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Established 1969

The National Hockey League Trainers Association 
(NHLTA) was established and created in the summer 
of 1969.  It was founded with the cooperation of the 
original six National Hockey League (NHL) teams in con-
junction with the newly expanded NHL, incorporating six 
new teams.  St. Louis, Los Angeles, Oakland, Minnesota, 
Pittsburgh and Philadelphia.  At that time, the teams and 
specifically the general managers, were concerned that 
the trainers at the time were trying to create a union, not 
unlike the NHLPA.  Thankfully, with the work of the first 
executive board, the National Hockey League and the 
respective teams they came to realize, the trainers were 
working on expanding their knowledge and cooperation 
within the group.

The Six Expansion Teams Trainers and Equipment Man-
agers in 1969 were:

Tommy Woodcock and Toby Wilson - St. Louis Blues
Norm Mackie and Al Olsen - Los Angeles Kings
Barry Keast and Jim Pickard - Oakland Seals
Stan Waylett and Al Schueneman - Minnesota North 
Stars
Ken Carson and Jim McKenzie - Pittsburgh Penguins
Frank Lewis and Warren Elliott - Philadelphia Flyers

The first Executive Board in 1969:

President-Ross “Lefty” Wilson - (Detroit Red Wings)
Vice President-Dan Canney - (Boston Bruins)
Secretary/Treasurer - Ken Carson - (Pittsburgh Penguins)
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Dan Canney Founding member

 Lefty Wilson & Skip Thayer, Driving force behind 
PHATS

John Doolan Family tree creator & Ken Carson, first 
executive board member.

The Original Six Teams Trainers/Equipment Managers 
in 1969 were:

Bobby Haggert and Tommy Nayler -Toronto Maple Leafs 
Lefty Wilson and Dan “Olie” Olesvich - Detroit Red Wings 
Frank Paice and Jimmy Young - New York Rangers Skip 
Thayer and Lou Varga - Chicago Black Hawks Dan 
“Grinder” Canney and John “Frosty” Forristall - Bos-ton 
Bruins
Larry Aubut and Eddy Palchak - Montreal Canadians
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By 1973, through hard work by the founding members 
and with the cooperation and guidance of Mr. James 
Gregory, the NHL and the NHLPA formally recognized the 
National Hockey League Trainers Association.  NHLTA 
would remain intact until 1981.

Formative Years

In the formative years, the group would meet for sympo-
siums on their trade and equipment through the courtesy 
of Bauer Hockey.  They would meet in Kitchener, Ontario, 
annually.  Bill Vanderburg was the main representative 
for Bauer Hockey at the time. This is where the idea of 
meeting every off season first took hold.  

Multiple cities were used for the meetings over the 
years.  The general rule was that PHATS would follow on 
the coat tails of the NATA (Nata Athletic Trainers Asso-
ciation).  This continued until 1993 in Colorado Springs 
when they met separately. A list of which cities can be 
found in the Alumni Section of the PHATS/SPHEM web 
site.

In 1981 the NHLTA was approached by the National 
Hockey League and asked to change their name, as 
it had begun to have so many minor league members 
attending the annual meetings. Therefore, a resolu-
tion was presented, and it was formally changed to the 
Professional Hockey Athletic Trainers Society (PHATS). 
This was due to the influx of the trainers and equipment 
managers that represented not just the NHL, but also the 
American Hockey League (AHL), International Hockey 
League (IHL), East Coast Hockey League (ECHL) and the 
Central Hockey League (CHL).  It remained as PHATS 
until 1996.

In 1994, Larry Ashley contacted Rollin Mallernee.  Rollin 
was a lawyer in Atlanta who represented the National 
Basketball Athletic Trainers Association (NBATA), Pro-
fessional Football Athletic Trainers Association (PFATS), 
and Professional Baseball Athletic Trainers Association 
(PBATS).   Larry asked if they could meet during the 
National Athletic Trainers Association (NATA) conven-
tion in Dallas.  That was where Rollin was to meet with 
the NBATA.  
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Early medical seminar at first meetings.

Larry Ashley, The man behind the formation of PHATS/
SPHEM
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In Dallas, Larry met Rollin who was amazed by the 
PHATS vendor show.  Larry and Rollin discussed how 
PHATS, the NBATA, PFATS, and PBATS were organized 
and functioned.  Rollin was very impressed by Larry as an 
individual and leader, and his thoughts about the future of 
PHATS.  Unfortunately, Larry passed away after a lengthy 
battle with cancer in 1995 at the age of 42.  His influence 
cannot be overstated.

Rollin had no further contact with PHATS until 1996 when 
Kent Falb called him.  Kent was President of the NATA 
and head athletic trainer for the Detroit Lions.  Kent had 
spoken with Pete Demers. He encouraged Rollin to work 
with PHATS.  Pete Demers contacted Rollin and invited 
him to the 1996 PHATS meeting in Orlando.

The PHATS Executive Board and a few other PHATS 
members met with Rollin in Orlando.  Pete Demers, John 
Doolan, Doug Shearer, Ray Barile, Dave Suprenant, Mark 
Brennan and Ed Georgica attended the meeting.  The 
purpose of the meeting was to discuss the possibility of 
Rollin working with PHATS.

Rollin observed that PHATS was a “unique group” be-
cause it included both athletic trainers and equipment 
managers.  That differed from his NBATA, PFATS, and 
PBATS clients, which included only athletic trainers.  
Rollin asked where PHATS was and where its members 
wanted it to go.    He learned about the equipment man-
ager’s skate sharpening specialty that was vital to the 
NHL.

Rollin said he could not represent an organization whose 
members had two uniquely different specialties.   He 
agreed to represent PHATS if it included only athletic 
trainers and the equipment managers if they would form 
a separate society.  The two societies could then work 
together to reach the goals of PHATS when it had both 
athletic trainers and equipment managers.

The next day, the members of PHATS met.  The equip-
ment managers agreed to form the Society of Profes-
sional Hockey Equipment Managers (SPHEM).  The 
athletic trainers agreed to continue to function as PHATS.   
Thus, in 1996, in Orlando, the formation of PHATS and 
SPHEM began.

Over the next year, the athletic trainers and equipment 
managers drafted constitutions and codes of ethics for 
PHATS and SPHEM.  Their respective members ratified 
the new constitutions and codes of ethics at the annual 

meeting in Salt Lake City the following year. 

The PHATS and SPHEM executive boards also worked 
on their respective mission statements, requirements for 
recognition of regular season games, and requirements 
for induction into the PHATS/SPHEM Wall of Honor.  The 
members of both groups unanimously accepted the 
recommendations. 

Even though PHATS and SPHEM were separate organi-
zations, their members worked to continue the original 
goals of the former PHATS.  They wanted to ensure that 
anything done by either group was for the good of the 
whole.   To accomplish this, PHATS and SPHEM en-
tered into a joint venture agreement.  They also created 
a jointly owned limited liability company to operate the 
trade show.

The First Joint Board of SPHEM:

President - Doug “Sluggo” Shearer - Washington Capitals
Vice President - Ed Giorgica - Ottawa Senators
Secretary /Treasurer - Mark “Peaches” Brennan - Detroit 
Red Wings/Florida Panthers
The First Administrative Assistant - Judy Brennan

The First Joint Board of PHATS:

President - Pete Demers - Los Angeles Kings
Vice President - Dave Surprenant - Dallas Stars
Treasurer - Ray Barile - St. Louis Blues
The First Administrative Assistant - Judy Brennan

Inclusion and Accomplishments

In 2000 in Orlando, we were approached by the NCAA 
Equipment Managers.  Tom Magee from Michigan State 
(Alumni Lifetime Achievement Award 2019), Ian Hume 
(Lifetime Achievement Award 2019) from University of 
Michigan and Mark Pane from Miami of Ohio.  They pre-
sented to our group their desire to attend our meeting on 
a regular basis.  They felt the need to expand their hockey 
education. We did not only vote unanimously for their 
inclusion but found that they would play a vital role in the 
growth of the group.  

This led to our relationship going forward with the Ath-
letic Equipment Managers Association (AEMA). Many 
SPHEM members became Certified though the AEMA 
and we were able to have CEU’s accredited through atten-
dance and participating at our annual meetings.  Much 
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the same as the Medical Trainers and Therapists receive 
credit toward keeping themselves certified through the 
CATA (Canadian Athletic Therapist Association) and the 
NATA (National Athletic Trainers Association).

Following that year, we also included member from 
Canadian Major Junior Hockey Leagues. That of the 
Western Hockey League (WHL), Ontario Hockey League 
(OHL) and the Quebec Maritimes Junior Hockey League 
(QMJHL).

The following was accomplished collectively with 
PHATS/SPHEM:

• PHATS/SPHEM Wall of Honor est. 1996
• NHL Standardization Program for visiting teams,

locker rooms and ice conditions
• Injury analysis committee and panel
• Concussion protocols
• Injury and equipment report protocols
• Scholarship programs
• Alumni Associations Lifetime Achievement Award
• Frank and Vi Rowe Ambassadors Award

NHL Off-Ice Pension

One of the most important achievements of PHATS/
SPHEM was to negotiate significant improvements to 
the NHL Off-Ice Pension.  Negotiations with the NHL 
began in 1996.  On January 1, 2007, the Off-Ice Pension 
was improved to provide pension benefits that were 
equivalent to pensions in the other professional sports 
leagues.

Rollin provided the NHL with facts about pensions in the 
other professional sports leagues. He and other PHATS/
SPHEM representatives patiently negotiated with Bill 
Daly, NHL Deputy Commissioner, Yvon Chamberland, 
NHL Vice-President and Managing Director of the NHL 
Pension Society, and his successor, Danny Boutin.  

Pete Demers worked especially hard.  He had at least 
10-12 meetings with Yvon Chamberland.  Yvon’s support
and guidance cannot be over-emphasized.  Pete also
met with other representatives of the NHL.  He constant-
ly communicated with Bill Daly and Jim Gregory, Senior
Vice-President of NHL Hockey Operations.

There were many other meetings attended by Ray 
Barile and Doug Shearer with the NHL General Manag-
ers.   Rollin also met with the NHL Coaches Association.  

Through their hard work and diligence, we can thank 
Pete Demers, Doug Shearer, Ray Barile, Rollin Mallernee 
and other members of that early Executive Board, for 
what is now in place.

Alumni Association

In 2008 with the assistance of Yvon Chamberland, of 
the NHL Pension Society, and the help of Anita Ramsay, 
we were able to conduct a post card mailing to all the 
retired members.  Since we were not privy to the contact 
information, Yvon was gracious enough to mail the post 
cards on our behalf using their data base for the NHL 
Pension Society.  They were postmarked back to the first 
home address of the Alumni Association in Portland, 
Oregon. We received 41 replies that first year (14 have 
since passed as of 2024) and thus began the PHATS/
SPHEM Alumni Association.  With the help and dedi-
cation of Alumni co-chair John Doolan, who came on 
several years later, as well as Jim Geary who was with 
Bauer Hockey at the time, Brad Jansen and Jim Darby of 
Easton Sports, we had our first sponsorship.  As of the 
present date, we have grown to have over 150 members.  
It continues to grow and have a presence both at the an-
nual meetings with the opportunity to bring back retired 
members and have a presence on the PHATS/SPHEM 
home page.  The Family Tree on the Alumni section 
of the PHATS/SPHEM Web Site is a true testament of 
those members past and present. 

As we celebrate our 55th year of existence of Trainers 
and Equipment Managers, let’s look back at where we 
have come from.  Twelve teams and 24 members and 
meeting as a small group yearly in Kitchener, Ontario.  
To what we are now as of this anniversary, in 2024, 370 
teams with corresponding memberships with 45 differ-
ent leagues.  We have 77 active suppliers/sponsors and 
at this year’s annual convention, we went from one ven-
dor, Bauer in Kitchener, to 186 in Orlando in 2024.  There 
are active memberships from Canada, the United States, 
United Kingdom, Germany, Czechia, Finland, Sweden, 
Switzerland and Austria. 

Would like to thank the following who helped with the 
content and editing:

Larry Ashley - he had the foresight and vision of our 
future

Pete Demers - always has our best interest at heart
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John Doolan - who always keeps things in order and is a 
great co-chair for the alumni

Ken Carson - the first secretary/treasurer of the first 
executive board and a great resource

Rollin Malernee - who led us in the right direction and 
filled in many of the blanks

Ray Barile and Dave Surprenant - they had the necessary 
notes and vital information 

Anita Ramsay and Natalie Grant - who put up with us 
and made us look so good

Doug Shearer - SPHEM’s first President and always 
helped lead the way

Ed Georgica -he dreamed big and wanted us to get 
where we are today

Yvon Chamberland - a friend of all of us and a believer 
in our value to the NHL Jim Geary, Jim Darby, and Brad 

Jansen - 1st sponsors the Alumni and believed in our 
past

Kevin Shea - I appreciate all the assistance and editing

Judy Brennan - our first administrator and someone who 
remembers it all

To members past and present of PHATS/SPHEM: 

Personal Quote:

“Be proud of what we have accomplished and always 
remember where we came from.  We are all on the 
shoulders of those that came before us and believed in 
something greater than we shall ever see finished.”

Stay well, safe travels and our history will just keep 
growing.  

Thanks to all, Mark “Peaches” Brennan 
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