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FACING BLEAK FUTURE: Mel Unruh outside court with lawyer John Laxton

Hockey mnjury ruined life, court told

LARRY STILL
Sun Coln Reposner

The midget hotkey game was nine minutes into
the second period, with Aldergrove leading
Arbutus 7 to 3, when Mel Unruh’s hopes for a
productive future were cruelly dashed against the
boards.

Alfectionately known a5 “Runt” o his fellow
team members — he was 173 em tall and weighed
73 kg (5-foot-8, 160 pound) — Unroh, then 17, was
shout to take the puck for Aldergrove when an
opposing player intervened.

Steve Webber, then 17 and an Arbutus forward
with a reputation for rough play — he was 184 cm,
100 kg (6-foot-21%, 220 pounds) — checked Unruh
from behind, using both hands to push him inio
the bosrds.

Unahle to protect himself, Unruh was propelled
forward with great force, his helmeted head strik-
ing the boards. He fell to the ice and Jay motion-
less. He knew immediately thal he was para-
lysed.

Unruh's lawver, John Laxton, told a judge Mon-
day his client suffered a high level spinal cord
injury in the incident, a condition which renderad
him a quadriplegic.

“Al an age when most of his fdends are begin-
ning to be able to take full advantage of life, Mel
will in many ways be & mere spectator,” Laxton

idd.

=

The Vancouver lawyer was opening a damage
@ction in which Unruh, now 19, is suing not only
Webber and the Arbutus Club for negligence, but
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LAWSUIT: Paralysed player seeking millions

Continued from A1l

'...nlsu the associalions that govern
“amateur hockey in B.C. and Can-

ada.
Laxton told B.C. Supreme Courl

Ldustice Kenneth Meredith he

believes the domages could total $6

«million Lo $8 million. He said the
~defence believes the damages, il
. Unruh wing, should be nearer $2 (o

53 million.

MNamed in the suit are Webber, the
Arbutus Club, hockey team manager
John Florio and coach Tony Perber,
the Pacilic Coast Amateur Hockey
Agsociation, the B.C. Amatleur
Hockey Associaton and the Canad-
jan Amateur Hockey Association,

**This lawsuil is nol a vendetia
against Webber," Laxlon said.
“Webber was clearly negligent butl
he was as much a viclim of the sys-
tem as (Unruhj), althungh the conse-
quences o the plaintifl are much
more tragic,”

Noting Unruh is paralysed below
the neck, Laxton said, he no longer
has normal bowel, bladder or sexual
function. He is unable to dress him-
selland he can't pursue the sports he
formerly enjoyed.

Before the accident, Unruh was a
Grade 12 student al D.W, Poppy
Secondary School in Langley, His
grade average was B and he was pre-
paring o go lo Fraser Valley Col-
lege in the lall. He now has scrapped
his college plans.

“Mel Unruh has suffered a cata-
strophic loss and is in necd of pro-
porionately abundant solace,” Lax-
ton Lold the courd, in a reference (o
the high damages he will be seek-
ing.

He said the Aldergrove Hockey
Team (Midgel " AA") Lopped its divi-
sion in Lthe 1989-90 season, wilh 46

oinls (22 wins, one loss and two
ties). It was the least penalized team
in the league, with anly 296 minutes
in penallies,

The lawyer said Aldergrove, to
keep in shape for Lhe upcoming ploy-
offs, had scheduled an exhibition
game March 7, 1990 with the
Arbutus Cluby (Midgel "A") al the
Arbutus arena.

He said the Arbutus Club, one of
the few privaie clubs in the league,
had Mnished second to the bottom in
the league, with only three wins, 20
losses and three ties,

Laxton, describing Webber as “an

aceident waiting to happen,” said
the evidence will show the burly
forward was the sevenlh highest
penalized player in the league,

He noted Webber, in a game
against the North Shore Winter
Club that immediately preceded the
Aldergrove match, was penalized for
checking from behind, the same seri-
ous infraction that was to cause the
injury o Unruh,

But the Arbulus eoach, contrary to
the PCAHA rule thal says a player
who checks from behind must be
given o one-game suspension,
allowed Webber to play in the next
game against Aldergrove,

“Mr. Webber should have been
penalized wilh a one-game suspen-
sion al the very least for his reckless
and dangerous misconduet against
the North Shore Winter Club,”™ Lax-
ton said.

“A%5 o result of not sitting out the
game against Aldergrove, Mr, Web-
ber was able Lo repeal his dangerous
conduct on ice and this time he
seriously injured someone — Mr,
Unruh.™

Laxton referred to a CAHA-spon-
soved video in which former hockey
star Mike Bossy says: “Checking
from behind is not hockey. IL is gut-
less playing and downright danger-
ous,"”

The lawyer noted Webber, in a
pre-trial examination, said he
agreed with whal Bossy says about
checking from behind.

Saying the Arbutus Club, through
the coach, team manager and club
ollicials, had the power to discipline
and conirol the players, Laxion



