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Ith o robust voice
and charismatic

body languuge, Willie

O'Ree reflects on his

history-making feat on

the ice 50 years ago as
ifit were yostorday,

FRee describes the
exvitement of playing in
the pros and basoming
the National Hockey
League's first Black player in 58,
“That was my dream when | was 14,
4o play prafessles] boekey, and oo day
gel into the Mationul Hockey League,”
explalng (FFiee, T2, wha will be honared
iy the Boston Bruins this week a6 g
s pigiir 54 oesers sinee the milestone.

Om T, 15, 1958, OFfee stepped an the
e as a bt wing for the Brains in Mon-
teeal to pliy after being salled up from
his hockey team in uebec, Cansda,
O Hee helped them win.

*Thia reat day, the g wiite-up was
‘Bruins win stutout.” Mothing mentioned
about Willke O'Fee breaking the color
B Tha Eruin i sl 12 hraror Wilke 0o Sl woes
a2 gamn (o commamerate the 508 snniversary of
his habust ars tha KHL first African-Amsrican play-
or. Tha ages is also hasling o dverssty larcheon
during ML K1 5 woskin it Alksia Jin, 25 n

s —

honor of ORea's.

|

NHL To Honor Hockey Trailblazer's
Milestone 50 Years Later

barrier. When the re-

Juast 50 happy to e calied
it elichn't make any dif-
feremie ta i 6 they had
mentianed my name o
ot

¥Res, who {8 from
Canndu, says news of his
breaking the leagne's col-
ar barvier didnt appesr
until 198l-the year he
seared ki first goal n the NHL,
OrRess played 45 pames with the Bra-
s Froem 19641 ith his professional
cureer spamming 21 seasons, mostly n

s Western Hockey Leage.

ooty et X frvages
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B s the director of ycuth development for the
NHL diversity prograr for the last 10 years,
Wil 0'Ree has introduced hockey to thousands
of inner-city youths.

His zeal for the sport is the founda-
tion for his longevity. It helped him
endure racial slurs and return to the ice
after a hockey aceident in 1956,

“I'm laying in my hospital bed and it's
‘what this doctor tells me that actually
changed my life. Mr. O'Ree, 'm sorry to
infarm you, youw'll never play hockey
agam...the impact of the puck complete-
ly shattered the retina in your right eye,
you're going to be lind” I'm 19 and the
dreams [ had to play in the NHL were
However, his passion for hockey
helped him regain his confidence. He
returned to the arena weeks later.

“When 1 eame back to play, every-
body thought | was baek from my
injury...no one knew I was blind (in my
right eyel. I only told two people..my
youngest sister Betty..and another
Black player, a teammate. | swore them
to szerecy, because if anybody finds out,
Twon't be able to play pro hockey.”

{Ree’s humility inspires ather play-
ers, including some Black NHL players.
There are 14 in the league today.

“Willie O'Ree is a great role model to
follow when you think about the barriers
hekroke down,” former NHL star Anson
Carter says.

The Calgary Flames' Jarome Iginla
says, “People ask me if I've faced a lot
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of ehallenges or discrimination because
of my race. T haven't. O'Ree is like the
Jackie Robinson of hockey...When [
~was younger [ really looked up to other
Black players.”

Fifty years later, 0'Ree is still in the
game. Since 1998, O'Ree has been the
director of youth development for the
NHL's diversity program, which has
introduced more than 40,000 boys
and girls to hockey, most of them
inner-city kids,

1 enjoy what I'm doing, to be able to
just give back to the sport what the sport
has given me over the years. Being able
to help these boys and girls as far as set-
ting goals for themselves, and believing
in yourself.” 7



