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Jamie Dopp and Richard Harrison

Introduction

At the Canada’s Game? hockey conference in 2005, the organizer,
Andrew Holman, arranged a shinny game for participants on the rink
at Plymouth College, Massachusetts. So a group of academics, rec-
league players, alumni of the NHL and the Western Hockey League,
sports writers, historians, poets, novelists and a CBC TV film crew –
men and women, from teenager to retiree – all tied on skates. We
donned Canada’s Game? jerseys (in home and away colours) and pre-
pared to play wearing helmets and gloves borrowed from the college
team, which also, thankfully, provided the goaltenders for each side.
We selected our sticks from the rack and took to the ice for a “gentle-
man’s game”: no raising the puck, no checking. It didn’t take long for
first contact to be made. Shortly thereafter, the puck began to rise
from the ice and connect with shins, or worse. Then the battles-in-
the-corner began, and the game was on. And after the announced
“last goal” settled it in the finest tradition of shinny, and we sat,
exhausted, happy and slightly bruised in the dressing room, someone
asked, “What happened out there?” The answer came back: “Hockey
happened.” And we laughed.

Though the essays in this collection grew out of papers given at
the Canada and the League of Hockey Nations Conference organized by
Jamie Dopp in Victoria, BC, in 2007, they retain the spirit – and
some of the players – from that earlier game of shinny. The writers in
this collection have all experienced the beauty, the exuberance and
the occasional violence of the game of hockey, most of them directly,
at one time or another, on the ice. And, like the players in Plymouth,
the writers here have all responded to the game whether played or
watched not just with feelings or physical effort but with questions. 
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What does it mean to say “hockey happened?” As satisfying as it
is to give the word “hockey” the mythic power to be its own answer,
hockey continues to intrigue, anger, draw and repel us precisely
because it is a complicated thing – and it becomes more complicated
the more we think and talk about it together. Hockey was created, as
the story goes, by Canadian society before there was a Canada; in this
way, hockey has been said to mark of the beginning of Canadian
time. Thus, in turn, it has been the game through which Canada is
often said to define much of itself. Adopted by other nations, hockey
has become a point of contact across political lines. And also a mark
of division. It has been a flashpoint for both national pride and anxi-
ety about the national self. 

Neither the evolution of the game nor of its scholarship has been
easy. By the mid-twentieth century – about a hundred and fifty years
after early versions of hockey were reported in Canadian settler com-
munities – a broad swath of the Canadian populace identified them-
selves with the game. Canadians, at this time, were also indisputably
the best in the world at it. Then “the Russians” won their first World
Championship in 1954, after having committed to the game less than
a decade earlier. Canada took the title back the following year. And
then we sparred, the Soviet Union and Canada – Canada ruling the
1950s and early ’60s, the Soviets doing the same from 1963 until 1971.
But the configuration of Olympic and World Championship teams
meant that the two countries avoided the confrontation of best vs. best
until the 1972 Summit Series when the crown broke, and each of us
came away with a piece. In the preface to Hockey Showdown, his recon-
structed diary of the series, Team Canada coach Harry Sinden wrote,
“Hockey has been the Canadian Game. We fostered it, loved it, nur-
tured it, thought it would be ours forever. This series showed us that
there are many nations now who want to share this great game with
us at its top level.” In this he was acknowledging history. Then he
added, “We should feel proud of this, not threatened,” acknowledg-
ing, and trying to calm, the feelings of those who’d seen history get
made. But many Canadians were threatened by the emergence of
other great hockey nations. Many felt that losing hockey supremacy
meant losing something of ourselves. Hockey was not a Canadian
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invention like the telephone or the Canadarm which only makes us
prouder of Canada when employed by others around the world.
When it was used exceptionally well by hands not our own, it felt like
hockey made us less. 

Perhaps it is that very possessive emotionality which accounts for
the long delay in treating hockey and its literature as subjects of seri-
ous critical inquiry. Investigating hockey critically is to think of it not
as expressing some real connection between nature and culture, but
to see it as carrying a story, often expressed in mythic terms, that peo-
ple desire to be true about themselves and their place in the world.
The dominant hockey narrative in Canada has connected the game
to what Richard Gruneau and David Whitson describe as a “happy
naturalism, a direct expression of our [Canadian] ability to survive,
indeed to thrive, in an inhospitable land of ice and snow, long win-
ters, vast open spaces” (1). Canada’s great narrative of its own “north-
ern” character, with its emphasis on the personal virtues of hardiness,
self-reliance, and self-sacrifice, and on the social values of small-town
life and loyalty to the collective good, all leavened with a touch of
ironic humour, has been told so often in the language of hockey that
the two stories – of game and nation – can seem like one.

The two stories, of course, are separate. Though most of the writ-
ers in this book have come to hockey first as players and lovers of the
game, and so have felt (and even continue to feel) the attractions of
hockey’s myths, the act of treating hockey as a subject for critical
inquiry means shutting the eye that sees hockey as a mythic creation,
shaping a society because of an essential nature that acts on the cul-
ture from the outside, and considering hockey, instead, as a social cre-
ation governed by and affecting the structures, emotions, ambitions
and desires of society itself.

The touchstone book for understanding hockey in this way is
Gruneau and Whitson’s Hockey Night in Canada, published in 1993.
In the 1990s the appreciation of popular culture by Canadian aca-
demics was still decidedly mixed. Although many scholars had
accepted the arguments about the significance of popular culture
made by various Western thinkers, the distinction between “high cul-
ture” and “low” still operated quite strongly, distinguishing between
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what was fit for critical investigation and what was not. As Gruneau
and Whitson wrote less than twenty years ago, Canadians “with high-
brow sensibilities” might have watched and enjoyed a hockey game,
but the game itself was still “subjected to considerable intellectual
snobbery” (12). Certainly this was the case in the departments of
English Literature. There was (as there still is) a massive body of
hockey writing in Canada; however, most of it was hockey journalism
chronicling the exploits of colourful players, teams, or eras, and
rarely, if ever, studied in the academy. Hockey-related biographies
kept fans happy, but weren’t curriculum material – the lone exception
lying, perhaps, in Ken Dryden’s groundbreaking and meditative 1983
memoir, The Game. And though there were also many hockey histo-
ries, events in hockey rarely figured in textbooks on Canadian history
as a whole, with the exceptions of the Richard Riot in 1955 because
of its connection with the Quiet Revolution, and the 1972 Summit
Series because of its links to the Cold War. Both of these were cases
in which the ever-present mix of hockey and politics exploded into
public view. But up until the early 1990s literary- or cultural studies-
based considerations of the meaning of hockey and its writing were
few and far between despite the prominence of the game in Canadian
life. 

How things have changed might be glimpsed by reflecting on
both the public and the academic receptions of Paul Quarrington’s
hockey novel King Leary, which was first published in 1987, six years
before Gruneau and Whitson’s book. Although King Leary won the
1988 Stephen Leacock Award for Humour and was shortlisted for
Ontario’s Trillium Book Award, it received little critical attention
(comedy about hockey? the low speaking of the low), and the book
went out of print. There was no published full-length study of the
novel until the proceedings of 2001’s Putting It On Ice conference in
which Don Morrow hailed the book as among the first and few to
give “literary voice to the meaning of a game to a culture so lacking in
its own self-revelatory literature” (117). The novel was re-published
only after its selection as one of the contenders in the 2008 edition of
CBC Radio One’s Canada Reads literary competition, and it was
named the winner by the show’s panellists over some of Canada’s
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most critically praised novels – which means it belongs among them
now, if it didn’t always. As we write this, King Leary, perhaps a partic-
ularly Canadian tragedy comically told, can be heard on CBC Radio’s
Between the Covers, and several studies of the book are forthcoming. 

Along with the increased attention to what is now commonly
referred to as “Hockey Literature’s” early works, since 1987 there has
been a steady creation of literary writing either entirely or partially
about the game. With Quarrington’s King Leary (and his own later
Logan in Overtime) and Roy MacGregor’s 1983 novel The Last Season
serving as the foundation for serious adult fiction about hockey, there
came, among others, Bill Gaston’s The Good Body, Mark Anthony
Jarman’s Salvage King, Ya!, Wayne Johnston’s The Divine Ryans, and
Richard B. Wright’s The Age of Longing. In the title of Pete
McCormack’s Understanding Ken, we see another stage in the devel-
opment of hockey literature: a book announcing itself in relation to
hockey through the name of the author of an earlier book on the
game and safely assuming that the reference is understood. (In a
lovely twist on that understanding, the Ken that McCormack’s pro-
tagonist seeks to understand is, of course, the author of the famously
analytical The Game, but it is Ken’s earlier, astounding decision to
divorce himself from not just the Canadiens but hockey itself that the
hero is left to comprehend on his own.) In Lynn Coady’s Saints of Big
Harbour and Cara Hedley’s Twenty Miles, hockey and its literature,
formerly dominated by male voices, is re-imagined by women in
whose rich fiction hockey is less their characters’ refuge than it is a
place where they confront those forces that shape their personal lives.
The Hockey Player Sonnets by John B. Lee and Hero of the Play by
Richard Harrison, both from the 1990s, became two of Canada’s best-
selling books of poetry, and both were reprinted in tenth anniversary
editions. Such successes in hockey poetry, like the post-1987 achieve-
ments in hockey fiction, did not come out of nowhere. There are
precedents in Al Purdy’s giant of a poem “Hockey Players,” first pub-
lished in 1965 and which famously and forever defined the game as a
“combination of ballet and murder, “ and in Stephen Scriver’s 1980s
explorations in the vernacular of the game, All Star Poet! and More!
All Star Poet, its revised republication. Recently the ranks of hockey
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poets in Canada added two whose writing is focussed on the role of
goaltender: Matt Robinson, who played the most unforgiving posi-
tion in sport, with no cage contains a stare that well, and Randall
Maggs, who studied goaltending’s mysteries through a dramatic
reconstruction of one of its most enigmatic greats. His Night Work:
The Sawchuk Poems received front-page attention on the Globe and
Mail’s “Books” section, and is already in its second printing. 

And there are several anthologies – The Rocket, the Flower, the
Hammer, and Me; Thru the Smoky End Boards; Going Top Shelf; and
Ice: New Writing on Hockey among them – devoted entirely to hockey
poetry and short fiction. There have also been films like The Divine
Ryans, Perfectly Normal, and the biopic The Rocket. As well, the
realm of hockey non-fiction has expanded, and hockey has become
an object of literary, sociological, even philosophical reflection: con-
sider Bruce Dowbiggin’s The Meaning of Puck, Dave Bidini’s Tropic of
Hockey, Bill Gaston’s Midnight Hockey, Brian Kennedy’s Growing Up
Hockey, Stephen Brunt’s Searching for Bobby Orr, Roy MacGregor’s
Canadians and Lorna Jackson’s Cold-Cocked. 

On the critical side, the number of articles, books and films on
hockey’s literary, social, historical and cultural place has also
increased, including important social histories like John Chi-Kit
Wong’s Lords of the Rinks. Michael McKinley’s pivotal book Putting a
Roof on Winter, shows us that the transformation of hockey from an
outdoor to an indoor sport was fundamental in the development of
the modern game. Cecil Harris’s Breaking the Ice, based on the experi-
ences of the few black players to make it to the NHL, reopens the
still-sensitive conversation about hockey and race. The recent, mas-
sive CBC documentary Hockey: A People’s History and its accompa-
nying book, also by McKinley, explores hockey not as mythic lore
passed down from generation to generation of a select few “hockey
people,” but as a historical process both moved by and affecting the
larger forces of the culture. In this approach, who and what we are
can still be seen in the intimate relationship between hockey and its
birth nation, but rather than a mythic identification in terms of lore
and values, the “we” that can be seen through hockey is the “we” of
economics, morality, demographics, politics, daily life, war and peace.
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Even more significantly, perhaps, in terms of the tension between
ways of looking at the game, are books which explicitly detach them-
selves from hockey’s myth, like David Cruise and Alison Griffiths’
Net Worth: Exploding the Myths of Pro Hockey and Laura Robinson’s
Crossing the Line: Violence and Sexual Assault in Canada’s National
Sport, both of which analyze hockey as a mass ritual with mecha-
nisms, power structures and abuses protected by its almost sacred
place in the culture. If hockey is us, argue such books, we can change
it, and change ourselves for the better in doing so. 

The last ten years have also seen the appearance of conferences
and books of essays devoted completely to hockey: Colin Howell’s
Putting It On Ice and Women’s Hockey conferences at the Gorsebrook
Research Institute of St. Mary’s University, Halifax, and the proceed-
ings from these; Whitson and Gruneau’s Artificial Ice, a multi-
authored follow-up to the issues raised in and by their Hockey Night in
Canada; and Andrew Holman’s conference with a title both question
and challenge: Canada’s Game? And if a conference is a group of peo-
ple devoted to the idea that their subject is worth their best intellec-
tual efforts, we must include Brendan Shanahan’s player-summoned
gathering during the NHL’s 2004/2005 lockout season to reconsider
the rules of a professional game that had wrestled itself stale both on
and off the ice. Conferences and writings such as these produce both
a community of thinkers and a critical mass of discussion through
which long-term and short-term ideas about the game and its place in
both Canadian and world culture can come to life. Such perspectives
give us greater insight into hockey as both the subtle and brutal cul-
tural creation it is. And they can give us the means to argue effec-
tively for change in the game, either to follow the society in which
the game is played or, on occasion, to take the lead. 

A few more words, then, about the Canada and the League of
Hockey Nations conference, and this book made from the papers dis-
cussed there. Now is the Winter is not a proceedings. It does not repre-
sent the wide range of topics that we debated with passion and
humour. The conference touched on more than the cultural, political
and artistic meanings of hockey that form the main themes of this
book. Papers on the wisdom of allowing bodychecking among
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younger players, on the challenges faced by families supporting their
hockey-playing sons and daughters, on the economics of the profes-
sional game, on the ever-present topic of the relationship between
violence and play, and on the governance of the NHL were all pre-
sented. The documentary Valery’s Ankle was screened, and one of the
most infamous episodes in the Summit Series was vigorously debated
as, probably, it always will be. Authors gave readings from their
poems, biographies, memoirs and fiction about hockey, and there was
the generous and insightful after-dinner address by Harley Hotchkiss,
part-owner of the Calgary Flames and then chairman of the NHL
Board of Governors. Any number of these could form the cornerstone
for a different anthology – or film or literary festival.

In different and exciting ways, the papers within this collection
offer answers to the question that still fascinates so many of us: “What
happens when hockey happens?” In hockey, Stephen Hardy and
Andrew Holman see an innovative and powerful way to map interna-
tional history, perceiving in the game’s spread and contraction a pat-
tern to map any number of activities caught up in “globalization,” a
process not without its battles. John Soares takes us into some of the
Cold War’s most intimate zones of contact and conflict, and finds,
perhaps surprisingly to some, that the violent game of hockey has cre-
ated bonds between players of opposing nations that in many ways
transcend politics. Brian Kennedy combines cultural theory with
direct research to explore the elements involved in the presentation
of professional hockey games, thus offering a sophisticated analysis of
how these games create their spectacular effects. Kelly Hewson, an
outsider converted to the love of the game, sees hockey in a kind of
stasis at the moment, one of its faces looking to a mythic past it can-
not leave behind, the other to a future it has yet to enter, though it
yearns to do so. Richard Harrison proposes that hockey’s myth can
still foster an international love of the winter that the game retreated
from long ago. David McNeil’s personal and meticulous analysis of
the photographs of his father playing goal for Montreal in the ’50s
discusses how hockey photography gives us a record not just of how
we saw the game, but of how we decided, through selecting some pho-
tographic technologies over others, how to see. And the way
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Canadians see ourselves though hockey is the subject of Michael P.
Buma’s commentary on the act of self-salvation that Canadians often
read into the struggle to retain teams in Canadian cities.
Interestingly, while our on-ice performance is a show of Canadian
power and competence, hockey’s off-ice and business sides often leave
Canadians feeling helpless and angry: witness Craig Hyatt, William
M. Foster and Mark R. Julien’s reconstruction of Chris Pronger’s emo-
tional departure from Edmonton as a failed relationship between fans
who honoured the hero who brought glory to their city but whose
actions told them that their city was not good enough. 

Lastly, the consistent and perhaps inevitable division in hockey
between those inside its world and those left out – the way that
hockey continues to speak the language of self and other – is exam-
ined and challenged by four papers in this book. Sam McKegney
points out that hockey still carries North American cultural assump-
tions of the past about the relationships between the European and
Aboriginal peoples and with nature. Ed Mason uncovers a similar
process at work in New Zealand, showing that hockey’s processes still
operate far from the game’s usual domains. Anne Hartman’s essay
from the rinks of Toronto, where women’s shinny must still contest its
marginal space on public ice, looks forward to her doctoral work on
how the politics of equity and inequality are still in play in game and
nation alike. And Andrew Holman’s analysis of sport fiction for
youth shows how even the smallest of cultural and political differ-
ences in a common activity can become powerful divisions between
“us” and “them.” But an important lesson of all of the essays is that
such borders are not fixed. The essays speak in their own ways of the
hope, tentative but real, that differences between self and other can
truly become no more important than home and away hockey
sweaters: costumes that make the game possible but that we take off
again when the game that brought us together has done its work and
it’s time to talk about the play.

Jamie Dopp and Richard Harrison



16

Works Cited

Beardsley, Doug, ed. The Rocket, The Flower, The Hammer and Me: An All-Star
Collection of Canadian Hockey Fiction. Winlaw, BC: Polestar, 1988. 

Bidini, Dave. Tropic of Hockey: My Search for the Game in Unlikely Places. Toronto:
McClelland & Stewart, 2000. 

Brooks, Kevin, and Sean Brooks, eds. Thru the Smoky End Boards: Canadian Poetry
about Sports and Games. Vancouver: Polestar, 1996.

Brunt, Stephen. Searching for Bobby Orr. Toronto: Random House, 2006.

Coady, Lynn. Saints of Big Harbour. Toronto: Random House, 2002. 

Cruise, David, and Alison Griffiths. Net Worth: Exploding the Myths of Pro Hockey.
Toronto: Penguin, 1991.

Dowbiggin, Bruce. The Meaning of Puck: How Hockey Explains Modern Canada.
Toronto: Key Porter, 2008. 

Dryden, Ken. The Game: A Thoughtful and Provocative Look at Life in Hockey.
Toronto: HarperCollins, 1989. First published 1983 by McClelland & Stewart. 

Gaston, Bill. Midnight Hockey: All About Beer, the Boys, and the Real Canadian
Game. Toronto: Random House, 2006. 

Gaston, Bill. The Good Body. Dunvegan, ON: Cormorant, 2000. 

Gruneau, Richard, and David Whitson. Hockey Night in Canada: Sports, Identities
and Cultural Politics. Toronto: Garamond, 1993. 

Harris, Cecil. Breaking the Ice: The Black Experience in Professional Hockey. Toronto:
Insomniac Press, 2003. 

Harrison, Richard. Hero of the Play: 10th Anniversary Edition. Toronto: Wolsak and
Wynn, 2004.

Hedley, Cara. Twenty Miles. Toronto: Coach House, 2007. 

Hockey: A People’s History. CBC Television, Fall 2006. www.cbc.ca/hockeyhistory.

Howell, Colin D., ed. Putting it on Ice. Vol. 1, Hockey and Cultural Identities.
Halifax: Gorsebrook Research Institute, 2002. 

Jackson, Lorna. Cold-Cocked: On Hockey. Emeryville, ON: Biblioasis, 2007.

Jacobs, Dale, ed. Ice: New Writing on Hockey. Edmonton: Spotted Cow Press, 1999. 

Jarman, Marc Anthony. Salvage King, Ya!: A Herky-Jerky Picaresque. Vancouver:
Anvil Press, 1998. 

Johnston, Wayne. The Divine Ryans. Toronto: Random House, 1998. First pub-
lished 1990 by McClelland & Stewart. 

NOW IS THE WINTER



17

Kennedy, Brian. Growing Up Hockey: The Life and Times of Everyone Who Ever
Loved the Game. Edmonton: Folklore, 2007.

Kennedy, Michael P. J., ed. Going Top Shelf: An Anthology of Canadian Hockey
Poetry. Victoria: Heritage House, 2005. 

Lee, John B. The Hockey Player Sonnets. Waterloo, ON: Penumbra, 1991. 

MacGregor, Roy. The Last Season. Toronto: Penguin, 2005. First published 1983 by
Macmillan.

MacGregor, Roy. Canadians: A Portrait of a Country and Its People. Toronto:
Penguin, 2007. 

Maggs, Randall. Night Work: The Sawchuk Poems. London, ON: Brick Books, 2008. 

McCormak, Pete. Understanding Ken. Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, 1998. 

McKinley, Michael. Putting a Roof on Winter: Hockey’s Rise from Sport to Spectacle.
Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, 2000. 

McKinley, Michael. Hockey: A People’s History. Toronto: McClelland & Stewart,
2006.

Morrow, Don. “Quarrington’s Hockey Shtick: A Literary Analysis.” In Putting it on
Ice. Vol. 1, Hockey and Cultural Identities, edited by Colin D. Howell, 111–118.
Halifax: Gorsebrook Research Institute, 2002. 

Perfectly Normal. Directed by Yves Simoneau. Four Seasons Entertainment, 1991. 

Purdy, Al. “Hockey Players.” In The Cariboo Horses, 60–62. Toronto: McClelland
& Stewart, 1965. 

Robinson, Laura, Crossing the Line: Violence and Sexual Assault in Canada’s National
Sport. Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1998. 

Robinson, Matt. no cage contains a stare that well. Toronto: ECW Press, 2005. 

Said, Edward W. Culture and Imperialism. New York: Random House, 1993. 

Scriver, Stephen. All Star Poet! Saskatoon: Coteau, 1981. 

Scriver, Stephen. More! All Star Poet: New and Selected Poems. Saskatoon: Coteau,
1989.

Sinden, Harry. Hockey Showdown: The Canada-Russia Hockey Series. Toronto:
Random House, 1972. 

The Divine Ryans. Directed by Stephen Reynolds. Marystown, NL: Enterprise
Newfoundland, 1999. 

The Rocket. Directed by Charles Binamé. Montreal: Alliance Films, 2005. 

Valery’s Ankle. Directed Brett Kashmere. 15 Years in Productions, 2006. 

Wright, Richard B. The Age of Longing. Toronto: HarperCollins, 1995. 

Jamie Dopp and Richard Harrison



18

Quarrington, Paul. King Leary. Toronto: Random House, 1988.

Quarrington, Paul. Logan in Overtime. Toronto: Random House, 1990.

Whitson, David, and Richard Gruneau, eds. Artificial Ice: Hockey, Culture, and
Commerce. Toronto: Garamond, 2006. 

Wong, John Chi-Kit. Lords of the Rinks: The Emergence of the National Hockey
League, 1875–1936. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005. 

NOW IS THE WINTER




