
  

  QUESTION 1: HOW WAS ICE HOCKEY INVENTED?


  Welcome to the unknown. Any time it can be legitimately claimed that the roots of a sport extend back four thousand years, you know that history is a bit murky.


  Nailing down even the century in which hockey was born is impossible. But records exist of a ball-and-stick game being played by folks in China, Persia, or Egypt around 2000 BCE. Archaeologists have even found evidence of such a sport in Greece three thousand years earlier.


  Forms of hockey were most certainly enjoyed by native North Americans well before the arrival of Viking explorers and other Europeans that followed in the late 1400s and beyond. Those who arrived noted native people playing a game that can be considered a precursor to lacrosse but that looked a bit like hockey as well. Some museums even display proof that the Aztecs embraced such activity.


  Even the derivation of the name “hockey” has been debated. Some have asserted it comes from the French hoquet, which can be translated into “shepherd’s stave,” with the second word meaning a wooden post or plank that presumably represented the sides of a goal. But others claim the name comes from cork bangs, called stoppers, that were used as the original pucks instead of wooden balls. The cork bangs came from barrels containing German hock ale, also known as “hocky.” Accurate or not, it is one interesting explanation.1


  Even the dates and circumstances surrounding the launching of the contemporary game are tough to nail down. Canadians who are proud of their country’s link to its national pastime have claimed that it was first played there, but a preponderance of evidence shows that the United Kingdom—not exactly a hockey hotbed today—was the birthplace of the modern sport. Research reveals its beginnings in the 1790s in Great Britain. Those same investigations indicate that the “hock ale” link to the word “hockey” was first made there rather than in North America.


  Most surprising is the contention that such historical luminaries as scientist and evolution theorist Charles Darwin and King Edward VII were among the first hockey players. The following letter dated from Darwin to his son William, dated March 1, 1853, was discovered by historians and referenced games in which he participated in Shrewsbury, England, in the 1820s.



   My Dear Old Willy . . . have you got a pretty good pond to skate on? I used to be very fond of playing at Hocky on the ice in skates.2




  The game was indeed known as “hocky” in nineteenth-century Britain. But that was not its original name. It had been referred to as hurley, hurling, bandy, shinty, and shinny. And the modern game has even been traced back to seventeenth-century Scotland, though more than a century later, one news story from Glasgow reported that two teenage boys were playing “shinty” on thin ice in 1803 when they fell through and did not survive.


  The earliest Scottish reference to what they called the game of “chamiare” occurs in the following passage from roughly 1607 in The Historie of the Kirk of Scotland, which was published in 1646: “The sea freized so farre as it ebbed, and sindrie went in to shippes upon yee, and played at the chamiare a mile within the sea marke.”3


  European claims to the invention of the contemporary sport were even legitimized in a painting believed to be by Benedictus Antonio van Assen that shows young Londoners playing the game with sticks on ice around December 1796 during a cold snap in that city. And a book about the Great Irish Famine of 1847 by John O’Rourke cited “teams of gentlemen [playing a] match of hurling on the ice of the River Shannon near Portumna.”4


  So, what was Canada’s contribution to the founding of ice hockey? That too can be debated. Some believe the sport was invented in Nova Scotia. The Ministry of Transport in that province was even convinced to place a sign on the highway claiming that it was the birthplace of hockey. Canada has also reasonably laid claim to the first organized indoor hockey game, which was played in Montreal on March 3, 1875.


  That battle was waged at the Victoria Skating Rink based on rules set forth by McGill University students, some of whom participated in the event. Most involved in establishing those guidelines was eventual McGill law student James G. A. Creighton. One major change was the use of a wooden disk, eventually known as a “puck,” rather than a lacrosse ball. The match, which was promoted by the Montreal Gazette, featured two nine-men teams, one of which Creighton captained. The comparatively small rosters reflected the littler rink used in the indoor game as opposed to the outdoor variety. Hockey played on large frozen ponds or rivers involved as many players as could compete comfortably. The number of players for indoor hockey was lowered to seven at the Montreal Winter Carnival Tournament in the 1880s.


  The following excerpt from an article published in the Gazette the day after the first organized hockey game lauded the uniqueness and safety of the budding sport.



   At the Rink last night a very large audience gathered to witness a novel contest on the ice. The game of hockey, though much in vogue on the ice in New England and other parts of the United States, is not much known here, and in consequence the game of last evening was looked forward to with great interest. Hockey is played usually with a call, but last night, in order that no accident should happen, a flat block of wood was used, so that it should slide along the ice without rising, and thus going among the spectators to their discomfort. The game is like Lacrosse in one sense—the block having to go through flats placed around 8 feet apart in the same manner as the rubber ball—but in the main the old country game of shinty gives the best idea of hockey.5




  Though the Gazette referenced ice hockey in America, it is clear that the indoor game had arrived. It now featured a flat wooden block to clobber with sticks and fewer players competing on the ice. And that Canada played a significant role in the creation and popularity of what is recognized as the modern sport is undeniable.




  

  QUESTION 2: WHO INSPIRED THE NAME OF THE STANLEY CUP?


  There is no more famous, coveted, and inspiring trophy in North American team sports than the Stanley Cup. Its allure is considered downright mystical. First awarded in 1893, it is still annually held aloft and paraded around the ice by the NHL champions immediately after capture by a finals victory. The Stanley Cup is not only a trophy but also the name of the competition during which teams battle to win it. But many fans and players have limited or even no knowledge about the history of the glorious reward itself.


  The Stanley Cup was worth $50 when first manufactured in 1892. It is now priceless. Its original purchaser was Canadian Sir Frederick Arthur Stanley, Lord Stanley of Preston and son of the Fourteenth Earl of Derby. His motivation was to present it annually to his country’s championship team as a reminder of his time as its governor general.


  The historically appropriate bunch that earned the initial reward was the Montreal Amateur Athletic Association, whose Montreal Hockey Club won the Amateur Hockey Association of Canada in 1893 (there were no playoffs).6


  That Cup certainly bore no resemblance to the one glorified today. It was a bowl that stood barely seven inches high and less than a foot wide. The modern trophy honors that one. A similar bowl rests now atop the modern Stanley Cup, which boasts a full height of 35.25 inches and weighs 37 pounds.7


  Eventual NHL founder J. L. Gibson was merely a toddler when the first Cup was presented. It was given annually from 1893 to 1906 to the winner of a series of games featuring amateur teams throughout Canada. But the sport was changing. In 1907, the Montreal Wanderers declared themselves professional and snagged Stanley by outscoring the New Glasgow Cubs 17–3 in a two-match rout. By that time, several amateur clubs had begun sprinkling in professional players.8


  The first season of the professional National Hockey Association (NHA) in 1910 gave the Stanley Cup a steadier home. The league snagged possession of the trophy while battling teams in the Pacific Coast Hockey Association and eventually teams based in the United States. A series of interleague clashes for supremacy determined which earned the award that was becoming more celebrated every year.


  American clubs indeed made their talents known. The Pacific Coast Hockey Association’s Portland Rosebuds nearly upset the Montreal Canadiens in 1916. Then, that league’s Seattle Metropolitans defeated Montreal the following year.


  The NHL did not exactly explode into existence in 1917. It housed just three teams—Ottawa, Montreal, and Toronto—playing an eighteen-game schedule. But it dominated Stanley Cup competition against other league champions for nearly a decade before the trophy became the sole province of the NHL. The lone exception was the Victoria Cougars of the Western Canada Hockey League, which defeated Hamilton to take the Cup in 1925.


  By that time, the NHL boasted six teams, including the Boston Bruins as the first American entry. That league gained sole ownership of the Cup by 1927 despite disputes from other leagues. Its standing as the private domain of the most prized trophy in North American team sports was solidified twenty years later, when it entered an agreement with the Cup’s trustees to reject such challenges.


  By that time, the Stanley Cup had undergone a face-lift. The simple bowl had been transformed into a three-foot-high trophy. The extra space had become necessary when, in 1924, a fateful decision to allow the inscription of the names of players on championship teams every year. Bands were added below the bowl to create room for those signatures.


  A series of changes had been launched. In 1939, it was revamped into a thinner cigar-shaped trophy. Nearly a decade later it was transformed into a two-piece style with a wide barrel-shaped base and removable bowl and collar. The more familiar form featuring a ceremonial bowl sitting atop three tiered bands, collar, and five uniform bands at the base was introduced in 1958.9


  NHL president Clarence Campbell became worried in 1963. He felt the Stanley Cup was too brittle to be carried about by players who had earned the annual crown. So, he ordered that a presentation trophy be created for that purpose to keep the priceless one safe. A replica of the legendary trophy was built in 1993 and remains in the Hockey Hall of Fame when the presentation Cup is on the road.


  The Stanley Cup remains the lone trophy in professional sports that features the inscriptions of every winning-team participant. That has resulted in several signatures giving it a sense of uniqueness. Among them is that of World War II–era Toronto Maple Leafs goaltender Turk Broda, who signed it both “Turk” and “Walter,” his given name. Montreal goaltender Jacques Plante signed the Stanley Cup five times and used a different name on each occasion. The 1971–1972 Boston Bruins are listed on the trophy as the “BQSTQN BRUINS.”


  One could hardly imagine athletes in any other sport parading around their championship trophy throughout the field or court or diamond nor taking it on the road with them. Nor could anyone envision stars of the game placing signatures on the ultimate prizes they earned. It is what makes the Stanley Cup the most hallowed trophy of them all.10




  

  QUESTION 3: HOW HAS THE PUCK EVOLVED OVER THE YEARS?


  The earliest images of ice hockey featured players slapping a wooden slab or even a ball with a stick. One could hardly imagine the modern game using such archaic equipment. The game did not begin to fly to its current heights until a sturdier and more reliable centerpiece was created.


  First, a bit of terminology—though the roots of the word “puck” remain a bit cloudy, many believe it originated from the Irish word “poke” that extends back to the game of hurling. The current spelling became accepted in Canada in the late 1860s after use in an article about the sport published in Montreal.


  Though never established as truth, it has been offered that the first puck was made by cutting a black rubber ball in half or slicing off the rounded edges to stop it from bouncing. The earliest pucks were manufactured with wood or rubber. It has even been asserted that in the late nineteenth century some hockey aficionados slammed sticks into frozen cow dung to play the sport.11


  Thus began the quest for the perfect hockey puck. In the early 1900s, they were made by gluing together two pieces of rubber. There was one major problem: They often split apart during games. So beveled edges were introduced around 1931. That too proved unsatisfactory.


  What is considered the modern puck design began about a decade later. It is a solid, flat black disc three inches in diameter and one inch thick made of vulcanized rubber. Pucks are manufactured in several countries, including Canada, Slovakia, Russia, China, and the Czech Republic. The NHL, however, is supplied only by the Quebec company InGlasCo, the largest puck manufacturer in the world.


  Professional leagues such as the NHL freeze their pucks during games to prevent them from bouncing and sticking to the ice. Its side is embedded with dozens of tiny, textured, raised grooves that allow sticks to grip them when they are being handled and shot.12


  Regulation NHL pucks are manufactured by hand through a mix of granular rubber, bonding material, antioxidants, and coal dust. That concoction is placed in a two-part mold compressed at room temperature. The rubber is shaped into circular logs three inches wide and then cut into one-inch pieces before hardening. Each piece of rubber is placed into a mold the exact size of a puck and compressed. Logos silk-screened into the puck add the final touch. They are then examined to ensure proper size and weight.


  There was one problem both for fans at arenas and those watching on television. The puck was too small to be followed closely, particularly when flying through the air or on the ice one hundred miles per hour on a slapshot. The NHL determined that the issue played a role in low TV ratings and a lack of popularity in comparison to other major sports, especially among potential American fans. So, the league and Fox Sports Network tried something new in 1996. They placed a tiny battery and computer board into its pucks, as well as holes so it could communicate with infrared emitters with sensor devices inside the arena. That created a glowing blue halo effect and red or green trail on the screen when players shot or passed the puck. Fox introduced the new technology with great fanfare. One voiceover proclaimed to fans that they would “witness the biggest technological breakthrough in the history of sport.”13


  Dedicated hockey fans did not take kindly to what Fox crowed as a remarkable achievement. Yahoo Sports hockey writer Greg Wychynski described that horror in a way that American fans could understand: with a reference to football. “Imagine if you were watching the Super Bowl and every time the running back disappeared in a pile of tacklers he started glowing like a blueberry from Chernobyl.” An ESPN reader poll in 2002 chose the innovation as the sixth worst in sports history, though one must question the voters, who placed free agency as the number one choice. But Huffington Post writer Evan Winiker deemed the glowing puck as “the worst sports broadcasting innovation of our time.”14


  The NHL tampered again with the puck for its own purposes starting in 2019. The league added sensors to the discs, as well as cameras and antennae high above the ice surface, to track and analyze their movements during games.


  Pucks aside from those manufactured for the NHL feature variations. Among the examples are blue, four-ounce varieties made for children and ten-ounce discs for adults wishing to develop their shots. Two-pound pucks are even created for those on strength-training regimens.15




  

  QUESTION 4: WHY IS FIGHTING MORE ACCEPTED IN HOCKEY THAN IN OTHER SPORTS?


  The date was March 3, 1875. The venue was the Victoria Skating Rink in Montreal. The combatants—both literally and figuratively—had concluded activities that extended beyond participating in the first organized indoor hockey game. Play on the ice was followed by a melee among players, spectators, and those waiting to use the arena for skating.16


  The melee was certainly not the first in the history of hockey. The physical nature of the game had forever lent itself to bad blood and battles. But it also emerged as a way to police the sport and prevent brawls involving more than those originally involved from breaking out.


  It has been speculated that the seeds of fighting in hockey were planted in Europe by those who had watched native Canadians play a bruising brand of lacrosse. Among the attractions for fans of the new sport of hockey was watching fights. And settling scores on the ice allowed teams and players to avoid getting the authorities involved.17


  Such tactics did not deter critics from decrying violence in hockey that extended beyond hard checking and aggressive stick handling and carried over beyond the playing of the game. But fighting and reactions to it are nearly as old as the sport itself. Among the first examples occurred in 1890 during a barnstorming tour of the Rideau Hall Rebels, which competed out of Ottawa. That club was playing the Granite Hockey Club in Toronto when a brawl broke out that alarmed hockey officials.


  Soon thereafter, Rideau member Arthur Stanley (son of Stanley Cup founder Lort Stanley Preston) met with others to create a new league with the specific intent of halting such lawlessness on the ice. “Part of that meeting was to prevent the activities that happened in Toronto from happening again,” said Kevin Slater of the Society for International Hockey Research. “Specifically, they didn’t like getting their asses kicked.”18


  Regulations adopted by the newly formed Ottawa Hockey Association did little to curb fisticuffs that often led to bloodshed. Neither did the creation of the National Hockey League in 1917. So, five years later that organization implemented Rule 56, which mandated a five-minute major penalty for fighting.


  The impact of that policy proved minimal. After all, the only result was that one player from each team landed in the penalty box, thereby keeping personnel on the ice at an even level. Fighting remained an accepted and even necessary, according to some, part of the NHL.


  Until the 1970s, however, it was considered a separate activity from the game itself with no influence on outcome. It was in that decade that teams such as the Philadelphia Flyers—otherwise known as the Broad Street Bullies—and the Big Bad Bruins of Boston began using fighting as an intimidation tactic that indeed played a role in their successes. They featured bruising players whose sole purpose was that of an enforcer. And it worked—the Flyers won two consecutive Stanley Cup championships.


  Fighting as a method of intimidation and the practice itself lessened in recent years while the NHL had taken steps to reduce the number of violent incidents by instituting two-minute penalties for removing one’s helmet before throwing down. But one must understand that fighting still serves several purposes in hockey.


  Among them is protection of the goaltender, who spends their evening trying to stop pucks flying in at one hundred miles per hour and whose importance to the success or failure of a team is immeasurable. It is believed that teammates must disallow opponents from running into their goaltenders or jabbing them with their sticks.


  Unwritten rules also mandate that enforcers must protect premier offensive talent. Players who create offense and can score are so valuable in a game often won with two or three goals that they too must be protected from opponents deemed willing and able to bend the rules to stop them. Creative offensive players must be given the space to skate, pass, and shoot.


  Another purpose of fighting—or at least the threat of it—is to gain a psychological advantage over an opponent. Teams that play each other many times during the season and often meet in the playoffs cannot allow themselves to be intimidated by that foe. Fighting has played a role in nurturing some of the greatest rivalries in the history of the NHL and, to a lesser extent, the international game.


  Fighting can also save careers. Some enforcers have admitted that they did not enjoy that role but understood that such expectations of them on the ice provided them a purpose that kept them employed. Most hockey fans, however, feel that some who fight only because of a penchant for bullying and enjoy instigating brawls do not belong on the ice.


  Several factors beyond rule enforcement have resulted in a shrinking number of fights in the NHL since peaking in the early 2000s. One is player unity, which has strengthened over the years. The league has also encouraged clean play. During the 2018–2019 season, it had fewer than two hundred games with a fighting major, which marked a first in the modern era. And the goons were gone. The era of the enforcer had long since ended. Teams required all their players to boast skills that helped them win.19


  Fighting will likely never fade out of hockey completely. But only a sadistic few yearn to see a return to the days in which many games were marred by brawls.




  

  QUESTION 5: WHEN DID GOALIES BEGIN WEARING MASKS?


  One might assume the advent of the goalie mask is nearly as old as the sport itself. It figures that some goaltender got whomped in the head by a flying disc in the late nineteenth century or early twentieth century and decided he needed protection in the future.


  Well, one would assume wrong. Not only did no man don a mask while minding a net until 1927. But the first player to put safety first in this way was a woman. Her name was Elizabeth Graham. And she was trying to stop shots for Queen’s University.20


  It all seems ridiculous in the modern era with NHL Skills competition winners slapping pucks as fast as 102.8 miles per hour. But masks were unheard of in organized hockey for more than a half-century.


  The first man to decide he wanted to make sure he kept all his teeth was Montreal Maroons goaltender Clint Benedict on February 20, 1930. His use of the leather covering was motivated by a shattered cheekbone. And his arrival on the ice that day for a battle with the New York Americans inspired a mocking newspaper account that read, “Clint looked like as if he had stepped out of the Dumas novel, ‘The Iron Mask,’ or in the modern manner, was appearing as a visitor from Mars.”21


  The Hockey Hall of Famer had gained greater fame four years earlier for pitching three consecutive shutouts for the Maroons in the finals against the Victoria Cougars. And he had deemed wearing a mask a necessity after a puck struck by Canadiens center Howie Morenz hit him in the face a month earlier and knocked him unconscious. Benedict remained hospitalized for a month with cheekbone and nose injuries that negatively affected his vision. He returned to the ice six weeks later with the crude mask, but then discarded it a few games later because he could not see well past the thick nosepiece. Ironically and tragically, his career ended after another Morenz slapshot nailed him in the throat.


  Even then the mask did not catch on. That one did not even cover his entire face. The first to wear one that did was Japan’s Teiji Honma during the 1936 Winter Olympics (which was shamefully allowed to be hosted by Adolf Hitler in Nazi Germany).


  What seems like an obviously necessary protection today remained ignored for more than two decades thereafter. Legend Jacques Plante of the Canadiens emerged as the next goaltender to don a mask, and he too was motivated by an existing injury. He had been drilled in the face by a puck slapped by Andy Bathgate during a 1959 game against the New York Rangers and returned to the net later wearing a fiberglass covering that inspired cat-calls from fans and coaches. Montreal coach Toe Blake at first disallowed Plante from entering the game wearing the mask, but Plante refused to enter without it. That forced Blake to relent.22 And nobody was laughing when Plante led the Canadiens on an eighteen-game winning streak.23


  The snug fit of the fiberglass mask resulted in greater comfort. Soon, other NHL goaltenders began following suit, and a trend was born. A decade later most goalies wore masks. There were few holdouts by 1970. The last to remain unprotected was Andy Brown of the Pittsburgh Penguins in 1974.


  By that time, an aggressive evolution of the hockey mask had begun to add greater comfort and protection. Companies competing to gain business in the NHL and international games added padding and experimented with new styles. FibroSport discovered one innovation still used today by adding ridges to the forehead of the mask to ensure structural firmness. Mask manufacturers in the 1970s experimented with a wire cage that fit in front of the fiberglass shell. That marked the beginning of the modern combo style mask that combines both. It allows the cage to absorb impact and disperse it to the outer edges of the mask rather than the goaltender’s head. Eventually more padding was added, which provided even greater protection.


  In 1972, Boston Bruins goalie Gerry Cheevers had his trainer paint stitches on his fiberglass mask whenever a puck struck him in the head, thereby becoming the first to feature a design. It became what some consider the most famous face covering in hockey history, and Cheevers has been recognized as a pioneer in mask art and design.24


  By the 1990s, the combination style masks were supplemented with materials such as carbon and aramid fiber that were layered between the fiberglass for more durability and resistance. The Profile model created by mask designer Jerry Wright early that decade resulted in a sleeker look with chiseled lines most commonly worn by modern goaltenders.25


  By the 2020s, goalies were using their masks as a means of personal expression. Intricate designs made each one unique. Some featured drawings that celebrated team nicknames. Others showed the love of pop culture icons. Still others featured designs that expressed fondness of family members or friends who had passed away or played positive roles in their lives.


  Masks of the modern era don’t just protect goaltenders from pucks flying toward their noggins. They add color and personality to a sport that seeks to turn casual fans into passionate ones and spark the interest of those yet to turn on to hockey. Perhaps the evolution is not complete, but the mask has come a long way since a young female netminder decided to wear one nearly a century ago.
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