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“Börje Salming, Stig’s brother, has been drafted by the club. He is predicted to have a brilliant future.” 

From Brynäs IF’s annual report 1970 








  
  
It felt as if they wanted to kill me




Throughout the 1970s, several teams facing the Toronto Maple Leafs built their strategy on trying to get me off the ice. Many players, including Philadelphia Flyers star Bobby Clarke, admitted years later that they were told to dump the puck into our corner for a chance to chase me down and hit me. I won't say anything about that tactic.     

In Brynäs IF before my NHL career, when my brother Stigge and I formed a defense pair, we met with the Finnish team IFK Helsinki a few times. They had a tough guy named Heikki Riihiranta whom we wanted to get to. Sometimes one of us would deliberately mispass so he would only just reach the puck. Then the other one of us came steaming in.    

My first few years in the NHL, it sometimes felt like some teams were trying to kill me. Every team had some ugly goons who couldn't play hockey and only went in to fight and harm. The Philadelphia Flyers were the worst at that time. The team had enjoyed great success thanks to their form of intimidation hockey. I have never encountered a team that played as dirty as the Philadelphia Flyers in the mid-70s.    

Dave Schultz, who holds the record for most penalty minutes in a season in the NHL (472 minutes in the 1974-75 season), was the worst on their team, but there were several others. With some players, you could tell that they only got tough when protected by others. At least they could be managed. If you retaliated hard on a player like, he'd quit. These players later became terrified when they went to other teams and found that the rest of us remembered what they had done during their time with the Philadelphia Flyers - and realized that they were no longer protected by their surroundings. It was sometimes fun to watch.    

Like when Orest Kindrachuk, one of the Philadelphia Flyers' tough guys who ended up with the Pittsburgh Penguins, looked terrified as we hung over the railing, yelling at him, and my buddy Dave "Tiger" Williams grinningly told him:

"Not so tough now, eh, Kindrachuk? You don't play with the Flyers anymore. You just wait and see. We'll get you today."    

That happened a lot in the late 1970s and early 1980s. That was the reason why several old Philadelphia players soon retired when they joined new teams. But frankly, some were always dangerous. They were the ones to watch out for. Almost every shift, someone would try to spear me or drive a stick into my face in a melee. After a game against the Philadelphia Flyers, I was able to take off my clothes and count all the marks on my back from the sticks. Before those games, I could feel that, oh no, we're going to meet those crazy people again. But you couldn't back out; it took a lot of mental preparation before a game. I used to stand in front of the mirror, imagine that I saw a certain player, and promise myself that if that bastard hits me, I'll knock his head off.    

Still, I knew I wasn't allowed to do that. In training, I was sometimes given special training in holding a player who was fighting, but I was also told time and again never to throw off the gloves and fight myself. But, I promise, it took self-control. The players threatening me was one thing. But even the coach of the Philadelphia Flyers, Fred Shero, yelled at me several times that they would kill me. I find that deplorable. Of course, it was at its worst in their home arena, where the crowd helped to incite the players to straight-out assault. During the warm-up, you could never stand close to the edge of the rink because the spectators would try to grab your shirt or hit you. If you stood a few meters in, they couldn't reach you, and you could pretend to ignore all the screams and spitting. It was like the Wild West at times.    

But even if you try to look unconcerned, you are, of course, affected by driving past a booth where twenty men, including coaches in suits, stand and shout your name and promise that they will kill, crush, run over, injure... Not least when, in the aftermath, you sense that they mean business. It earned respect to get up after a big hit, sit in the penalty box, and play the next shift. I noticed that as a kid at home in Kiruna, then at Brynäs IF, and decided to do it from day one of my first training camp with the Toronto Maple Leafs. As a player in the NHL, I tried not to show if it hurt from the very first game. Knowing the importance of respect in North America and quickly realizing that I would be put in my place, the best response was to pretend that an opposing player's big hit was barely noticeable. And most importantly, that you were not afraid of it.    

It also became an image thing. When I broke my little finger at the World Championships in Prague in 1972, I was determined to keep playing. The doctor, Bo-Johan Norlén, managed, after many ups and downs, to get me to accept that it wasn't possible. I laughed when a newspaper said that Norlén's greatest achievement that year was to convince me. And I have to admit that when you are walking at full speed towards the boards, knowing that three 200-pound men are coming from behind to push you in, well, it is an advantage to walk fast. If only to at least have time to turn around and see when the check comes.    

So after a while in the NHL, I re-sharpened my skates. I used to have a long skating surface, but the less skating surface you have, the faster you can turn. With 200-pound forwards chasing me, I needed to be able to turn and get away quickly. My pain threshold may be high. Or is it a matter of attitude? I don't know what it is. But I do know that in many ways, I have my brother Stigge to thank for it. When I was a kid, I was glued to Stigge, and not only did I think he could do anything, I thought he could handle anything.    

One such event that helped shape me happened when I was eight and Stigge was eleven. He and my grandfather went to get a summer cow and walked. My grandfather made coffee by a fire, but forgot to put the pan on. Stigge suddenly noticed it was boiling, ran over and grabbed the pan. It was burning hot. He burned his hand deeply and badly, resulting in large blisters. Yet he walked 12 miles with the cow without complaining. But the strangest thing was that the next day, despite the blisters and probable pain, he rowed the boat again. But, as Stigge said, it had to be rowed.    

I was very impressed. Not least because Stigge, like many others in the family up north, took pain and hardship for granted. That very much influenced you as a young boy. As a hockey player, it was a great advantage.   








  
  
 How did I become me? 




What is it that makes a person? 

Why did I get the characteristics I have? Why was I never afraid when I threw myself on the ice, but would do anything to avoid giving a speech? Why do I have friends who have drunk themselves to death when I have drunk a lot without falling through?

Why am I one of those Swedish men with two litters of children when I once promised to love for better or for worse?

Why could my knees withstand thousands of blows when a single blow ruined a friend’s career? Why couldn’t my sinuses handle the slightest cold when other players were barely affected by pneumonia?

Why did I spend years running a business when I could have been lying in a hammock in Malaga, dreaming of old shots?

What made me who I am?

Why am I Börje Salming?

Of course, I do not know the answers. No one else does either. No one knows why life turns out the way it does.

We can only say in retrospect that this is how my little life, or your little life, turned out.

If I had grown up next to a tennis court instead of a hockey rink, might I have become a tennis player? Or something completely different?

It’s fascinating. If I’d opened a door long ago instead of closing it, I might have loved giving speeches but been terrified of covering shots on the ice.

I remember giving my brother Stigge a fishing trip to Finland. He was thrilled – even though I told him my company was part of the gift.

Because it was.

We spent a week fishing and hunting outside of Rovaniemi in northern Finland. We stayed in an old school and went out every day in beautiful nature. The fishing was good, and so was the hunting. You could say that we didn’t hit everything we aimed at.

But it didn’t matter.

The great thing was being together for so long and having time to talk about the past, present and future. For example, when we were kids, we’d go to a lake, throw out fishing lines, drink coffee by the fire, and talk forever.

As you get older, having someone you can talk to about your background also feels essential. There aren’t many people you can do that with anymore. One day, while we were eating around the fire in Finland, I looked at Stigge.

In one way, I saw an entrepreneur in the ventilation industry in Gävle, but in another way, I saw this twelve-year-old who was always much better at making bows than I was.

It was a strange feeling.

Not to mention how strange it is to look at yourself in the mirror. The outside is so different, but inside, I’m still the same guy who once loved to carve the snow off the ice and skate until his feet went numb.



I have Sami blood in my veins.

I am proud of it. I don’t know how it has affected me, but somehow, it has contributed to who I am. The Sami have always lived closer to nature than most Swedes. In their traditions and culture, there is a strong belief in the power and strength of nature.

But also a strong belief in themselves.

My ancestors learned to cope alone in the mountains, with reindeer scattering or snow making travel impossible. They probably wished for help many times, but just as many times, there was none.

They bit the bullet and survived. There was no other alternative.

In today's Western world, we never have to summon that last bit of strength just to survive. My grandfather was not a Sami with reindeer in the mountains. He didn’t wear a Sami costume and ran a trading post instead of a reindeer herd.

But stories of a hard life with and sometimes against nature were always a natural part of my upbringing. The best thing I knew was to listen to the old people tell me about old relatives caught in storms around the village of Salmi or surprised by snowstorms on Lake Torneträsk.

The fact that the Sami still exist today – despite external hardships and literal persecution over many years – proves their ability to grit their teeth and survive.

This is one of the reasons why I am so proud of my Sami heritage.

That is why I wear Sami bracelets.

Sami handicraft is beautiful and part of my history and what has made me who I am. It all started in 1975 when I was in Toronto for a few years and asked my mother to make a bracelet and send it to me. I put it on my wrist, and it immediately felt right. It’s hard to explain, but a piece of me emerged. I’ve been wearing the same bracelet ever since, sometimes one or two, but just as often five or six.

I’ve tried taking them off, but I feel naked without them. I feel like they protect me in some way. I’m sure some people think it’s hocus pocus, superstition, or just silly, but honestly, I don’t care. I’m not religious and don’t really believe in anything, but I’m convinced that my bracelets give me some kind of protection.

It must have something to do with my background.

I was only eighteen years old when I left Kiruna and my upbringing to move to Gävle and Brynäs. “Damn lapp” (a slur against Sami people) was what many people said, jokingly and sometimes seriously. When we played hockey with Brynäs in southern Sweden, the whole team was called Lapps, which might have annoyed some guys born 100 miles from Stockholm and over 400 miles from Lapland.

But I took it as a compliment.

I am a Sami, albeit from Norrbotten, and I am proud of it. 








  
  
When dad died in the mine 




When I was a child, we often spent weekends and holidays in Salmi. It’s a small village, six families living on hunting, fishing and farming, 30 miles northwest of Kiruna on the other side of Lake Torneträsk.  

The village was founded sometime in the 19th century. 

Grandfather came there, built a farm in the middle of this roadless country and had a small farm and, most importantly, started a small business there. After a while he had a shop in Salmi and small branches or warehouses or whatever you want to call them both at Torneträsk station and at the water-front in Kortolahti. 

He had an old yellow jeep, so when it approached Kortolahti, word spread quickly that he was there. Then the Sami from the villages came to buy gasoline, oil, and whatever else they needed. 

In Torneträsk he had many nets. He often sent the fish he caught there to Kiruna and got other goods back. 

In Salmi he installed the first telephone in the area. He had a small switchboard in a room, so people came there to make calls, and of course they had to pay for it. 

He was probably both willing and able to make the whole business work. 

He took the name Salming as a variation of Salmi. 

There were and are many small villages in the area. Their inhabitants became his customers, just like the people in the Sami villages. We always got there by boat across the lake or by walking across the ice after getting off the train at Torneträsk station. Sometimes we were there for a few days, sometimes for many weeks. 

Salmi was the heart of the family. 

Once I was on the ice with my father and Stigge. We had been in Salmi for a few days and were on our way home to Kiruna. 

It was an early and rather cold November morning. Dad put me and Stigge on the kicksled (a Nordic manual scooter that you kick forward) and started the trip across the ice to Torneträsk station. 

He had to work at the mine in the afternoon. 

Uncle Herman was also there. He helped with the mail and went to the villages to pick up and deliver letters. Since he was alone and there were three of us on the kicksled, he soon caught up with us and passed us on his way to the next post office. 

I looked at the ice around us and saw that it was weak in several places. Or rather, I saw that the ice was what it was. 

When you’re five years old, you don’t think it could be dangerous. I was with my father and Stigge. Nothing could be dangerous then. 

We were in a hurry. We sat down. Stigge held me. Even though we were children, we weighed a lot, so Dad was always a bit behind Uncle Herman. 

Maybe it was fate? Or other forces? I remember the old people around Salmi and the villages there talking about it afterwards. 

It was a good thing. 

As a kid, that was about all you could understand about what was going on. Because suddenly there on the ice we heard a scream and a crash. Uncle Herman was screaming. 

Dad was yelling at us to stay where we were. I grabbed Stigge. 

Uncle Herman had gone through the ice. 

I remember Dad making his way to the cracked ice and managing to pull Herman up. I think they were both a little shocked. Herman was soaking wet and freezing terribly in the low temperatures. We followed him to the station where he was able to change into dry clothes. Afterwards, everyone said it was lucky we kids hadn’t gone first. They all agreed that it could have ended badly. 

It was one of life’s many crossroads. 

I remember being proud that my dad had picked Herman up. My dad was a hero. That’s a big deal for a kid. 

It is one of the few memories I have of him. 



When we got home, he changed because he had an afternoon shift at the mine. Stigge had to go to school and I was at home with mom as usual. To make ends meet with a wife and two children, Dad had to work a lot. I’m sure he, like most people, wasn’t too keen on going down the mine. 

But everyone in Kiruna did at that time. 

The mine, which people loved and hated, was everything to the community. It’s still important, but in the 1950s it was everything. 

But my father wanted to leave. A lot of people who, like my father, came from pretty humble beginnings didn’t have that ambition or just didn’t see the opportunity. 

But my father studied at Hermods (community college) in the evenings. He had decided not to stay in the mine. 

As usual, my mother Karin prepared his lunch, a brown unibox. There was not much money in our house at that time. 

Both my mother and father worked hard to put food on the table. So the food was very simple. 

But I still remember my father’s lunch box as something big. 

He often brought something home for Stigge and me in it. 

It was like a silent agreement. It could be a piece of bread or a small piece of meat. It didn’t really matter. The important thing was that it was dad’s food from dad’s lunchbox. 

It was the knowledge that it tasted good. 

It’s one of the few memories I have of him. 

Because that afternoon, in the hours after he rescued Herman from the wake, would be the last time he picked up his lunchbox and waved goodbye. 

He was 35 years old that Monday, November 19, 1956. 

Stigge had just turned nine. I was five years, seven months and two days old. 



The mining company LKAB was founded in Kiruna 1890 and has been mining ore ever since. 
Working in the mines has always been hard and often dangerous, even in modern times. Accidents and deaths have long been a fact of life. The nationally known mining strikes were partly about safety. 
In the 1950s, several workers died each year at the Kiruna mine. The darkest year in the entire second half of the 20th century was 1953, when nine workers died in the Kiruna mine. 
The internal statistics show with blue bars that 1956 was also a catastrophic year. 
Eight workers died that year. 
One of them was worker number 223: Salming, August Erland. 



The National Archives in Härnösand store documents that are considered important to preserve. Deep in one of the archives is the police report 863/1956 from Kiruna. 
An acting detective, Vidar Hägglund, described the case on a typewriter:

On Monday, November 19, 1956, at 16:15, a telephone message was received from Luossavaara-Kiirunavaara AB (LKAB) in Kiruna C that a man had died while working in shaft group 1 at the 189-meter level in Kiirunavaara in Kiruna C. 
The undersigned was instructed to conduct an immediate on-site investigation.” 
On the same day, between 5:25 p.m. and 6:00 p.m., an on-site investigation was carried out in the presence of engineers Ingvar Finn and Börje Englund, mine foreman Artur Johansson, miner 1897 Axel Lomm, the latter in his capacity as safety representative at the site, and repairman Erik Gaup, work number 2486, all employees of LKAB. Gaup was the only witness to the incident. 
It was established that the deceased was identical to repairer August Erland Salming, work number 223, born August 23, 1921, living at Åkaregatan 7, Kiruna C. 
Witness Gaup stated that the incident occurred at about 3:20 p.m. on the same day, when he and Salming were carrying out a routine overhaul of an existing conveyor in Shaft Group 1. Mr. Salming had positioned himself inside the guard-rail and immediately adjacent to the eastern end of the conveyor, where he used his right hand to bring a knife to bear on the drive roller in order to scrape off the ore pile that had formed on it. The conveyor belt was running underneath, and suddenly Salming was pulled in between the belt and the roller. 

Salming’s colleague of the same age, Erik Gaup, who witnessed the accident, says he shouted so that another worker, Eliasson, further to the west, stopped the belt. Several people came to get Salming out. All of them, including the industrial doctor Per Westling, concluded that Salming had died instantly when his head hit the drive pulley. 
The acting detective concludes his report:

The knife used by Salming on the occasion in question was found on the ground under the drive roller. Salming’s hard hat was found partially crushed on the other side of the pulley. 
Salming is survived by his wife and two minor children, born in 1947 and 1951.










  
  
No dad – but a big brother 




We were at home playing that afternoon. My uncle came to pick up my mom while we kids were outside. He said there had been an accident and she had to go to the hospital. I think he knew my father was dead, but he waited to tell me.  

She got the news at the hospital in Kiruna. 

A little later, when it was dark and cold and time to eat, we children came home and found out what had happened. Of course I was sad, but when you are so young you probably don’t understand what death is. 

So it was probably worse for Stigge. 

And of course for Mom. 

As a 29-year-old woman and housewife, being left alone with two small children at that time was financially difficult. Let’s not even talk about the emotional part. But with two children, she had to deal with the situation, no matter how difficult it was. 

I remember when we went to the funeral. We wore black clothes. Everybody was tense and sad. It was almost the scariest thing for a little boy. 

In the North it was, and to some extent still is, quite common to look at the deceased before the funeral. One of my clearest memories is that we children did not do that. Stigge and I had to stay in the car. I still remember in detail what it looked like in the car. 

Later we went to the cemetery in Jukkasjärvi. 

At that time I didn’t understand the point of looking at the dead. I just thought it was scary. Much, much later, in 1990, at the Maple Leafs Garden, I was confronted with the same situation. 

Harold Ballard, the owner of the Toronto Maple Leafs, had died. He lay in a casket in the hallway for a final goodbye. I recognized that feeling of unease when it was my turn to go up to him. But it was there, 34 years after my father’s funeral, that I realized for the first time that seeing the dead can make sense. Seeing Harold Ballard was not frightening at all. On the contrary, I responded to how good it felt. 



That Christmas, which came just over a month after my father’s accident, was not what Christmas should be for children. Dad’s death was like a thick blanket over all the emotions. We were staying at my grandmother’s house in Murjek, between Malmberget and Boden, 15 miles south of the Arctic Circle, and I had to stay there when the Christmas holidays came to an end. 

Stigge, who was in school, had to return to Kiruna. For several years, however, he spent most of his free time in Salmi with his grandfather or one of our uncles. 

Eventually, I also began to visit Salmi and Stigge. 

Mom probably needed all the help she could get. 

I don’t know what life would have been like if my father hadn’t died in the mine. Maybe I would still have had the life I had. Or, like I said, I might have done something completely different. The only thing I can say for sure is that his untimely death obviously affected me. 

I think not having a dad made me have to fend for myself more. There was no one to tie my skates when I was six. I just had to go down to the rink and do it myself. That can certainly make a person a little tougher. 

Luckily we lived on a farm where my grandparents and uncles lived when they were not in Salmi. Having them around meant a lot in the difficult situation our family was in. 

My mother eventually started to work. 

She served in a café. When I started school, I went there every afternoon and ate hot dogs and mashed potatoes. Then I’d run home and play with my friends. I dare say we played some kind of sport every day. 

It was about the only thing to do in Kiruna at that time. 



Stigge was my big idol. Everything Stigge did was good. After my father’s death he had to grow up with responsibilities very quickly. He often had to take care of me. Sometimes he did it more roughly than mom had intended. 

I was probably a lot of trouble for him. He was so much bigger and had his friends. He and his friends didn’t think it was very funny to have a little brother who took every opportunity to join in. 

But I thought it was great. 

And even though he beat me up sometimes, I felt a tremendous sense of security in Stigge’s presence, and really just as much security even when he wasn’t there. There were different gangs in Kiruna at that time and there were a lot of fights between the gangs. When things got too violent, you could always hear some kid threatening to get dad. I always threatened to get my brother. 

I don’t want to say he became like a father, but he definitely became like an important big brother. 

And he continued to be that. 

If someone messed with me, I knew Stigge would come to my defense. He was strong and could look incredibly pissed off. Over the years, I’ve seen pictures of him on the hockey rink, his eyes blacked out, glaring at an opponent or the referee. 

I recognize that look. As a kid in Kiruna I felt it many times, as a teammate and brother during the years in Gävle and Brynäs. Maybe I felt it even more as an adult when Stigge would look at me and make me understand that I was no longer on his good side. 

A few years after my father’s death, my mother and my uncle Isak became more than just friends. When I was nine years old, he became my real stepfather and we moved to Matojärvistreet. 

It was not easy at first. 

For me, who was so young when my father’s accident happened, it was no big deal. It was probably more difficult for Stigge. Suddenly someone else’s rules applied. But as a child you adapt quickly and accept the situation. 








  
  
Doing what needs to be done 




One spring I was out on the kicksled on Torneträsk with Frans, my oldest uncle. He had had a sauna the night before – with all that that means up there – and was pretty tired. Halfway up Torneträsk he just had to rest. We sat down on the kickers and he offered us hard-boiled eggs. Suddenly I saw that the ice around us was getting darker and darker as the water started to come through.  

Although I was not very old, I realized that we were in danger of going completely through. I shook Francis and pointed. 

“Perkälä”, he swore in Finnish – most of my family speak Finnish or Sami – and led me on through the guards. 








