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To all the heroes who make hockey a better game






Foreword

I guess we could start with the question “What is the game of hockey?” To many of us, I suppose the game of hockey is the sport which we are most passionate about. From growing up watching Hockey Night in Canada to the outdoor rinks, to the camaraderie of the locker room, on to the rigors of competitive hockey at all levels and even for some the lifetime dream of suiting up in the National Hockey League, is there a greater purpose around the game than just that of the game itself?

Upon the completion of my playing career, I had the honour of coaching youth hockey in suburban Philadelphia, on the New Jersey side of the river, where we stayed upon my retirement. I coached for several reasons: to give back to the game I love, to coach my own boys on the joys of the sport, and to teach aspiring athletes who had a similar love for the game how to compete hard, how to win with humility, and how to lose gracefully.

All these reasons gave me purpose, and I relished the anonymity that it afforded me except with those who I was coaching. And I truly believed my role in life and the mark I wanted to make on them wasn’t entirely about the game but more importantly the life of hockey. Even though each of these players aspired to play at the highest level, the reality was their dreams might not be achieved. But what the game could give to them was an understanding about how to have an impact on the lives of others, whether through their actions, philanthropy, the discipline of an educated skill set, or just general acts of kindness. The sport affords all of us at least one common thread. An ability to give back. There is a higher calling for our sport. I am often asked why professional hockey players are the best athletes regarding the fans and giving back. I have a theory. The theory goes that our parents sacrificed and gave us what we so desperately wanted: to play the game of hockey. That comes with a price, both from a time commitment and financial perspective. Their sacrifices and commitment to our dreams and aspirations are remarkable, commendable, and inspirational. Thus, we have no justification or excuse not to share our knowledge, wisdom, and mentality by paying it forward.

Although my career ended due to postconcussion, I have never felt cheated by the game. I played fifteen years professionally, got to coach my boys through their childhood, then continued to watch them as they followed their different paths to where they are today. It was never easy, but the sport gave me so many greater things to be excited and proud of. I believe in my soul that this is the case for so many of us who view the game as a microcosm of our lives and the service it can be to others.

The game of hockey is amazing, especially today’s game with the skill and speed and athleticism of athletes, but the sport has never been only about the speed and skill; it is also about the human connection and the humanity that is inspired in so many of us to give back in different ways and to tell our story as seen through our eyes. The stories compiled here tell a tale of so much more than just the game of hockey.

Keith Primeau

May 2024






Introduction

In the Merriam-Webster dictionary, a hero is defined as a person who is the object of extreme or uncritical devotion.

Someone defined as an Everyday Hockey Hero doesn’t quite fit that definition. The Everyday Hockey Hero is someone who exceeds all expectations to make hockey a better sport, usually without receiving any recognition. They didn’t set out to receive any of the recognition that might have come their way. Far from it. This is a group of impressive individuals who quietly go about their business, working hard to improve hockey in their own way.

This is the third time I have had the privilege of working on an Everyday Hockey Heroes book. Like the previous two times, I came away a better person. And I learned something about hockey, and about life, that I never knew before.

I was fascinated to learn more about Angela James, Mark Borowiecki, Dean Barnes, Graham McWaters, Michelle Reid and her family, Jason Payne, blind hockey player Kelly Serbu, Rob Kerr, Leonard Lye, Jim Paek, Marian Jacko, the women of Windsor who are trying to make a difference through hockey, respected journalist Sunaya Sapurji, Kim McCullough, and last, but certainly not least, the Boulet family. The people in this book are as diverse a group of individuals as you will find. But thanks to hockey, they are all connected to each other in their own unique way. They are all making hockey a better sport. And after speaking with them and learning about their stories, they made me a better person once again.

Writing this book with them reminded me of something Rod Brind’Amour said to me and the other reporters who were asking him questions between game 1 and game 2 of the 2006 Stanley Cup Final. “You don’t know what you don’t know.” The older I get, the more I realize that Brind’Amour was so right. We go about life and think we know so much, but when we really speak to someone, and get to know their personal stories, we quickly realize how little we know.

This book was a journey that started a number of years ago and took time to put together. But once you read the stories within, you will realize that it was well worth the wait.

Jim Lang

March 2024






1 The First Great Star Angela James
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I stood in front of the crowd gathered at the Hockey Hall of Fame for the induction ceremony, looking out at all the faces, and wondered how I would get through my speech.

It was November 8, 2010, and I, along with Cammi Granato, was being inducted. We were the first women, and I was the first Black woman. It was a surreal moment. I couldn’t help but think, Should I really be here? I didn’t think I belonged. But there my face was, enshrined in the Grand Hall. It took a while for it all to sink in because, growing up in the housing projects of Toronto in the seventies, I had faced a lot of challenges. But it was hockey that showed me what life could be beyond the rough part of the city where I grew up.

I was just over a year old when we moved to Flemingdon Park in North York. It’s an area known as a working-class neighbourhood, with a number of high-rise apartment and office buildings with more than twenty thousand people calling it home. My mother, who was raising five kids on her own, had secured subsidized housing there. I can still remember the day we moved into the townhouse. I was sitting on a box, and all around me everyone was moving things into our apartment, but my focus was on this hole in the pavement of the underground garage. I later found out this hole was where everyone put their garbage for weekly pickup. For me, though, it was a hockey net.

All the neighbourhood kids played ball hockey there, and I was no different. From the time I was in kindergarten, I played hockey. Occasionally, our games would end up in the streets, but if it was raining or snowing, the underground garage was my spot. We didn’t have a car, and neither did many other people, so the place was spacious, but I always kept track of when our next-door neighbour was gone with his car because there was even more room to play.

Eventually, I taught myself how to skate. Flemingdon Park had an outdoor arena, and in the winter, when the ice was in, there was one man who was hearing-impaired who was often out on the rink. I would watch how he moved across the ice and then mimic his skating.

Life was fairly simple. I would go to school. We had an outdoor community pool for swimming, which I enjoyed. Sometimes we would shoplift milk at the Dominion grocery store. To me, Flemingdon Park was my whole world. It wasn’t until later that I realized there was a life beyond the park, and hockey made that possible.

But living in Flemingdon Park also came with challenges. At that time, it was a tough neighbourhood. Everybody who lived there was poor. Everybody relied on government agencies for the basic necessities. As a result, people did what they needed to survive and make ends meet. We had drug dealers, we had prostitutes, we had pimps, and there were stories that people were running after-hours clubs from their homes. Even after saying all that, I wouldn’t change a thing from my childhood. It is what made me who I am today, and it made me understand what I had to overcome to get where I am today. It isn’t always about just money that makes people happy. Sometimes, it is the community that matters. And despite all of the obstacles he had to overcome, we had a really good community back then.

But as a kid, it was easy to get into trouble. Depending on the day, I could find myself having a lot of fun with my friends, but other days, I found myself getting into a lot of fights. Sometimes, I would get into a fistfight just to get to school. In Flemingdon, everyone wanted to be the strongest, and fighting was what we had to do to survive.

As for being a girl who played hockey, it was instilled in me from an early age that if I wanted to win, I’d have to fight for it.

One day when I was seven or eight, I was playing a game of pickup hockey when one of the men watching came up to my mom and said, “You need to get Angela involved in organized hockey because she can really play.” I don’t know who he was, but I owe him a thank-you because my mom listened to his advice. In the seventies, there were very few organized girls hockey leagues, so my mom enrolled me in the Flemingdon boys league. I started at the novice level, at seven years old. At times, my mom worked various jobs. But for the most part growing up, she worked the one job and relied on the government housing subsidy. Hockey back then was so different. To get to hockey back then when I was a kid, I would take the bus, or other times, another parent would take me.

At first, the league didn’t want to include me because I was a girl and only did after my mom threatened legal action. But soon I was moved up to Atom, and then the Pee Wee league because they were impressed with my skills. I guess I was good, but all I knew for certain was that I loved to play.

After two years with the boys league, the organization decided to change their rules to prohibit girls from playing alongside boys. I was devastated. Once again, my mom fought to get them to allow me to continue playing, but this time it was no use.

Now I know that the organization was sexist, but at the time I couldn’t understand why I wasn’t allowed to play. I saw girls playing hockey around Flemingdon Park. I remember standing on my tiptoes, my chin on the board, and thinking, These girls look pretty good. I guess girls really do play hockey. But I wondered how a girl would ever be able to play competitively, beyond a pickup game.

It was around this time that I went through a rough patch at school. I was getting into so much trouble that in grade four, I got kicked out. The school board sent me to an all-girls school that was run by nuns, but after one day there, I never went back. I just stayed at the local dairy-mart. When the board realized the all-girls school wasn’t working, they let me go back to my old school.

Things changed when I entered Valley Park Junior High in grade seven. The vice principal at the school was a strict man named Ross Dixon. Mr. Dixon handled all the troubled kids at school, and he had a big influence on me. He made me see that there was more to life than hanging out at the park, getting into trouble, and playing sports. He was a positive authority figure for me at an important time in my life. He was a stickler for rules at school. Growing up, we didn’t have a lot of rules. He was one of the first people to introduce a set of rules to me. He also taught the importance of common sense and let me believe that I could do it. He convinced me that academics would mean something in my life one day.

Growing up, I didn’t have a strong male figure to look up to. I knew of my father, but he wasn’t in my life, so having someone like Mr. Dixon was good for me. And thanks to his guidance, I turned things around at school and improved my grades.

Hockey also helped me go in the right direction. After I was kicked out of the Flemingdon boys league, my mom found a new girls hockey league that had just started in nearby Don Mills. The day I showed up, I was shocked to see a lot of the girls were still in figure skates, but after a while, I hit my stride. I had so many cool memories when I started playing girls hockey. Playing with girls that were older with me, that is where I learned how to drink! The main thing that kept me grounded and staying out of trouble was playing a lot of hockey. I loved going away on tournaments and having fun with the girls and the parents. I loved the competition and visiting some of those classic old rinks across Ontario.

When I was playing Pee Wee hockey on the boys team, that was when we went to the tournament in Lachine, Quebec. Then, when I was fourteen years old and playing on the girls team, we would travel to Picton, Ontario, for their big tournament. We always looked forward to the yearly tournament in Brampton. All the tournaments and all the travel, that was the highlight of playing hockey back then. If we were lucky, there were times we stayed at places with a swimming pool. But usually, we stayed in motels.

My mom was working all the time, so getting to all my games was a challenge. Fortunately, my older sister, Kim, taught me how to use the TTC transit system. She was good at navigating around the city and would often take me to my games, and whenever she couldn’t, she would make sure I got on the right bus. As I moved up in the league and got to know my teammates, I started to get rides with the other players.

I was recruited by Seneca College while I was playing softball in the senior league. A woman by the name of Mary Zetel, who has since passed on, was the reason I ended up at Seneca. If it wasn’t for her, I never would have gone there. Before she recruited me, I wasn’t even thinking of post-secondary education. Mary’s place was near the ball diamond. We were there after a game, and everyone was having a beer. And I was having a beer with them. She walked by us and looked at me and said, “How old are you?”

I told her that I was almost sixteen.

She looked at me and said, “Well, why are you drinking?” I looked at her and said, “Because I’m thirsty.”

We started talking, and then she asked me if I was thinking of college. At the time, I had been recruited to go to Northeastern University in Boston. I had gone down there to visit the campus. I realized that I would have been too homesick and so that never worked out.

In my time at Seneca, I led the league in scoring and was named MVP three seasons in a row. My final year was my best showing—I scored 50 goals in 14 games. I always joke that I scored all those goals because of my Graf skates. There were my good-luck skates. They had a bit of a forward tilt. I used to fall on my face quite a bit, but I was able to score a lot of goals with them.

This was when women’s hockey in Canada really began to improve. Not only was it being recognized, but the game itself was improving, and I benefited from playing in a league full of talented players who had fought for the chance to be there, just like me.

In 1982, they held the first national championships for women’s hockey in Canada, in Brantford, Ontario, the home of Wayne Gretzky. I was barely seventeen years old at the time, and I got to play for Team Ontario. I’d gone from not even having a league to play in as a child to representing my whole province with a team of great women players.

During that time, if you played women’s hockey, the big show was playing for your province in the nationals, and the competition got better every year, because only the best were chosen to represent their province. The hockey became more organized, the quality improved, and we were receiving better coaching and more ice time, and even sponsorships.

It was a lot of pressure for a sixteen-year-old, and I was young compared to the other players. I was playing in the Canadian Women’s Hockey League (CWHL) when I was barely sixteen. That wasn’t always the greatest, but being that young in such a competitive league made me work harder. And my mom entrusted a couple of the older girls to look after me. They made sure I didn’t get into any trouble. One of them was a woman named Anne; she was my mentor and took me under her wing. Anne knew that I was young, and she was older and had a vehicle. She was from a well-to-do family and my mother trusted her to keep an eye on me. As much as my mom couldn’t do everything for me, she always made sure that I got everything that I needed.

Hockey is a team sport. As much as I would like to stay out there the whole game, that is impossible. While I put up good numbers, I always had a lot of help from my teammates. And I was always trying to learn from the people around me. While I was playing for Seneca College, some of the other colleges had some really talented players.

While I excelled at hockey, it took me longer before I began to excel at academics. My first year at Seneca, I was a horrible student. I partied all the time and I ended up on academic probation. The school set me up with a tutor, and after that I got serious about doing my homework. I was a decent student in high school. The next year, I ended up on the honour roll, and by the end, I excelled in my academics. While I was going to Seneca and playing varsity hockey for the school, I also played senior hockey on the side. On top of that, I was working as well. I had a lot on my plate at the time.

I was a busgirl at the Ponderosa Steakhouse, then I worked as a busgirl at a restaurant at the local Holiday Inn. I also started to work as a referee, and I ended up officiating intramural hockey games while I was going to Seneca. Then I had a job at a restaurant in downtown Toronto that wouldn’t end until one in the morning. It was at a place Ginsberg & Wong. I worked there for a few years, but after a while, it was too much to work there and get up for school in the morning, so I left.

Between playing in the CWHL and playing at Seneca College, my game continually improved. As I got into my late teens and early twenties, I started to receive a little respect for my game and my achievements. The Ontario Colleges Athletic Association (OCAA) named me their athlete of the year in 1984 and 1985, partly because of the scoring records. It was such a shame when, in 1989, the OCAA ended its women’s hockey program. The issue? Too few competing teams to keep it going.

I played at the highest level of women’s hockey in Canada for years, moving to senior hockey and playing for different teams as leagues came and went, and the competition moved from place to place. I went to the national championships twelve times, and it all culminated with one of my proudest moments: playing for Team Canada in the first official IIHF Women’s World Championship in 1990. It was held in Ottawa, and we took home the gold medal.

In 1990, they came up with this Pink Power marketing campaign. There was pink everywhere, they even had pink flamingoes on the Zamboni. They spray-painted our sticks black, and at the same time, we were all wearing white Tackla hockey pants. During games, the black was coming off onto the pants and we looked so dirty! We didn’t care, though, this was a first for everyone involved, and we were thrilled to be a part of it. The fans were so into it, watching women’s hockey at that level and cheering on the different countries. That was the big kickoff to women’s hockey in Canada, and we had some large crowds that came out to watch us play. This was also the first time that the best women’s players from all over Canada were put on the same team. We had doctors and trainers that took care of whatever we needed. If someone blocked a shot or they had a cut, the team doctor was there to sew it up right away. I have so many fond memories of that tournament.

It was a successful tournament all around, with good teams from other nations and slow but promising growth in popularity. Over the next several years, I played in the tournament, representing my country, three more times. In every case, the gold medal came down to a game against the U.S., which we always managed to win. I have to hand it to the U.S. team, which got better every time we faced them.

I was at the top of my game and feeling good about hockey. And life was pretty good all around. I’d graduated from Seneca College with a diploma in Recreation Facilities Management and was hired by the school as a sports programmer in 1985. But my sights were set on the coming 1998 Olympic Games in Nagano, Japan, which would feature the first women’s Olympic hockey tournament. The game had been steadily growing, and this felt like a huge recognition.

But I was passed over. The women’s game is a pretty small world. Many of us knew each other from various girls and women’s teams or were at least familiar with each other from provincial championships in the past. And I’d had successes at the highest levels, playing with excellent teams. So it hurt to not be selected for Team Canada in Nagano. I saw great players get picked to represent Canada, women I’d competed with and played against. I really felt I belonged.

As many expected, Team Canada faced the U.S. for the gold medal. And like every other Canadian, all I could do was watch on TV as the game tilted towards an American victory. I can’t say if my being there would have made a difference, but it was so hard to watch, not able to even try to help turn things around.

Playing hockey was really tough after that. I was invited to the Three Nations Cup, and I had my six-week-old son with me. The Three Nations Cup was an elite international hockey event with Canada, the USA, and Finland competing against each other. I thought we had damaged my son’s eardrums, but he slept through all of the cheering. I went because I wanted to see if I could still compete at a high level. And I wanted to know if the people who cut me from the Olympic roster were wrong, or if I was wrong. It was a great event but, in a way, I was just going through the motions. My heart wasn’t in it. The tournament did end well for us, with a shootout victory over the U.S. to win the Cup. But after that, I didn’t play much longer before I called it quits.

By that time, all of my focus was on my day job as the sports coordinator at the Seneca College King Campus. Working with the kids was a lot of fun. I didn’t flaunt anything about my hockey career, I just came to work every day and did my thing (there were some kids that knew about my career). I used to advise athletic leaders at the school, and in that I became a sort of counselor to students. They would google me and find out about me and my career. Then it would hit them, and they would freak out a little bit. Some of the students would come by my office and want pictures and autographs.

To this day, even after retiring from my position at Seneca, I still get notes from former students. I’ve received some beautiful letters telling me how much they appreciated me paying it forward. I loved the fact that I was able to be with students and through sports, help change their lives.

When asked, I would share my story and try to help any way I could. When it comes to certain parts of my life, especially my personal life, I really don’t like to talk about myself. But sometimes I have to put myself in uncomfortable situations in order to help the cause of women’s hockey. If I don’t, if I’m not willing to, then I can’t really say anything about why things aren’t improving in women’s hockey. It is important to me that I help different associations and causes, and I try to whenever they ask. I have tough time saying no (I have student managers who work with me who can say no for me, which helps).

I’d been involved with refereeing and coaching at various levels in the eighties and nineties and continued with that, too. Hockey has always been my life and I’ve enjoyed working with people at the grassroots level, and all the way up to national teams. There were great women before me who paved the way for us to play on the biggest national stages and it’s our duty to do what we can to keep the game growing.

After I retired from hockey, there was some talk about me being inducted into the Hockey Hall of Fame. I didn’t think much about it until 2008, when I was inducted into the International Ice Hockey Federation Hall of Fame. I was recognized for my 50 games in total for Team Canada, as well as scoring contributions and my role in the game, generally. It was a tremendous honour.

When I first got the call, I was incredulous. René Fasel of the IIHF called while I was at work. I thought it was my buddy, Steve, playing a prank. I told him, “Quit fooling around! Steve, I know it’s you.”

René said, “No, it is true, this is Mr. Fasel.”

It took a few exchanges like that before it finally sunk in and I realized it was really him!

Cammi Granato, Geraldine Heaney, and I were inducted together. We were the first group of women to go into the Hall. It was an eye-opener for hockey all over the world, and other organizations began to recognize women, too. As well they should, because the world was changing for the better.

The 2008 event took place in Quebec City. My family came with me, and it was such a wonderful ceremony. My kids were really young at the time. The IIHF had put us up in a posh hotel, and my mom and my other family were staying at a nearby Super 8. My mom had been sitting down for a while, then she got up to go walk, and when she was on the sidewalk, her legs gave out and she fell. My poor mom, her face was all scraped up and she was a mess. They walked into the reception and my mom looked like she got beat up. My little kids got ahold of some crayons and started writing on the walls of our room in this posh hotel. I ended up giving my mom and my family the nice hotel, and I took the kids and went to the Super 8.

Following the IIHF event in Quebec City, that is when I started to think that one day, a woman would be inducted into the Hockey Hall of Fame.

The day I got the call that I was going to be inducted into the Hall of Fame, I had taken a day off work and decided to go out for a drink with my partner. We went over to a pub, and while sitting there a story came on the TV talking about the Hockey Hall of Fame and who the potential next inductees might be. Ange turned to me and said, “Hey, what do you think?” I just sort of blew it off. It didn’t seem likely at the time. We finished our drink and went home.

I was upstairs when the phone rang. “This is Jim Gregory, and I am sitting around the table with Pat Quinn and a number of the other officials, and we don’t want you to say anything to anybody. But we want to tell you that you are going to be inducted into the Hockey Hall of Fame.” The day was Tuesday, June 22, 2010, a day that I will never forget.

I was stunned, but I didn’t want to make the same mistake as when the IIHF called me. They were on the intercom system, and I heard, “Hi Angela, this is Pat Quinn here.” Everyone else said hi, and I can’t remember all of their names because I was overwhelmed. At the end they reminded me to not tell anybody. But when I got off the phone, I called my mom right away.

And then the world got turned upside down. Everyone wanted to speak to me. I don’t know how people got my address, but they would knock on my door. I had a ten-year-old and four-year-old twins, and the house was going crazy. The whole thing was a whirlwind.

Ange said, “Do you understand what is happening?”

I looked at her and said, “Not really!”

The night of the induction in November 2010 was surreal. As one of the first women inducted, I felt I was representing female players from around the world. In my speech, I talked about how hockey had been my savior. It made me all the more determined to make the women’s game bigger and better.

I was so scared standing up in front of everyone. I was so nervous when I started to speak. I was glad the lights were shining on my eyes, because that way I couldn’t see too many people. I didn’t know what I should say or what I shouldn’t say. I know I wrote my speech, and then afterwards people asked me, “Who wrote your speech?” I had to admit that I wrote it. I didn’t really understand the significance of what happened that night for quite some time after the fact. I know while it was happening, it was a crazy night with the media and everything like that. The last time I had anywhere close to that much attention was when I wasn’t selected for the Olympic team in 1998. But the night of the induction, I was still a little guarded with the media. As they spoke to me, I kind of thought to myself, Is this real? Do I deserve this? But the greatest thing about a member of the Hockey Hall of Fame is the way my family and partner are treated. We are pretty good judges of people, and everyone at the Hall is genuine and the people who work there don’t discriminate. The staff at the Hall do a great job of living out the dreams of the ones that are being inducted. I felt so welcomed and I felt like I was part of a special fraternity. The other members of the Hall that were around that night were terrific. They all genuinely wanted to get to know me and talk to me. The more I talked to the other members of the Hall, the more I realized that we had a lot of similar stories when it came to the love of hockey and what it took to be inducted.

Being inducted the same night as someone like Cammi Granato was important to me. I was Canadian, and Cammi is American. It was important for hockey and important for the Hall of Fame to get it right, and they did. I certainly didn’t want to be the only woman being inducted that night. Plus, Cammi’s pedigree is phenomenal. She had a great career, and she has brothers who played and coached. Her family was from Chicago, and my family was from Toronto, both Original Six cities.

Along with some other great hockey players who weren’t inducted that night, I feel we paved the way for what is happening now in women’s hockey. A new generation of players is growing our great game, and I hope they do the same, blazing a broader path for the next generation.

The next goal is to develop a successful professional women’s league. There have been attempts, but for different reasons none have found firm footing yet. Perhaps it starts with growing the game at the university and college level. And we need to get other countries from around the world to help grow the game as well.

People always ask me about women in hockey and, to be honest, hockey is behind other sports. If you look at basketball and football, they are so far ahead of hockey when it comes to women involved at the pro level. If hockey is for everyone like they say, then it has to be for men and women.

I know they are working to groom more women to be officials. They also need a training centre to develop more women coaches and the same goes for hockey administration. I always look to the NBA and basketball as an example. The NBA has had women officials for the longest time. They have women who work in the front office, and now we are seeing women coaching at the top levels. It all comes down to respecting women and treating them like professionals.

Throughout my career, and even afterwards, it has been a struggle for women’s hockey to get the recognition we deserve. Women, no matter what, always take a backseat. Even today, in golf and tennis and soccer, women don’t get the same support as men. I am talking about better access to training facilities, better travel, better accommodations, better media support, and better corporate sponsorships. And it’s not just Canada. In Russia, women’s hockey receives very little respect. Back in my heyday, the North York Mirror would do the occasional write-up, but other than that, women’s hockey didn’t get a lot of media attention. CBC covered the national championship in Quebec one year, but that was about it.

Hockey is slowly getting better, and the old bias and prejudice in the game is gradually dying off. And the game of hockey has evolved; it is more a skill game now. Everything has to evolve, and the next step is, hopefully, more women participating in all aspects of the game.

When I am not with my family or when I was helping to coach the Toronto Six of the old Premier Hockey Federation, I love watching our current national team. These women are so good, and the level of skill within the country has greatly improved. These star players had a tough time even making Team Canada for the 2022 Olympics; the competition was that stiff leading up to the games. I am proud to see players like Natalie Spooner do so well. I love watching Sarah Nurse and Marie-Philip Poulin, Captain Clutch. The coaches did an excellent job keeping them all engaged and in the program throughout Covid, working them to be better athletes. It was impressive.

That dedication is why Team Canada won by such a lopsided score in the preliminary rounds during the 2022 Olympics. With the exception of a close gold medal win over the USA, Canada hammered Sweden and Switzerland in the quarterfinals and the semifinals. My hope is that the program can sustain that level of training so that Team Canada is always number one.

I want to ensure my children have a different experience of the game than I did, and an easier start to life, too. I am proud of my hockey accomplishments, but I am prouder of my children.

My oldest son is a lot like me, humble and quiet. He played some junior hockey in Hearst, Ontario, in the NOJHL (Northern Ontario Junior Hockey League) and I went to some games. When they hosted a big tournament, I went and did a little talk, but I try not to get in the way.

My other son is much the same when it comes to being modest. He told me a story about what happened in high school one day. He said, “I walked into the classroom and these two boys were having a conversation about the Toronto Six hockey team.”

I said, “Oh, Michael, did you say that your mom helps coach the team?”

He said, “No!”

All I could do was laugh. I try to allow my kids to live their lives. My daughter is the one who brags about me the most. When she was seven years old, one of the other kids said something to her that bugged her, so she looked at this kid and said, “Do you know who my mother is?”

We still laugh at that story.

My kids liked the video tribute TSN did for me in 2021, featuring a great rap song from Keysha Freshh, for my induction into the Order of Hockey. I loved it. I thought it was very moving. It was great to see how Keysha saw me and where I came from. It was a great look back at my journey from Flemingdon Park to the Hockey Hall of Fame.

Not long ago, they renamed the Flemingdon Park arena: it’s now the Angela James Arena. Of all the honours I’ve received, perhaps that one says the most.






2 Condition Your Mind Mark Borowiecki


[image: Image]

Some people are electricians, or journalists, or engineers. I am just a guy who plays hockey. I’m not special or any better than anyone else. I just have a different skill set than some people, and I’ve tried to do the best I can with it.

I have been pretty fortunate in my life and in my career playing in the NHL, and I think you have to pay it forward. Giving back and getting involved with charity work is the right thing to do.

My wife, Tara, and I have the same values, and we want to raise our children to be inclusive and accepting. Those values go back to my time growing up in Ottawa, in a house that backs onto a hydro line easement. It wasn’t technically our backyard, but there was this big, flat space that felt like ours. My dad would always build an outdoor rink there. Because of that, I started skating when I was really young, learning with my dad and my older sister. Right away, I fell in love with skating and being on the ice.

I started playing organized hockey when I was five years old, and early on in my minor hockey career I started playing rep hockey. I progressed quickly, which is fairly typical for most guys who go on to play in the NHL.

It wasn’t all a straight line, though. At one point, I took some time off from AA hockey, dropping down a level to A hockey. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do in the future, and at the time I just wanted to have fun playing hockey with my friends. But soon I decided I wanted the greater competition and went back to playing AA and then AAA hockey.

After playing Minor Midget, I wasn’t drafted into Major Junior hockey. I wasn’t even drafted into Tier 2 Junior hockey. I ended up going back and playing a Major Midget year, which is uncommon for guys who go on to competitive careers.

If hockey wasn’t going to work out, I was more than ready to pursue my education. I was preparing to apply to RMC, the Royal Military College, in Kingston, Ontario. I also considered going to school and playing hockey at Carleton University or the University of Ottawa.

But then at the end of my Major Midget year we won the City of Ottawa championship. Out of that, I was drafted by the Smiths Falls Bears of the Tier 2 Canadian Junior Hockey League (CJHL). At that point, I felt I had an opportunity to do something. I had a good rookie season my first year in Smiths Falls. The Barrie Colts were checking me out, and so was Drummondville of the QMJHL (Quebec Maritimes Junior Hockey League). However, my parents were set on the NCAA route as the best for me. Considering how things in hockey had gone for me, they had a point. I was playing well, but a strong pro career wasn’t guaranteed, and I needed to think about my future.

In the 2007–2008 season with Smiths Falls, I had committed to playing hockey and going to school at Clarkson University in Potsdam, New York. Our coach in Smiths Falls, Bill Bowker, is one of my hockey mentors. Bill had a lot of influence on me and was always very open and supportive. He didn’t get into any specifics, but he did tell me there were a few teams sniffing around and asking questions about me. He never said anything about the NHL, but I knew there was some interest in me.

And then I was drafted by the Ottawa Senators in the fifth round of the 2008 NHL entry draft. It was a surprise. The Dallas Stars and the Florida Panthers had talked to me, but I never had an interview with anyone from the Senators. But the plan for now was the same. After I got drafted, I went off to Clarkson for my first year at university. I have always enjoyed school and was a decent student. I was a political science major at Clarkson. It’s more of a business and engineering school, but I love reading and writing. To this day, I read a ton.

Our coach at Clarkson was George Roll. I loved playing for him. The whole coaching staff showed a lot of belief and trust in me. They played me in a lot of different roles, and I got exposed to different situations on the ice. They relied on me heavily right from my freshman year. I didn’t come into the program as an offensive guy—I was more a shut-down defenceman at the beginning. But as I got more comfortable, they used me in more offensive roles. As I enjoyed success offensively, it rounded out my game. I am still in touch with George. He treated me as a human first and a hockey player second. That left a good impression on me.

At Clarkson, there was as big emphasis on the gym. At the time, I whined and moaned about it. Looking back, all that time in the gym helped me physically and mentally. It didn’t just strengthen me, it also made me realize the benefits of my physical attributes. I got a lot stronger in the gym, and I got a lot stronger on the ice. I centred my game on my strength. All that emphasis on training at Clarkson really helped.

Back in my second year with the Smiths Falls Bears, I had only weighed 159 pounds and I was just over six feet tall. I was getting destroyed on the ice. When I left Clarkson after three years, I was close to two hundred pounds. Our training at Clarkson was intense, and not just in-season. We didn’t have a ton of success on the ice, so that led to some nasty workouts for the entire team in the spring. That taught me some good lessons and the importance of a good work ethic. Hard work and my first real taste of independence were two of the biggest lessons I learned at Clarkson. Commitment to workouts, training, taking care of myself, and living away from my parents. We worked hard there in the gym and on the ice. I had a great group of teammates who enjoyed suffering physically a bit together. It brought us all closer and turned us into men.

I don’t think I would have played pro hockey without the on- and off-ice lessons in work ethic I learned at Clarkson. Like I mentioned previously, we worked hard, and I was fortunate to have a group of classmates and best friends who all embraced that hard work. Our teams weren’t the most successful on-ice, but in hindsight, those tough spring workouts as a sort of punishment for a poor season were formative for me as a man and as an eventual pro hockey player. I still look back on those early mornings of really hard physical work with gratitude to my coaches and peers. They sucked at the time, I won’t lie. But they made me who I am.

After I left Clarkson, I had a cup of coffee, a short stint, in Binghamton with the AHL Senators. I now had the strength of a man, and I was able to impose myself physically in the AHL right from the get-go. But they decided they didn’t need me, so they sent me back to school.

Then they had a rash of injuries and they needed bodies. They called me back to Bingo, and I ended up playing almost all of the playoffs. (For those who don’t speak hockey, Bingo is player slang for Binghamton.) We went on to beat the Houston Aeros in the Final and won the Calder Cup as champions of the American Hockey League. I was put in a good role as a second- or third-pair defenceman and played a lot on the penalty kill. It was all an awesome experience as a young player.

For the next few years, I bounced back and forth between the Binghamton Senators and the Ottawa Senators. During one of my call-ups, in November 2013, I scored my first NHL goal, and against Carey Price! In the basement of my home, I have a big picture of me celebrating that goal with Marc Methot, Kyle Turris, and Clarke MacArthur. That was a special moment, for sure. That night, after the game, I went back to my room at the Holiday Inn in Kanata, just outside of Ottawa, and I couldn’t sleep. I was too excited after scoring my first NHL goal.
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