THE WAY
WE PLAY

From stars in the sky to stars on the
ice, it's all about hockey in Minnesota

BY REBECCA FINLAY

rozen fingers pulling skate laces tight on a cold
winter's day. The smell of arena air at 6:30 a.m.
The first echoing thud of a puck bouncing off the
boards before practice. The stoppage-in-play to
shovel the freshly-fallen snow off the rink. No,
there's nothing quite like it. And for many in Minnesota,
those moments define a person's character. Moments not
just about hockey, but about tradition. Ask any coach, play-
er or fan in the state and they'll tell you slightly different
versions of the same simple truth: Hockey, for Minnesotans,

is a way of life.

Enter any warming house and
you'll begin to hear the stories. From
the Iron Range to the lowa border,
hockey starts close to home and
often on an outdoor sheet of ice.
Many kids are given their first pair of
skates before they can walk..or in

some cases, before they are born.
“My four-year-old, Grant, had
skates three months before he was
barn, and now he is on his fourth
pair," said Warroad Squirt A Head
Coach Tim Slukynsky proudly. “He
skates with the Tiny Mites now and

since we have a backyard rink, | can
hardly get him off to take him to
practice.”

For those growing up with the
sport, outdoor ice is where the fun-
established.
Countless hours are spent shoveling

damentals are

show and chasing over-shot pucks.
But in those hours, true appreciation
for the sport develops. Many only had
outdoor rinks or flooded playgrounds
for games and practices “back in the
day,” yet as they reflect, they would-
n't have it any other way.

“We try to instill a sense of appre-
ciation for skating on outdoor or
backyard rinks,” said Slukynsky.
“Recently on my outdoor rink, a
young skater told me, 'I'm glad you
don't have a roof on this rink.' So |
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