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see a game page 3Bike polo is much like horse polo, with a 
slight difference in steed. One uses a mal-
let to shoot, pass, and balance, all while 
mounted on a bicycle much in the same 
way that a rider would be mounted on a 
horse. There are no goalkeepers or as-
signed positions, just three players work-
ing as a team to score and defend. The 
game is played on tennis courts and in 
lacrosse boxes instead of  on grass, as polo 
traditionally is. While the history of  polo 
on bikes goes back 118 years, the idea of  
playing in cities, and on hard surfaces is 
barely ten years old. Many people think 
of  bike polo as being a tough sport, and 
itõs true that it can be. However, nowhere 
else will you find a more accepting, fun-
loving group of  people. Nearly every 
major urban centre in North America can 
now boast of  having a bike polo league. 
Indeed, there are games taking place on a 
court near you every single week.

Bike polo has a pastoral variant called òcy-
cle poloó, distinguished from bike polo by 
its grass fields, larger teams, and set rules. 
It was invented in 1891 by the Irishman 
Richard J. Mecredy, as an everymanõs 
alternative to the more expensive horse 
polo. Cycle polo gained popularity well 
into the 1930s, and cross-channel matches 
between Britain and France began to 
take place annually. However, the Second 
World War severed these ties, and cycle 
polo experienced a lull that lasted into the 
1960s, when the sport caught on again 
in India and America. Still, the sport 
didnõt really catch on until the late 1990s, 
when the first international champion-
ship matches were staged. Today, cycle 
polo is dominated by India and America, 
although it is played regularly in a hand-
ful of  countries worldwide, including 
Canada.

There is some debate as to when bike polo 
was first played, but most agree that the 
sport took off  in Seattle around 1999 or 
2000. Jay Grisham, a Seattle courier at 
the time, brought the sport off  the grass 
and onto the pavement, and a tight-knit 
group of  Seattle bike couriers began 
playing regularly. By 2002 bike polo had 
spread on the west coast, with teams in 
Seattle, Vancouver and Portland. By most 
accounts Philadelphia and New York 
began playing shortly afterwards. In 2005 
successful multi-city tournaments were 
held on both sides of  the continent, with 
teams in western and eastern Canada, up 
and down both American seaboards and 
also a handful of  teams from the Midwest 
and the southern United States. Europe 
as well was playing at this time, predomi-
nantly in the UK and France.

The rules of  bike polo are designed to be 
simple and unrestrictive. The goal posts 
are cones, spaced a bikeõs length apart. 
The mallets are fashioned from golf  
club shafts and PVC piping. The bikes 
are usually old mountain bikes that have 
been chopped and modified to suit their 
ownerõs playing style. Goals can only be 
scored by hitting the ball with the end of  
the mallet, as if  you are using a hammer. 
Passes can be made either with the end 
of  the mallet or the flat side. Contact is 
allowed, but only as far as body to body, 
bike to bike and mallet to mallet. Rules 
regarding the level of  intensity permit-
ted vary, but the most important is ôdonõt 



current Tour de France ðcould we say that 
the incredible attention focused on these 
world-class cyclists inspires the rest of  us 
to excellence?   It probably does inspire 
young riders to be their best and some 
kids will train really hard for many years 
just for a shot at competing for the yellow 
jersey.    Thatõs a good thing. 

Yet for every young person inspired to 
compete, how many might be turned off  
by the ôbusinessõ of  cycling competition? 
The politics of  competition? The doping 
scandals? The expensive gear needed?  
The bitterness of  not making the cut?  
The career cut short by an injury?    Can 
we think of  better ways to inspire a gen-
eration of  kids to get out on their bikes 
and ride?

Is there actually any evidence that high 
level competition inspires the population 
to stay active and stay fit?  No doubt soci-
ety should support high level athleticism, 
but with a key caveat:  the success of  that 
support should be measured not by how 
many gold medals we take, or how many 
of  our people we put on the podium, but 
by the degree to which it gets everyday 
people off  the couch and onto a bike (or to 
a tennis court, or into a pool).  If  we could 
measure the millions of  Olympic dollars 
spent by how many new people in Canada 
were encouraged to exercise more than 
30 minutes a day, Iõd say it is likely money 
well spent.

But if  we showed that the adverse ef-
fects of  athletic elitism held some dirty 
secretsñand the spandex and competitive 
jousting maybe even blunted our popula-
tionsõ desire for activity, forcing more 
people to stay on their couches as profes-
sional spectators, Iõd say letõs rethink our 
spending priorities.

For anyone interested in a highly intel-
ligent analysis of  the subject of  competi-
tion, not just in sport but in a whole range 
of  lifeõs activities, check out Alfie Kohnõs 
1986 book òNo Contest: the Case Against 
Competition.ó   Kohn makes a much stron-
ger and more intelligent case than I about 
the effects of  competition on our lives.  
Anyone who wonders: òare we losing in 
our race to win?ó in all aspects of  our 
lives, will find this book a fascinating, and 
highly engaging read. 

In the meantime, itõs summer.  Throw 
down that remote.  Get off  the couchñ
get on your bikes and head out for a race 
against your own lethargy. Iõll see you 
there.
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As a guy who rides a bike perhaps more 
than most people, I often get tempted by 
the competitive nature of  cycling. Our 
island and our cycle-friendly city holds 
oodles of  races for any age level and 
skill level, whether youõre into mountain 
biking, road racing, cyclecross and so on.  
Even if  youõre into tandem-riding, thereõs 
a rally this summer that you and your 
cycling partner can enter with hundreds 
of  other cyclists as Victoria hosts the 
Northwest Tandem Rally July 4-5. Check 
out www.nwtr.org/2009

So letõs face it, some of  us like to ride our 
bikes for no other reason than to ride our 
bikes, but for some (like my friend Peter) 
there is this nagging, and perhaps obses-
sive nature of  cycle racing.  Guys like him 
donõt just want to ride their bikes, but they 
want to ride them faster than anyone else.   
And they want other people to ride their 
bikes faster than everyone else too.  Heõs a 
good guy who has inspired many people to 
start racing, and thatõs a good thing, but 
he also makes me reflect on what competi-
tion means in our lives. 

Competition surrounds us and we see it 
everywhere we look. We are like fishña-
swim in competition, all the while largely 
unconscious of  how it affects our behav-
iour. Some say that all this competition 
in our society has gone too far, and that 
we donõt need so much competition to be 
happy. Others say that people can really 
benefit from being involved in competitive 
activities.  And that competition (like that 
which does not kill you) makes us stron-
ger.  Apologies to Nietzsche. 

Intense involvement in competitive sports 
leads to the world of  the ultra elite ath-
lete, people we worship and aspire to, but 
how healthy is that?  Should we be funda-
mentally re-examining how healthy our 
hero worship is, and whether public sup-
port for ultra athleticism fosters ôathletic 
excellenceõ and benefits the population as 
a whole?

This is a timely question. The Tour de 
France is an exciting summer event and 
the worldõs skiers and skaters are gearing 
up for the winter Olympics where our own 
province of  British Columbia is spending 
hundreds of  millions of  dollars so that we 
can host the world for a few weeks next 
winter.    

Does the act of  supporting elite athletes 
build a culture of  activity and ôhealthy 
competitionõ with nothing but positive ef-
fects on the rest of  society?  Letõs take the 



be a jerk.õ You canõt put your foot down 
when youõre playing, but you can balance 
on your mallet. From city to city the rules 
can vary, as the sport is small and decen-
tralized. All you need to play is a bike, a 
ball, a mallet and a flat surface. The rest is 
really up to you.

A financial advantage is not an advantage 
on the court. The main reason for this 
is that bike polo is still a fledgling and 
underground sport. The largest tourna-
ment ever was held last year in Chicago, 
with 34 teams. By comparison, the last 
tournament held in Victoria was attended 
by twelve teams. At two or three people 
to a team, the scale of  the sport has not 
created a market of  the size that you can 
walk into a bike shop and buy a polo-
specific bike. Because of  this, bike polo is 
mostly a do-it-yourself  affair. People make 
their own bikes and mallets, organize their 
own tournaments and silkscreen their own 
merchandise. Entry fees for tournaments 
are usually five or ten dollars. Running 
throughout the process of  playing and 
competing is a concerted effort to keep 
the sport as accessible as possible. De-
spite equestrian polo being an aristocratic 
pastime, its modern, urban variant has 
evolved as a game for everyone who likes 
fixing and making things.

Kevin Walsh of  bikepolo.ca estimates 
there to be over 2,000 people playing bike 
polo worldwide. His website has just over 
600 members. In addition to North Ameri-
ca, there are active polo clubs in Australia, 
Korea, Italy, France, Hungary, the Czech 
Republic, Austria, Germany, Sweden, the 
Netherlands and the UK, among others. 
As for bike poloõs future, Walsh points out 
that ò[bike polo] owes part of  its recent 
popularity to the growth of  fixed gear 
culture.ó Due to this, he doesnõt feel he can 
accurately predict the sportõs future. If  
fixed gear bikes were to go out of  fashion, 
there is no telling what could happen to 
the game. Walsh is quick to assure that, 
òBike polo [will survive],ó but as what, he 
remains mute.

Bike polo is played twice a week in Victo-
ria. If  you want to play, there are always 
bikes and mallets aplenty. Ask around for 
locations and start times, as they can vary.

Henry thinks bikes are fun. he likes riding and 
fixing them.
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As a grassroots advocacy organization, 
the GVCC depends on the strength of  its 
volunteer base in order to accomplish its 
objectives. Without volunteers, the GVCC 
would not have pulled off  initiatives such 
as lobbying for the Galloping Goose Trail, 
or maintaining outreach such as staffing 
the Whale trailer at a community festival.   

To those who have diligently volunteered 
for the GVCC in the past, a thousand 
òThank-yousó all around!! You are the 
ones who truly make the GVCC move 
forward, as the GVCC itself  continues to 
òMove Victoria Forward in Cyclesó. 
 
Now as the GVCC is about to embark 
on a course that will see its profile raised 
through òadvocacy, education, promotion 
and participationó, we need to draw upon 
our volunteer resource base more than 
ever. If  you are thinking about getting 
involved to make your community an even 
better place to cycle, this is definitely an 
opportune time to be (or become) a mem-
ber of  the GVCC.

Currently, we need volunteers to engage 
in the following initiatives: 

Facilities and Infrastructure Committee 
ð cyclists who wish to contribute solutions 
to addressing cycling facilities and infra-
structure needs. These may include bike 
lanes, bike paths, bike parking, signage, 
and intermodal facilities. We are particu-
larly looking for a person to chair this 
committee.   

West Shore Focus Group ð cyclists on 
the West Shore who wish to contribute 
towards addressing cycling issues in their 
communities, including raising such issues 
with their local councils.    

Education and Legal Affairs Committee 
ð cyclists who are interested in bicycle 
safety, education and legal issues can 
contribute ideas and solutions on this 
committee. Possible projects may include 
promotion of  safe cycling tips through 
various media, methods of  safe cycling 
instruction, and initiatives to encourage 
children to take safe routes to school.  

Communications Assistant ð a volunteer 
who can write press releases and public 
service announcements, and assist in edit-
ing articles for the Cycle Therapy news-
letter.

Events, Marketing and Membership 
Activities Committee (EMMA) ð volun-
teers who wish to participate in outreach 
events, organize meetings and other 
GVCC events, and keep in touch with our 
members through phone trees or database 
maintenance activities. In addition, we 
need volunteers who can assist with the 
GVCCõs marketing and branding strategy.  

Fundraising Committee ð volunteers who 
can contribute ideas for raising funds for 
the organization, and suggest new ways 
of  generating revenue.

And last but not least, we are looking for 
a Volunteer Coordinator who can assist 
in identifying volunteer needs within the 
GVCC, match up membersõ interests with 
those volunteer needs, inform the mem-
bership of  volunteer opportunities, and 
suggest ideas for recognizing volunteers.       

If  any of  these opportunities interest you, 
please contact me at dmarr@gvcc.bc.ca. 
Also, keep an eye out for future volunteer 
opportunities posted on our website at 
www.gvcc.bc.ca, or in future issues of  
Cycle Therapy.  

Most importantly, please bear in mind that 
the GVCC is your organization, and the 
GVCC can only be as effective as much as 
its members are willing to put into it!

Darren is President of  the GVCC
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