien, sans demande, deux joueurs de langue anglaise tandis que les clubs anglais, eux, avaient le même privilège pour deux joueurs de langue français.”

For Canadians in the earlier parts of the twentieth century, this ideology would be reflected in the teams that they showed their support for.  While relations between French and English-Canadians were, at the time, amicable at best due to strained political interests of Quebecois, it could be assumed that the division of sport in Quebec was a reflection of what was going on in post-WWII Canadian society.  While it was logical that English-Canadians would assume to follow an English team, the “two team solution” was one that would alienate the Anglophone hockey fan community in Quebec.

At times, the emotion of the game became something that was not only something taking place on the ice, but in the stands as well.  “Many of the fights that broke out that night, and during other Maroons-Canadiens games, were between French-speaking fans of the Canadiens and English-speaking Maroons supporters, and some may have had more to do with language than hockey,” Brown accounts.

“2nd period: Where players dash with skates aflash the home team trails behind/ But they grab the puck and go bursting up and they're down across the line/ They storm the crease like bumble bees they travel like a burning flame/ We see them slide the puck inside -It's a "1-1" hockey game!”


Linguistic tensions were slightly more relaxed among youth hockey players, who sought the sport as a means of entertainment rather than competition.  The small towns in Ontario and Quebec were home to many pond hockey rinks with local youth integrating the sport in their daily lives.  In his autobiography, hockey legend Jean Béliveau recounts his early involvement in the sport:

“The wonders and distractions children experience today were, of course, unknown in the 1940s.  Forget video games and Walkmans and rock concerts… We were simply left to our own devices.  As a result, shinny at the Béliveau Forum may have been technically inefficient, singularly devoid of positional play and five-on-five chalk talk strategies, but we got to concentrate on the basics, learning how to skate, stick-handle, and shoot.”

As Béliveau demonstrates, Canadian youth started to adopt hockey not just in the cities and towns, but in villages as well.  His childhood took place in the small Quebec town of Victoriaville, where his traditional French-Catholic upbringing was based on “family values, strict religious observance, hard work, conservatism, and self-discipline” (28).  The hockey game became a means of entertainment in such a strict environment.

Many of the cultural ties Canada associates with hockey come from the physical climate of Canada.  Prior to the erratic weather patterns in Canada in the late twentieth century, the Canadian climate was one of cold winters, snow, and ice for much of the year.  The freezing of ponds, rivers, and lakes made playing shinny games a most feasible option for winter athletics and recreation.  Games of “shinny hockey” became commonplace, especially in rural districts.  The only equipment a young lad required was skates, a stick, and object to be moved along the ice.  Shinny games were a way for community youth to become involved and slowly influenced the nature of the game.  In shinny hockey, there were no physical rules and no determined game lengths.
  As a result, Canadian youth such as Jean Béliveau were in essence, “raised” by the “rules of the rink.”  A lack of rules may also have resulted in the introduction of violence into the sport.  Hockey gave the boys a physical outlet of aggression to deal with frustrations at home, work, or various other pressures.  “John J. Rowan visiting Canada in 1876, bears testimony to the popularity of the game at that time. ‘Every Canadian,” he says, “can skate more or less… The boy of the country is addicted to hockey and is, I am compelled to admit, a nuisance to the non-hockey-playing skating public.”

The children’s book The Hockey Sweater, by Roch Carrier, is an excellent piece of literature that is a semi-autobiographical account of hockey youth.  Not only does it depict the pressures on a child that formed as a result of hockey, but also it portrays the Anglophone-Francophone division as not being a matter purely for adults, but for youth as well.


The Hockey Sweater takes place in a small village in Quebec.  A young boy and his friends always play shinny hockey at the rink, emulating members of the French Montreal Canadiens.  When the boy’s sweater has become old and tattered, the boy’s mother throws the sweater out and orders a new sweater from Eaton’s Department Store.  When the new sweater arrives for the boy, he is shocked to find out that it is not a replacement Canadiens sweater, but a Toronto Maple Leafs sweater- the Maple Leafs being the Anglophone rival team to the Canadiens.  Upon his return to the rink for shinny hockey, his peers ostracize him for wearing a Maple Leafs ‘sweater instead of a Canadiens’ sweater.


The idolization of hockey stars started to become ever present among youth as well.  Maurice “The Rocket” Richard became a cornerstone figure of hockey for all players, but most importantly for French-Canadians.  “The Rocket was the heart and soul of the Canadiens, an inspiration to us all, especially to younger French Canadians who were rising through the ranks,” Béliveau recounts.  “Moreover, the timing of his contributions, from the war years through to 1960, coincided with that period in Quebec when a tidal wave of change was sweeping aside more than 300 years of history.”
  Although fanaticism for hockey teams was along a linguistic divide, the undeniable individual talents of stars such as Richard (and eventually Béliveau) were recognized by from all fans.  The legacies of these players continue to inspire Canadians to maintain the game as a national pastime.

“3rd period: last game in the playoffs, too...

Oh take me where the hockey players face off down the rink/ And the Stanley Cup is all filled up for the chaps who win the drink/ Now the final flick of the hockey stick and a one gigantic scream/ The puck is in! The home team wins! The good ole hockey game!”

When Lord Stanley of Preston first presented the Stanley Cup in 1892, he would have never guessed that the honour associated with the award would be as grand as it is today.  As the oldest championship award in professional sports, the Stanley Cup is a symbol of hockey glory as well as respect.  An avid hockey fan, Lord Stanley purchased the original cup in 1892 as an award for the team that had the most wins in the hockey season.  At the time, the cup was not as respected and it has been said that the winning team would fill the cup with beer and drink out of it until they were inebriated.  “During the three-season reign of the Ottawa Silver Seven, the Cup spent a particularly harrowing night atop, of all places, the Rideau Canal near Ottawa. One of the celebrating players, fortified no doubt by several swigs of champagne from the Cup, was challenged to dropkick the trophy into the canal, a feat he promptly accomplished.”
  The cup was later found and this story only served to add to the storied legacy behind the valuable prize.

Although the game of hockey started to incorporate players from countries outside of North America, the Stanley Cup remained a link to the Canadian heritage invested in the game.  All players hold respect for the cup in such high regard that some players will not ceremonially “lift” the cup over their heads if they have not earned that honour.  For example, Colorado Avalanche defencemen Ray Bourque, who had never won the Stanley Cup in his extended career, would not hoist the cup over his head until he was awarded it in 2000.

The cup, made of silver, contains the names of the teams that have earned the honour of receiving the cup, and the rosters of all those teams.  As room on the cup has run out, silver rings are added underneath the cup to allow room for future champions.  Currently, the Montreal Canadiens have been inscribed as winners of the cup twenty-four times; the second most championship wins in professional sports to the twenty-six World Series wins posted by the New York Yankees baseball team.  The names of “the Flying Frenchmen” are forever immortalized on the cup.  Their legacy to the game has become one that is analogous to the great New York Yankees players, Babe Ruth, Mickey Mantle, or Joe DiMaggio.  For a player’s name to be inscribed on the Stanley Cup near those of their childhood idols is one of the greatest hockey honours.

The cup’s symbolism of Canadian hockey is one of the greatest importance.  When the National Hockey League was formed in 1917, six teams composed the organization: Montreal Canadiens, Toronto Maple Leafs, Boston Bruins, Detroit Red Wings, New York Rangers, and Chicago Blackhawks.  Unfortunately, despite the popularity of hockey in Canada, it is America that was home to the most NHL teams.  With post-WWII economic expansion, it became feasible for the NHL to expand into new markets, more so in America than in Canada.  Eventually, the league was expanded to include eight Canadian teams, composing less than half of the league.  The rest of the teams were based in America.  This however, was not a deterrent to those Canadian teams that remained.  The Canadiens and the Edmonton Oilers displayed their Canadian pride after winning the cup.

Following the Quiet Revolution, the linguistic divide that had originally separated French and English Canada in the hockey rink seemed to slowly heal.  In the 1990s, Canadians took a higher priority in uniting against American domination of the game, rather than French or English-Canadian domination of the game.  The growing price of the American dollar made it more lucrative for the league to create expansion teams in places such as Dallas, TX or Anaheim, CA than to create new teams within Canada- or even keep some teams within Canadian borders.

Blows were struck to Canadian pride on two separate occasions when team owners of both the Winnipeg Jets and the Quebec Nordiques (the Canadiens’ francophone rivals) were moved from their cities to Phoenix and Denver, respectively.  Although the reasons for these moves were for financial reasons, the league’s permitting the erosion of the national sport disheartened many Canadian hockey fans.  At this point in time however, various non-North American players were playing on NHL teams and fans started to wonder if Canada would reclaim its sport from the Czechs, the Russians, and even the Americans.  Canada’s link to hockey history however, has been permanently etched in the silver of the cup for future generations of players and fans to view.

Despite the movement of the Winnipeg and Quebec teams and what seemed to be a general lack of concern for professional hockey institutions in Canada, no better example of pride for the Canadian hockey game could have been demonstrated than the 2002 Winter Olympics.  During this year, both the men and women’s teams won the gold medals in ice hockey.  The men’s team won their first gold medal in fifty years against the United States.  Public sentiment and support for both teams was increasingly high during the weeks of those Olympics and finally seemed to serve as a common ground for both Anglophone and Francophone hockey fans to agree on; during that time a united French and English Canada was cheering for the teams and the dignity of the Canadian game, not just for individual interests.

“Oh the good ole hockey game is the best game you can name

And the best game you can name is the good ole hockey game.”


As a key symbol of Canadiana, the sport of hockey has evolved steadily to represent the cultural values Canadian people.  Through the years, hockey has not only been a divider, but a unifier in Canadian culture as well.  One can even look to institutions that have been established as a means of this.  The television show, “Hockey Night in Canada,” is a key example of media attention given to the Canadian game.  “Though ‘Hockey Night in Canada’ encouraged a liberal, bi-national Canadianism, it simultaneously legitimized, even celebrated, those economic forces and discourses that undermined the ability of Canadians to sustain the communities and institutions they needed for their own lives.”
  While “Hockey Night in Canada” originated on CBC, the English broadcasting station, and primarily covered Toronto Maple Leafs games, Radio Canada, the French broadcasting station broadcasted “La Soirée du Hockey,” which covered Montreal Canadiens and Quebec Nordiques games.  Across Canada, hockey fans could be found spending Saturday nights listening to games on the radio or watching them on television.


In addition, popular culture had incorporated hockey as a major part of business and advertisement.  In the late 1990s and into the early 2000s, Molson Breweries aired several commercials in the early 2000s, several “I am Canadian” ads with a focus on hockey as a means of initiating national pride through beer sales.  Labatt Breweries used a hockey-playing bear as means of tying beer sales to hockey.  One could even attribute the nation’s largest doughnut and coffee shop chain, Tim Horton’s, to hockey.  Horton, who played for the Toronto Maple Leafs started the chain of coffee shops, which has outsold its major competitors and serves as a means of unifying the country.


The identity of Canadian social culture has seemed to revolve around the sport of hockey, from the youth on the rural pond rinks to the linguistic division in the cities.  As much as the maple leaf, beavers, and lumberjacks are stereotypical representatives of Canadiana, it is hockey that remains etched in the historical psyche of the world.  It is pastimes, in their roles as social mediators, which define societies.  While socioeconomic cleavages are ephemeral throughout the course of history, it is leisure that remains constant and Canada will forever be remembered for its cornerstone contribution to “the good ole hockey game.”
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