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Ayear ago, Chad and Michelle Wallin tossed around the idea of a Volt Advertisement Advertise With Us

hockey program.
Improbably, Westman Volt Hockey is now a national champion.

The Brandon-based team, whose five players were Anshika Chimpa,
Catie Devolin, Jack Miskulin, Cain Burgess and Zander Wallin, earned the
title at Variety Village's Volt hockey tournament last weekend in
Scarborough, Ont., with a program that only started last fall.
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Westman Volt Hockey players, left to right, Catie Devolin, Jack Miskulin, Anshika Chimpa, Zander

Wallin and Cain Burgess, pose with supporters for a picture after being crowned national Volt
hockey champs last weekend in Scarborough, Ont. (Submitted)

Even Chad Wallin is amazed at how quickly it all came together.

“To see them achieve something that honestly didn't even cross our
mind that it was a possibility and to see them gel over the weekend and
learn the game so quickly and just a bond as a team and have such a
tremendous weekend, | don't where we go from there,” Wallin said with
a chuckle.

The sport features players facing a number of disabilities or Advertisement Advertise With Us
developmental challenges guiding 120-pound, battery-charged chairs via

a joystick. A hockey blade is mounted at the front of each cart so players

can flick the ball into the other team'’s net.

Volt hockey originated in Europe — the annual World Cup is held in
Sweden — and came to Canada in 2016 after a team in Toronto was
launched. It has since spread to other Ontario centres and Alberta.

The nine-team tournament, which was the first of its kind in Canada,
started last Saturday. The game features three-on-three action in a
gymnasium on a rink with boards on every side. They play two 15-
minute, stop-time periods.

Westman went into its four games on the first day with modest
ambitions since it was their first organized competition against another

team.

“We didn't really know what to expect,” Wallin said. “We let the parents
and the kids know that our expectations were, | don’t want say minimal,
but | think realistic for never playing a game. We thought, let's set an
attainable goal. If we score a goal or two this weekend, let's deem that as
a success.”

Westman Volt hockey history began against a team from London, Ont.
Cain Burgess put his name in the Westman record books when he
scored the team'’s first goal, but they went down 3-1 fairly early. In a sign

of what was to come, however, Westman stormed back to win 5-4.
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“After the first game, it was one of those things where it's ‘OK, we scored
a few goals so that met our expectations and hopes and we even won,”
Wallin said. “We thought after the first game that we can go home and at
least we won a game and we scored some goals.”

Anshika Chimpa, Cain Burgess and Jack Miskulin share a moment.

The game did have lots of strategy.

Some teams, including Westman, left one player back as a goalie, while
other squads put all three players on offence. Westman rotated its five
players onto the floor and also in goal for the games, which featured two
referees.

Next, they met a Calgary squad that had competed in the World Cup in
Sweden, and beat them 4-2. “We thought ‘OK, things are starting to roll
here,” Wallin said. “The kids were learning really quickly.”

They played and beat a second team with World Cup experience when
they got by Toronto 4-3. The three wins put them first in their pool, so
they met fourth-place Calgary in the semifinals and earned another 4-3
victory.

That vaulted them into the final, which was held in a packed gymnasium
on Sunday morning against Toronto. It proved to be an outstanding
game.

Westman trailed 3-1 with six minutes remaining but rallied to tie.
Nobody scored in overtime, sending the game to a shootout. There were
no goals in the first round of shooters, sending the game to a second

round of sudden-death play.

That's when Westman'’s second shooter, Miskulin, scored the only goal,
giving his team a 4-3 victory and the national title.

The celebration was something to behold.
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“I think you have to put things in

perspective for a kid in their

position,” Wallin said. “These

kids have never been part of a

team before. They've been

relegated to the sidelines a lot

of times or maybe they've been

involved in sports but not as

involved as they could be.

“They've never had a team that

Westman Volt Hockey players, left to right,

was theirs, they've never been in
Catie Devolin, Cain Burgess, Jack Miskulin,

Anshika Chimpa and Zander Wallin are a position where they were

presented with the trophy last weekend in playing for Somethmg like a
Scarborough, Ont. (Submitted) medal or a trophy.”

“Put yourself in their shoes,” he
continued. “This was their sport, where they have the same opportunity
as everyone else, and that's something they've never had an opportunity
to do. The excitement was unparalleled. | can't even describe the positive

energy.”

The team was coached by Chad Wallin, Cathy Critchlow and Lori
Hildebrand, with George Melnychuk serving as pit crew/repair person

and Michelle Wallin as team manager.

Including the players, the Westman contingent included 25 people, with
many more watching the live stream at home.

“We were loud and proud,” Wallin said. “Everyone was decked out in
their Westman Volt gear. | think we really represented Brandon and
Westman in a fantastic fashion. I don't want to say we were the
underdog going into it but we were the unknown team, and by the end

of it, I think we had gained some followers.”

Wallin played hockey growing up and his other son Sawyer is also active
in the sport. That gave him something to compare the Volt hockey

experience to, and he came away impressed.

“I've got twin boys so | get to live the other side,” Wallin said. “My other
son is in competitive sports and you see a lot of the craziness that comes
along with that, whether it's the parents or the kids or the tournament
and all that.
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The Westman bench reacts to a good play by the team.

“Then you come to this, and the parents know that the kids aren't playing
in the NHL, the parents know their kid isn't playing in Major League
Baseball, they're just so happy that their kid has something for them.

“People are cheering for everybody. If somebody scores, everybody
applauds. If somebody wins, everybody applauds. There is no animosity
or ill will, it's just positive energy.”

At the awards banquet, the Ontario government pledged its support to
help grow the sport, so the plan is to hold the event again. Wallin is
hopeful Westman could potentially take a couple of teams next year, and

would love to head to worlds in Sweden one day.

“That's our next lofty exhibition, is to eventually get there,” Wallin said.
“That tournament is hosted every September so it's not in the cards for
this September, but maybe down the road that might be one of our
objectives and goals.”

He even wonders if Brandon could host an event eventually. But the
young sport does face one significant obstacle.

“The challenge we face is geographically where we are,” Wallin said.
“We're literally right in the middle, and the challenge we're going to face
in this sport is finding teams to play. Our nearest competitor is Calgary
or Toronto, so the challenge we have is how do we keep the interest
level up for the kids to keep playing among ourselves? How do we grow
the sport so that there's enough people that we can put in different skills

sets or groups?
“We're really hopeful that our sport grows in southwestern Manitoba.”

To meet that goal, Wallin is willing to take the chairs on the road to other

communities in the area.
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He's also hopeful the sport
spreads to centres such as
Winnipeg.

But those are all problems for
the future. For now, Wallin said
he and the other parents
remain on cloud nine after the

intensely emotional experience

of watching the Westman five

Anshika Chimpa and the Westman bench

hoist a trophy. celebrates

“There wasn't a dry eye | know

from our team'’s perspective,” Wallin said. “Parents are seeing their child,
who could be 40 years old, scoring a goal for the first time in their life or
competing in a game for the first time in their life. “It's such a sense of
relief to them to see somewhere where their child fits in.”

» pbergson@brandonsun.com

» Twitter: @PerryBergson
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