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“Is Hockey Turning into a Fight to the Finish?”
Former WBS Penguins tough guy Dennis Bonvie doesn’t think so, calling recent deaths a coincidence.
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For 15 years Dennis Bonvie made a living on the ice by taking on anyone willing to drop the gloves. 

Penguins Dennis Bonvie gets shoved to the ice by Philadelphia's Rory Fitzpatrick as he argued with goalie Scott Munroe in a 2008 contest.

During that time, Bonvie, who played with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins for five seasons and is now a scout for the Toronto Maple Leafs, logged more than 4,800 penalty minutes – the highest career total in pro hockey. He knows the job of an enforcer well and the role that fighting has in hockey. And that’s why Bonvie isn’t entirely sure fighting on the ice is to blame for the deaths of three NHL players this summer who all made a career from dropping the gloves.

When the recently-retired Wade Belak, 35, was found dead in a Toronto condo last Wednesday, he was the third NHL enforcer to die in the off-season. New York Rangers forward Derek Boogard died in May as a result of an accidental overdose of alcohol and the painkiller oxycodone. Winnipeg Jets forward Rick Rypien died two weeks prior to Belak in what authorities called a "sudden and non-suspicious" death.

The passing of three NHL tough guys all in the same summer has rekindled the debate regarding fighting in hockey.

The way Bonvie sees it, he’s not sure if fighting is to blame.

“I did it (fighting) as much or more than anybody. In my opinion it’s more a coincidence,” he said. “The same thing could’ve happened to goal scorers or defensemen. It’s a delicate subject.”

Bonvie knew Belak and even fought him a couple of times in the AHL and NHL. The news of Belak’s death was a shock, he said.

“It’s a terrible tragedy. He was a great guy and we always got along,” Bonvie said.

Still, Bonvie said being an enforcer does bring a significant amount of stress that some players don’t handle very well.

The stress, he said, emanates from the nature of the job: squaring off against an opponent in front of a packed arena, not knowing if you’re going to come out on the wrong side of a fight.

“That affects people. A lot of guys worried about it,” Bonvie said. “I played with other tough guys and it really bothered them.

“There’s a lot of stress that comes with the job and some guys have trouble coming to grips with it.”

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins head coach John Hynes said the stress level experienced by an enforcer is different from that felt by other players. As a result, Hynes and his coaching staff make sure the players that handle the tough stuff on the ice know that their efforts are appreciated.

“We recognize the job is the most difficult in hockey and we have a lot of respect for it,” he said.

Respect isn’t the only way that Hynes helps enforcers deal with the stress that comes with fighting. He also gives them an expanded role on the team so they can contribute in other ways.

“When they have to fight, that’s their main role,” Hynes said. “But we’ll put them in situations – playng a regular shift, where they can help the team in other ways as well.”

The stress of fighting didn’t bother Bonvie, however. He got married early in his career and has always been close to his family. Those strong family ties, he said, served as a source of support during his career.

It kept him focused.

“I didn’t worry about it a lot. I did it (fighting) my entire career and I’m fine,” Bonvie said.

While he can’t say for sure if being an enforcer, or mere coincidence, was behind the deaths Boogaard, Rypien and Belak, Bonvie said if the NHL is going to make changes in regards to fighting it shouldn’t take any drastic measures.

Cut back on the staged fights – ones where opponents square off at center ice, perhaps.

“You can eliminate the staged fights a little bit,” he said. “But in the situations where you finish a hit and a fight starts, that stuff is always going to happen in hockey.”

Hynes said he understands both sides of the issue. As far as if the NHL should do anything about fighting, Hynes couldn’t say.

“Fighting has been such a big part of the game for such a long time,” he said. “And now you have guys that are a lot bigger and stronger. The entire issue is debateable either way, and it’s one that you just have to monitor.”
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