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A century ago, when the starch-collared elite of Victorian Toronto escaped to cottage country on steamy summer weekends, that meant heading five miles eastward along a muddy road called Queen Street to Balmy Beach Park, a breezy resort community of humble clapboard houses, amusement grounds, hotels and lakeside canoe clubs. 

In 1875, former Toronto mayor Sir Adam Wilson had donated a portion of his cottage property to the village of East Toronto to be used as public “promenade and recreation grounds.” A generation later, a local all-male debating team, The Beach Success Club, applied to the new park to erect a boathouse and lawn bowling green. Opened in August 1905 at the shady foot of Beech Avenue, the Balmy Beach Canoe Club soon formed the social and athletic hub of the lakefront. 

Before the First World War, crowds flocked to the annual Dominion Day regattas of competitive war canoe races with rival Kew Beach, a ritual that bred such a fierce pool of paddling prowess that Balmy Beacher Roy Nurse went on to capture two gold and four bronze medals at the 1924 Paris Olympics. In 1927 and again in 1930, the Balmy Beach Football Club won the Grey Cup. Over the ensuing decades, one of its former players, the legendary Toronto Telegram sportswriter, Ted Reeve, would mythologize the ceaseless local and global exploits of his beloved club in canoeing, lawn bowling, rugby, squash, volleyball and hockey. 

Razed by a fire in 1936, the green-gabled wooden clubhouse was rebuilt with a spacious dancefloor, French doors and railed verandah festooned with lanterns. On moonlit Saturday nights during the post-World War II era, “The Balmy” became such a distinctive style of dancing that it swept the city. Band leaders included Malvern Collegiate grad Jack Kent Cooke, a local Beach Boy who would make good as multi-millionaire owner of the Super Bowl winning Washington Redskins. A second fire gutted the club in 1963, incinerating its proud accumulation of trophies, ribbons and team photographs.

Stroll into the unpretentious clubhouse today and it feels like dropping over to your best buddy’s rec room for bouts of beer and banter. The soul of amiable, anglo informality -- a giant TV screen tuned to an all-sports channel, a cash bar, a small pool table, rows of sofas, and racks of well-thumbed paperbacks – the non-profit club hosts a continuous stream of fundraisers, dances, open air patio weddings, and boisterous team reunions for a tight-knit tribe of over 1,000 members age nine to 90.

As robust young men pump iron in the mirror-filled basement locker room and their bikinied girlfriends drift down to the beach to loft volleyballs, club elders glance up from their euchre tables and their reveries, perhaps reliving their youth. And just for a moment at the place in the Beaches where the boardwalk ends, time stands still.

