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Chapter 6
Speed Skating, Basketball, Baseball, Rowing and Track & Field

Rowing

“Belyea’s boat is too heavy.”
“His rowing style is all wrong.”
“Those oars he uses are too wide.”

The above were but a few of the choice comments the so-called rowing experts
were tossing around as the Saint John native, Hilton Belyea, lined up at the start of the
New England States Championship Single Scull event. The event attracted three of the
best American scullers of the day, along with Belyea. The date was July 4, 1921, and the
race was staged on the Charles River in Boston.

Hilton Belyea maneuvered his shell into the -start. He checked the buttons on his
riggers to make sure they were tight before the race began. To his right, the Americans,
Carey Faulkner, Tom Rooney, and Jeremiah Shea, made their last minute adjustments,
also.

“Gentlemen,” barked the starter. “Set up, are you ready. . . “ROW!”1 The four boats
surged to life and sprung off the starting line. Belyea got a bad start and found himself in
last place. However, the Saint John man had time to make up the distance. The course
was a mile and a half with a turn. Hilton’s strategy was to stay close and then kick by his
opponents in the last half mile. With dogged determination, Belyea stuck on the tail of the
Americans down to the half-way buoy. Faulkner rounded first, followed closely by Rooney,
Belyea, and Shea.

However, on the homestretch, Belyea began to hammer his oars into the water with
increasing power. His boat began to lift up and surge forward. Inch by inch, Belyea began
to close the gap on the other two competitors. The crowds that lined the banks of the river
stirred to life as they saw the Canadian boat close in on their fellow countrymen. Shea was
the first to fall by the wayside as Hilton blew by him.

“Pick’er up, Tom,” some of the spectators yelled at the former American sculling
champion. However, it did no good. Rooney was the second to succumb to Belyea’s
speedy charge.

“Hold ‘em off, Faulkner,” came from the boating men along the shore. All the en-
couragement yelled did Faulkner little good. Hilton powered by the last American and
grabbed the lead. The burly Belyea increased his lead with every stroke. The crowd, sens-
ing an incredible performance, started to cheer the Canadian on. Belyea responded by
upping the rate. Boat length after boat length he put between himself and his opponents.

At the finishing gun, Belyea was six boat lengths ahead of his nearest vanquished
American opponent. The officials then looked at their stop watches in disbelief. The race
1. This command is a standard call by the starter in a rowing race.



was one of the finest performances of Hilton Belyea’s athletic career, a career that
spanned over twenty years.

Hilton Belyea was born on August 31, 1885, in West Saint John. He was the son of
James W. and Susan A. Belyea. The Belyeas were a famous rowing family. James Belyea
was Hilton’s grandfather, a man who came from a family of seven brothers: George,
William, John, Samuel, Byard, and Charles. The Belyeas rowed in the harbour regattas
during the early 1800’s. They were all big, strong fishermen who had handled an oar from
an early age. The Belyeas established an enviable record while rowing out of the Carleton
Boat Club. James Belyea was probably the best oarsman of the lot. He was a “powerful
oarsman, and for years demonstrated his wonderful ability and prowess with the oar by
meeting all comers and pulling more with one arm than his opponent could with two.”2

James Belyea’s son was James W., Hilton’s father. He was coxswain of the government
boat, Water Lily, for years. This was a boat that never lost with James W. at the helm.
James W. also had an extensive rowing career. Perhaps his best result was in 1871 when
he defeated Alex Brayley in a single scull contest.

Hilton Belyea—Canadian Sculling Champion, 1921 and ’22. (Source: New Brunswick Museum)

James W. Belyea had four sons: J. Fred, Frank T., Harry A., and Hilton. All of his
sons rowed in the four-oared contests in the late 1800’s and early 1900’s. Hilton was his
youngest son. He would first appear on the rowing scene in the year 1904, as a member of
a four-oared racing crew that was victorious in the Tercentenary Regatta on the St. John
Harbour. The following year, 1905, Hilton began his sculling career by defeating William
2. “Hilton Belyea File,” New Brunswick Sports Hall of Fame.  This quote came from a newspaper article
entitled, “THE BELYEAS AND THEIR SHELLS.”
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Coates in a single scull race on the harbour.
However, Hilton Belyea was more than a rower. He was also one of the fastest

speed skaters of his day. In the summer he rowed and in the winter he skated. For the next
twenty years, Belyea established an incredible string of victories in both sports.

Belyea’s career was divided into two stages - the years before World War I and the
years after. Like many of Saint John’s great athletes during the 1920’s, Belyea’s athletic
pursuits were cut short by the war. However, even before Hilton started his athletic career,
the young Belyea almost missed his meeting with destiny. At the turn of the century, Hilton
was involved in a near fatal bicycle accident. The accident occurred one evening when the
seventeen year-old Belyea was returning home from Red Head after visiting a girlfriend.
He fell off his bicycle and was knocked out. The unconscious Belyea lay on the side of the
road until he was found the following morning. He was then taken to hospital and regained
consciousness just in time to hear a doctor proclaim: “He’ll go out of here in a box.”3 A
couple of months later, Hilton left the hospital and launched a career that carried him to
outstanding achievements in amateur sports.

Hilton’s athletic career before the war was highlighted by a number of excellent
speed skating results. In the winter of 1906, he captured a gold medal in the one mile
event and a silver in the half mile at the Maritime Speed Skating Championships. The
following winter he travelled to Montreal for the Canadian Championships. There, he cap-
tured a silver in the three mile event and a bronze in the 880 yards. Later that winter, he
skated a series of races against the champion of America, Morris Wood. In the three races
Belyea and Wood skated, Hilton won two and the other was a dead heat. Just when it
appeared that Belyea was rising to the top of the amateur skating ranks, however, he
suffered a major setback in his career. The M.P.A.A.A. (Maritime Provinces Amateur Ath-
letic Association) suspended Belyea for skating in the non-sanctioned races with Morris
Wood. Despite the many appeals made on Hilton’s behalf, the young (he was 22 at the
time) star was banned from amateur competition at the peak of his physical maturity.

The early 1900’s was a time when there was a power struggle between professional
and amateur sporting bodies. Belyea was just one of the many athletes all over Canada
who were pawns in this power struggle. The whole situation came to a head when all the
branches of the Y.M.C.A. in Canada threatened to withdraw from the Amateur Association
of Canada. After that incident, Belyea and many other athletes in the same situation had
their amateur status reinstated.
Hilton regained his amateur status after two years of waiting just in time to compete in the
1909 Maritime Skating Championships held at the Victoria Rink. The redoubtable Belyea
skated one of the most amazing mile races in local speed skating history. As Bill Brown Sr.,
a local skating enthusiast, noted:

3. The Telegraph-Journal, September 10, 1960.
4. “Hilton Belyea File,” New Brunswick Sports Hall of Fame.  This quote came from a newspaper article
entitled, “Belyea’s Record Stood 18 years.”

About twenty or twenty-five senior skaters started in that race, and only three
skaters finished. The pace was so fast that some were lapped or dropped out.
Hilton Belyea won the race, with Walter ‘Happy’ Evans second, and Murray Bell
third.4

Saint John: A Sporting Tradition 1785-1985         Brian Flood



Belyea’s time was a blistering 2 minutes, 52.4 seconds. His performance broke the
previous Victoria Rink record held by John Neilson, who was once a world champion.
Belyea’s record stood for seventeen years. Over the years, the record withstood a number
of formidable challenges. In 1924, the great Charlie Gorman, paced by Eddie Snodgrass
(in his own right a champion skater), attempted to lower the record but failed. Finally, in
1927, Willie Logan smashed the record by three seconds while skating in a local meet in
Saint John. Perhaps Hilton Belyea’s finest speed skating season was the year 1 91 0.
During this winter, he captured the city and provincial titles, along with three gold medals in
the Maritime Championships. Belyea’s victories in the Tri-province meet came in the dis-
tance races. In fact, throughout his skating career, the Saint John man was known to be
better at the longer events. The 880 yards, mile, and three mile events were Hilton’s fa-
vourites. His uncanny sense of pace and wonderful endurance helped launch Belyea’s
remarkable post-war sculling career. The war itself ended Belyea’s performances as effec-
tively as the suspension had earlier. What could he have accomplished
without these interruptions?

The year 1919 marked the first great year for local sport after the war. In the local
rowing scene, there was a resurgence of old-time boat racing fever. In the early 1920’s,
throughout the Maritimes, there were a number of rowing regattas held in which Hilton
Belyea began his prolific sculling campaign.

In 1919, to begin with, Hilton captured the Maritime sculling title in Shediac. The
following year, the stalwart local man captured five titles around the Maritimes. His most
eye-opening victory came in Courtenay Bay when he defeated Jerry Shea, the New Eng-
land champion, at the Maritime Rowing Championships. Aged thirty-five, Hilton was just
getting going at a time when most rowers were finishing their careers.

Belyea’s first breakthrough on the international scene came in 1921. On July 4 of
that year, Hilton raced in the New England Championships on the Charles River, Boston.
He won the race and, in the process, set a world record for the one and one half mile with
turn distance. Later that summer, he travelled to St. Catherines, Ontario, to compete in the
Canadian Henley Regatta. With him, he took his homemade shell built by his brother
Harry, a pair of outrageous seventeen inch sculls, and $1,600 in betting money. The fisher-
man sculler from down East caused a great stir among the Upper Canadians.  The estab-
lished rowing elite in that area of the country saw in Belyea a man who defied all accepted
principles of the sport. He was an old man. His boat was homemade, and his oars too big.
Belyea’s style was different, too. He employed a short, sharp stroke, rowing about four to
the minute faster than any of his competitors. Not only that, he got into his boat differently.
Instead of placing one foot in and pushing forward, Belyea sat in his boat and pushed
back. However, despite his different approach to the sport, he was fast and that was what
counted.

In the final of the senior singles, six boats lined up. Bob Dibble, the 1920 Canadian
champion, was the favourite. However, the old man from Saint John taught the rest of the
field a lesson that day. Belyea blasted off the start and after a brief struggle, grabbed the
lead. Pulling with his unorthodox style, Belyea built on his lead and rowed home to be
crowned the new Canadian champion.

After the Henley, the Saint John man travelled to Buffalo for the United States Na-
tional Championships. Here, he placed second to Walter Hoover in the Association singles.
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Hilton then travelled back to Saint John for the Fiftieth Anniversary Regatta in memory of
James Renforth’s death. Thousands and thousands of people flocked to the shores of the
Kennebecasis to watch the regatta. Don Armstrong, who rowed in the four-oared race,
recalled the event:

The shores were lined with an estimated crowd of 10,000 to 15,000
people. They were lined all the way up to the bottom of present day Country Club
Heights. On the river, the boats were lined side by side all the way up to
Appleby’s Wharf, which, in those days, was at the bottom of present day Appleby
Drive. It was a colourful sight. The boats were all decked out in bunting and had
flags flying from their masts.

I remember the tug boat Neptune was anchored off the Renforth Wharf.
On her were John Chesley, Fred Coombs, Peter Clinch, and other officials. The
boat marked the end of the course. The course, in the old days, used to go from
the wharf up river three quarters of a mile, around a buoy, and return. You had to
turn around the buoy the right way or you would be disqualified. I remember
once, in a harbour race, the Belyea crew turned around the buoy the wrong way
and were disqualified.

The day of the big race was August 23rd. The sun was shining and there
was little wind. However, our race was held later in the afternoon and, by that
time, the wind had picked up. We rowed an old boat that once belonged to the
Neptune Rowing Club. The boat did not have a self-bailing system while the other
Halifax crews did. The conditions were sloppy and, during the race, our boat got
half filled with water. We gave it our best, but a Halifax crew won.

Hilton Belyea captured the single scull event. That wasn’t much of a
surprise. He stayed with the pack up until the buoy. Then, coming home, he
increased his rate and rowed away from his competitors. None of the local boys
could touch him in a single. He was a great sculler.5

In 1922, Hilton once again captured the senior singles at the Canadian Henley. On
August 4, he competed in the United States National Championships and defeated his
nearest rival by six lengths to lay claim to the Association singles. The following day,
Belyea was narrowly defeated in the Championship singles by Paul Costello, the Olympic
gold medalist. After his whirl-wind tour, Belyea returned home to compete in the Maritime
Championships, where once again he won the championship.

At the age of thirty-nine, Hilton was still game to compete. He planned to compete in
the 1923 Royal Henley Regatta in England in early July. To be ready for the event, Belyea
began on the water training in the early spring on the St. John harbour. He used to race the
old Ludlow ferry across the harbour which, in those days, ran between the West Side and
the city center. After a long spring of training, the Saint John man travelled to England for
the Henley.

There, he competed in the prestigious Diamond sculls. He won his first heat over Dr.
Brosshard of Switzerland. However, in the semi-finals, Belyea was eliminated by Donald
Gollans of Great Britain. Somewhat disheartened, he returned to Canada to defend his
Canadian title. However, the long journey across the Atlantic had weakened the champ,
who had to settle for the silver medal at the Canadian Championships. Nevertheless, the
5. Author’s interview with Donald Armstrong.
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the following week, he raced at the United States National Championships in Baltimore.
Once again the Saint John man had to settle for second place. Old age and the heavy
travelling seemed to be catching up to him.

The following year was Hilton’s last hurrah in the rowing game. Despite his age, he
was selected to represent Canada at the Olympics in Paris. The Saint John man trained
very hard for the upcoming games. In March, Hilton went to England to train. His prepara-
tions for the games were going along fine until one day he felt a sharp pain in his hip. A
doctor diagnosed the pain as neuritis. Later that month, a disappointed and partially crip-
pled Belyea joined the Canadian team in Paris. The game Maritimer rowed in the Olympics
despite the fact that the pain in his legs was so severe that he had to be lifted in and out of
his boat.  Although he did not win a medal at the Olympics, the French officials were so
impressed by his bravery that they awarded Hilton a special bronze medal for his display of
sportsmanship.

After the Olympics, Hilton’s rowing career slowly came to an end.  For a few years,
he competed successfully in a number of local regattas.  The last local win for Hilton came
in 1927 when he captured the sculling dash and senior single in the Confederation Jubilee
Regatta.  After that regatta, Belyea, now 42, hung up his sculls for good, but other rowers
and scullers from Saint John were to follow in his wake.6

The semi-centenary regatta—Renforth, August 23, 1821.  (Source: Saint John Public Library)

6.  When Hilton Belyea retired (1927), a sculler by the name of Ron Ingraham continued on into the early
1930’s.  Ron won a number of medals in Maritime competition.  Then from the later 1930’s until 1971, com-
petitive rowing ceased in Saint John.  In 1971, the Kennebecasis Rowing and Canoe Club was established in
Renforth.  Due largely to the efforts of Dr. C.H. Bonnycastle, Keith Ratcliffe and others, rowing has returned
with a vengeance.  The club has produced the following senior champions: Mark and Dave Allan (1977
Canadian National Rowing Championships in the pair and, with Andy Messer and Wayne McConnell, in the
four man crew competitions); Andy Messer (1976 Royal Canadian Henley Regatta, member of the four and
eight man championship crews, and member of the 1980 Olympic Team); Henry and Brian Flood (1982-1983:
three Canadian National Titles in the pair); Brian Flood (1984: two Canadian National Titles in the single scull
and one United States National Title in same); Rick Cassidy (1985 Canadian National Rowing Championships
in the single scull).
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