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The Dawn Patrol


Winter must be cold for those with no warm memories.


~From the movie An Affair to Remember


In the frigid glow of dawn, seated on stumps around the remains of the previous night’s bonfire, we laced on our skates. Then we sat hunched, toques pulled low over our ears, warming our numbed fingers above the embers, awaiting sunrise.


The Credit River emptied into Lake Ontario just west of Toronto. In the 1960s, it froze solid. Parks and Recreation staff plowed the snow from its surface and re-flooded it nightly, creating a public skating rink that stretched for miles. A mecca for pleasure skaters and shinny players of all ages, who came to enjoy nature’s beauty and bounty. Fires were built along the banks to warm them and coloured lights were strung from shore to shore to add ambiance at night. Thousands spent their afternoons and evenings enjoying the ice.


This was our time. We were “the dawn patrol.”


As the sun began to creep above the horizon, my friend Bill and I would slip our hands into our hockey gloves, take up our sticks and abandon the fire. Clumping our way through the bulrushes and shell ice to the river’s edge we paused, poised for the moment. Then the first golden rays would strike, unveiling an unblemished sheet of glistening blue-white ice, stretching farther than our eyes could see. The invitation to fly on our booted blades of silver steel had been issued.


A few short strokes to test balance and edge, then with longer more powerful strides, our blades began carving the virgin ice, leaving a trail of diamond chips in our wake. No boards to confine us, no blue lines to restrain us; we challenged imaginary opponents, deking them with our best moves, turning, spinning, stopping, starting and winning every time.


The sub-zero nights made river ice very hard and this, combined with the water flowing just a foot beneath our skates, created a distinct hollow sound each time our blades cut into it. We were breathing hard now as the frigid air tugged at our lungs, but we warmed to the task.


The first puck dropped. It was game on. No coaches, no officials and no line-changes, just the two of us, skating side by side, exchanging short passes, getting the feel. Then, “Go Bill!” and I would fire a long lead pass challenging him to snare it. He in turn would test my mettle. If we missed a few, no matter — our rink was endless and our energy boundless. We had but one rule. Follow the fresh ice.


Full sunlight now and the reflection from the gleaming surface made our eyes water as we skated leisurely up river, on patrol, still sliding passes, backhand, forehand, sharp or soft and then suddenly, “Dump and chase!” Bill firing the puck straight up river and the race was on. Impossibly, that skittering black disk seemed to gain speed, as with heads down, legs driving and sticks extended, we vied to be first to snare it.


Crack! The sound of a shot? No, just ice and sunlight interacting, and magically a fissure appeared in our rink. A two-inch wide crack opened at our feet and ran from shore to shore. It was the first of many that would form as the day unfolded, and one of the hazards of river skating. We glided on, passing the central bonfire area where the general public would soon begin to intrude on our sanctuary.


Then in the distance we saw a familiar figure moving rapidly toward us: a fellow pathfinder who shared our passion, but in a different way. Hunched forward, arms clasped behind his back, balanced on incredibly long blades, a speed skater approached. Freed from the endless circles and crossovers of competition, his powerful legs drove him forward at remarkable speed and he flew past us. We lifted our sticks in salute; he nodded without breaking form. He would return and pass us again before we reached our goal.


Our destination was the end of the fresh ice. It was our passion to leave our mark from beginning to end of that wonderful rink and we always did. We knew during our downriver return, as we added to the cuts and curves we had already made, that the magic spell of being first comers, of it being our ice and ours alone, would be soon broken.


The families were gathering near the fires, preparing to join us, and groups of shinny players were starting pickup games. We would play in several as we trekked back downriver.


When we reached our starting point we had to search to find our boots, now mixed amongst scores of other pairs, left by those who came later. As we sat warming them over the fire, readying them to accept our tingling toes, we often got strange “quitting so soon?” comments or looks from those just lacing up. Bill and I would just smile, hang our skates on our sticks and shoulder them for the walk home.


Little did they know! We would return on the morrow, in the darkest hour, to repeat our ritual. We were “the dawn patrol.”


~John Forrest
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Playing Shinny on Macamley Street


Growing up, if I hadn’t had sports, I don’t know where I’d be. God only knows what street corners I’d have been standing on and God only knows what I’d have been doing, but instead I played hockey and went to school and stayed out of trouble.


~Bobby Orr


We didn’t have ice skates or an ice rink, but we kids were blessed by the gods of hockey with the perpetually snow covered streets of south Buffalo winters. Heck, we had taped up hockey sticks, a puck (sometimes a tin can), and goals marked with old sneakers. What else did we need? We played with heart and a passion known only to eleven-year-old boys crazy in love with the game of hockey.


It was the mid-forties. Our Buffalo Bisons hockey team, American League farm club of the legendary Montreal Canadiens NHL team, was burning up their league. Buffalo won the coveted Calder Cup several times in the forties.


We kids listened to every game on the radio (no TV yet) and would take turns sharing tear sheets from the sports pages of the Buffalo Courier-Express newspaper. We’d pore over the stats of each game at school. “Did Pargeter get the hat trick last night? Wow! That’s twice this month already.”


My best pals — Dave “Murph” Murphy and “Bones” Miller — along with Don, Bernie and myself were the hard-nosed ones. We played when Macamley Street was slick with ice or loaded with two feet of snow. We played in the sleet and the rain and right through some of Buffalo’s biggest snow squalls. Bring it on. We were ready.


Our uniforms were jeans, winter coats and earmuffs. Playing in our overshoes, we didn’t look much like hockey players but we played with the intensity of pros, right through the icy winds that blew off Lake Erie and the black and blue hurts on our shins. We checked our opponents into the snow banks that lined Macamley Street. The only local rule we observed, in deference to our complete lack of protective gear, was no lifting the puck.


The only time we stopped playing was when a car made its way down the street and we had to pause to let it go by. Otherwise, our games went on for hours or until the street lights went on. That was our signal to call the game and return to the mundane world of family life, homework and cleaning up for dinner.


Two or three times a season, our gang managed to get the money together to take the bus downtown to see the Bisons play at Memorial Auditorium. We lived for those days. The Aud, as we called it, was a first-class indoor sports arena with seating for about 12,000 fans. We could only afford the cheap seats so we sat way up in the higher regions of the auditorium, but we felt lucky just being part of the raucous crowd cheering on our beloved Bisons.


Just before the breaks between periods of the games, we would hustle down from the cheap seats to the lower floor where the teams had their locker rooms to catch our team coming off the ice. Just to see our heroes up close was a thrill. Sometimes, we’d get brave and yell out our encouragement: “Hey, Al way to go” or “Nice game, Pargeter.” If we were rewarded by so much as a grunt from one of the players, we felt graced by the Almighty.


But nothing prepared us for the time one of the Buffalo players came off the ice carrying a hockey stick that had a crack in the shaft. He apparently had just noticed the crack and was about to hand it to the manager for disposal. I was right there in front of him. Summoning up all the courage I had in my eleven-year-old body, I said, “Can I have it?” The player looked down at me for a second. “Sure kid, it’s yours.” He thrust it into my waiting hands. It was a miracle. I had a real professional hockey stick.


Oh My Gosh! Dave and Bones crowded around me. “He GAVE it to you?” exclaimed Bones. “Wow! Are you lucky.” Everything was a blur after that. We watched the final period of the game but I was lost in a haze of unexpected good fortune. My hands clutched the stick tightly, but my soul was already in paradise.


We played shinny again at home but it didn’t take long for the already-damaged stick to break into two pieces. I taped it up the best I could and kept it for a while in the cellar of our house on Macamley Street. All too soon, our hockey crazy period ended as we grew into adolescence and went our separate ways to different high schools in the Buffalo area. Eventually, the Buffalo Bisons morphed into the Sabres of the National Hockey League. Alas, I find myself living in California now, far from the snowy streets of south Buffalo.


Ah, but the memories remain.


~Hank Mattimore
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Watch Out for the Diving Board!


If you carry your childhood with you, you never become older.


~Tom Stoppard


Chip. Chip. Chip.


My dad — brandishing a long, heavy spud bar — lorded over a tiny hole in the ice on the northwest corner of our farm pond.


Chip. Chip. Chip.


With each downward stroke of the spud bar, the hole in the ice grew a little bigger.


Chip. Chip. Chip.


Three of my brothers and I knelt around the hole, eyeing the progress.


Looking up, I asked “Now Dad?”


“No, John, not yet,” he replied.


Chip. Chip. Chip.


Eventually, my dad stopped cutting the ice with the spud bar. Then he knelt down next to the hole and stuck his bare hand into the freezing water.


We watched him grope around.


I repeated, “Now Dad?”


“Yep,” he returned. “The ice is thick enough for you boys to go onto the pond.”


“Whoo Hoo!”


That was all we needed to hear.


Four boys leapt up and ran to the tool barn. Our next task was to remove the snow from the top of the ice. Of course, the fact that we only owned two snow shovels didn’t deter us. Joe and Jeff grabbed those two snow shovels and ran straight to the pond. Standing side by side, they began traipsing across the surface, pushing snow to the side. Being older, Jerry and I grabbed two benches from the picnic table. Laying them on their sides, we pushed those benches across the ice, cutting a swath in the snow that was twice as wide as that of the snow shovels. Within an hour, the four of us had cleared a rough, rectangular rink that was so large the swimming board on our dock protruded into the playing area. But that was okay . . . we would just remain vigilant so as to not skate into it.


Next, Joe ran into the house to get all the hockey sticks and our puck, while Jerry and I continued to set up the rink. The picnic benches that we had used as snow plows would now double as our goals. Again laying them on their sides, Jerry and I placed the picnic benches at each end of the rectangle.


Next, three of us returned to the tool barn, for up in the mow was a metallic box that contained our skates. But therein laid the rub — there wasn’t a single pair of hockey skates in the box. Instead, they were all hand-me-down figure skates! Some were even white, having been given to us by our Aunt. We didn’t care — skates were skates. We wrestled that metallic box down — being careful to not hit Dad’s lawnmower — and placed it on the snow in front of the tool barn.


About that time, Mom opened the back door and stepped onto the house’s back deck, yelling “Boys?”


“Yeah, Mom?”


“Aunt Betty is bringing over Dave and Dan.”


“Whoo Hoo!”


My cousins David and Daniel were the same ages as Jerry and I, and lived a short ten minutes away. They would give us enough boys to play three-on-three.


About that time, Joe returned with a hodge-podge mixture of hockey sticks that we had purchased over the years from Ace Hardware in town. Wanting to look like professional hockey players, we had wrapped black tape around the blades and also rigged a black knob on the end with the same tape. Joe also had our puck, which we had placed in Mom’s freezer — much to her objection.


Joe laid everything down, and immediately eight hands began rummaging through the metallic box for skates that would fit. Right there in the snow we sat down, kicked off our boots, and put those figure skates on over white athletic socks. Blisters be damned!


As we stood erect on figure skates for the first time since last winter, Aunt Betty’s Rambler pulled into our gravel driveway and parked. My aunt exited the car and went into the house to visit with her sister, but Dave and Dan bolted straight toward our outdoor locker room.


Dave and Dan sat down in the snowy spots that we had just vacated, only to see that the white figure skates were the only ones left.


After Dave and Dan donned their skates, the six of us walked to our makeshift rink, reviewing the standard ground rules of farm pond hockey:


1. Since we had no referee, there would be no opening face-off. Instead, we would toss a coin to determine which team got the puck first. Then, the losing three would simply throw the puck down the ice to the winning three to start the game . . . like a football kick-off.


2. In three-on-three pond hockey, there was no goalie.


3. Likewise, there was no penalty box. We obeyed the rules.


4. When the puck got whacked onto land, the first player to skate there, run up on the snow, and retrieve it received a free start at the point where the puck exited the ice.


5. If anyone was skating with the puck down the north side of the rink, it was a common courtesy to yell, “Watch out for the diving board!”


~John M. Scanlan
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The Endless Rink


Ice hockey players can walk on water.


~Author Unknown


I grew up in the far reaches of northern New York State in a little hamlet comprised of ten houses, a church and a one-room schoolhouse. I have fond memories of an idyllic youth spent playing in the woods, biking for miles on country roads and spending hours exploring the shores of a brook at the bottom of the hill behind our house.


Especially the brook. It was a playground and oasis that served our youthful needs for all four seasons. In the spring, it was the place to build dams to reroute the fast-moving water. In the summer, it was a berth for our series of homemade rafts, only one of which, if memory serves me well, could actually float with one of us standing on it.


The fall was a time for quiet reflection by the brook. We would wile away hours traveling up and down its banks and play Pooh sticks on the narrow bridge that carried the small blacktop road up the hill to our hamlet.


But the best time of all at the brook was winter. As Christmas approached and the temperature dropped, my brother and I eagerly awaited the formation of the first layer of ice. By January, the ice was thick enough to skate on and that’s what we did, every chance we got.


On weekends, our friends and us raced down the long hill behind our house with skates, hockey sticks and shovels in hand. For it was almost always necessary to shovel snow from the surface to make our own private hockey rink.


Once the rink was cleared, we struggled with frozen fingers to lace up our skates. Two pairs of discarded boots served as makeshift goal posts for our rink of dreams. Hockey sticks that had earlier been stuck upside down in the piled up snow were now retrieved and pucks were dropped so everyone could play.


Eventually we would break into two teams and play a pickup game until the score became too lopsided or the sun was too far below the horizon to see the puck anymore. The score was often secondary; the joy was in playing the game.


When we finally stopped for the day, we could feel our toes tingling as we took off our skates. We trudged back up the hill and into our warm house, our cheeks glowing like embers, our damp hair flattened against our foreheads and our bodies enveloped in fatigue.


As the winter progressed, our rink would become more sophisticated as we added makeshift nets and carved out seats from the snow banks. If we had ever figured out how to string up lights and run a 500-foot extension cord, we surely would have continued to play well into the night.


Sadly, the rink’s days were numbered. If we were lucky, we would continue to shovel off the next snowfall and continue playing. But if we faced freezing rain or a quick thaw, our rink would disappear for days or weeks at a time.


We knew our outdoor hockey season was short, which is why, I guess, we made the most of it. We packed in as many games as we could.


And once in a while, there would be a magical occurrence on our brook. Every few winters, we would be treated to a huge midwinter melt that swallowed up all the snow and was quickly followed by a flash freeze that turned our little brook into a clear perfect ice surface from shore to shore.


On those magical days, there were no makeshift nets or pairs of boots doubling as goal posts. We simply skated on our smooth glassy brook as far and as long as we wanted to, passing a puck back and forth until we finally had to turn around and skate home.


I remember the days of morning-to-night hockey with fondness. But there’s a special spot in my memory reserved for those few magical days when we skated on our own endless rink.


~David Martin
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Uncle!


October is not only a beautiful month but marks the precious yet fleeting overlap of hockey, baseball, basketball, and football.


~Jason Love


I was one fortunate kid, let me tell you. Growing up in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, we never worried about traffic jams, unless you counted the deer crossing areas, or the occasional lineups to buy pastries at the Finnish bakery. The air was clear, the lakes cool and clean, and the scenery spectacular. If it weren’t for the mosquitoes, you would have thought you had already made it to heaven.


Summers were spent playing baseball, and winters belonged to basketball. I loved those two sports with a passion that couldn’t be matched, and spent many a day as the hero of my imaginary teams. And then one winter my father dug a hole in our back yard.


“What’s Dad up to?” I asked Mom on a cold November day. He had borrowed a backhoe and was digging a very large hole behind our house.


“He decided he wants to put in an ice rink for the winter,” she explained, with a bit of a sigh.


Well, my father never did anything small. This rink was nearly the size of a stadium facility, or at least if looked like that to my eight-year-old eyes. Dad got the volunteer fire department to come out and flood the area, and we had one of the biggest patches of ice short of Lake Superior. Coincidentally, that Christmas Santa brought us all skates as presents.


After getting over the initial wobbles (and cutting open my brother’s lip with my blade on a bad fall), I started to really like the rink. Then Dad came home with some hockey sticks and a puck, and a new winter sport was born in our family. I found that this was not only a lot of fun, but using the stick really helped out my beginner’s balance on the skates. I loved hockey!


But alas, basketball beckoned. My little town was crazy about basketball — even won two state titles back in the fifties — and there wasn’t a local hockey team to be found within reasonable driving distance. So the hockey gear was stuffed into the back of my closet, and rarely considered. The ice rink was eventually filled back in, and my father moved on to building a ski lift down our back hill, which is a story for another day.


Years passed, and I went away to college. It wasn’t until I arrived at Michigan Tech that I learned that they had won the NCAA Hockey Championship the previous year. I guess you could say that the locals and students were a bit excited. I didn’t have a choice — once again hockey ruled the day! My roommate turned out to be a raving lunatic of a hockey fan, and he introduced me to the finer art of his own pre-game warm-up. We would stand behind the net and shove our faces against the glass, and as the practice shots ricocheted off the glass next to our heads, we tried to see who could last the longest without flinching.


Man, did I ever love going to those hockey games! We had a great scorer on the team named Zuke, and my favorite fan sign read, “Jesus Saves. But Zuke scores on the rebound!” Once our archrivals came to town, and a huge brawl broke out before the puck even dropped to start the game. It was the most incredible fight I ever witnessed. The officials just let them go at it until they all finally got too tired to keep swinging their arms. Everyone was fighting — even the goalies were pummeling each other. Well, as much as two men in all that protective gear could actually pummel. And once again, I loved hockey!


Then life happened, and I moved away from my beloved Michigan once I graduated from college. In Denver, the Broncos and football ruled the sports scene. Later, in Salt Lake City, it was the Jazz and the NBA. Hockey? Forget it!


Then I did something I never imagined in my life. I married a Canadian! And once again, hockey came back into my life, this time for good.


Looking back, it seems that each time I shoved hockey aside in my life, it found a way to creep back in. Now I stand up and scream like a crazy man, especially watching the Stanley Cup. I love the action, intensity and grace of the game. I love the speed, passing, checking, penalties, pain, fighting, scoring and winning. Yes, I’m an American with little experience playing the game, but I sure can appreciate the incredible skill of those who do.


So hockey, to you I say “Uncle.” As much as I tried to ignore you and put you out of my life, you kept coming back, again and again. And for that, I thank you. Baseball? Too long and slow. Basketball? It’s okay. But hockey? Now you’re talking. Drop that puck and let ’er rip! What could be more wonderful?


I wonder what my wife would say if I start digging up her flower beds this fall?


~Bruce Mills
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Backyard Games


    My father used to play with my brother and me in the yard.
Mother would come out and say, “You’re tearing up the grass.”
“We’re not raising grass,” Dad would reply. “We’re raising boys.”


~Harmon Killebrew


We live in a small town in Manitoba where, in winter, the rink becomes the centre of the community. My husband Luc and I were blessed with three boys — Danny, Ian and Robert — and we naturally became “a hockey family.” From November to March our lives revolved around hockey practices and games at the rink. But of even more importance on a daily basis was the hockey played regularly in our own backyard.


For fifteen years or more, in addition to coaching various teams most years, Luc also created our own rink for our sons’ hockey games — using the hose to flood a large section of the backyard garden. Ice making would begin as soon as the temperatures were consistently below freezing, usually by early December. Many frosty evenings Luc would pull on his snowmobile suit or parka several times a night and retreat to the backyard to add another thin layer of ice — thin layers being better for smoother ice. Creating a backyard rink truly became a labor of love for him. With three boys clamoring for him to finish, we prayed the weather would remain cold. If a warm spell occurred, the ice making was put on hold, only to resume when the temperature was cold enough again. Of course, the boys played neighbourhood street hockey all year long, summer and winter, but for “real” hockey, skates and ice were considered necessities.


Once the backyard ice was ready, if they weren’t at the rink, one or all of the boys were usually playing hockey after school and weekends — often with the addition of several neighbourhood children. Our backyard would ring with cheers, with shouts of “He shoots! He scores!” and sometimes with arguments about the legitimacy of a goal. After a break for dinner, the youngsters often continued their hockey until bedtime, because Luc erected a floodlight to illuminate the rink. I think our boys usually enjoyed their backyard games more than the “real” games at the rink — and it didn’t matter how low the temperatures were! If feet or hands became too cold, someone would suggest a short break inside for a mug of hot chocolate.


One photo in my collection shows the two younger boys — Robert, aged four, and Ian, aged six, at the time — warmly dressed in snowmobile suits, facing off against each other at centre ice. Robert is wearing a Toronto Maple Leafs toque, while Ian’s toque appears to be in New York Islanders colours. (In actual fact, our family has always supported the Montreal Canadiens, but we didn’t have the right-colored toques that winter.)


Our youngest son was particularly keen about hockey. The winters Robert was four and five, when his brothers were at school, he would often spend the afternoon skating on his own, always with hockey stick in hand and puck on the ice. “He shoots! He scores!” resounded from our backyard — loud enough for our next-door neighbour to hear. Before the single-player game, though, one traditional event occurred: the singing of the national anthem. I remember standing at my kitchen window watching as one small boy dressed for an outdoor hockey game stood at attention and loudly sang “O Canada” — not always in tune, but with great pride and enthusiasm. I like to think of that as a quintessential hockey moment.


Our yard no longer sports a backyard rink. Our children are all grown now, away from home, and our grandchildren live too far away for Grandpa to make them a rink. Still, some days, I hear in my imagination the sound of skates on ice and shouts of “He shoots! He scores!”


~Donna Firby Gamache
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Rink of Dreams


Childhood is measured out by sounds and smells and sights, before the dark hour of reason grows.


~John Betjeman, Summoned by Bells


It seemed like a good idea at the time. We thought so highly of it, in fact, that we acted before my twelve-year-old brain could find a shred of fault in it. One wouldn’t normally look at a rough patch of asphalt and picture, in its place, the freshly-Zambonied surface at Madison Square Garden. But we were dreamers and, worse, we played hockey.


“Go in the back yard,” I told my brother, “and grab the big trash can. I’ll find the shovels.”


Nick’s boots and much of his legs below the knees disappeared in the snow as he waded through the back yard. “It’s full of leaves,” he shouted when he reached his destination.


“Just dump it out,” I told him, “and bring it over to the hose.” The hose itself was hard and brittle, like a long thread of dried pasta before it hits the surface of a boiling pot of water. There was nothing odd about this, given the fact that the mercury had barely risen above twenty degrees in at least a week. So I attached the end to the faucet with my gloved hand and twisted the nozzle to full blast.


At first, only a slow trickle of slushy liquid drizzled out, but in a minute or two the water gushed forth as it would on any spring day. I placed the hose inside the industrial-sized can and then handed Nick one of the shovels.


“Let’s clear a spot while it fills up,” I told him.


Since Nick and I lived on a cul-de-sac, our block had always served as an impromptu street hockey rink for the entire neighborhood. What began as small pickup games with the position players in their Converse All Stars and the goalies wearing old baseball mitts, had graduated over the years into Cup-style blood matches on roller blades and with full line changes. Now, with a little help from our trusty snow tools and Mother Nature, we were about to give our game the ultimate advancement.


Nick and I worked quickly, shoveling out a large, rectangular area in the center of the court. On more than one occasion, a smiling neighbor peered from his driveway with appreciation, no doubt admiring what he initially perceived as a public service to the entire block of morning commuters.


We shoveled off just enough snow so that a two-inch layer covered the surface of our fledgling rink, and we piled the rest of the white stuff neatly around the outside to form a set of makeshift boards. Then we trudged back up to the house to retrieve our homemade Zamboni. The shoveling had apparently taken longer than we’d anticipated because a frigid waterfall was overflowing the can and forming a slushy puddle next to the entrance to our garage. If you watched closely enough you could almost see crystals forming right before your eyes.


“It’s working,” I said to Nick.


“Awesome.”


“Help me lift it,” I told him, and that was probably the understatement of my life. You never realize how much water weighs until you’re carrying a thirty-gallon drum of the stuff through a foot of snow. By the time we got the can down to street level, it probably held closer to twenty-five gallons of fluid since large portions of it had sloshed off the surface in monsoon-like waves and soaked through our gloves.


When the journey was complete and the can was positioned in the center of the rink, I gave the order. “Let’s pour it out.” We tipped the can on its side and a torrent of water streamed onto the street and dispersed itself evenly within our boundaries. We repeated the process maybe four or five times until there was a three-inch layer of rapidly hardening slush all across the surface. “Let’s go have a cup of hot chocolate and warm up while we wait,” I suggested.


We drank the cocoas with our faces pressed against the front window so that we could stare at our masterpiece. It mingled with the cold air and made dangerous transformations on the street that only a hockey player could love. Then I picked up the phone and called every kid in the neighborhood. My message to all was brief and clear.


“Hockey game in twenty minutes . . . Manassas Court . . . bring your ice skates.”


Within minutes, the street was teeming with mini hockey players in their sweaters with names like “Tocchet” or “Hextall” or “Gretzky” sewn across the back. Each one of them approached the rink with eyes as wide as hockey pucks before plopping down in the snow banks to lace up their skates.


Being the master engineers, of course, my brother and I took the honors of cutting the first blades across the ice, and I’m happy to say that Madison Square Garden held not a candle to our Manassas Court Marvel. Our edges gripped the surface like high-performance radials and paid not a passing gesture to the stony shrapnel beneath. And when Nick feathered a lightning-quick pass across the imaginary neutral zone and I heard the pleasing click of corrugated rubber slapping tape on the end of my stick, I could almost feel the frenzied hush of fans all around me.


But when I snapped back to reality, I noticed the shouting was not coming from an overpacked set of stands. In fact, the scolding came from a man who, at that moment, was not a big fan of mine at all.


“Are you guys crazy?” he screamed from my front porch. It wasn’t often that my father raised his voice. When he did, you could rest assured there was a monumental catastrophe at hand — like the sun was about to collide with the Earth, or a couple of overeager kids had unwittingly turned a quiet, snow-capped street into a retirement community for any vehicle with wheels. “Enjoy your game,” he said under his breath as I approached. “As soon as it’s over get rid of that ice. I don’t care how you do it, but make it disappear.”


I followed his instructions quite nearly to the letter. We skated like rising NHL stars until our legs were weary and the streetlights winked their soft glow. But I didn’t have the heart to destroy our masterpiece. So I left it, in all its glory, to enjoy a full night of sub-zero temperatures.


“Did you destroy the rink?” my father asked over dinner.


“Yes,” I said.


“Good. I’m proud of you.” But the sudden pride he had in his son was about to melt away more quickly than any sheet of ice.


The next morning my alarm clock, probably the wake-up call for an entire blocks-worth of startled slumberers, was the slipping and grinding of my neighbor’s rear wheel drive as he attempted to exit his driveway and traverse the daunting stretches of our rink.


Dad was not happy.


While my friends spent their snow day sledding at a nearby hill, I was stuck chipping away two days worth of ice with a hammer and a rusty chisel until the masterpiece was nothing more than dirty snow and a cobbled patch of asphalt.


For hockey, it was worth every second of grueling labor.


~C.G. Morelli
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The Hockey Skate Thief


What we have done for ourselves alone dies with us; what we have done for others and the world remains and is immortal.


~Albert Pike


“Hey, want to play with us?” The wind came sliding down over the ice, carrying the high-spirited sounds of the players’ anticipation. Each time the puck neared the opposing goal, the cheers and jeers grew louder. I stood at the edge of our town pond and watched the neighborhood kids’ hockey game. I wished I could play too, but I didn’t have skates.


“No, maybe later . . . .” I said, trying to discipline my voice to show indifference. We were poor, but we were also proud. World War II had just ended, and we were refugees in the small town of Osterode, Germany. Barely enough to eat, and as if poverty was a disgrace, we veiled the truth. Instead of pride, disappointment and loneliness walked with me on the way home.


With my head low and drooping shoulders, I entered through the kitchen door. The aroma of simmering potato soup greeted me. Miss Gertrude, our landlord’s maid, sat at the table opposite my mom, in front of her some bread and jam. She often brought us food. Knowing my mother would not accept stolen goods she always insisted, “Don’t worry . . . it’s from my ration,” or “Don’t worry . . . it was a gift.”


“What’s wrong?” my mother asked seeing my brooding posture.


“I wish I had skates,” I blurted out, falling into the chair between them. “So I could play in the hockey game.”


“But, you know my child . . .” my mother was stopped by Miss Gertrude.


“Guess what?” Jumping from her chair with an unexpected vivacity for someone so plump, the maid repeated, “Guess what? Just today I had to clean out the landlord’s attic and among the many things he no longer needs was a pair of hockey skates.” She headed for the door shouting over her shoulder, “I will go and get them right now.”


My mother bit her lips and started to put the bread and jam away. “She is too good,” she mumbled, walking to the stove to stir the soup. “I don’t know how we will ever repay her.


Ten minutes later, Miss Gertrude returned with a pair of skates under her apron. “Hurry,” she said. A smile played around her lips as she handed the skates to me. “Hurry, hurry, go and play.”


My mother drew her eyebrows together but before she could question her, Miss Gertrude assured her, “Yes, yes, it is all right. They were headed for the garbage pile.”


I marveled at my new possession, the adjustable screw to the shoe skates with its glistening sharp edges. No longer able to contain my delight, I gave my mom and Miss Gertrude each a quick hug. Grabbing my coat, gloves, and skates, I ran for the door.


A light snow began to fall, turning the town into a winter wonderland. When I arrived at the pond, the hockey game was still on.


“Hey, you can be on my team,” one of the kids yelled, his cheeks red from the wintry air. I hastened to fasten the skates to my shoes. Somewhat out of breath, I joined the game. And while the snow-flakes danced all around us, we played until darkness came and lights glimmered in windows of nearby houses.


The exhilaration of that first hockey game, almost a lifetime ago, and the joy of the many games that followed, will always stay with me. And so will the lingering question of whether that kind, generous maid, Miss Gertrude, was a hockey skate thief.


~Christa Holder Ocker
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The Arena of Life


Canada is hockey.


~Mike Weir


Hockey, people say, is what defines us as Canadians. I don’t know if I totally agree. Granted, the game’s image has been copied onto our currency, but we are a more diverse lot than that. I have to admit, however, that hockey did play a defining role in my life back in the 1960s.


As young children, it was pond hockey that my brothers and I enjoyed. A similar scene is enshrined on the back of Canada’s five-dollar bill, in a painting entitled “The Pond.” Two such surfaces lay within walking distance of our childhood home. Nestled amidst the rolling hills of Northumberland County, these frozen platters offered considerable protection against the bitter winds of winter while we played the game we learned to love. One pond even came with its own warming hut — an ancient, abandoned, navy blue Chevy. Bereft of windows and doors, stripped of its motor and wheels, the car had been dragged to the marshy water’s edge in order to function as a duck blind for a group of hunters in the mid-forties. It provided the perfect place to sit and chat while we laced up our skates . . . mine, the lone white pair among all the black and brown ones.


There was plenty of pleasure to be found playing pond hockey:


• The ethereal beauty of a wintry landscape when robed in ice and snow.


• The camaraderie created as we shovelled off the snow-covered ice.


• The sheer joy of making up our own rules, with no adults around to enforce theirs.


• The serene quiet of the outdoors as a backdrop to the pleasing clicketty-clack of stick on ice.


• The ecstatic feeling of freedom as we raced over the ice, cool, crisp air rushing over ever-reddening faces.


• The clean, clear smack of the puck on a perfectly executed give-and-go.


• The euphoric invigoration of strenuous outdoor exercise and the blissful sleep that followed later that night.


• And occasionally, the glorious magic of pristine, clear ice when a flash freeze followed a January thaw.


Of course, we experienced our fair share of frostbitten fingers and toes, and the odd unintentional clip to the head or other minor injury, but all this paled in comparison to the delight offered by puck on pond. Cast-off boots became goaltender’s pipes, the sun overhead the time clock, snow banks the boards.


In mid-winter, our one-room schoolhouse offered more of the same icy enchantment. On Friday afternoons we experienced physical education at its finest. With sticks and skates slung over our shoulders, we often walked with our teacher to a nearby farmer’s field for a game of shinny.


And then, the inevitable — change. Our school closed and my brothers and I transferred to one in the nearby village. This was nothing, however, compared to what happened one fateful Saturday.


“I think we’ll register the boys in organized hockey this year,” my father announced.


Of course, I too expected to play.


“Girls aren’t allowed to play hockey in town,” my father said.


How could this be? I had always played hockey with my brothers.


The next weekend I stood in the driveway, tears in my eyes, while my father loaded the boys into our old Studebaker and drove off into the big, bustling town of Cobourg to sign the necessary forms and pay required fees. That winter I watched with my mother on the outside of the boards while my brothers zoomed over the ice, experiencing “the thrill of victory, the agony of defeat.”


“Why can’t girls play?” I asked one day.


“It’s just the way things are,” my mother explained.


This exclusion was one of the great disappointments of my childhood.


My great letdown did serve a valuable purpose, however. It was an initiation of sorts, a defining moment in the arena of life. I came to an abrupt realization that male and female opportunities were not necessarily the same.


Eventually, I did get to play organized hockey, helping start a women’s team during my final year at university. It was even more exciting and fulfilling than I had anticipated.


It was only a club team, not a varsity squad like the boys had. That meant we had to pay our own way. But that was okay. At least we finally got to play. And although we never won a game that year, in our minds, we had scored a major victory.


~Judi Peers
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The Graham Hockey League


Memory is a way of holding onto the things you love, the things you are, the things you never want to lose.


~From the television show The Wonder Years


Trudging through the snow, calls of “Branch!” ring out through the woods as we crunch our way over the drumlins around Wenham Lake. We all know the shorthand for protecting our faces from the long prickly twigs that line the path that we know by heart even though it’s covered in ice and snow. We’re heading to Little Cedar for pond hockey, and the conditions are perfect.


Cedar Pond is the sister of Wenham Lake, famous for the pure, crystalline water that spawned a thriving ice industry into the 19th century until the invention of refrigeration. Queen Victoria is said to have been particularly fond of Wenham Ice, demanding a huge supply to cool royal refreshments for herself and her friends. The same bubbling springs that produced such rare, desirable Wenham Ice keep us off the wide-open expanse of the big lake. Locals know that the sheet of unbroken ice on Wenham Lake is pocked with deceptive chasms of open water covered by a thin sheen of ice where the springs keep the water from freezing solid. Little Cedar Pond is nestled beside the big lake like a teaspoon beside a bowl, carved out of the rocky New England soil by a mile-thick glacier thousands of years ago.


The cold, crisp air smells of winter and pine, and it’s dark in the woods despite a brilliant blue sky. I’m in my early twenties, but I still feel a chill in these woods that has nothing to do with the February freeze. The history of this area is ancient, from the Agawam tribe that lived on the shores of Wenham Lake to the early settlers who survived the devastation of the Salem Witch Trials. John Greenleaf Whittier’s poem, “The Witch of Wenham,” is set in these woods, and the ghosts of the past seem to linger behind the thick pines and towering oaks.


But the laughter and chatter of our group keeps my imagination at bay, and we’re choosing teams before we even reach the edge of the pond. Our teams are made up of players who range from beginners on borrowed figure skates to college and semi-pro athletes in Super Tacks, the current rage in hockey skates in the 1970s and 80s. What matters in the Graham Hockey League is sportsmanship, a sense of adventure and a love of the outdoors.


Little Cedar is just the right size for the games in the league, named for our family because we supply the most players. If Mother Nature had been a hockey mom, she couldn’t have laid out a more perfect hockey rink. Surrounded by tall, graceful cedars and boulders just the right size for putting on skates and sipping hot cocoa, the pond is remote, quiet and breathtakingly beautiful. My younger sisters, Pam, Kar and Trishy, are in great demand when teams are chosen along with our friends, and my brother Rob is one of the stars. Our mom declines the invitation to join us, probably because she has already spent enough years in the heavy manmade cold of hockey arenas while my brother played youth and high school hockey. She is content to let us go, and she will listen with rapt attention to our stories later on.


Our dad had us on skates as soon as we could walk. Although he joked that he never got the five sons he really wanted, he raised four girls and one boy who spent many hours on the small rink he built in our back yard. We could all hold our own in a hockey game when most girls in that era were told to stand on the sidelines and cheer for their brothers or stick to learning figures. We called Dad our fearless leader, and he was happy to suit up with us to join our games, dazzling the crowd of younger players with his skill, and leaving newcomers staring after him open-mouthed as he whizzed by to score a goal.


If the planets are in alignment and the weather cooperates, pond ice is as smooth as a sheet of glass. The conditions must be right: weeks of arctic temperatures with no snow are the key to perfect pond ice. Days before the game, my boyfriend, Scott, would watch the weather and if it looked hopeful, calls would go out. And by Saturday morning, friends from all over New England would head to Little Cedar.


On this particular weekend, an unusually long stretch of frigid, snow-free days and nights produced the rarest of rare, the holy grail of pond hockey: black ice. Black ice is free of the frothy air bubbles that color it cloudy or light. Black ice is so translucent that leaves swirling toward the bottom are captured in their descent, suspended as if in a crystal ball. Hapless fresh water minnows and the occasional perch are frozen in stark relief against the murky depths, giving the ice an otherworldly look. Black ice is as smooth, hard and sleek as tempered steel. Skate blades etch clean white loops and spirals across the dark surface, leaving a trail that sparkles like diamonds in the sunlight.


The game is underway, and the air is filled with shouts of “Awesome ice,” or “I’m open!” The steely clink of blades carving the ice mixes with the heavier clack of wooden hockey sticks fighting for the puck, punctuated by the crack of a slap shot or hoots over a good lift. Soon, jackets and hats are tossed into a huge pile at the edge of the ice despite the cold. Vivid reds, blues and greens in the pile add a welcome burst of color to a landscape locked in shades of gray for so many months. The game heats up and we fly up and down the ice, wheeling and spinning as the puck changes hands.


We are a no-check league, but it doesn’t stop some good-natured jostling. My sisters and I can’t resist taunting our brother as he skates circles around us, so fast, confident, and graceful on the ice. Secretly, though, we are proud of his skill and we laugh when our dad’s team beats us and he comes over to chide us with his favorite line, “Shake hands with a winner.” Our hockey friends become an extended winter family, reuniting when the ice is prime. We welcome anyone who wants to play, but one jealous girlfriend finds the game too intense and retreats to dry land with a feigned injury. Sulking on the sidelines, she christens my sisters and me “The Hanson Sisters” after the stars of the cult movie, Slap Shot. Although her remarks were probably not made with a compliment in mind, my sisters and I laugh and thank her because we’re honored to be compared with real hockey players.


After the game, we break out the lunches, hot cocoa and snacks. Sitting around on coats, rocks and tree stumps, we dissect the game like broadcasters on the Sports Network, reliving the highlights and teasing each other over less-than-stellar moves. It doesn’t matter if we’re executives, college kids or teenagers, we’re all out there for the love of the sport, the camaraderie, and the wonderful memories we created on those picture perfect winter days.


A friend took a photo of my dad with my brother, my sisters and me in our sweats and hockey skates on one of those extraordinary black ice days. Over thirty years later, it still brings back the joy of the game and the boundless freedom of flying across the ice, hockey stick ready, in hot pursuit of the puck. It would have been so easy to just hunker down and ride out the winters inside during those years, but I’m so glad we didn’t. The memories from those carefree days and wonderful games have become more precious through the years.


~Susan Winslow
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Hockey Memories


Winter is not a season, it’s an occupation.


~Sinclair Lewis


In 1963 when our son was four years old, my wife and I decided that since we lived in Minnesota he should be exposed to hockey. So, we put up sideboards around the back yard and proceeded to flood it. Flooding and waiting for it to freeze was a complicated and time-consuming task. It took a lot of work, patience and maintenance. But, it paid off. Our back yard became a gathering place for the neighborhood kids.


Many cold winter nights, after we had gone to bed, we could hear the swish of skates on the rink. Looking out we would see one of the older kids skating, stick handling and shooting pucks all alone. This young man went on to play hockey in high school, college hockey at the University of Minnesota and professional hockey with the New York Rangers and Hartford Whalers. We like to think that, in some small way, we helped him in his hockey career. His name is Warren Miller.
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