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Before 1975, spinal cord injuries in hockey
were rare. Then helmets became mandatory

ROEBERT MASON LEE

Vancouver Sun

Halfway through the second period af play;
Mel Unruh of the Aldergrove midget hockey
team chased the puck towards the boards.
just to the left of his team net. His head was
?o\m, He was trving to play the puck at his

eet.

Unruh was 17 years old and a Grade 12
student. He was not a terribly good student,
but, as th= judge later said, he was more a
person of action than of academics. He
planned to go on to community college. He
planned a normal life.

But he was, in that instant of play, in the
most precarious position known to hockey
today. His eyes were on the puck, which
meant his neck was craned downwards. He
was approaching the boards almost head-
on. And he was in the “danger zone" —a
region to the sides and back of the net, slightly
more than a body length from the boards. It
was a textbook case.

“Unruh was the victim of physics and a
reckless check. The check was neither par-
ticularly hard nor vicious — but it was from
behind. Unruh pitched forward and struck
his head sharply on the boards. Then he
twisted over, and col-
lapsed with his back to
the ice. He was a quad-
riplegic.

Here is the gruesome
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Since the helmet rule was intro-
duced until 1987, the year of the most
recent complete survey, 117 Canadian
hockey players were struck down by
spinal injuries. (The number is now
closerto 180.) Of those, about half suf-
fered damage to mewfnzr! cord, and
38 were left unable to move from the
neck down. Five died, of respiratory
failure, The most tragic figure in the
statistics is the age of the players.
Three-guarters of those injured were
between the ages of 11 and 20.

On Wednesday, the latest casu-
alty was confirmed. Bill Zapf, 18,

a defenceman with the Nanaimo
Clippers of the B.C. Junior
Hockey League, was trans-
ferred to a rehabilitation hos-
pital in his native Edmonton 4
after recovering from a five-
hour operation in Kamloops. He was left
quadriplegic,

His father, returning from the hospital
where he saw his son with holes drilled in
his skull and his head held upright in a halo
brace, felt only “numb.” The youth had been
checked into the boards from behind. The
offence, the fathersaid, “is actually like at-
tempted murder.”

“He hasn’'t been
give much hope there
will be any regeneration,
and we'll have to cope
with that,” he said. Al-
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player is left paralysed from the neck down.
And all of this almost never happened un-
til the helmet rule was introduced in regu-
lation play.

Between 1948 and 1975, cases of spinal
injury in hockey were extremely rare — not
asingle case of sport-related spinal injuries
recorded in Toronto hospitals was caused
by hockey. In 1975, the year the Canadian
Amateur Hockey Association made helmet
use mandatory, there was one. The next year
there were two. By the early 1980s, the pat-
tern had settled down to about a steady 15a
year.

but this latest trend is
confounding. While diving is still the most
common cause of paralysis caused by sports,
hockey paralysis has followed the introduc-
tion of a rulemeant to prevent injury. A clue
to the reasonis offered by American foot-
ball, where head injuries dropped after the
introductionof helmets, but spinal injuries
increased.

Studies into the problem concluded that
players wereusing their helmeted heads as
an offensiveweapon, to butt or spear oppos-
ing players.The helmets gave them a feel-
ing of invulnerability without a correspond-
ing am.ummlf protection. Once the practice
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Dotted lines show dimensions of standard European rinks. Safety advoc tes urge a
wider surface and placement of the net farther from the boards to help pravent injury.

was forbidden, spinal injuries dropped.
This has not yet happened in Canadian
hockey. According to a February, 1991 medi-
cal journal report, the number of cases of
quadriplegia in American football has fallen
from about 30 to 10 a year. In Canada, there
are about four cases of quadriplegia a year
from hockey. Player for player, Canadian
hockey offers three times the risk of quad-
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riplegia than American football.

But changes to equipment and regulatic
have dramatically reduced other types
hockey injuries. The introduction of f:
guards has eliminated blinding injuri
while face, scalp and brain injuries we;
in half by the mandatory use of helme!
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