Jim Litke: Troubling death of another NHL enforcer

Three NHL tough guys have died since spring, leaving behind more questions than answers about the toll being an enforcer extracts.

Wade Belak, who hanged himself according to a person familiar with the case, was found dead Wednesday at a downtown luxury hotel and condo building in Toronto. He was 35. Rick Rypien, who battled depression, was found dead at his home in Alberta earlier this month. He was 27. Derek Boogaard's death in May was ruled an accidental overdose of an alcohol and the painkiller oxycodone. He was 28.

Their stories are as different as they are alike. But the damage each suffered from all those fights apparently lingered long after the bruises, stitches and busted teeth had healed.

"I could give you about 20 names of people that have demons still because of that job,'' George Laraque, a former enforcer himself, told CBC News.

Scientists increasingly suspect that what Laraque calls "demons'' could be a degenerative brain disease called chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE). While researchers caution that they are still exploring the link between concussions in sports such as football and hockey, let alone the role frequent fighting could play, autopsies on the brains of Bob Probert and Reg Fleming, two longtime NHL enforcers, revealed evidence of significant brain damage.

"We'll never know with any certainty when someone commits suicide whether CTE played a role,'' said Dr. Robert Cantu, a prominent neurosurgeon who is co-director of the Center for the Study of Traumatic Encephalopathy at Boston University's School of Medicine. "We do know CTE attacks the portion of the brain that controls functions of memory, emotion, addictive behavior and impulse control, the latter associated with suicide. And so we're clear, in some cases the people involved may well have had emotional issues before its onset. But every time I read or hear about these tragedies, my first question is, `Did CTE play a role?'

To help answer that question, Cantu's group is now studying Boogaard's brain.

"There's no way to know how much was much damage caused by fighting as opposed to hits to the head sustained in the normal course of playing the game. Personally, though, I suspect it's caused more by fighting,'' Cantu said. "In my practice, when I've studied `enforcer-type' guys and we discuss fights, they say roughly one in four times they get concussed. But they never bring it to the trainer's attention. They just go to the box and try to recover enough to make it back to the bench when the penalty's over. It's the code. They're afraid if they admit it, they'll be out of a job.''

What's especially troubling about Belak's case is how well-adjusted he appeared, outwardly at least, both during his playing career and after an arthritic hip forced his retirement from Nashville at the end of last season. He had a wife and two daughters and a job on radio and as an in-game reporter for the Predators. He was preparing for the charity figure-skating challenge "Battle of the Blades.'' Two days ago, Belak was spotted having drinks with friends, described by one as "just as he was always, just happy-go-lucky.''

Teammates, coaches and front-office personnel at all five of Belak's NHL stops often said much the same thing about him. He rarely contributed goals - just eight, with 25 assists in 549 games - and never kidded himself about why he was in the league. His 1,263 penalty minutes and 136 fights, according to hockeyfights.com, spoke for themselves.

"On nights you knew you had to fight, there were nerves, you never slept the night before,'' he told an interviewer last March. "But you dealt with it or you didn't. You don't really get over it; you just go out and do your job.''

Hockey fights are down by nearly half from 20 years ago, but they aren't going away; nor do the players themselves want them to - 98 percent opposed legislating them out of the game in a recent Hockey Night in Canada poll. The NHL, too, has rebuffed attempts to ban it, even while passing rules designed to discourage brawling and taking enlightened steps such as introducing baseline brain testing and tweaking equipment to get a better handle on concussions.

With the game requiring more speed and skill than ever, few teams can afford to carry what used to be called "goons,'' players whose only real contributions were made with their fists. Yet so central is fighting even today - to protect stars, set the tone for games or let off steam - that they have been replaced by "enforcers,'' players skilled enough to make it to the NHL, yet like the sport itself conflicted about the roles into which they're cast. What Belak's death suggests is that the game's evolution, as far as it has come, still has a long way to go.
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TORONTO — Former NHL player Wade Belak hanged himself, according to a person familiar with the case.

Belak, an enforcer who had played with five NHL teams before retiring in March, was found dead Wednesday in Toronto. He was 35.

The person familiar with Belak’s death said he hanged himself at a downtown luxury hotel and condo building. The person spoke to The Associated Press on condition of anonymity Thursday because details of the investigation were confidential.

“At this point it’s non-suspicious,” Toronto police spokesman Tony Vella said Thursday. “We will not provide any further information on a non-suspicious case.”

Belak is the third NHL enforcer found dead since May.

The body of 27-year-old Rick Rypien of the Winnipeg Jets was discovered earlier this month at his home in Alberta after a police official said a call was answered for a “sudden and non-suspicious” death. Former New York Rangers enforcer Derek Boogaard died in May at 28 due to an accidental mix of alcohol and the painkiller oxycodone.

NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman and Don Fehr, executive director of the NHL Players Association, issued a joint statement Thursday afternoon saying that while each case is unique the “tragic events cannot be ignored.” They pledged to review the league’s substance abuse and behavioral health programs.

“We are committed to examining, in detail, the factors that may have contributed to these events, and to determining whether concrete steps can be taken to enhance player welfare and minimize the likelihood of such events taking place. Our organizations are committed to a thorough evaluation of our existing assistance programs and practices and will make immediate modifications and improvements to the extent they are deemed warranted,” the statement said.

Bettman and Fehr said it’s important to make sure everyone in the NHL is aware of the resources available to those needing assistance, and that both teams and fans should know every option will be pursued to help players in trouble.

“We want individuals to feel comfortable seeking help when they need help,” the statement said.

Craig Button, general manager of the Calgary Flames when Belak played there early in his career, told The Canadian Press it’s not only the deaths that are disturbing, but the deaths of similar players.

“It’s not just getting hit in the head, it’s everything that goes with that (enforcer) role. I think that people are paying very, very serious attention to concussions and blows to the head and the role of the enforcer,” Button said.

“I don’t think anybody can stop until we really understand the impact it has not only physically, but emotionally as well.”

Mike Gillis, general manager of the Vancouver Canucks, told the CP he expects the role of the enforcer to be re-examined now.

“I’m sure it will have an impact,” he said. “I’m sure it will create debate. I know in the case of Rick (Rypien), I don’t think we ever felt his role and how he played the game was influential in what happened. Perhaps we are wrong.”

Belak was scheduled to work as a sideline reporter on Nashville television broadcasts this season. The 6-foot-5, 233-pound forward played for Colorado, Calgary, Toronto, Florida and finished his career with Nashville, playing in 549 career NHL games with eight goals, 25 assists and 1,263 penalty minutes.

He fought 136 times during his 14-year NHL career, according to hockeyfights.com.
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