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Chapter 1: On NHL Ice
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WHO BROKE THE COLOUR barrier in the NHL? A man whose professional hockey career statistics include leading the senior leagues for scoring and for low penalty minutes — and a single shift on the ice in an NHL game. He was scouted three times by NHL teams before that game, and courted away from the NHL to a powerful role in three different leagues before retiring.

He is Larry Kwong, a Canadian of Chinese descent born in Vernon BC in 1923, a hard-working man and World War II serviceman who played hockey most of his life. He was one of the Smoke Eaters, one of the finest hockey teams in the world at that time. His teammates had factory jobs, but the only work the team could find for Kwong was as a bellhop. He played for two years on the farm team for the New York Rangers, and for years in the Quebec Senior League. Kwong went on to spend years as a player and coach in England and Switzerland where he was a pivotal figure in the development of the Swiss league. Recently, the British Columbia Sports Hall of Fame recognised Kwong in their Pioneer category, and the BC Hockey Hall of Fame celebrated him with their very first Pioneer Award, acknowledging not only his fine career in the senior leagues but also that he played in one NHL game for the New York Rangers. His hockey history is only now being brought again to public attention, sixty years after his 'New York’ minute in NHL play.

The Great Game

Larry Kwong’s ground-breaking game took place in Montreal against the Canadiens on March 13, 1948. The New York Rangers team had a chance to enter the playoffs that season, for the first time since 1942. With many of their players suffering injuries, the team had to call up players from their farm team, the New York Rovers. Manager Frank Boucher picked two of the Rovers men: left wing Ronnie Rowe and center forward Larry Kwong. Together, the Rovers teammates rode a train from New York City to Montreal, where they would play against a team including hockey greats Maurice Richard and Doug Harvey.

At the Montreal Forum, Kwong put on the blue Rangers jersey with number 11 on his back. “That’s what I wanted to be since I was a young boy,” he said to himself, as he told journalist David Davis over sixty years later. “I wanted to play in the NHL.” He was twenty-four years old, and he was living his dream. Photographs were taken before the game and as the players warmed up.

It was overwhelming to be playing in front of a full house at the Forum. There were almost four times as many people in the stands as in all of Kwong’s home town of Vernon, BC. Even so, Kwong was no small-town kid lost in a big city. He’d been playing in Madison Square Garden for two seasons now for the Rovers, and he was fine in front of crowds in any arena.

Kwong was thrilled to be competing with Maurice Richard, a hockey superhero of the 1940s-era NHL, and proud that he would be facing him on the ice. They could end up battling over the puck or facing off, because both players were on their teams’ forward lines. “Rocket” Richard played right wing for the Canadiens and Kwong would be filling in at right wing or center for the Rangers, depending upon how the coach would play him. Only two years older than Kwong, the Rocket stood 5” (12.5 cm) taller and carried over 40 lbs. (22 kg) more mass. Perhaps Richard was a slower skater than Kwong — sportswriters called Kwong a “doodlebug on skates.” But there could be more power behind Richard’s shots. And the Rocket shot left, while Kwong shot right.... If both players were ever on the ice at once, things could get interesting between them. Kwong was ready and waiting to play.

[image: image]
There was time for a photo opportunity before the game on March 13, 1948, showing Larry Kwong in the New York Rangers jersey.

THE CLOCK COUNTS DOWN

Once the game began, Coach Boucher put Ronnie Rowe into play frequently, but kept Kwong in reserve. Kwong watched the game attentively from the Ranger’s bench as the first period passed without score. The teams were well-matched.

In the second period, the Canadiens scored the first goal of the game. The crowd roared, filling the Montreal Forum with their cheers for the home team goal! Within moments, action resumed on the ice. The Rangers had fallen behind. And still, Kwong waited for the coach to put him on the ice. As one of the leading scorers on the farm team — and in the Quebec Senior Hockey League — Kwong knew it was time to use players who were good at scoring goals. Watching from the bench, Kwong saw the Rangers’ little center forward Edgar Laprade skating circles around players on the other team. There was Bill Juzda, the Rangers’ hard-hitting defence, and Bill Durnan in goal for the Canadiens.

Late in the third period, the score was tied at 2 to 2, and the teams were deadlocked. Kwong was uncomfortably aware that the last minutes of the game were ticking down, but he waited for the coach’s signal.

He was so anxious to play that when Coach Boucher finally sent him out, he didn’t wait for the gate to be opened. Over the boards he went and slipped into the game, light on his skates as always. “Finally, I’m on the ice!” he thought. When the puck came his way, he smoothly passed the puck to a teammate.

Seconds later, play was halted briefly by the referee, and before the face-off to resume play, Boucher sent out another player and brought Kwong back to the bench. That was his only shift on ice in an official NHL game. It lasted approximately one minute.

Getting There

Larry Kwong’s single minute on the ice in an NHL game was part of a sports phenomenon. The 1947 and 1948 seasons set landmarks in major league sports in North America, as a few professional baseball, basketball, football and hockey teams hired players who were men not of European descent. These changes were not landslide changes. For years to come, there were only a handful of professional athletes in any major league sport who were men of colour.

In April 1947, Jackie Robinson played his first game for the Brooklyn Dodgers, a landmark baseball game that broke Major League Baseball’s colour barrier. He was the first African-American to play for that league since the 1880s. That same season baseball player Larry Doby broke the colour barrier in the American League. Within a year there were several black players in both leagues.

In November 1947, Watsuo Misaka became the first Asian-American to play in the National Basketball Association when he played three games for the Knicks. Though Misaka was the first non-white player for the NBA, this American-born man of Japanese parents felt that race was not a factor when the Knicks cut him from the team so they could pick up a player taller than his modest 5’ 7” (170cm).

In the Canadian Football League, Normie Kwong (no relation to Larry Kwong) joined the Calgary Stampeders in 1948. At age 18 he became Canada’s first professional Chinese-Canadian football player.

Larry Kwong broke the colour barrier in the National Hockey League in 1948, in the midst of these league-changing events. Even so, change happened slowly
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