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At first blush it is a movie about a
sweater.

But Hunting The Last Hamilton
Tiger is much more than that. It is
a story about our city in a differ-
ent time and place. It is a story
about the National Hockey
League in its earliest days. And it
is the story of one man’s quest to
restore a rare piece of Hamilton
sports memorabilia back to its
rightful home.

Russ Boychuk, a self-confessed
hockey nut and a Hamilton invest-
ment executive, is on a journey to
find a Hamilton Tigers hockey jer-
sey. In 1925, the Hamilton Tigers
were atop the NHL standings and
heading to the Stanley Cup when
the team demanded more money
and went on strike. 

They were dropped from the
championship game and by the
next season the players contracts
were sold and transferred from
Hamilton to New York City where
they become known as the New
York Americans and then eventu-
ally the New York Rangers.

Boychuk, who does a good imi-
tation of a slimmer Michael

Moore, the American gadfly who
pursues his targets with rigour,
pushes through dozens of loca-
tions in his search for the shirt in
the hour-long documentary. 

That’s Boychuk knocking on
doors in a Toronto neighbourhood
where someone claims they saw a
shirt at a garage sale 10 years earli-
er. That’s Boychuk roaming the
tables at a collectibles show. And
that’s him in the Big Apple. His
quest takes him to legendary
Hamilton sporting goods store
Kenesky’s, the Hockey Hall of
Fame, Bob McGowan’s Prime
Time Sports show and even city
council, almost always armed
with a replica sweater from the

1990s, and determined to find the
real thing.

Sports Illustrated compiled a list
of 25 lost treasures in the history of
sports. The list contained items
such as Wilt Chamberlain’s 100
point game ball, Muhammad Ali’s
Olympic gold medal and the 1925
Hamilton Tiger shirt. In fact, the
original jersey is now valued at
somewhere between $40,000 and
$60,000, if someone could find it
90 years later.

Last week on a rainy night about
60 people connected with the film
as well as a few friends and hang-
ers-on, gathered on James Street
North for the first showing of the
documentary.

Bill Crawford was there. As a
young kid, he watched the last
game the Tigers ever played on
March 7, 1925. What must he have
been thinking sitting in the front
row with members of his family as
we all watched the movie.

Leo Reise Jr. was also there. Rare
footage never seen before ob-
tained from the Hockey Hall of
Fame showed a three-year-old
Leo with his dad, who was also

named Leo and who played for the
1925 Tigers. Leo Jr. went on to have
his own career playing in the NHL
from 1945 to 1955. Leo Jr. joked it
might be easier to create a new
shirt rather than find the original
and noted players
even in the era he
played never kept
their shirts.

And so was
Boychuk, who
along with his
wife Sue, watch-
ing the video that
contains appear-
ances by Don
Cherry, Ron Ellis
and other hockey
greats. 

“I was like a kid
sitting there
watching it,”
Boychuk said.
“Hamilton has always been a
hockey town. If this happened in
Toronto there would tons of books
about the team and we don’t even
have a sweater. Maybe if we can
get the sweater back, we can also
get the NHL back.”

The movie is full of great Hamil-
ton trivia including the fact that
the Oskie Wee Wee cheer did not
in fact start with the Hamilton
Tiger-Cat football team but origi-
nated with the Tiger hockey team. 

David Wes-
ley of Redca-
noe Produc-
tions and the
producer of
the documen-
tary, said the
entire crew
who shot and
edited the
movie are from
Hamilton.

“It was really
fun to do
something
that is home-
based,” he
says.

The show will run Nov. 4 at
2 and 8 a.m. and 8 p.m. on CBC’s
documentary channel. 

David Estok is The Hamilton
Spectator’s editor-in-chief.
editorfeedback@thespec.com
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A missing piece of Hamilton’s history

MY TAKE
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DAVID ESTOK

When I called my mother last
week, she was too busy to talk to
me. 

“I’m rehearsing,” she said. “I’ve
joined a dance troupe.” 

This was pretty much like her
saying she’d joined the Ringling
Brothers Circus. Not that she
wasn’t always a good dancer, but I
didn’t expect to see her on So You
Think You Can Dance anytime
soon. Besides, she’s 82. 

“Sorry Mom, can you explain
that? And go slowly.”  

When my mom gets excited she
tends to speak quickly and to leave
out the first sentence or two of the
conversation. This saves a lot of
time, but often I have virtually no
idea what she’s talking about.  So
it sounded like this: “Jill says our
costumes have to be ready for the
dress rehearsal and opening night
is Thursday and tickets are going
fast so how many do you want?”   

“Who’s Jill? What perfor-
mance? What tickets? What cos-
tume?”

It was almost lunch time and I
was wondering if Mom had been
dipping into the vino pail my
brother got for her. You know, you

gotta wonder why a 100-pound
grandmother needs a five-gallon
plastic barrel of wine in her house,
but that’s another story.  

It turns out she really did join
something called The Jill
Schofield Dancers and she was go-
ing to be part of the annual Fall
Fling at the retirement village
where she now lives. And she was
pretty excited about it. 

Of course, it’s important to
know that my mother may well be
the most enthusiastic person in
the world. She can get pumped up
about almost anything — from
darning socks she finds at our
place to baking cookies for the vil-
lage Wednesday coffee hour. A
while ago the phone rang at 8:30

on Saturday morning. “I’ve fin-
ished those socks if you want to
come and pick them up,” she said
excitedly. I explained that I was
still in my underwear and could
not rush right over. She under-
stood, but sounded a bit disap-
pointed. 

Anyway, last
week my broth-
ers and sisters
and me found
ourselves in a
crowded room in
the old barn at
St. Elizabeth Vil-
lage, nervously
awaiting the
start of what
turned out to be a
three-hour
variety show
with the range of
the Ed Sullivan
Show, the good
nature of Tiny Talent Time and the
jokes of a Las Vegas lounge act. 

You could call it a nice “family
show” if your family included Mae
West, Hugh Hefner and Buddy
Hackett — as the Beaver.   There
were songs you hadn’t heard in

years —  such as If I Give My Heart
To You sung beautifully by a tiny
woman named Fran and things
you’ve never seen in your life like
Lou, a woman who sat in an arm-
chair and perfectly whistled Edel-
weiss. There were old guys in full

drag, including
Frank, who had
surprisingly
nice legs for a
95-year-old. 

There were
short skits —
mostly about
sex and getting
old and, as a
change of pace,
about getting
old and sex.
There was
everything
from the rous-
ing Good News
Singers choir

belting out Maritime church songs
to a handsome guy named Ervin
whose Elvis impersonation
prompted several woman to throw
underwear at him. I’d call them
panties if panties were the size of
Dundas.   

There were also trembling hands
and trembling voices, some
missed dance steps and missed
notes, song lyrics that momentar-
ily escaped memory and song
notes that just slipped out of
range. There were ladies standing
close, arm in arm, reading from
the same handwritten lyric sheets,
and men carefully helping a friend
safely make that one tricky step
off the stage. And amid all the ap-
plause and laughter, it became
clear that no matter how old you
are, there’s always a part of you in-
side that feels 18, even if just for
one night. 

And there was my mom, dressed
in an orange poodle skirt she made
herself and white bobby socks
dancing away to Wanna Bop With
You Baby, smiling and having
more fun than she has had in the
entire year since my dad died last
summer. And though I know that
there’s a part of her that will for-
ever be sad, it was tightly packed
away this night, forgotten in a
swirl of music and makeup and
laughter. And life.   

Paul Benedetti lives in Hamilton.
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BY THOMAS FROESE 

“Peace is not something you wish
for. It’s something you make.
Something you do. Something you
are. And something you give away.”

— Robert Fulghum, 
All I Really Need To Know I

Learned In Kindergarten

KAMPALA, Uganda ✦ While here
in the heart of Africa, I think of
Canada often. Fall is no exception.

Of course, besides dry and rainy,
there are no seasons on the Equa-
tor. And while tropical rains can be
sudden and torrential, Uganda is
well above sea level, with moder-
ate temperatures. (The locals pull
out their tuques if it dips below
20C.)

Still, to a Canadian in Africa,
October has a certain feel. It’s a
time when the apple tree dies and
the earth prepares for that blanket
of snow. It’s a time to give thanks
and reflect.
And, thank
God, it’s time to
start playing
hockey again.

The game has
now made it
here, at least
behind my
home at Uganda
Christian Uni-
versity, where
some years of
moving a
mountain of
hard soil —
mostly with
pickaxe and wheelbarrow — plus
an education in making and laying
asphalt, has culminated in what
must be Uganda’s only Canadian-
built hockey pad. 

On a hill overlooking Kampala’s

suburb of Mukono, enclosed with
fencing and a stone retaining wall,
this joint project with the univer-
sity includes rising seating for en-
thusiasts — maybe 150 — who, if
not around to watch hockey can
look down on other sacred events
such as weddings.

So it did feel like a rather holy
moment when I recently sat on a
stone stair with my four-year-old,
Jonathan, to watch a dozen
Africans help christen the pad:
sticks from Canada in hand,
shooting on nets that I bought
from a Canadian in, of all places,
Yemen.

It felt like the day this summer
when, in Canada, I took Jon for a
romp at Maple Crest Park in St.
Catharines, where my public
school once stood. A generation
ago I was among the kids who
played on a rink on the school’s
wintry field: information that
prompted Jon to say excitedly and

repeatedly, “So
it was right
here?!’

Seeing
Africans play
now also feels
like being in
Field of Dreams,
in that moment
of “If you build
it, they will
come.” In fact,
when these
Ugandan youth
spontaneously
came and
played, bare-

footed and laughing and eyes
aglow, they showed a true love of
the game so fast it took me by sur-
prise. After all, hockey is “our
game,” and I didn’t know how to
respond when Jon asked me,

“Daddy, why are they using my
stick?”

(Nor did I know how to respond
later when one excited Ugandan
boy informed me that our team
would be “Manchester.”)

Ugandans’ own season of late
hasn’t been easy. Just after my
family’s recent arrival for our cur-
rent work tenure, ethnic violence
in the capital took two dozen lives.
While rioters set Kampala ablaze
and got beaten dead by authori-
ties, Jon and his mother were
trapped in the city overnight, un-
able to travel the road home. Days
later, gunshots came so close to
our house that Jon and his sister
asked why they couldn’t see “the

fireworks.” 
Certainly Uganda’s jobless rate,

which is reported as high as 40 per
cent, fuels such violence regard-
less of cause. And close to half of
Uganda’s employed are still work-
ing for less than a dollar a day. It’s
a national emergency most Cana-
dians could never imagine.

But one thing I discovered this
summer while in Cape Breton is
that even Alexander Graham Bell,
who lived and invented on the is-
land for some years, wouldn’t an-
swer the phone during dinner. 

The message is that somehow, if
we remember to be human “be-
ings” rather than human “doings,”
we can bring peace to, if nothing

else, the moment.
Combine this with some advice

from Robert Fulghum, posted at
the entrance of my kids’ interna-
tional school here in Uganda: “Be-
ware of wonder. Live a balanced
life. Learn some and think some
and draw and paint and sing and
dance and play and work every day
some.”

It’s not the type of message that
can completely fix our world. But
– with a new game in town – it’s a
good word that can still help.

Thomas Froese is a writer and
part-time Hamilton resident. He
can be reached through his website
at thomasfroese.com

‘He shoots! He scores!’ – Uganda-style
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Africans enjoy Canada’s national past-time on a new hockey pad built in Uganda by writer Thomas Froese, a

Hamiltonian who lives in the African country for much of the year.
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