
  

  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  SOME OF THE PEOPLE’S NAMES HAVE BEEN CHANGED TO PROTECT THE non-innocent from themselves. Where Finnish language appears, if grammatically or otherwise incorrect, I apologize. Enjoy my winding path through the hockey world.
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  CHAPTER ONE


  First Stride


  ALTHOUGH TOO YOUNG TO REMEMBER, I ATTENDED MY FIRST HOCKEY game at the ripe old age of six months. My parents had season tickets to the University of Minnesota Golden Gophers hockey team. Since they attended every game that season and each subsequent season, so did I.


  Once I turned three, I even had my own seat at these games. The highlight that season was getting my picture taken with the Minnesota team mascot, Goldy Gopher. Goldy stood six feet tall, and from a distance, he seemed to be a fun and happy character. He always made me laugh with his antics—diving on the ice, slamming himself into the boards, and spinning his head around and around. To pull off those shenanigans and not get hurt, Goldy had to be quite the ice skater. But up close, he towered over me and scared me to death. I feared I might become his dinner. I thought he was a real-life mutant rodent. My dad had to convince me he wouldn’t eat me, and I managed to will myself to have my picture taken with him.


  During this season, my parents bought me my first pair of hockey skates. We went family skating each week, and I got my first taste of what it took to stay upright on slippery ice—certainly not as easy as the players made skating look. It took a lot of balance and skill, which I didn’t yet have. I fell numerous times, and thankfully, because I was so small, it was a short drop. The rink supplied plastic chairs first-time skaters could hold onto and push around the ice. I learned the elementary skating technique of “push, touch, glide”: pushing off the ice with my skate and extending my leg, then touching my other skate upon completion of the stride as I brought it back to the ice, and then gliding with both skates before performing the same sequence with my other skate. Eventually, gripping my trusty chair, I could motor around the ice like a pro.


  I turned four in the spring and had my first experience with organized sports playing on our local T-ball team. It was a big deal. We had baseball jerseys, pants, and socks, just like the big-league players wore. Everyone got a chance to hit the ball off a tee at home plate and then run to first base—or, for some of the players who didn’t quite get it, into right field or toward their parents. After everyone on the team had a chance to hit, we’d take the field. No one kept track of outs. Being that these teams were made up of mostly four-year-olds and maybe a couple of five-year-olds, the chances of a ball making it into the outfield was zero. I was lucky to play somewhere behind second base. Of course, none of us could throw accurately, so even if we managed to miraculously pick up a ball hit to us, no one knew where the ball would end up. Most of the time in the field was spent daydreaming, watching dandelions bloom, and wondering what the postgame snack would be. If I were to sum up this experience in one word, it would be “boring.” Baseball was not my first love.


  The sport of hockey moves too fast to be boring. Players zip around at over twenty miles per hour and pucks are shot at speeds of near or over one hundred miles per hour. So naturally, I picked hockey to try as my next organized sport.


  My hockey quest began that fall. After spending most weekends watching Golden Gopher hockey games, I decided the time had come to give hockey a try. With all of the family skating I’d done to prepare me, I felt ready for prime time. My parents signed me up with the Hanover Youth Hockey Association, a small community about an hour outside of the Twin Cities. Hanover had the best logo of any jersey I’ve ever worn—a feisty insect with a mean look on its face, showing its teeth and flapping its wings. And it had a long, sharp stinger. We were the Hanover Hornets. Because I was pretty small in size, there was only one jersey that wouldn’t cover me from head to toe. It happened to be jersey number 1.


  Before my first practice, we headed off to Play It Again Sports to get all of my equipment: helmet, breezers, pads—shoulder, elbow, and shin. I had grown since last year, so I needed a new pair of CCM skates. My very first real hockey stick was made of wood and came from Christian Brothers, a stick factory named after Roger and Billy Christian in War-road, Minnesota, the place where the hockey gods lived (or so I thought). Christian Brothers made sticks for the general public as well as for NHL players like Ed Belfour and Jaromir Jagr.


  At my first practice, I spent the hour skating around the arena like I had done with my parents. They also had chairs on the ice, so I felt right at home. My dad coached my mini mite (first-level) team, so that made the experience all the better. I also started to make friends with my fellow teammates. Our team was made up primarily of five- and six-year-olds. At age four, I was the youngest on the team, but that didn’t seem to matter.


  At the very next practice, once again on the ice with my dependable chair, I noticed that a number of the skaters on my team were not skating with chairs or help of any kind.


  I turned to my dad and asked, “Do I have to skate with this chair?”


  “Ryan,” he replied, “if you don’t want to use the chair, you can just let go of it.”


  With that, I pushed the chair aside and took off down the rink. I flew across the ice, skating faster than anyone else out there. I thought, I just have to get a little bigger and a little older and I’ll be playing for the University of Minnesota and then in the NHL. This is what I was meant to do.


  I learned a lot of the key skating skills during my first three years playing youth hockey, but not without some bumps along the way. Every player who wanted to play goalie was given an opportunity to do so. In the State of Hockey that is Minnesota, people often said that kids who wanted to play hockey but were not good skaters could be goalies. But my dad thought differently, believing it took a certain personality to be a successful goaltender. He felt that the best goaltenders were actually excellent skaters, which ran contrary to Minnesota youth coaching lore.


  My dad was a goalie in college. I thought I could easily follow in his footsteps; however, he must have had other ideas for me. My chance to play between the pipes did come, but unbeknownst to me, my dad picked the game against the best team in our section, Mound-Westonka. For the first and last time in my life I put on the pads and played goalie. You could say this game seemed like a reenactment of Custer’s Last Stand. I gave up something like twenty goals on twenty shots. I did make a glove save on a breakaway—or should I say the shot found its way into my glove. I would never have any desire to play in the net again. I ended up primarily playing defense for the rest of the season and decided I would focus on becoming the best defenseman on the ice.


  While I was playing for Hanover, my family went through some very challenging times. My dad was diagnosed with cancer when I was just a first-grader. I remember getting ready to trick or treat wearing my awe-inspiring Batman costume when I heard the news. I had no idea what cancer was; I just knew I wanted to help my dad conquer it. When he started treatments, he lost all of his hair pretty quickly. Once he became bald, I decided I would buy him a baseball cap from different college teams to wear each week. Each Saturday afternoon, as we prepared to watch the college football games on TV, I would have a new hat for him to wear that matched a team playing in the featured game of the day. Mom and I put in our fair share of time at the cap stores that fall.


  Collecting hats with my dad helped us form a close bond and especially helped us concentrate on the positive aspects of life, and baseball caps would always have a special meaning to me. Thankfully, he won his battle with cancer and has been healthy ever since.


  The first summer hockey camp I attended was where the hockey gods lived, in Warroad, also known as Hockeytown, USA. Any other town that calls itself that—I’m talkin’ to you, Detroit—is sadly mistaken. This small town on the Canadian border is a hallowed area for Minnesota kids and adults alike. There is so much hockey history there and in neighboring Roseau; as a number of players from these two communities played on the 1960 and 1980 US Olympic hockey gold medal teams, including Neal Broten and Roger, Billy, and Dave Christian. I loved Warroad. If I could have lived anywhere else growing up, it would have been here.


  Warroad is the home of Marvin Windows (contributors to the Warroad Gardens Arena) and the Marvin family, who carry on a rich hockey tradition, most notably by US Olympian Gigi Marvin. My dad and I arrived in Warroad the night before camp, and when we checked in at the hotel, the clerk told us about a barbeque and fundraiser at the rink for all the campers, so we decided to go.


  The spectacle that night is something we talk about to this day.


  When we arrived, we found out we needed tickets; apparently this event was not really open to everyone. However, the nice lady checking tickets graciously told us to come in and then added two seats at the head table. We found ourselves sitting with Minnesota Gophers announcer and former University of Minnesota, Minnesota Fighting Saints, and Minnesota North Stars hockey coach Glen Sonmor; new Gophers head coach Don Lucia; Warroad High School head coach Cary Eades; and former NHL players Henry Boucha and Dave Christian. Grateful for the hospitality, we bought ten raffle tickets to support the fundraiser.


  When it came time for the raffle, we were ready to listen for our numbers. There were all kinds of prizes: large televisions, barbeque grills, DVD players, patio furniture, golf clubs, and more. The emcee read the first number: “78!”


  I looked down at my sheet of numbers and saw that I had the winning ticket. I looked at my dad. “Dad, I just won!”


  “Way to go! Go pick out a prize.”


  As a six-year-old whose dad had just beaten cancer, I knew there was only one prize to pick: a Warroad hockey baseball cap. Everyone in the room started laughing, both shocked and amused at my choice. But I was thrilled to get this prize hat. When I got back to my seat, my father could only smile.


  The emcee then read off the next selected number. I had this winning ticket also. What do you think I did? I picked out another hat. No one in the room could believe this. Incredibly, over the course of the raffle, I won five times. I picked all four hats that were available as prizes—or so I thought. When I won for the last time and there were no more hats, Wyatt Smith, a former player at Warroad High School and the University of Minnesota and then a player with the NHL’s Phoenix Coyotes, took off his Coyotes baseball cap and offered it to me. When I gladly accepted, he autographed it too. What a heavenly moment.


  Looking back, I can’t believe my dad didn’t help me pick out the prizes. He just let me walk up and pick out whatever I wanted. He could have gone home with a new TV or barbeque grill or golf clubs. Of course, this all happened in front of the camp staff, coaches, and other campers and their families. Seeing me pick out those hats instead of the high-priced prizes put smiles on a lot of people’s faces that night.


  The Gardens Arena, home of the Warroad Warriors High School hockey team, hosted the camp. After that camp, Warroad became my favorite high school team to root for, not only because they were always an exciting team, but they had my favorite high school logo—an Indian brave with two head feathers.


  As my family continued to attend Gophers hockey games each weekend, I learned more and more about how to play the game. My dad would tell me to watch a certain player, and I would follow him the whole game, rifling off questions to my dad throughout. This was on Friday and Saturday nights; on Sundays we would go family skating in the afternoon at the Maple Grove Community Center.


  At family skating my dad had my younger sister, Laura, and me skating around the faceoff circles, doing skating drills, playing catch with my hockey gloves, jumping over all the lines on the ice, and trying little tricks. That’s where I learned how to skate with good form, refining my “Jordan Leopold–like” skating technique and developing a long, smooth skating stride. Leopold starred for the Golden Gophers from 1998 to 2002, and I followed his every move at each game I attended with my family. Because of all of the hockey I had watched since birth, I began picking up on the strategies and nuances of the game, learning to be in the right place at the right time and not having to scramble to get to where I should be on the ice. Some coaches thought I wasn’t trying as hard as other players since they didn’t see a short, fast, choppy stride performed by a desperate, scrambling player.


  Family skating is one of my fondest memories growing up. I’d be the last one off the ice every time, often finishing up the session with a few hard laps around the rink. I also spent countless hours with my friend Reid Trousdale, who had a backyard rink that his dad flooded in the winter. We would play out there for hours until we couldn’t see the puck anymore.


  Unfortunately, a couple of years after I began playing for Hanover, the association merged with the Buffalo Youth Hockey Association. A larger town and a more prominent association, Buffalo did not welcome the Hanover players with open arms, creating a political mess for the Hanover kids who continued to play hockey with Buffalo. Hanover was a small, tight-knit community when it came to the youth hockey program. As a result, the Hanover parents were very protective of its program and the Hanover kids that played in it. Buffalo parents felt that Hanover families were generally more financially well off, and because all of the players from both associations eventually enrolled into the Buffalo hockey program—particularly in high school since both communities attended the same school—they believed that Hanover kids were taking spots that should belong only to Buffalo resident players. It became a classic case of wishing the kids could just play and have the parents stay home. To make matters worse, at an informal skate that year, I approached Henry Porter, head coach of the Buffalo Bison high school varsity team, and said, “Hi, Coach.” To my surprise, he replied, “Ryan, you will never play for me.” A little young to be claiming my hockey fate, I thought (I was seven). It was safe to say where he stood on the Hanover-Buffalo merger. Coach Porter also happened to be the coach in chief of Minnesota Hockey (the governing body of all things hockey in Minnesota), and he knew and worked with every hockey coach in the state. Needless to say, he had a lot of influence on my future path as I moved from level to level—and it wasn’t positive.


  Even given all the politics, the Buffalo squirt coaches were very competitive and requested that I move up early from the mite level to try out for the squirt “A” team.


  The summer before these tryouts, I attended a weeklong hockey camp with my sister, Laura, in Grand Forks, North Dakota, the home of the University of North Dakota Fighting Sioux hockey team.


  The university had just built a state-of-the-art arena, one that rivaled any NHL facility. The seats were upholstered in leather and the floors made of marble. Every bathroom had TVs so fans never had to miss a moment of the action. At the hockey camp, we were given a tour of the facilities and we were coached on the ice by Sioux head coach Dean Blais and many of his current players, including my favorite, T. J. Oshie, and Brock Nelson, who went to Warroad High School, along with Matt Smaby, Mike Commodore, Ryan Duncan, Jeff Panzer, Jonathan Toews, Karl Goehring, Brandon Bochenski, Matt Frattin, Zach Parise—the list of great players I got to meet goes on and on, and North Dakota became—and still is—my favorite college hockey program. Before this camp, I wore number 3 because of Jordan Leopold, but afterwards I wore number 11 a lot because this was Parise’s jersey number. I switched my allegiance from Minnesota to North Dakota and have been a devout Sioux fan ever since.


  My dad bought Laura and me green helmets after the camp, the same ones worn by the Fighting Sioux players and one of my favorite mementos from my early hockey years. When it came time for the squirt tryout, I proudly wore my green Sioux helmet. Everyone else at the tryout wore their Buffalo black or white helmet. Little did I know that this would create a firestorm among the parents watching the tryouts. The evaluators had requested that everyone wear the same colors of everything so that no one would stand out. Although the parents of many of the players tried to subtly circumvent this rule by having their kids wear unmatched socks of different colors, I was pretty bold as the “kid with the green helmet.” At the end of squirt tryouts, evaluators ranked me in the top ten (number eight), which should have automatically put me on the squirt “A” team. But not only was I from Hanover, I had also beaten out the kids of the two squirt “A” assistant coaches, who were from Buffalo, in the tryouts. So naturally, the coaches moved me down to the squirt “B1” team.


  That season was memorable not for the caliber of my play, but for an event involving my dad. He had been named the head coach of the squirt “B1” team, primarily because the son of the Buffalo association’s president was on this team and the president did not want Brian Hampton, another parent, to be the head coach. Brian was a Hanover parent who had the same disdain for Buffalo parents and players that Buffalo had for Hanover. My dad was one of the few people both associations seemed to be okay with, so my dad was assigned the head coaching role. Trying to extend an olive branch over the coaching situation, my dad spoke to Brian, who agreed to be the assistant coach. This would backfire big time because Brian was always very resentful toward Buffalo and my dad for not being named the head coach himself. He felt that he was superior to everyone when it came to coaching. Brian had expected that my dad would step aside after being named head coach so that Brian could run the team.


  One night during the season, we were scheduled to play Wayzata, a strong team in the state. On the bench during warm-ups, Brian said to my dad, “I am going to take over and run this team. You don’t need to be here.”


  Taken aback, my dad replied, “Brian, you have to respect the fact that I am the head coach. You weren’t assigned to be the head coach, so we need to work together on things.”


  Brian responded, “Well, I’d rather get ejected from this game than stay on the bench coaching with you.”


  Brian, clearly trying to bully my dad to give in, was about to get his wish.


  Just before the game, when the referees came by to introduce themselves, my dad said to them, “Hey guys, my assistant wants to get thrown out of the game today.”


  The officials laughed and said, “Are you kidding?”


  “No, I’m not,” my dad replied. “Ask him.”


  The refs turned to Brian and asked, “So you want to get tossed today?”


  “Yeah.”


  “All right then, you’re out of the game. Get off the bench.”


  Brian, who didn’t think this would actually happen and was now fuming mad but holding it in, trudged off the bench and watched the rest of the game from the stands. We all looked at each other and couldn’t believe what we were seeing. Watching him walk off the bench, we didn’t know how to respond, so we started laughing.


  Following the game, Brian came over to our home. My father answered the door and asked him what was up.


  Brian said, “I don’t like the way you’re coaching and me not being in charge, so let’s work this out like men. Step outside.”


  Listening from the kitchen, I thought, Is this guy nuts?


  At first baffled, my dad realized Brian wanted to physically fight him for the head coaching job. Knowing my dad wasn’t one to back down, I had to see for myself how this would play out. My dad refused to engage him, tried talking to him calmly for a couple of minutes, then finally just shut the door on him. Thankfully, Brian drove home—but that was the end of their friendship.


  While this was a very contentious year, it proved to be just the opening act of what was yet to come during my squirt years. The craziness would move to another level in my second season playing squirts. As a naive eight-year-old, I wasn’t really aware of all the politics involved going into tryouts. I just focused on doing my best on the ice and hoped to have a great season with my friends. The good news was that I did make the squirt “A” team this time. The bad news was our coaches were three young guys, recent graduates from local Division III schools, who were named the coaches by the high school coach, Henry Porter. I started the season getting a fair amount of playing time on defense, and then suddenly, for no apparent reason, I found myself sitting on the bench more and more as the season progressed. I couldn’t understand what had changed. I continually got yelled at for mistakes on the ice, even when I wasn’t on the ice at the time. I was the team’s whipping boy.


  That summer, my family and I ran into two of the coaches at the Minnesota State Fair, and they came clean. It seems that during a game about a month into the season, two parents—the president of the association and his best friend—bolted into the locker room to confront the coaches between periods. Unhappy that I, a Hanover kid, was getting equal ice time as their kids, told the coaches to play me much less for the remainder of the year. The coaches said those two parents directed them how to coach throughout the season with the goal of mentally torturing me and doing whatever was necessary to get me to quit. Adults bullying an eight-year-old to get him to quit sounded like the plot of a bad novel, and at first I couldn’t believe they would actually do this.


  After my second squirt season with Buffalo, I tried out for a Minnesota All-Star team called the Minnesota Pride. If I made the team, I would play in a tournament in Lake Placid, New York, home of the 1980 Olympic Winter Games and the unforgettable Miracle on Ice. I had tried out for the Pride the previous spring but didn’t make the team. Although I took it hard, if I’m being honest, my skills didn’t compare with those of the other players on the ice. I kept the maroon Pride tryout jersey in my hockey bag for the rest of my playing career to serve as a motivating reminder. Whenever I put on my gear for a game or practice, I would see that jersey and it would inspire me to always work hard.


  My goal all season long was to improve enough to make this team. At this tryout, I played my best hockey, clicking on all cylinders. I made the team, which helped elevate my confidence, especially given the winter season I had just gone through.


  This tournament could not have been more uplifting. Skating in the same arena where the US hockey team defeated the Soviet Union in dramatic fashion in the famous Miracle on Ice, we won the championship. The CAN/AM tournament had teams from both Canada and the United States. On an off day, I rocketed down the luge course the Olympians used in the 1980 Winter Games. To this day, that remains the best tournament I have ever participated in, and I am thankful to Bernie McBain, who created this opportunity and made lifelong memories for many hockey kids.


  One of my Pride teammates was Jeff Spellmire. Jeff had an infectious, carefree attitude and a great sense of humor, which made him very enjoyable to be around. He was always trying to do goofy but harmless things, such as hiding teammates’ pants after practice or squirting water at them during water breaks. He played in the Bloomington Jefferson Youth Hockey Association, a highly respected hockey program in Minnesota. Jeff left that association as a squirt to play with the Wisconsin Fire, a Tier I hockey organization located in Somerset, Wisconsin, that traveled and played throughout the Midwest. This program was much more comprehensive than what local youth hockey associations provided, practicing more often and longer every week, playing twice as many games during the season, and competing against some of the best teams in Michigan, Illinois, Missouri, and even Florida.


  However, the Wisconsin Fire had some internal issues, such as parents and coaches not getting along—similar to the behavior I’d observed with Hanover and Buffalo. A couple of the parents (including Jeff’s dad) decided they would start a new Tier I team—Team Midwest, based in River Falls, Wisconsin. Because I had gotten to know Jeff and his family, I had the opportunity to try out and play my first year of peewee hockey with Team Midwest, where Jeff was also playing. What a great alternative to playing in Buffalo—and on a team that wanted me.


  Before I joined Team Midwest, I had one more year of squirt hockey to play, and I again made the squirt “A” team. This season I was coached by Jim Trousdale (my friend Reid’s father) and my dad—the last season he would ever coach me. There were no parent or coach issues all season and everyone got along. All of the problem parents had moved on to the peewee level, and for some reason Henry Porter didn’t have any interest in this squirt team. We won the elusive District 5 Championship—just like in the movie The Mighty Ducks—a title Buffalo teams had tried for years to win. It goes to show that when a team has synergy, supportive coaches and parents, and a positive environment, kids can accomplish greatness.


  Thankfully, after that season my time at Buffalo came to an end. I loved all the kids on my teams and many of those in the association with whom I interacted. We all got along, both on and off the ice and at school. Some of us are still friends today. Notably, I spent many hours hanging out with Ben Aslesen from Buffalo, who was diagnosed with and overcame non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma shortly after my squirt years. He was such a great friend to be around and very mentally tough. With Hanover natives Hunter Volbrecht and Nick Solorz, I had tons of snowball fights and memories of skating around on the Hanover outdoor rink in the frigid winters.


  After the winter hockey season ended, one of our family’s annual spring events was attending the WCHA Final Five hockey tournament, the Western Division I college league playoff that led up to the NCAA tournament. Hosted each year by the city of St. Paul, this event featured the top five teams in the league. The University of Minnesota, Wisconsin, North Dakota, and Denver were almost always there, it seemed.


  We had season tickets to this tournament, and our seats were right on the glass near the penalty box. One of the refs was Hunter’s dad, Bill Volbrecht, so countless pucks were tossed over the glass to me or my sister, which made the tournament more special. We grew a nice little collection of game pucks. I miss those days. That tournament’s historic rivalries and energetic fans were unmatched. It no longer exists in its original format since the advent of the Big Ten Hockey Conference.


  We also had tickets every year to the iconic Minnesota state high school hockey tournament. Our seats were in the first row, directly behind the player’s bench. Whenever the coaches were interviewed on TV, my family could be spotted sitting in the background. The bad news about being directly behind the bench was the players and coaches were standing up all the time, so we had to watch the game on the center ice scoreboard half of the time.


  Heading into the summer before my first peewee season, I attended the Back2Back Hockey Camp—named after the University of Minnesota’s national championships in 2002 and 2003 and put on by players on those two teams: Joey Martin, Paul Martin, Jon Waibel, Grant Potulny, Troy Riddle, Matt Koalska, and others. I felt very lucky to have grown up only a mile away from Joey Martin. He would come over to my house while he was in college and offer me a lot of encouragement and advice. He also taught me how to shoot the puck like a champ. Joey was a great role model, and I appreciated his willingness to spend time coaching me and being so supportive.


  A new adventure was about to unfold for me. Having left the Buffalo hockey program, I started down an unconventional hockey path, playing in a league outside the sanctioned Minnesota Hockey organization called Tier I hockey.


  Tier I hockey is governed by USA Hockey and was not allowed to operate in the state of Minnesota per Minnesota Hockey, as they did not want another hockey organization to compete against their Minnesota state high school league. The one exception at the time was the famous Shattuck-St. Mary’s, which helped develop the likes of Sidney Crosby, Zach Parise, and many other future stars. Minnesota is the only state in the United States with a powerful governing body, which operates as an affiliate of USA Hockey. The rest of the country is directed under USA Hockey. Minnesotans have a superiority complex when it comes to hockey and their development structure. It may be somewhat justified since Minnesota does produce the highest number of pro hockey players in the country and has the most current NHL players out of all of the states (thirty-two NHLers versus twenty from second-place Michigan as of the beginning of the 2019–2020 season).


  I was off to Team Midwest, where I started playing at the peewee level. The team practiced and played home games in River Falls, Wisconsin, more than a ninety minutes’ drive from my house—each way. For away games we traveled all over the Midwest, which made me feel kind of important. We were coached by Craig Norwich, an Edina, Minnesota, native who had played in the NHL and was a standout at the University of Wisconsin. He had textbook “hockey hair”—luscious, long blond locks—and a laid-back demeanor. He sometimes coached games wearing slippers on the bench. He knew the game and he knew how to coach, and that is what mattered most. Not only did I learn a great deal about the game from him, I developed as a player by facing great competition all season long in the Tier I Mid-America Hockey Association. I got faster and improved my vision, playmaking ability, and decision making. We played teams such as the Chicago Mission, Chicago Chill, St. Louis Jr. Blues, Florida Jr. Panthers, Madison Capitols, Team Wisconsin, and Wisconsin Fire. The year included plenty of eight-hour drives to Chicago, weekend flights, and a new insight into the game. Playing in that league elevated me into a confident young player and propelled me past my youth hockey contemporaries in skills and experience.


  Like me, a number of my teammates were outliers from various Minnesota youth associations, so the parents and players all had similar backgrounds and could relate to each other. We developed great chemistry as a group. We really played like a team; everyone helped and pulled for each other on the ice and in the locker room. We carried an “us against the world” mentality into every game.


  One player, Mack Mattke, was built like a truck and had a big-time shot and could run guys over. He came all the way from Cedar Rapids, Iowa, prompting everyone to call him “Cornfed” since he was the size of an Iowa corn field.


  One of the founders of Team Midwest and an occasional coach we had, Stu Ronsberg, instilled in us the hard work and toughness needed to become a good player. In one game, Cornfed took a slapshot to the back of his leg and went down in pain. He laid on the ice like he was dead, not moving. Stu saw this and yelled, “Get up! Get up!”


  Hearing Stu’s voice echoing through the arena, Cornfed began to move.


  Stu kept yelling, “Get up, Cornfed! Get to the bench!”


  Cornfed, realizing he wasn’t in fact dead—though in pain with a definite bruise on his leg—began to crawl and eventually made his way to his skates and onto the bench. Our whole bench stared at Cornfed as he came off the ice, just waiting to see what Stu would say to him next.


  “Cornfed, you aren’t dead. You’re tough, way to get off.” And Stu tapped him on the helmet. Though he instilled fear in many of us at practice, Stu had a way of always being positive during games and he always got the best out of us.


  Stu would have us doing a simple neutral zone regroup drill—for 75 percent of a practice sometimes—until we were nearly perfect. He would put us through endless skating drills until we wanted to puke. He was so intense. There were times I hated his guts because he ran us so hard, but I knew deep down he was making me a better player.


  I played defense all season against a much higher level of competition than just about everyone in the state of Minnesota. Because we were one of the weaker teams in the league, however, we got crushed a few times during this season. Our worst loss came against the best team in the league, the Chicago Chill, who held nothing back and beat us, 18–1. I remember this game for another reason: The coaches moved me from defense to center after the first period of the game. I had never played this position before, even in Buffalo or Hanover. I’d say this wasn’t a very smart move on the coaches’ part, considering we were facing the strongest team in the league. Then again, we were getting smoked, so it didn’t matter what position I played. My weak play must have showed, though, as this was my first and last appearance at center that season.


  Everyone in my family made sacrifices that year to get me to my practices and games. My dad drove me everywhere under the sun, a tremendous commitment of time and expense, while my mom drove my sister all over the state for hockey, ran her in-home daycare and preschool, and took care of the house and other commitments. Neither my mom nor my sister will tell you they enjoyed that year very much because dad and I were rarely around. The good news for our family dynamics was that the team folded after one season.


  Playing with Team Midwest put a real wrench in my friendships with players from Hanover and Buffalo. I graduated from Hanover Elementary School after fifth grade and moved on to Buffalo Middle School for sixth. I never felt I fit in very well there. It was a much bigger school, and I didn’t feel challenged by the coursework. Unfortunately, due to enrollment numbers, I wasn’t able to join the Buffalo Community Middle School Honors Program, even though I was academically eligible. I had tested into Quest, which was the name of the honors program, but Quest took only a limited number of students, most of whom resided in Buffalo. During the school year, I wanted to leave for another school that would be more challenging and engaging, like the schools many of my teammates from Team Midwest attended.


  That spring, I toured two private schools: Providence Academy and Benilde-St. Margaret’s. Providence Academy was a newly opened Catholic school with fewer than one hundred students. The school required uniforms and seemed too preppy and strict for my liking. Benilde-St. Margaret’s, also Catholic, didn’t require uniforms, had better athletic programs, and seemed like a friendlier environment. My dad knew Chris Bonvino, who ran the custom jersey manufacturer Gemini Athletic, and worked with him on jersey orders for teams I had played on. Chris happened to be the assistant hockey coach under Larry Hendrickson with the BSM varsity team when I was considering the school. Because I sent in my application to BSM Junior High after the application deadline date, I wasn’t able to take the entrance exams. However, Chris put in a strong reference to the school on my behalf, which, along with my solid Buffalo school transcript, secured my acceptance to the school a couple of weeks later. We actually knew someone willing to help me, so politics worked in my favor in this instance.


  While BSM only had a high school hockey program, I very much looked forward to being able to play for Chris one day. Unfortunately for me, Chris Bonvino and Larry Hendrickson both left the BSM coaching staff a year later.


  After my sixth-grade year at Buffalo Middle School, I said goodbye and moved to Benilde-St. Margaret’s in St. Louis Park, Minnesota, about forty minutes away. Since my house was outside of the bus pickup zone, I had to be driven to school. Luckily, my parents found another BSM family that could help get me to school every day. Patty Gilmore, who worked as the head of the college and career center at BSM, lived only a couple of miles away from my home. I rode each day with her and her son Jon, who attended BSM High School.


  The Gilmores, a welcoming and caring family, helped me make a smooth transition into the new school. I felt scared to be leaving the school and friends I’d known all my life but was excited for the challenge ahead. Benilde-St. Margaret’s, one of the best college preparatory schools in Minnesota
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