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superintendent-general for the Department of Indian
Affairs in the 1880’s, had been largely responsible for the
establishment of the first three Indian industrial schools
in western Canada. The Club frequently congratulated
young Belgians who had won scholastic awards, and in
1941 1t decided to provide a fund to support the further
education of young Belgians on a systematic basis. These
intentions were not immediately put into action, however,
and 1t was not till ten years later that a definite decision
was made to provide regular scholarships. Initially, funds
provided only two $50 scholarships, one for a son and one
for a daughter of a Club member. Once the precedent had
been established, however, the practice gained more sup-
port. By 1954 the annual awards totalled $400, and in 1962
the quota was considerably increased although the follow-
ing proviso was added:

...should the recipients of scholarships attain
prominence in business or professions, they
voluntarily return the amount of the bursary to
the Club so that it may be added to the regular
quota, thus increasing the total value of the
annual grants.

In 1967 the first such refund was made, and the annual
scholarships were acknowledged to be a worthwhile under-
taking. The practice of presenting the awards at a Club
meeting addressed by a prominent educator brought further
support and publicity. The awards have since 1971 been

b

open to “any student of Belgian heritage in the commun-
ity.” These awards, and the scholarships given annually
by the Ladies Auxiliary, Belgian Veterans’ Association. for

students entering Grade XI, continue to demonstrate the
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importance which the Club attaches to the support of
education.

From the early years, the Belgian immigrants maintained
a considerable interest in cultural activities, especially in
music and drama.

The Belgian interest in music centred largely on bands.
This form of music in the Canadian West dated back to
1866 when Abbé Georges Dugas of St. Boniface College
formed a small band, and a succession of others kept the
tradition alive until 1910-1912 when two distinct bands
were formed. These were the St. Boniface City Band, com-
monly known as the Belgian Band, and the L.a Vérendrye
Band which, though essentially French, was founded by
a Belgian, Joseph Vermander.

The Belgian Band gave regular concerts at the Club and

two special concerts each year: on New Year’s Day and

The Bruxelles Band
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on the Saturday closest to July 21, the Belgian Indepen-
dence Day. Moreover, the Band participated in special
events and parades. Like all similar organizations, the Band
experienced occasional difficulties, but in 1944 1t was reor-
ganized and, after an unsuccessful attempt to amalgamate
with the La Vérendrye Band, 1t began to flourish. Con-
tinued support from the Club and a grant from the city
have enabled the Band to continue, so that today, with
a membership which is now largely non-Belgian, it still
maintains a high musical standard.

The main interest of the Belgians remained in band
music, both in St. Boniface and in several of the smaller
towns such as Bruxelles, Deloraine, and Ste. Rose-du-Lac.
In Holland there was a brass band organized as early as
1894, and although it was dissolved by 1900, it was later

revived for 13 years from 1949 to 1962. Similarly, Belgians
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were active in a band at Ste. Rose-du-Lac from 1904
onwards and in Bruxelles where the band still exists. Bru-
xelles could reasonably have claimed to be the musical
capital of rural Manitoba, for at one time it boasted four
orchestras in addition to the band.

Belgians, and particularly the Belgian Club, also took
pride in the musical accomplishments of individual Belgians
such as Albert Simoens and others who performed
outstandingly in musical competitions. Choral music was
largely confined to the various church choirs, although the
choir of the dramatic club ‘Excelsior’ was active during
the 1940’s when it made several broadcasts.

Along with music, the Belgians were actively interested
in drama. As early as 1916 a theatre group, known as the
‘Onder Ons’ was established; and this was followed a little
later by the formation of the ‘Belgica’ group which staged
plays for Belgian war relief. The ‘Excelsior’ group existed
during the early 1940’s; while in more recent years some
financial support has been extended to non-Belgian groups
such as the Cercle Moliére in St. Boniface.

During the many years since Belgians first came to Mani-
toba and since the formation of the Belgian Club, the
Belgian community has changed in many ways, as new
generations of Belgians born in Manitoba have grown up
and adopted many aspects of the predominant culture. Yet
some things remain the same. The Sacred Heart parish
is still officially and emotionally the parish of the Belgians,
and the musical traditions of the Belgians are still con-
tinued. Educationally, the Belgians have achieved well, but
frequently at the expense of their traditional language.
Although it may well be that the Belgians in Manitoba
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form too small a group to maintain effectively their ethnic
consclousness, there can be little doubt that many younger
Belgians still yearn for some more tangible link with their
cultural heritage. All individuals are creatures of their past,
whether they realize it or not, and it may be that only
a more determined effort to revive cultural traditions will
enable the Belgians of today to regain a full and confident

pride in their distinctive ethnic character.



CHAPTER V

Occupations

ALTHOUGH Belgian immigrants to Manitoba have

engaged 1n a variety of occupations, their main inter-
ests have been in farming and construction.

As the first immigrants came mainly from over-populated
villages in Belgium, they naturally tended to become
farmers when they arrived in Manitoba. The majority of
these took up mixed farming in the areas around St. Al-
phonse, Mariapolis, Swan Lake and Deloraine, while some
became dairy farmers around Winnipeg.

Those engaged in mixed farming soon earned respect
for their industry, and as many of them were financially
solvent, it was not long before substantial farms were
acquired. One pioneer Belgian farmer recalled that within

a year and a half:

J’ai construit une maison, étable et grainerie, et
j'ai achété deux chevaux, une vache, un veau,
une charrue, une voiture, et un traineau pour
faire les transports en hiver, 3 cochons, deux
douzaines de poules. J’ai mis en culture la pre-
miére année 12 acres; j’ai fait du labour pour
I’année prochaine, 20 acres prétes a semer, en
tout 32 acres.

On the other hand, several Belgian farmers arrived here
69



20 OCCUPATION

penniless. Through hard work, thrift even beyond the belief
of many Scots, and through willingness to accept all types
of jobs, many of these were able gradually to own their

OWwWn ]H']HH‘H[(“ddH. A settler wrote:

Maurice cleared bush for the family for three
months at $35.00 per month, then in July he was
hired for the harvest by another family for $45.00
per month. He stayed there the following winter
for board and tobacco money. He stayed at the
farm for five vears until 1916, then purchased
a local homestead including livestock, equipment
and household for $5,000.00.

These farmers were understandably pleased with their gains
in Manitoba and, as has been seen, their letters home
encouraged many of their friends and relatives to join them.
Conditions, of course, were not necessarily at first any
easier for many of the immigrants who arrived later after
the First World War. One such immigrant has left a graphic
account of events following his arrival in Winnipeg in 1927.

I was so happy and relieved to hear strangers
speaking the Belgian language. The strangers
were Belgian landlords of Belgian farmers. One
farmer gave me a job for fifty dollars a month.
The twelve immigrants from Belgium had to
separate and take jobs at different places. We
shook hands and promised to see each other again
some day. I found myself wondering what kind
of a position I would have and if the job would
be hard and what kind of a job was waiting for
me. | found out the next day. I worked for a
dairy farmer, got up at 4 o’clock in the morning,
warmed the furnace for hot water, and worked
hard for the rest of the day. I couldn’t milk cows
very well, so in June 1927, I began to work in
the hayfield. That was the hardest work of all.
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We pitched hay for fourteen hours a day, with
a fork, but without gloves. I got eleven blisters
on my hands. I got a needle and thread to punc-
ture the blisters and drain them. The next day
I got a pair of gloves and continued working there
for a month. Then I quit. I received a letter from
a friend in Alberta who said he was making six
to eight dollars a day, unloading rails and ties.
I wanted those kind of wages too. The farmer
told me that if 1 would stay he would pay me
seventy-five dollars a month, and that I could
work for him in the winter also, cleaning and
feeding cows for twenty-five dollars a month. But
my mind was already made up. I wanted to travel
and make more money. I found out later that
this was the wrong kind of thinking for me. I
arrived at my friend’s in Glendoland, Alberta and
started working the next day. The work was very
hard and tiresome, but I had to keep on going
as I had no money or home. It was an obligation.
So after cursing and feeling sorry for myself, I
went through that painful job for two months,
finished, and returned by train to Winnipeg. At
the station in Saskatoon, I had to wait an hour.
In the meantime a farmer asked me if I had work.
I said no and he told me he needed six men to
help harvest in Hanley. The farmer’s name was
McKenzie. The pay was seven dollars a day,
which was high for those times. The meals were
excellent. But we had no luck, because after eight
days work it started raining and a few days after
that it began to snow and freeze. The farmer
told us there would be no more threshing for a
long time. He took me to the station, said good-
bye and I came back to Winnipeg. It was already
the end of October in 1927. I took it easy for
a few days, then took a job digging sewers for
thirty-seven and a half cents an hour. Then after
four weeks I finished, with very little money left.

In December 1927 men were needed to clear bush
from Cranberry Portage to Flin Flon, for a new
railroad. Twelve of us Belgian greenhorns, all
inexperienced bushworkers, took a half mile bush
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clearing job, cutting those big trees and burning
them. We slept in tents and ate in the bunkhouse.
We slept on brush and hay on the floor. It was
very cold, almost 40 below practically everyday.
We spent three weeks there, sleeping with all our
clothes on, just taking off our boots at night. In
Europe there is never any ice in the bedrooms
from the cold, but in spite of all the blankets
we used here, there was frost in the morning at
the hole we left for breathing. After three weeks,
the half mile was finished, but to our surprise
each of us was seventy dollars in the hole. We
had worked so hard and looked like devils from
the smoke, so the boss felt sorry for us and gave
us another half mile to do. This time it was all
swampy with only small trees and brush. We were
finished in one day. We went to The Pas, got
rooms 1n the hotel and spent the money. It was
now January, 1928. We split up, six of us going
to Winnipeg and six of us went back on the
railway line. This time the job paid thirty-five
cents an hour with a ten hour day. Board and

Belowans workig on the railway



T Bercians in ManitoBa

room cost seventy-five cents a day, in March 1928.
We came back on a flatcar from Cranberry
Portage in temperatures of twenty below. 1 got
to The Pas half frozen. In the hotel room, I nursed
my stiff legs from the frost by rubbing them with
alcohol. In a couple of days, I had normal blood
circulation. In April, a Belgian contractor came
to The Pas with about two hundred workers, all
for the new railroad from Nelson to Churchill,
called the Hudson Bay Line. We were divided
into groups of four and boarded the train for
Nelson. That’s as far as the train went. We walked
the rest of the way. Four of us with our heavy
packsacks walked seventy-two miles through
muskeg and snow.

It was still very cold those three and a half days.
Every twenty miles there was a cache or store-
house. We ate and slept there over night and
then went on our way. It was now halfway
through April and still there was lots of snow.
When we came to our post, there was a whole
pile of supplies covered with a tent. The items
had been freighted in by tractor and sled. There
were four wheelbarrows, two saws, two hammers,
a bag of nails, two rolls of tarpaper, a tin stove
with an oven, a coal o1l lamp, blankets, axes,
shovels, sugar, flour, oatmeal, lard, butter, dry
beans, coffee, tea, dry milk, salt pork and hay
for bedding. We busied ourselves shovelling snow,
and putting up the tent. The next day we cut
trees to make the frame for our castle. We nailed
poles together, and put tarpaper over the frame.
We made beds, four in a row with small poles,
and put cheesecloth around them, so the mosqui-
toes wouldn’t eat us alive. We added the brush
and the hay and our beds were ready. We had
a few boards to make a door and a table, and
a couple of boxes made chairs. Then we began
our task of cutting trees and clearing the half
mile for the tracks. It was June before the snow
was gone and we could start digging and wheeling
the dirt, which we piled almost six feet high in
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places, to put the railway tracks on. I was the
baker and cook. Sunday was my baking day. We
got dry yeast and made about twenty-four loaves
of bread for the week. The others collected dry
wood for the week. That was our Sunday pastime.
The menu for breakfast was porridge, pancakes,
bread, jam, coffee; for dinner, boiled pork and
beans, powdered eggs, bread, jam and coffee; for
supper, pork and beans, bread, jam, dry fruit
cooked, tea. It was truly a wilderness, with
swamps, muskeg, millions of insects, isolation of
hundreds of miles from towns, hard and tiresome
work, sometimes in water and mud up to the
knees. After six months or so the hardship could
be easily forgotten because the pay was good. This
continued from 1928 until the end of October
1929. Some of the men stayed during the winter
to lay the tracks to Churchill, but most of us
came to Winnipeg to whoop 1t up and forget
the hard times. You could spend your money
much faster than you could make it. In November
I got on a trip to Belgium for four months and
then returned the end of March 1929. In April
I got back on the Hudson Bay line. No walking
this time as the rails were laid all the way to
Churchill, and a truck on rails brought us there.
We began the same routine. This time, we only
made ditches for a half mile alongside the tracks,
clear the brush one hundred feet wide, make off
track ditches, and dynamite dams made by the
beavers. We had the same menu for the entire
s1x months.

During that time, there was one incident that
I shall never forget. On the way to the Hudson
Bay line in August 1929, one beautiful, sun shiny
Sunday morning when the birds were singing in
the trees, I felt very happy and decided to take
a walk. I walked along the railroad tracks for
a half mile to the neighbouring group of workers.
I was whistling a tune about halfway there when
it happened. I looked sideways into the bush and
to my surprise, there was a big silver haired polar
bear staring at me about twenty-five feet away.
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My whistle froze. I could feel the hair standing
on end on my head. It was as though I was
paralyzed. Automatically, I started running as
fast as I could, looking over my shoulder at the
same time. I'm sure a jack rabbit couldn’t outrun
me that time. I was so exhausted, I nearly
dropped. The bear was later shot farther up the
line. He weighed nine hundred pounds. That was
the only bear I've seen that close outside of a
Z0o.

We arrived at Churchill the end of October 1929
... We returned to Winnipeg later in the year,
and celebrated to forget the miserable life we had
just left, and the Hudson Bay line.

As mixed farmers, Belgian immigrants introduced new
types of husbandry to Manitoba. In particular, they in-
troduced two new breeds of horse: the Belgian and Per-
cheron. The first Belgian horse, Napoleon, was owned by
the Lombaert brothers of St. Alphonse; the first Percheron,
Charlotte, was owned by a syndicate in Swan Lake and
was later sold to a Winnipeg firm for a handsome profit.

T'hese two types of horse were fairly similar. Both were
originally bred for size, first for knights during the Middle
Ages and later as draft horses. Their size made them excep-
tionally well suited for agricultural work. The Belgian,
chestnut brown in colour and bred in the Low Countries,
was generally docile and patient; the Percheron, grey or
black in colour and bred in La Perche, Normandy, was
exceedingly active and nimble. Because both types of horse
were in great demand both for their special qualities and
for their investment value, many Belgian farmers began
horse breeding and developed strains which compared fa-
vourably with those of Belgium and France.

The federal and provincial governments were quick to
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realize the value of this type of husbandry, and to provide
encouragement and assistance through the establishment
of local clubs. Members of each club guaranteed a certain
number of mares to be bred to an approved stallion, while
the owner agreed to restrict the use of the stallion, at a
stated service fee, to the members of the club. The federal
Department of Agriculture gave financial assistance de-
pending on the membership of the club and on the number
of mares in foal.

Although many Belgian farmers became involved in
breeding horses both for their own use and for sale to
Winnipeg business firms, the vast majority preferred the
use of lighter and less expensive horses for farm work,
especially when the average farmer might require anywhere
from ten to eighteen horses.

After 1920 mechanization drastically reduced the need
for horses on farms. Belgian farmers, progressive in farm
operating methods, were quick to adapt to mechanization,
a Belgian being the first farmer in the Deloraine district
to obtain a tractor. Another Belgian, Van Ryssel, won
international recognition for his work in developing a
variety of flax.

In addition to mixed farming, Belgians also engaged in
market gardening in both the urban and rural areas of
the province. Like many other European groups, they in-
troduced new strains of market garden produce. The
Andries family in the Turtle Mountain district has been
particularly successful in developing specialized varieties
of currants, gooseberries, raspberries, and strawberries.

Many pioneer dairy farmers in the province were Bel-
gians, some of whom went into the dairy business. In 1890,
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for example, Constant Bossuyt bought the Northwestern
Dairy, the first dairy established in Winnipeg, and renamed

it the Manitoba Dairy. Still owned by the same family, its

location has altered several times and i1s now at Oak Bluff.

Because of the nature of large scale dairying, farmers

must locate reasonably close to cities which provide the
population to consume milk products, and in fertile areas
which provide the lush pasture for dairy cattle. Thus, early
Belgian dairymen found a highly profitable market for
dairy products in Winnipeg and its suburbs, and were able
to farm in the ideal pastureland of the Red River valley.
The first dairies were located 1n Stonewall, the Kildonans,
St. Boniface, St. Vital, Fort Garry and River Heights.
Belgians were the largest single group of dairymen in
Winnipeg, but their operations were on a small scale by
modern standards. With seldom more than 50 cows, the
typical Belgian dairy farmer sold independently what he

produced in milk, butter and cream. Each dairy used its
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own tokens as means of exchange. One small dairy farmer
recalled:

Each morning after milking time we would finish
our breakfast, clean the barn, and then my father,
starting on a small scale, would take milk from
our dairy at Kingston Row across the Red River
on a barge in summer. From there, he followed
a trail through River Park into Osborne Street
and into Winnipeg. He supplied the boarding
houses and hotels with milk. In wintertime, he
would go around and over the Norwood Bridge.

Although many small dairies supplied commercial
establishments, others engaged in home delivery. At first,
the farmers delivered “loose milk.”

We would load up the wagon with 8 quart cans
of milk. When we arrived on a particular route
we would take a milk can off the wagon and
go door to door with the can. At each home,
the can lid would come off, turned upside down,
and then filled with a quart of milk; each lid
held exactly one quart. The housewife would
usually ask for a quart and a quart would be
measured out. In winter, the inside of the lid
would sometimes gather a thin coat of ice. When
this happened, we would go in the kitchen, melt
the ice with warm water to insure the exact
amount of milk. Otherwise you heard about it!

This type of handling lasted about thirty years, for by the
1920’s many customers demanded bottled milk as a more
sanitary method of delivery. As this increased costs of deli-
very, many Belgian dairymen discontinued milk delivery
in favour of production and shipping to larger dairies such
as Crescent, Modern, Standard and the St. Boniface

Creamery. Improved standards of cleanliness, and the
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compulsory pasteurization of milk prompted by polio out-
breaks in the 1930’s further increased costs and drove many
more of the smaller dairies out of business.

Urbanization and the retirement of the first generation
of Belgian dairyman also reduced the number of dairies.
When many Belgian dairymen reached retirement age in
the 1940’s, their sons often chose not to continue in the
business. In other cases, the father simply preferred to sell
his business and retire with his money safely in the bank.
Not infrequently this trend often coincided with the expan-
sion of the urban area into areas which previously had
been good farm land. Dairy farmers were tempted to sell
their land, and many did so. These factors, combined with
increased operating costs and more stringent sanitation
regulations, reduced the number of dairies from as many
as fifty at one time, to fewer than half a dozen today.

Another closely related aspect of farming was the grain
business. No longer in business, but once dealing in grain,
flour, cereals and feeds was Soubry Grain, the only Belgian
elevator in the Winnipeg area. Founded 1n 1928, and at
first employing Belgians, this elevator served the needs of
most Belgian farmers and dairymen. It was located on
Archibald Street in the heart of St. Boniface’s old Belgian

town.

While many Belgians were engaged in some form of
agriculture, there has always been a small but significant
group involved in small commercial operations: bakers,
butchers, blacksmiths, florists, monument makers and store
keepers. There has, however, been a gradual decline in the
numbers of small businesses owned and operated by Bel-
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gians, although the Van Belleghem family has remained

highly competitive in the hotel business.

Construction was for many years next in importance to
farming for the Belgians in Manitoba. At the turn of the
century there were several Belgian owned construction
companies 1n St. Boniface, and these built many of the
Belgian homes and businesses in addition to the first Belgian
Club and the Belgian Sacred Heart Church. These
companies gradually extended their operations throughout
Winnipeg, the province and, later, Saskatchewan and
Alberta.

Many Belgian immigrant carpenters at first worked for
one of the companies until they had saved sufficient money
to work independently. The outstanding example was
Gerard Baert who first arrived in 1928 and worked for
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five years as a carpenter before establishing his own com-
pany. Baert Construction, which soon earned a reputation
for efficiency and good workmanship, became one of the
largest construction companies in the province by the 1950’
and 1960’s before going bankrupt in 1973. Today the only
large Belgian contractor is Bockstael Construction.

While the most able and ambitious formed their own
companies or operated their own businesses, the vast major-
ity of Belgians in the urban area remained employees who
were willing to accept any type of work when employment
was hard to find. Only in more recent years, especially
after the Second World War, have Belgians entered the
professions in significant numbers.

In search of a better way of life, many Belgians emigrated
to Manitoba and entered a variety of occupations, early
becoming a significant group in dairying and construction.
The decline of their former dominance may be attributed
to several factors, not least of which was the traditional
Belgian individuality which inhibited the development of
large corporate enterprises able to compete successfully in
modern industry and commerce.



CHAPTER VI
Social Life: Sports and Pastimes

MMIGRANTS tend to bring with them many of the

recreational activities which they enjoyed in their native
land. These vary from hobbies and simple social gatherings
to organized and competitive sports. Sometimes these
activities flourish unchanged in their new environment, but
more often they are influenced and modified by natural
factors such as geography and climate or by social factors
such as the gradual integration of the immigrants into a
new and different culture. The national enthusiasm for
sports in Belgium was wholeheartedly continued by the
immigrants to Manitoba where the Belgian Club served
as a focal point for both cultural and recreational activities.

Pigeon racing has long been a popular sport among
Belgians. It originated in 1815, and initially the tumbler
and smerle pigeons were used. By cross breeding these with
the English carrier pigeon, the modern racing pigeon was
developed by the 1860’s. The average bird weighs about
18 ounces and is slightly smaller than the crow. It is also
very fast, being able to attain speeds as high as 80 miles
per hour. This speed ensures its safety from all predators
except the sparrow hawk. The pigeons used today come
in a variety of colours, but are bred for strength rather

than for appearance. They have adapted well to the clima-
82
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tic conditions of Manitoba. Being extremely hardy, they
can remain outside in a loft all year round so long as they
are kept dry, and are regularly exercised. Although many
of the pigeons are now bred in Manitoba, some of the
finest are still imported from Belgium at prices often in
excess of $5,000. Imported birds must be registered with
the Department of Defence in Ottawa.

The rules of pigeon racing are fairly simple. On the day
before a race, all owners take their pigeons to a designated
point which, in Winnipeg, 1s usually the Belgian Club.
There, each bird 1s assigned a number, and an appropriate
tag 1s attached to the bird’s leg. The pigeons are then taken
to places of varying distance from home, usually between
50 and 500 miles away. At a given time in early morning,
the birds are released simultaneously. They then fly home,
guided by instinct, at an average speed of approximately
40 miles per hour. Being excellent navigators, the birds
will quite often seek and take advantage of a tail wind.
At home, the pigeon owner has a time clock; and as soon
as his first pigeon returns to the loft, he removes the bird’s
number tag and punches the time clock. The bird with
the best speed wins the race. The Belgian system of awards
is still used, with a prize being allotted for every ten pigeons
entered in the race. This differs from the English system
in which only the first three to finish receive a prize.

Pigeon racing in Manitoba was first organized in 1917
by the St. Boniface Racing Pigeon Club which was later
associated with the Belgian Club. The rapid growth of
interest in the sport led to the formation of a second club.
the Norwood Pigeon Flyers, in 1938. These two clubs in
1967 formed the Metro Winnipeg Racing Pigeon Associa-
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tion, although they each retained their separate identity.

Today, races take place every weekend from the middle
of May to the middle of September. The direction of the
races changes from west-east to south-north every five years.
The longest race from the west took place from Banff to
Winnipeg in 1924; the longest from the south was from
Oklahoma to Winnipeg in 1935. Flights to the east of
Winnipeg are restricted to 500 miles because of the naviga-
tional problems posed by Lake Superior.

The two biggest races of the season in Winnipeg are
the Old Bird Race and the Young Bird Race. The former
1s about 500 miles long. The latter, in which only birds
born during the current season may be entered, is the last
race of the year and 1s approximately 250 miles long. The
distance difference of these two races illustrates the cyclical
nature of the racing season. The first race of the year 1s
50 miles, and each succeeding race is an additional 50 miles,
The Old Bird Race, the most prestigious, takes place in
Julv, and after this a new cycle begins for young birds.
The cycle continues until the Young Bird Race in Sep-
tember.

There are today about 100 active pigeon racers in Mani-
toba, most of them in Winnipeg or Brandon. It is interesting
to note, however, that only about 20% of them are of
Belgian origin. Although pigeon racing has long been
popular in countries other than Belgium, 1t is the Belgian
form of the sport which predominates in Manitoba where
steps are now being taken further to increase its popularity
among all age groups.

Another distinctively Belgian sport still practised in

Manitoba is pole archery. The pioneer Joseph Vermander,
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an enthusiastic sportsman, recalled the organization of
‘popingal’ or ‘papejay’ shooting clubs “which the French
call ‘tir a la perche’ and the English translate somewhat
inadequately ‘pole shooting”” The sport, no matter what
its correct English name, was first practised informally at
the home of Theophile Gelaude in St. Vital in the early
1920’s, but the sport was more formally organized with
the formation in 1926 of the St. Sebastian Archery Club.
The archery grounds were in the area bounded by Archi-
bald Street. Provencher Avenue, the Seine River and the
CNR tracks. A club was also organized at Ste. Amélie,
and inter-club competition started in the same year. The
need for a governing body soon became apparent, and the
Manitoba Archery Association was formed in 1928. This
was later renamed the Manitoba Pole Archery Association.

The popularity of the sport and the need for further
competition led to the formation in 1929 of a second club
in Winnipeg, the Robin Hood Archery Club, and of the
Ste. Rose Archery Club which in 1934 amalgamated with
the Ste. Amélie Club. Regular tournaments took place
between the three clubs, and the popularity of the sport
later reached into Ontario, where the Dryden Merrymen
Archery Club was formed in 1970.

Belgian archery is quite different from English archery
which is practised around the world. Its only similarity
to the English version is in the use of a bow. In Belgian
pole archery a wooden or metal pole 100 feet high is set
up. The base of the pole is weighted, and the pole is pinned
to two posts. The balanced weighting of the pole facilitates
its raising and lowering. On the pole is a ‘tree’ of five

branches on each of which are placed several ‘birds.” These
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birds are now usually made of plastic, but at various times
in the past have been made of wood, wire or cork and
feathers. At the very top of the ‘tree’ 1s placed a large ‘bird,
known as the ‘king bird. The other ‘birds’ are placed on

the branches.
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Belgian pole archery
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The object of the game is to shoot down these ‘birds’
with bow and arrow. The bow used is the traditional bow
of wood or fibreglass, but the arrow has a flat head instead
of a sharp point. The players stand beside the pole, which
is tilted very slightly towards them, and take turns in
shooting upwards to dislodge the ‘birds’” The archers are
sheltered from their falling arrows by a screen behind which
they retreat after shooting. Points are assigned to each ‘bird;
the ‘king bird’ being the most valuable. The winner is the
archer who has accumulated most points when all the

‘birds’ have been shot down.

In Manitoba today, tournaments held each summer at-
tract a great number of participants. The sport is, however,
largely confined to people of Belgian origin, as most other
archers prefer the English style of archery.

Another favourite outdoor sport 1s bicycling. The Bel-
gians cannot claim credit for introducing this to Manitoba,
for the French had organized it in the late 1870’s. The
Belgians, however, were mainly responsible for the sport’s
popularity. They formed the St. Boniface Cycling Club
in 1916 and later, in the 1930’s, built a dirt-track velodrome
where races were held every Sunday. Prior to the Second
World War bicycle races were regularly held on Wilkes
Avenue in what is now Tuxedo, and long distance races
were organized between Winnipeg and such places as
Kenora and Winnipeg Beach. The record the the race to
Winnipeg Beach was set in 1934 when Theodore Dubois
covered the 46 miles in one hour and 40 minutes.

Of the various individual races, one of the most popular
was the ‘Miss and Out’ or ‘Devil take the hindmost’ race.



88 SociaL LiFe: SporTs AND PASTIMES

In this the last rider across the tape at the end of each

lap 1s eliminated until only two riders remain.

After the war the popularity of the sport declined,
although 1n recent years interest has again increased. The
Belgian Club now co-sponsors an annual race on Victoria
Day 1in St. Boniface, but ironically the great majority of
the participants are non-Belgians.

Cyclists leaving the city for Winnipeg Beach, 1932
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The most popular Belgian indoor sport played in Mani-
toba is Belgian bowling. There are two versions, ladies’
and men’s, but neither has much in common with the more

widespread five-pin and ten-pin bowling.

The ladies’ version of the game is played on a flat alley
about 20 feet long, at each end of which is a metal hoop.
The players take turns rolling a conventional five-pin bowl
down the alley in an attempt to get it through the hoop.
When the players have each had a turn, they change ends
and repeat the process. The very simplicity of this version
of the game has militated against its popularity, so that
today it is seldom played either in Manitoba or Belgium.

The men’s version is still popular, however, even with
the ladies. It combines elements of curling and horseshoes,
and 1s known as bowling simply because it is played with
a bowl. The bowl, made of a hard rubber substance and
about seven inches in diameter, is bevelled and weighs
almost ten pounds. It looks very like a flat cheese, about
4 inches thick. The game is played on a dirt alley about
35 feet long and 12 feet wide. Two wooden pegs about
nine inches tall are placed 27 feet apart, about four feet
from each end. The alley is slanted slightly to the middle

to allow the bowls to curve more easily when rolled.

The rules of the game are fairly simple, and competition
may take place in singles, doubles, or in teams of three,
four or five, but it is usually played by teams of three.
The object of the game is to roll the bowl as close as possible
to the peg at the far end of the alley. At the start of the
game the teams toss a coin to decide which team bowls

first; subsequently, the winners of the previous end bowl
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first. In singles competition, however, the two players alter-
nate.

In the team game, the first player stands by the peg
and bowls. The first player of the opposing team then
attempts, as in curling, either to roll his bowl closer to
the peg than his opponent or to knock his opponent’s bowl
away with a fast shot. After each member of both teams
has bowled, the team which has rolled the bowl closest
to the peg scores one point. The teams then go to the
opposite end of the alley and repeat the process. This
continues until one team has earned 12 points and wins
the game. Three games constitute a match. In tournaments,
each team continues to play until it loses a match.

In Winnipeg the game is played indoors at the Belgian
Club which has two alleys. In some small towns it is played
outside during the summer, but indoor alleys have recently
been constructed at Holland and Swan Lake. The game
was introduced to Manitoba by the first Belgian immigrants
and was well developed by the 1920’s. By the 1950’s the
Manitoba League consisted of as many as 18 clubs from
across the province. The centre of bowling, however, is still
the Belgian Club which sponsors four provincial tourna-
ments each year. While Manitobans of Belgian origin are
showing renewed interest in the sport, participants are now
increasingly drawn from other ethnic groups.

One game which was played more for enjoyment than
competition was Belgian darts. Although popular in the
past, this game is now seldom played probably because
of the difficulty of obtaining the necessary equipment.

T'he Belgian dartboard is quite different from its English
counterpart. Whereas the English version is a circle divided
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into radian sections, the Belgian board consists of a series
of five concentric coloured circles, much like a traditional
rifle-range target, with a bull’s-eye in the centre. Each circle
has a points value. The bull’s-eye is valued at 50; while
the value of the circles ranges in sets of five from 25 for
the inmost circle to five for the outside. The bull’s-eye is
about % inches in diameter; while the entire board is only
nine inches, considerably smaller than the English version.

The rules of the game are very simple. Play takes place
in singles, each player having four darts. Standing six feet
from the target, each player throws four darts and the points
are added. This continues for ten rounds, at the end of
which the player with the higher score wins the game.

The game of Belgian darts was brought to Manitoba
by immigrants in the 1920’s, and was more formally organ-
1zed by the St. Boniface Dart Club which was established
in 1935. The popularity of the game was at its height before
the Second World War when many young Belgians played
it in corner stores or anywhere that a dartboard could be
set up. Regular tournaments were held for several years
in St. Boniface, but the game never became popular in
other Belgian communities in Manitoba. An annual
tournament still takes place in St. Boniface and attracts
about 50 participants, but between tournaments the game
i1s rarely played.

Belgian immigrants to Manitoba also brought with them
two rather complicated Flemish card games.

The first of these is called ‘bieden’ which in Flemish
means ‘to bid.’ This is usually contracted to ‘bien’ Somewhat
similar to the game of bridge, it is played by two sets of
partners with a deck of cards from which all cards from
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two to six inclusive have been removed. Each set of partners
receives an initial 16 match points, and the object 1s to
get rid of these by winning games. The dealer deals the
cards, four at a time, to each player; and the player to
the left of the dealer then opens the bidding. The player
is guided in his bidding by the number of ‘meld’ or ‘show’
points he has in his hand and what he thinks are in his
partner’s hand. These points are calculated as follows: a
run of three counts 20, a run of four 50, and a run of
five 100. If the player has the king and queen included
in a run, he may add 20 extra points. Four queens, four
kings or four aces count as 100, and four jacks as 200.
There 1s a standard system for bidding; if the player has
20 ‘show’ points, he bids 60; if 50, he bids 90; and 1f 100,
he bids 180. Bidding continues until all players agree that
no one can bid any higher.

At this point, the player with the highest bid plays his
first card, the suit to which this card belongs remaining
the trump suit throughout the game. The points value of
each card is calculated as follows: an ace is always worth
11, a king three, and a queen two. When in trump, a jack
1Is worth 20, but when not in trump is worth only one
point. A ten is always worth ten points; while a nine is
14 when in trump but otherwise worthless. Sevens and
eights are always worthless.

The player to his left plays his best card, and so the
game continues. If a player sees that he cannot possibly
win the trick, he plays a scrap card (a seven or eight, or
a nine when not in trump). After each player has played
one card, the player with the best card wins the trick. This
1s repeated until all cards have been played. At this point,
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the player with the highest bid adds the number of points
in the tricks he has won to those in his partner’s. He then
adds these to the number of ‘show’ points which he and
his partner held originally. If the total equals or exceeds
the number of points in the original bid, he and his partner
win the game and lose some match points. If the total
falls short of the original bid, they lose the game and gain
some match points, while their opponents lose an equal
number of match points.

The number of match points lost or gained is determined
by the number of points the player has bid, with each
set of 50 game points worth one match point. For example,
it a player bids 200 and earns 210, he subtracts four match
points from the 16 with which he started.

The match continues until one set of partners has dis-
posed of its 16 match points. In addition to achieving this
in the normal way, there are two methods of bringing quick
victory. The first of these 1s the ‘pandoer’ in which the
player gambles on winning all the tricks in the game. If
successful, he and his partner get rid of half their match
points; it not, they gain half and their opponents lose half.
The second method i1s known as the ‘zuiver pandoer, ‘bloten
pandoer, or ‘pandoer op tafel; and can be used if all the
player’s cards are trumps. The player simply states his
intention and places his cards on the table. By doing so,
the player gets rid of all his match points and therefore
wins the match.

Although the game has virtually disappeared in Belgium,
it has enjoyed an increasing popularity in Manitoba where
it is played by members of all ethnic groups. Traditionally,
the game is never played for money but for drinks, with
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the stakes determined solely by the players’ thirst.

The second Flemish card game is a version of whist
which, though still popular in Belgium, is now seldom
played in Manitoba. This is probably because of the com-
plexity of the game which is even more complicated than
‘bien” While similar to ‘bien, it differs in that a player
may play with or without a partner, may change partners
in the middle of the game, may trade cards, and may win
a game either by winning tricks, or if he has low cards,
by losing all the tricks in a game.

Another traditional recreation worthy of passing mention
1s the pipe-smoking competition. These contests were at
first held monthly during the fall and winter both in the
city and country towns. Using long clay pipes imported
from Belgium and fine cut cigarette tobacco, each contes-
tant attempted to keep his pipe continuously alight longer
than the others. The record stands at 106 minutes. Each
contestant originally paid a 10¢ entry fee, but when this
was raised to 25¢ the competition became less popular.
Today there is only one annual competition, and interest
in that has virtually ended.

Apart from participating in specific sports and games,
the Belgians also actively continue the centuries-old ‘kermis’
or festival. Kermis Week is now an annual event usually
held at the Belgian Club during the third week of February.
It 1s a traditional week of festivities which attracts Belgians
from all parts of the province to share in sports and feasting.
This, more than any other single event, has served to keep
alive the traditional spirit of the Belgians in Manitoba.



CHAPTER VII

Past, Present and Future

IKE all immigrants, the Belgians came for a variety
of reasons. Some came for economic benefit, escaping
the densely populated homeland with its limited future
tor the seemingly boundless land and opportunities offered
by the young and growing province of Manitoba. Some
were lured by the glowing reports of immigration agents
or relations who had already achieved success here. Still
others sought adventure and had been dissuaded by their
families from emigration to the Congo.

These early immigrants differed in material wealth, in
education and sometimes in language but they were united
in their religious faith and they shared the characteristics
of hard work, adaptability, independence and thrift.

As a group, they adapted readily to their new homeland
and were generally well received by others. While to some
extent the Walloons tended to merge with the French-
speaking population, the Flemish Belgians mixed equally
well with the English-speaking groups and later tended
to adopt the English language.

With a gradual trend towards assimilation into the
dominant English culture, the Belgians suffered little overt

discrimination. Their reputation as hard workers, their
95
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individuality, their practicality and their adaptability made
them ideal employees. Moreover, their comparatively small
numbers, their generally passive role in politics and their
lack of concern for ethnic identity posed no threat to pro-
vincial society.

Over the years, however, these very characteristics, which
initially made them so welcome as immigrants, have gradu-
ally eroded the Belgian sense of identity and have virtually
destroyed the Flemish language among the younger genera-
tion.

Today there is a serious split within the Belgian
community. It is not the historic ethnic and linguistic di-
chotomy between Fleming and Walloon, but rather a split
of generations. It is perfectly natural that the younger
generation yearns for a knowledge and understanding of
its cultural traditions. The tragedy lies in the decline of
the Flemish language, for language is the key to cultural
appreciation. Without knowledge of the Flemish language,
the younger Belgians are effectively cut off from their
cultural inheritance. The blame for this must surely be
shared by both old and young: the old for failing to pass
on their language, and the young for failing to show greater
initiative in seeking to learn it.

What of the future? While there are signs of a resurgence
of Belgian self-identity and pride, there 1s httle evidence
of a strong linguistic revival. Without that, it 1s doubtful
If the traditional culture will survive this generation. But
how seriously do Belgians want a distinct identity? If they
do, a much more consistent and determined effort is an
urgent necessity, for without it the quickening trend

towards total assimilation will inevitably be completed, and
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a small but significant part of the Manitoba cultural mosaic

will have been lost. That would be a loss not only to the

Belgians but to all who truly appreciate the value of cultural
diversity in the life of our province.



Appendix I

PRIESTS OF SACRED HEART PARISH

Father Evereard Kwakman

Father Adelard Couture

Father Willibrord of Mortsel

Father Chrysostom of Kalmthout

Father Damas Van Dycke
Father Peter Constandt
Father Henri Van Olffen
Father Mark Nelissen
Father Otger Devent
Father Damas Van Dycke
Father Peter Constandt
Father Auréle Prefontaine
Father Germain Declerck
Father Omer Deroo
Father Leo Baert
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1918-1928
1923

1928
1928-1934
1934-1941
1941-1947
1947-1950
1950-1952
1952-1954
1954-1956
1956-1958
1958-1963
1963-1967
1967-1971
1971-



Appendix 11

PRESIDENTS OF THE BELGIAN CLUB

Louis De Nobele

Pierre Bossuyt

August Van Horenbeeck
Pierre Bossuyt

Emile Elias

Alidor Van Elslander

August Van Horenbeeck
Anthony Hoornaert
Louis De Nobele

August Janssens
Anthony Hoornaert
Alidor Van Elslander
Nicolas Pirotton

Alfred De Cruyenaere
Theodore Bockstael
Wilbur Van Walleghem

André Janssens

Wilbur Van Walleghem
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1905-1907
1907-1912
1912-1914
1914
1914-1915
1915-1917
1917

1917
1917
1917-1919
1919-1921
1921-1926
1926-1935
1935-1938
1938-1946
1946-1972
1972-1976
1976-
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