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Foreword
by WAYNE GRETZKY

I’m glad Barry Melrose has done this book because not only does he really understand the game of hockey, no one talks about it better than Barry. He’s passionate about it. Anyone who has seen him on TV knows this. I had the privilege of listening to him in the dressing room and on the bench, up close and personal. That was even better.

Barry is one of the best coaches I ever played for. His idea of how the game should be played focused on speed – speed that would highlight the talents of the skilled players. I was in total agreement with that. He and I had a meeting of the minds on day one. From then on, it was a pleasure playing for him. Sometimes it was an adventure, because Barry was always willing to try things. He never got on a guy’s case for being aggressively creative. That was lucky for me.

As a coach, Barry treated every player on the team as an individual. He made it a point to know each guy inside and out. He knew what each of them could do, what motivated them, and when to use them in the best possible way. As a player, you really can’t ask for more than that.

As a TV presenter, Barry brings great insight and good humour to our game. In Dropping the Gloves, he takes you behind the scenes in junior hockey, the American Hockey League, and the NHL, as player and coach.

Barry and I are about the same age (actually, he’s a few years older!). I’m from a small town in Canada myself, and went through the same progression he did as a player. When I read this book, I had to chuckle, because he really got it right: the tough times, the good times, the wild and crazy stuff – it’s all here. And I totally agree with his conclusion that our game is in great shape.

After reading this book, you’ll find yourself watching hockey more intently, and with a deeper appreciation of what’s going on out there on the ice.

Nice job, guys.

Wayne Gretzky
LOS ANGELES, 2012


Introduction
There Is No Ball In Hockey

Hockey has little in common with the other four professional sports in North America. Unlike baseball, football, basketball, and soccer – called football everywhere else in the world – there is no ball in hockey. Unless you are a kid growing up in the frozen north, or directed into the sport at a very early age by relatives or close friends, you will not choose to play on the ice with a hard rubber disk that can easily break a bone or knock out teeth instead of on the ground with a round, much friendlier ball.

Hockey players who make the professional leagues get started early. They must make a strong commitment to the game and its traditions well before they are teenagers, making it their primary life focus until they retire. Hockey is more than a game. It is a way of life.

Barry Melrose’s hockey career is typical. Barry grew up in a small town in Saskatchewan, Canada, started skating as soon as he could walk, took his first stick to the face at age five, went through the Canadian junior hockey system, played eight years in the NHL, and coached at all levels before joining ESPN as the most knowledgeable and interesting analyst of the game.

I first met Barry at ESPN in the 1990s when I was working on a pre-Olympic program. It was a warm, summer day. Here came this big, friendly looking guy walking through the lobby in shorts and a polo shirt, wearing flip-flops, his hair in a mullet, with people greeting him, “Hey coach.” I got to know Barry.

During the 2011 NHL playoffs, I found myself astonished by the elevated quality of play I was seeing: the crisp passing, the 100-mile-an-hour shots, the size and speed of the players, the solid hits and brilliant plays, the extraordinary goaltending – the overall frenetic pace of the game. Right then, it occurred to me that taking a close look inside this game would be both fascinating and illuminating. I called Barry because I couldn’t think of anyone who loves the game more, who knows more about the game, and who can talk about it as eloquently. Barry Melrose is a triple threat – the consummate hockey guy. Proof of that is in this book.

Enjoy.

Roger Vaughan
OXFORD, MARYLAND


Warriors on Ice

Hockey is a great chess match played on sharp steel blades on a sheet of ice 200 by 85 feet surrounded by a solid wall (the boards) four feet high. It’s a game played by guys moving at thirty miles an hour with a round, hard rubber puck three inches in diameter by one inch thick that weighs six ounces and travels between ninety and 105 miles an hour when launched by a skilled player with a composite stick that flexes like a bow firing an arrow.

Hockey’s origins can be traced back to pre-Christian era stick-and-ball games adapted for icy conditions. Among the early “hockey players” were the First Nation Mi’kmaq of eastern Canada. There are indications that the game they played on ice included the harsh, physical aspects of other Mi’kmaq sports, namely lacrosse. The result was a hard-hitting, violent contest, and that concept is still the backbone of today’s professional game of hockey.

Lacrosse was invented by First Nation tribes as a way of training warriors. There’s a lot of lacrosse in hockey. Lacrosse is played on foot with sticks that have a head strung with netting to catch, cradle, pass, and shoot a hard rubber ball about the size of a tennis ball into a small (six-foot) square goal. Players wear shorts, minimal pads, protective gloves, and helmets. It’s a full-contact game, one of the fastest team sports played on foot. There are ten men on a team – including a goalie – instead of the six players on a hockey team. Lacrosse combines tough, physical play with finesse, making it the dry-land version of hockey – or vice versa, since lacrosse came first. Many of the great hockey players, including Wayne Gretzky, Brendan Shanahan, Joe Sakic, and Paul Kariya, played lacrosse during the off-season while growing up.

I always compare hockey players to warriors, because First Nation history lays down a tradition that Canadian kids still embrace. Kids love the idea of being warriors, especially when the tradition is in their nation’s blood, and when every winter the ice on the ponds makes the best playgrounds.


1
Ice: The Best Playground

I can’t remember life without hockey. My dad built a rink when I was really young, maybe three or four years old. I remember him making a twenty-foot-square enclosure with two-by-six planks and packing it with snow. What made it a difficult job was the fact we didn’t have running water on the farm. When he built the rink, we had an artesian well pumped by a windmill. We had a big trough for watering the cattle. In the winter you had to keep a fire going under it so ice wouldn’t form in the below-zero temperatures. He’d put three 100-gallon barrels on a sled and fill them with buckets from the trough. Then he’d pull the sled to the rink and bucket the water out of the barrels. It would take two or three trips to make a good ice surface. My mother would help me into my skates, and I’d walk out the kitchen door onto the rink. When I got older, I realized how much work it was for my dad to build that rink.

I remember the whole family being out there. I can barely recall skating on it, but I can picture the rink. Another really early memory was being at the arena in my hometown, Kelvington, Saskatchewan. That’s five hundred miles north of the U.S. border at western North Dakota – and four hundred miles northwest of Winnipeg, Manitoba. I remember my dad taking me in there and putting me on the ice. I fell on my head. I was four or five. In those days we didn’t wear helmets. I went out there and fell on my head. It wasn’t a very auspicious start to my career.

I was five years old at my first hockey practice. I was hit in the face with a stick and got a big black eye. I had a little leather helmet on, but one of the other kids spun around and his stick got me. I started bawling, and my dad came out. He was mad because I was bawling. He was telling me to shut up. My eye blackened and closed, so at least he could see that I wasn’t just being a wimp – the stick actually did some damage. I don’t think my grandfather and my dad figured they had a budding NHL player on their hands.

Kelvington, where I grew up, is a typical Saskatchewan town of about nine hundred people. Most people there farmed, growing wheat. Nowadays in Saskatchewan canola is probably the biggest crop. But in the old days it was cereal grains – wheat, barley, and oats.

Every town in Saskatchewan has three things: a legion hall, a skating rink, and a curling rink. I remember watching my mom and dad curl, and then spending the rest of my time in the skating rink. We also had a movie theatre and two Chinese restaurants. When I was really little, the town had two hotels, which meant there were also two bars. But then the one hotel closed, leaving us with only one hotel and one bar. The population of almost a thousand people made it a big town for Saskatchewan, a big small town.

Everything up there depended on how far you could haul grain. If you were closer to Wadena than Kelvington, you took your grain to Wadena. We got farm produce from a radius of twenty miles. All the sizable towns had grain elevators. If you look at pictures of western Canada, you’ll see these tall structures in the middle of the flatlands. The number of grain elevators in town determined how wealthy an area you were, because the more grain you produced, the more elevators you had. Kelvington was a five-elevator town, which was pretty good.

Winter was tough and started early. I can remember one time we had snow for Halloween. One year, we had snow every month except July. We had a big snowstorm one June – I woke up one morning and there was six inches of snow on the ground. We also had a snowstorm at the end of August that year. That was very rare, but it shows you how bad the weather could be. Winters were always long. They were also really cold. Everyone had block heaters in their cars. When you went to bed at night, you plugged in your car, and the little heater kept your oil from freezing. My dad used to cut out a piece of cardboard and put it in front of the radiator. He’d cut a hole in the middle of the cardboard to let a little air through. The cardboard would keep the heat in, and prevent too much cold air from getting to the radiator. That made the water and oil warm up faster, so you’d get heat sooner.

I’ve got two sisters. My older sister, Vicky, was a schoolteacher in Saskatchewan her whole life. She retired in 2011. I have a younger sister, Cindy, who married a farmer in Kelvington. I have a younger brother, Warren, who also stayed in Kelvington. He runs a pig farm.

My father was a third-generation farmer. My great-grandfather and grandfather came over from Scotland in the 1920s and started farming in Saskatchewan. My dad followed in their footsteps. And then I came along. The plan was for me to be the fourth generation, unless I could figure out something else to do, like making a career in hockey.

I realize I had a great time growing up. It was awesome. Growing up on a farm meant you had to work, but I know it was good for me. My parents and my grandparents were sports fans, and I was a big, athletic kid, so I played all sports. My dad coached my hockey and baseball teams. I spent a lot of time with my family because of that, going to tournaments and games. I was very fortunate. I had a great set of parents, a great set of grandparents. Kelvington was a super place to grow up.

Because Kelvington was so isolated, sports were very important. There weren’t a whole lot of other things for kids to do. My parents never once said no to me about playing a sport. I played football in high school, and I played basketball and volleyball. Obviously, hockey was the big sport. From an early age I knew I was going to play hockey. Hockey is so big in Canada, so important. Every little town has a pee wee team – Rose Valley, Wadena, Quill Lake, Foam Lake, Watson. You start playing against the kids you go to school with when you are five or six. If you stay around, you play against them for the rest of your life. In Canada, hockey is so much more serious, so much more competitive than other sports.

Lacrosse may be Canada’s national sport – many people don’t know that, even Canadians – but Canadians are most passionate about hockey. They are nuts about hockey, fanatic about their home teams the way people in Green Bay are crazy about the Packers. Season tickets in Montreal and Toronto are handed down through the generations.

As a kid, I loved history. I’d read hockey’s history, the history of the NHL, the history of the Toronto Maple Leafs and of all six original NHL teams. I knew Montreal was originally called Ville-Marie, and that its present name comes from Mount Royal, a hill with three peaks in the middle of the city. I immersed myself in hockey lore. I knew all the big names who had played hockey over the years, guys like Red Kelly, George Armstrong, Bobby Baun, Bill Gadsby, Pierre Pilote, and Dave Keon.

My wildest dreams wouldn’t have included meeting those guys that were like gods to me growing up, but I ended up meeting most of them. I played against Keon once, when he was at the end of his great career. It was in Hartford, Connecticut. After the game we were in a bar, and a teammate took me over and introduced me to him. I said hello and told him I loved how he played, and then I just sat there not saying a word in this bar in Hartford, listening to these guys talk and thinking to myself, “I am having a beer with Davey Keon.”

I knew that Lord Stanley of Preston – Frederick Arthur Stanley – had been appointed Governor General of Canada by Queen Victoria in 1888. I knew how he had gotten so crazy about hockey that he donated a cup to be awarded annually to Canada’s top-ranking amateur hockey club. I knew it was won for the first time in 1893 by the Montreal Hockey Club. Today we know it as the Stanley Cup.

I also played baseball growing up. Combined, the two sports took up a lot of my time. I went from hockey season to baseball season. A couple of weeks waiting for the baseball diamonds to dry up, or a couple of weeks waiting for the village freeze – those periods were my only off-seasons.

In baseball, I was a catcher. I was probably better at baseball than I was at hockey. I was both a good hitter and a good catcher. I even had scouts looking at me. A lot of people around Kelvington still say I was a better baseball player than hockey player.

A kid I played against, Terry Puhl, went on to a baseball career. He played with the Houston Astros for fifteen years. But I never once thought of baseball as a possible career. I just played it because the rinks weren’t frozen. I really loved hockey – the skating, the contact. I loved everything about the game. It was the perfect sport for me. That was really where my passion was. I liked baseball, too, and I enjoyed playing all sports, but hockey was the sport I was really drawn to.

I grew up with guys who were the best baseball players in the province, and the best football players – guys who went on to play pro football for the Saskatchewan Roughriders. But that wasn’t the same as being the best hockey player in town, or in the province. Hockey was held at a whole other level.

In Canada, a small town’s rink is its social centre. Everyone gathers there. The kids went to the skating rink, the adults went to the curling rink. Every night you’d skate there for a couple of hours with your friends. The senior hockey team in a small town is very important, and Kelvington had a good one. My friend Wendel Clark’s father, Les, was their coach, and that team was like a semi-pro team. As a little kid, all you wanted to do was play for the pee wee league teams – and you dreamed of going on to play senior hockey. Pee wee was made up of kids aged ten to twelve. There would be fifteen hundred fans at pee wee games, the rink would be packed. So that was always my early goal, to play for a pee wee team.

I was lucky to be in Kelvington. By the time I was growing up, we had indoor rinks, an indoor curling rink and an indoor hockey rink. Actually, most towns had indoor rinks when I was a young kid. Canada’s Centennial, a year-long celebration of the Canadian Confederation, happened in 1967. Every town or village had a Centennial project. A lot of towns in Saskatchewan built an arena, which is why you see so many indoor rinks with names like Porcupine Centennial Arena, Quill Lake Centennial Arena. In Kelvington, we already had a good arena, so we built a great golf course, which is still in use today.

Porcupine, Quill Lake – all these small towns produced NHL players. A lot of good athletes came out of there during the seventies. I was a farmer, Joey Kocur was a farmer. Wendel Clark, Kerry Clark, Kory Kocur (Joey’s cousin) – all those guys came out of Kelvington. Out at Quill Lake, thirty miles away, were the Odelein brothers, Selmar and Lyle. At Foam Lake, which was sixty miles away, were Dennis Polonich and Bernie Federko. At Hudson Bay, a hundred miles away, was Trent Yawney. And Kelly Chase came out of Porcupine. There were ten of us from that small area who made it to the NHL.

Bernie Federko and I played together all the way up. As a kid, I played for Foam Lake in some tournaments, and Bernie played for Kelvington. Foam Lake won the provincial championship when Bernie played for them. He won the league scoring title one year as a bantam player. He would go on to have a great junior career with the Saskatoon Blades, setting a team record for assists that still stands. Then he played fourteen seasons in the NHL, mostly for St. Louis. He was elected into the Hockey Hall of Fame.

These guys are all around my age. Dennis Polonich is older than me, but other than that it goes Dennis, me, Bernie, Trent, Wendel, Joey, then Kelly, then the Odelein brothers. We’re all within a few years of each other. When I had my hockey school, they all were teachers.

It’s surprising that so many quality players came from such a small area. It’s a unique place in Saskatchewan – in all of Canada for that matter. If you look at the common denominators, you’ll find we were all basically raised the same way. The majority of us were farmers. We all came from great homes, with great parents. We were taught a strong work ethic by our parents. And our parents were committed to promoting our careers.

If parents aren’t involved, it’s virtually impossible for a kid to play hockey. Number one, it costs a lot. Number two, there’s tons of travel. So if your mom and dad aren’t willing or able to pay the costs and take you places, it’s really tough to play. That’s true in all sports, but more so in hockey because of the cost of ice time. You’re not paying to use a high school gym for basketball, you’re not paying to use a field outside for soccer or football or baseball. But if you’re playing hockey, you’re paying to use that ice. And it’s expensive – it can be up to two hundred and fifty dollars an hour these days.

The equipment is also expensive, but it’s the skates that really hammer you. Today, a good pair of skates – not even a great pair – costs four hundred dollars. And, when you’re a kid, skates only last a year because your feet grow so fast. On top of that, the new composite sticks are two or three hundred dollars each.

When I was growing up, there were skates called Tackaberry, made by CCM. “Tacks” we called them – the greatest skates in the world. All the NHL players wore them, so all the kids wanted them, myself included. I had to earn my pair.

My dad gave me a piglet for working on the farm. I let that pig grow, raised it up. It eventually had piglets of its own. I sold four of the pigs when they got to be two hundred pounds. When you sold a grown pig in those days, you’d usually get sixty or seventy dollars. But of course, I sold mine during a dip in the market. Instead of getting sixty or seventy dollars a pig, I got twenty. That’s a good indication of my farming capabilities. A pair of Tackaberrys cost sixty-seven dollars at the time, so it took all four pigs to get me that first pair. I was fourteen. I wore them for one year. They were made out of kangaroo leather. Of course, kangaroos are protected now – you can’t get kangaroo leather – but they were just unbelievable skates. I’ll always remember the day they arrived in the mail. When you’re fifty-five and you still remember something like that, it indicates what an impact it had on your life.

I played outdoors to begin with. Kelvington has Prouse Lake, which is really a little pond. We would skate on the lake for a few weeks early in the season until the ice in the rink was ready. The early skates I had were terrible – my ankles would turn over all the time at first. When my sons were young, I got them some really good skates, and they never had that problem. If there had been skates like we have today when I was a kid, I would have been a much better skater early on. But at first I was out there on the ice with my ankles turned over, wobbling around. Like I said, I don’t think my dad thought he had an NHL player on his hands when he first saw me skating. But I was a big, strong kid, and my ankles adjusted pretty fast.

We kids had to help maintain the ice. There were no Zambonis. We used a fifty-gallon barrel of boiling water on wheels, with a network of tubing that came off the top, ran down the back of the barrel, and spread out about six feet across the ice with rags hanging off it. The bottom tube had holes every couple of inches where the water dribbled out and wet the rags. You pulled the barrel at a steady pace, going around the rink, with the water coming out and flooding the ice in strips. It took about three barrels to restore the ice to a nice smooth sheet. We’d do it on skates so we wouldn’t leave footprints. At the end of the night, the last thing you did after public skating or hockey was scrape the ice really well, then flood it with the barrels. After you finished, you’d turn out the lights, lock the doors, and go home.

In my early years we had house leagues where you divided up all the kids by age groups. Kids’ leagues were divided into four teams that would play against each other. You’d have a travel team that would play games against other towns, but the majority of the games were played in this house league.

I remember playing one away game in the Tiny Tims when I was five. We went to Preeceville, and it was really scary for me to go onto a different ice surface in a different town. In Kelvington, I knew everyone, so it seemed weird to play with strangers. We only played the one away game that year, and I was glad of that.

Things have changed, but when I was growing up the kids eight and under were called Tiny Tims, ten and under were Tom Thumbs, twelve and under were pee wees, fourteen and under were bantams, sixteen and under were midgets.

Today kid’s hockey is very organized, with a lot of new leagues for different age groups. Hockey Canada, the main governing body of the sport, has divided the minor league players into mini mites (ages one and two), mites (three and four), tykes (five and six), novices (seven and eight), atoms (nine and ten), pee wees (eleven and twelve), bantams (thirteen and fourteen), midgets (fifteen through seventeen), and juveniles (eighteen to twenty).

Les Clark, my friend Wendel’s dad – Wendel is also my second cousin – was one of the first guys who coached me. He ran the Kelvington arena and the senior team. And there was a teacher named Ken Vanos who started the house league system in Kelvington. He also coached me when I was in pee wee. Mr. Clark and Mr. Vanos were probably the two guys who had the most influence on my play as a kid. And of course my father and grandfather, because they had to drive me everywhere.

My dad never played hockey. He had to quit school in Grade 8 and go to work on the farm. But both he and my grandfather loved sports, so I always had lots of pushing from them, lots of support. They always got me where I needed to go. But on the ice, the two people I talked to in Kelvington were Mr. Clark and Mr. Vanos.

There was no formal introduction to the game. You just started playing, that’s the way it was. You were put onto a team and there wasn’t a lot of instruction. It was nothing like it is today, with all the kids going to hockey school. I didn’t go to hockey school until I was fourteen. It wasn’t as if you had power skating instruction and four hours a day of coaching. You were just divided into teams and told to play.

I picked up a lot of stuff by listening and watching. I read a lot of books. I used to watch the seniors practise all the time, and I’d hear Les Clark yelling, “You’ve got to learn to stop both ways!” When you’re just free skating for fun, you always skate one way, and that causes you to learn to do things one way. You’d be surprised how many senior kids couldn’t stop both ways when they needed to change directions. I was a sponge. I read every book I could get my hands on, especially books written by guys from the NHL. I read Gordie Howe’s book, and Bobby Hull’s. At public skating, I would try and make the moves those guys made.

We had TV, but there was only two channels. The best sports show on TV was Hockey Night in Canada on Saturday nights. It’s still on today. I’d get my chores done, get the popcorn made, and I’d be in front of the TV for Hockey Night. The games always started in progress, at the ten-minute mark of the first period. I never got to see a full game until I got older. It was always Toronto or Montreal. Just like the kids after me who watched Wayne Gretzky, or now Sidney Crosby, when I saw guys do something on the ice, I couldn’t wait to try it. I was a defenceman so I was always watching Tim Horton, my favourite, and always trying to do the things he did. When he was interviewed, I’d be hanging on every word.

It’s funny, because I ended up playing for Toronto, and Ronny Ellis was one of my teammates there. Ronny was on those Maple Leafs teams I had watched as a little kid, so when I got to Toronto I really enjoyed talking to him about all that stuff I couldn’t get enough of during that one game a week I could see. We didn’t have cable networks or anything like that, so Hockey Night in Canada was it until I got a lot older.

The TV set was black and white, with a nineteen-inch screen, and you thought it was magic. You didn’t think you were smart enough to even touch it, let alone turn it on or off, but on Saturday night I never missed Hockey Night in Canada.

That was the extent of the professional sports I saw. Sunday nights, my grandfather and I would also always watch Red Skelton, and then Bonanza. That was the Sunday night TV selection.

In the summer, there would be one baseball game broadcast a week. I grew up cheering for the Yankees. They were often the game of the week because they were so good. In the fall, you’d have one football game a week. I was a Green Bay Packers fan for the same reason, and they weren’t that far away in Wisconsin. That was the 1960s. Green Bay was always on TV because they were the best team. I still cheer for them today.

Bobby Orr came into the NHL in the late ’60s. I loved the way he played. I wanted to play like him. He always seemed to have the puck. In a small town, you didn’t always have enough players, so by playing defence I was able to play more of the game – twenty-five to twenty-eight minutes as opposed to the twenty minutes a forward might play. I’d want to be out on the ice, always having the puck like Bobby Orr. Plus, I was a big kid, stocky, and probably not fast enough to play on the red line.

I remember I used to go to the rink when it was open for public skating every night to try stuff, learning to stop and turn both ways. By then, my dad was running the rink, so I was on the ice all day every weekend. The old saying is, “Practise the things you can’t do.” I took that to heart. I was never able to turn to my right as easily as I could to my left, so I was always practising turning to my right. It was the same with stopping. I was much better stopping to my left, so I always worked on stopping to my right. If I’d had a dollar for every time I went public skating, I’d probably have been a wealthy kid.

I was determined to be a hockey player. Not everyone thought that made much sense. In Grade 9, our science teacher, Mr. Harrison, handed out a questionnaire. He told us to fill it out, and at the bottom we were supposed to write five lines about what we were going to do when we got out of high school – what we were going to do when we became adults, in other words. I wrote that I was going to play junior hockey, and then I was going to get drafted and play in the NHL. A couple of days later, Mr. Harrison called me into his office and he said, “Barry, I read your questionnaire. It was very well done, very thoughtful. This stuff about the NHL, it’s fun, but seriously, what are you going to do when you’re through with school – are you going to university, are you going to be a farmer like your dad? What are you going to be?” And I said, “Mr. Harrison, I’m going to play in the NHL.” And he said, “Okay, okay, Barry. That’s good, Barry,” and he let me go with that tone that says, “Lots of luck, kid.”

At that time, there were really no examples of anyone from Kelvington having a career in the NHL. Lloyd Gronsdahl had played a few games for Boston in the ’50s. He was it. So there wasn’t exactly a beaten path from little Kelvington to the big leagues.

A buddy of mine, Darryl Gillings, who’s now a dentist, had an aunt who lived in Flin Flon, a big junior hockey town. Bobby Clarke had played there, Reggie Leach had played there. It’s one of the most famous hockey towns in Canada. The Flin Flon Bombers are the junior team. Flin Flon is a mining town named after a character, Flintabattey Flonatin, from a novel by the name of The Sunless City. There’s a big statue of Flintabattey on the outskirts of Flin Flon. In the book, Flintabattey pilots a submarine through a hole lined with gold in a bottomless lake and passes through into a strange, underground world. Today, I think about that story and shake my head, but to us kids back then, it was just the way it was.

When I was maybe thirteen and Darryl was fourteen, he and I went to a hockey school in Flin Flon. It was the only hockey school I ever attended. They had NHL guys there. They also had Flin Flon Bomber players there as instructors. I was there six days, Monday to Saturday, and it was awesome. I was five foot five, 150 pounds, heavy and big for my age, but I was one of the younger kids there. I started really growing when I was fifteen – I went from five foot seven to six foot one in one year. But even when I was only thirteen, I was still one of the bigger kids.

We started doing fundamentals at this school, and I thought that was crazy. “What am I doing with these older guys? It’s not fair.” But looking back, it’s the best thing that ever happened to me, because I had to work harder than everyone else or I would have been creamed, outskated, or both. It turned out to be a blessing in disguise.

At the end of every hockey school, there’s a reward in the form of a game. I was playing with those older kids, but I didn’t feel out of place. I handled the puck a lot that night and was really happy with the way I played.

The Flin Flon rink was tiny. It’s still there; they’ve never built a new one. It’s called the Whitney Forum. When you are thirteen, everything looks big to you. I went back and played there when I was seventeen, in junior hockey, and I couldn’t believe how much the building had shrunk.

It’s crowded when there are ten guys on the ice of a small arena, but it made me keep my head up. You had to play with your head up. We wore helmets, but not face masks. If you didn’t have your head up, you’d get banged. No more looking at the puck. If you did that, you were going to be laid out on your back real quick.

It’s funny, but that has changed thanks to more effective helmets, face masks, and generally better equipment. These days, the kids are padded so well they can’t get hurt easily. So they skate with their heads down. Players going through the system get used to that, and as a result, you see a lot more players skating with their heads down. Of course, you can also go faster that way. That’s why you see so many big hits now, because guys carrying the puck are flying around with their heads down.

When I was starting out, there was hitting all over the place. There were no rules against hitting from behind. You started playing hockey when you were five, and that’s when you started checking each other. Today, bodychecking isn’t allowed until the kids are at least twelve.

At the end of the Flin Flon hockey school, the instructors brought each of us in to have a talk. A guy named Mel Pearson, who had played in the NHL, spoke with me. He said, “Barry, I think you’re going to play in the NHL someday.” I left that room flying. It was one of those amazing moments when someone gives you a pat on the back at just the right time, reinforcement that what you’re doing is working. I’ll remember that for the rest of my life.
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