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There are some places
where a sports team be-
comes a symbol for a city,
and then there are some
places where a team is so
ingrained in the commu-
nity and the bond be-
tween team and fans is so
strong, it becomes hard to
figure out where the
team stops and the com-
munity begins. 

Such is the case in
Regina, Saskatchewan.
We watched the home
team — the Saskatche-
wan Rough Riders of the
Canadian Football League
— demolish the Toronto
Argonauts, 37-9, in late
July. 

We were told we were
going to a “football
game,” but using that
term really doesn’t do it
justice. Neither does
“sporting event.” The
best we could come up
with is “a celebration of a
football team and the
community that supports
it,” but that might even
fall short. 

For what CFL follow-
ers call “Rider Nation,”
it’s not all about winning
and losing (although they
have a very good record
of winning) it’s more that
it’s a time for the entire
province of Saskatche-
wan to come together and
hold a huge rally to cele-
brate living there. Sure,
it’s fun to beat the other
team, but it seems to be
more about paying trib-
ute to who you are and
where you come from.
Riders games are where
you can find grandpar-
ents, parents and grand-
kids sitting together
bonding around some-
thing that transcends
generations. 

In a way, it’s kind of
crazy that a team in Regi-
na, with a population of
about 250,000 on the very
flat plains of central Can-
ada, should try to com-
pete (and win four Grey
Cup titles, including in
2013) with large interna-
tional cities with millions
of people such as Toronto,
Montreal or Vancouver.
The closest comparison
in the U.S. is the small-
town, multi-title Green
Bay Packers. The two are
also similar in that both
are publicly-owned com-
panies, and Rider fans
can buy a share of the
team for around $250
Canadian. 

That arrangement
seems to be the differ-
ence between a team
looking at fans as some-
body they can make mon-
ey off of and Riders play-
ers and management
constantly referring to
fans as “family.” 

“These are the people
who pay our bills,” said
defensive end David Lee
echoing the comments of
many other players. “It’s
a privilege to play for

them.” 
Wayne Morsky, Chair-

man of the Board of Di-
rectors, has to answer to
the shareholders, but
emphasizes, “The fans
are the owners. They’re
the ones who come here
and support the team and
pay for what we have to
do. It’s really everybody
who buys a ticket or buys
a jersey.” 

And buy jerseys they
do. In an age when many
people may show up to a
game wearing a jersey,
what stood out to us was
that 95 percent of Rider
Nation was wearing
green jerseys, green
t-shirts or green jackets.
It was a sea of green
everywhere. The other
five percent? Half of
them had gone above and
beyond just a jersey and
were sporting green
capes, face paint, hand-
made hats, wigs, you
name it. There’s even a
local tradition of taking
half a watermelon and
scooping it out and wear-
ing it on your head. 

Most of the fan jerseys
are bought at the Rider
store at Mosaic Stadium,
a shop that accounts for
over 50 percent of all
sales of CFL goods. All of
the profits go to the Rid-
ers, so the fans feel like
they’re helping out the
team any time they buy
something. 

One of the store em-
ployees told us, “We used
to joke that we had every-
thing but the kitchen
sink, but now we have a
sink plug with a Riders
logo on it so we’re getting
into the kitchen sink,
too.” 

If you don’t live in
Regina, there are game-
day buses that come from
places all over the prov-
ince such as Saskatoon,
Moose Jaw and Prince
Albert, to make up a
crowd of 32,000. That
might not sound terribly
huge, but consider that
Saskatchewan has just
over 1 million people
spread out over 250,000
miles. That’s an area
almost the size of Texas,
or three times the size of
Utah. When those 32,000
people come together,
they become the third
largest city in the prov-
ince. 

That smaller size also
means more access for
fans, who can greet play-
ers around town, or be-
fore or after the game.
Morsky, as the head hon-
cho, says he will often
just drive up to a game-
day BBQ being held on
someone’s front lawn and
grab a bite with the fans.
When we met him and
marveled at his giant
Grey Cup ring from last
season, he offered to let
us try it on. Try doing that
with Jerry Jones. 

Another thing we no-
ticed about the Rider fans
is that there are no band-
wagon types. You root for
the team win or lose, sun
or snow, and that devo-
tion is not lost on the

players. 
“Every single game,

rain or shine, you know
people are going to show
up,” said Lee. “Even if it’s
40 below (40 below is the

same temperature in both
Celsius and Fahrenheit)
in November, I still see
fans packing out this
place.”

In an era of pro sports

(and big-time college
sports) where everything
is driven by the bottom
line that can result in a
divide between players,
fans and management, it

was refreshing to find a
place where the fans are
passionate about their
team because they feel
the love coming back
from that team. 

In the North: Where fans own football

A QUICK PRIMER ON CANADIAN
FOOTBALL
NOTABLE DIFFERENCES FROM AMERICAN FOOTBALL

12 men per side

Three downs

Four players may be in motion prior to the snap

No fair catches on punts

If a punt rolls through the other team’s end zone, the kicking
team gets a point, known as a “rouge”

The defense must line up a yard off the ball

The field is 110 yards long and 65 yards wide

The end zone is 20 yards long

The goalposts are at the goal line

A certain number of players on each team must be Canadian

THE LEAGUE

There are nine teams - British Columbia, Calgary, Edmonton,
Winnipeg, Saskatchewan, Hamilton, Ottawa, Montreal and
Toronto

THE SEASON

The regular season begins in late June and runs through early
November followed by playoffs.

THE GREY CUP

The championship game is played for the Grey Cup, which was
first awarded in 1909. The game rotates through different cities
in different years. In 2013, the 101st edition of the game was
held in Regina, and the Riders ended up winning their fourth
Grey Cup 45-23 over the Hamilton Tiger-Cats. The 102nd Grey
Cup will be in Vancouver on Nov. 30, 2014.

Riders fans revel before the Grey Cup, held in Regina last Nov. There is a tradition of cutting a watermelon in half,
scooping it out and wearing it on your head that has continued into watermelon hats. COURTESY SASKATCHEWAN ROUGH RIDERS
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