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SWAT!SWAT!SWAT!
Canadian cities once held contests for kids  

to kill as many flies as possible.

I n the early 1900s, parts of Canadian cities and towns were paradise for flies. Ordinary houseflies 
landed on the garbage and horse manure in the streets and then carried deadly diseases into 
people’s homes. That’s how they got the nickname germs with legs. In 1912, Edmonton, Hamilton, 

Toronto, Montreal and other cities all over North America held contests for kids under 16, with prize 
money for those who killed the most flies. The kids kept the flies they killed in containers. 

In Toronto, the health official in charge of counting scooped 
out dead flies by the glassful — he figured the glass 

held about 3,200 flies. At first, kids just used 
their hands or a fly-swatter. Many soon 
started setting traps with things 
like beef liver as bait.
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In Montreal, a thousand kids taking part  
in the contest managed to swat 25 million houseflies!

N orton Whittaker, a health inspector in eastern 
Ontario, wanted people to stop giving 
houseflies a place to breed. So in 1961,  

he started the Golden Garbage Can award. Every 
week he awarded the prize to someone who had 
really scrubbed out their garbage cans well. His 
idea was copied in the United States and Europe. 

Around the time of the fly-swatting contest, the newspapers  
said some pretty wild things about these insects. They also 

didn't mention (or didn't know) that flies are part of the 
food chain for other animals.

"Flies are responsible for most of the disease of children.  
Flies are wholesale murderers. Why should they be tolerated?" 

-Toronto Star, July 1912

This illustration 
from 1917 shows a 
contraption for 
killing flies. It 

lured them in with 
molasses and then 

drowned them in oil.
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