Here is some info about the history of Cougar Hockey as I remember it. 

My Background.  I started playing hockey in the early 70's when I was about 5 years old.  My first year, I cannot tell you if we were squirts or pee wees or what as we did not have enough players for one age group so they just combined the kids together for our in town teams.  We did not have indoor or refrigerated ice, but we did have several outdoor rinks including ones at Lincoln elementary, 2 or 3 (depending on the year) at Mother Joseph manor and one at Moccasin Creek.  At this time the only equipment we received was a pair of shin pads and a helmet along with our team jersey.  We did not have face masks and to be very frank my first year I actually thought my chin guard was my mouth guard and wore it over my mouth. Noone ever told me it was incorrect and I was allowed to play this way. Each Rec team had their own color jerseys.  The Goalies did not wear helmets but wore a plastic goalie face mask like the one Jason wore in the movie Friday the 13th.  My first year I was on the Golden Seals and had a Green, Gold and White jersey.  We had about 6 or 8 teams that played each other and we played almost every weekend.  We would get a schedule that showed our games and what team and which rink we played on.  It was a big deal to us to win the in town league.  Some of the older kids had breezers and shoulder pads those first years but most wore sweatpants or pants to cover their shin guards and we all wore very heavy clothing or jackets under our jerseys as it got very very cold for practices and games.  We did travel, but only a few times and the kids had to tryout for the travel team and not everyone made it.  At that time we mostly traveled to some North Dakota towns like Wahpeton, Bismarck, Minot and South Dakota towns such as Watertown, Brookings, Huron, and Britton.  Yes Britton had teams and at one point they had a very good High School team when the Wolf brothers moved there from MN and helped them win the SD State Championship.  For some reason we did not play Sioux Falls my first years and do not remember playing them until I was in Bantams or High School.  

The first high school kids I remember watching were the Janus brothers, (Tom, Tony and Jay) as well as players such as Kerry Merts, Rick Gehring, Rob Harrington and Carey Wasem who was the goalie.  Kerry, Rick and Rob went on to coach the Cougars when I was a senior.  Carey was amazing and I really loved watching him practice and play.  Even with pads he always won in skating drills with the team and he even coached while playing for the cougars.  He went on to play at the university of MN and is a Veterinarian now.  Here is a Link to his bio at the clinic he runs https://www.zionsvilleanimalhospital.com/staff/dr-carey-wasem  They were called the Cougars still at that time and that was written on the jerseys diagonally across the front of the jerseys. They practiced and played outdoors and I remember riding my snowmobile down the mog (Moccasin Creek) and watching them play at the rink there. I also remember seeing them skate down the creek for practice to get in shape as a team.  I actually got that privilege as well when I first made the cougars as a freshmen.  More about that later.  Anyhow, at that time we had a traveling trophy for the state of South Dakota.  The last place I remember seeing the trophy was at the sporting goods store, Dakota Outdoors.  Mark Grasse was the owner and this was the only place in town who sharpened skates and had hockey equipment for sale. Mark had this trophy displayed at one point at the store.  I know the first State Championship was in 1972 (confirmed in a Newspaper article I have in my scrapbook) but do not recall who won it that year.  I do remember seeing Britton as well as the Marshall Hornets on that trophy but really do not have a lot of details other than that.

What it took to get indoor ice!!

From Day one of joining the hockey program, even at 5 years old, I remember everyone talking about how we needed an indoor rink and us working to get it.  At that time the only indoor ice was in Huron at the Hippodrome on the fairgrounds.  At first it was not refrigerated ice, they just kept the building cold enough to keep ice.  The ceilings were very low and you could easily lift a puck and hit a beam or light and the play would have to be stopped.  You also had to be careful as there were birds that would fly all around in there and they could easily distract you if you let them.  The floor from the locker rooms were dirt and they put mats down for the players to cross to get to the ice.  The locker rooms themselves were just plywood stood up to make some walls and they had some benches and a space heater in it to "try" to keep you warm.  Anyhow, the board and Parents of the Aberdeen Hockey Association were bound and determined that we were going to get an indoor rink and every year we worked our tails off to earn money for it.  We sold everything from light bulbs, to Christmas trees, Red Barron Pizza's, candy bars and even yard fertilizer door to door every year to raise money.  At one point we even went door to door collecting pop bottles as an organization and such to help raise money.  We even worked at the fair grounds during the fair and stock car races as kids selling candy and soda, donating our time to raise money to help get an indoor rink.  Well when I made it to Bantams, this became a reality and we did get an indoor rink at the fairgrounds, the Holum Expo Building.  We did not have refrigerated ice at first and we had "Chicken Wire" rather than Plexi Glass at first but we did get our fist indoor rink. We did not have a Zamboni but Lowell Swanson did build a homemade "resurfacing" machine they called the Swanboni.  It was a water holding tank on wheels that put warm water down but did not shave the ice.  They pulled it with a lawn tracker and it did the job until we got our fist used Zamboni a year or so later.  It was old and did not have a cover over the "snow" holding area so you could see the actual conveyer and such that deposited the snow shavings in the Zamboni.  I remember seeing Kerry Mertz driving it on the streets of Aberdeen to take it to a car repair shop when it needed a repair once.  Well, it was not much to look at but it did do the job but we still did not have refrigerated ice until 1984.  I do have an article in my scrap book that shows that we did not get refrigeration until the 1984 - 1985 season, once again fund raising like crazy to raise the money for the floor.  Then having many many people volunteer to help put the pipes in for the refrigeration and poor the concrete for the floor.  I cannot tell you how many hours the board and these parents put in to get this done, they were truly amazing.  That is really a story that would be best provided from someone like Lowell Swanson whom put in many countless hours with many others to get this done. 

My Cougar days -
1982 - 1983
Jersey - Green, White and Gold Trim
When I was a freshman back in 1982 we actually had tryouts and we had two High School Age teams.  Tom Janusz was the coach and Tony Janusz was the assistant for the High School Cougars team and we had a 2nd team as well.  We only carried enough players on the Cougar team to have 2 lines with a few alternates.  I was able to make that team and served as the Assistant Captain with our Captain being Jay Janusz.  In the league at that time was Watertown, Brookings, Huron and the two teams from Aberdeen.  I do not think Sioux Falls played that year with us but do know they played the following year.  At that time, Huron was dominant and in fact did not lose a game in the State of SD from 1981 until 1985, however that is a bit controversial.  In the state championship game that year we played Huron and if memory serves me right we were down 3 - 2 with only a few minutes to go.  Jay Janusz put a puck in the upper corner above the goalies shoulder and then the puck came back out of the net.  We were all celebrating but the goal light never came on.  Turns out the goal judge behind the net says he was ordering coffee and did not see the play and could not verify if the puck went in or not and the refs could not verify either so they did not count the goal. Anyhow, we could have tied the game and who knows what would have happened from there.  Net Net, Huron won the state championship again this year.

1983 - 1984 (Have articles in my Scrap book)
Team got sponsored by Pepsi and had new Jersey with Pepsi on the front
Coach was Mark Smith, Assistants Chuck Kirkpatrick, Tony Janusz and Paul Kapla
Huron Wins State Championship that was held in Huron - Aberdeen was 2nd

1984 - 1985 - 
new Jersey - Same color but has Cougars written on the front with a Pepsi Patch on the Left side
Coach - Mark Smith, Assistants Chuck Kirkpatrick and Kerry Merts
Cougars first team to beat Huron in the State of SD since 1981
Sioux Falls wins title on Forfeit from Huron who was unable to return to Aberdeen to play for the Championship

1985 - 1986
Same Jersey as 83 - 84
Coach Kerry Merts, Assistant Coaches, Rob Harrington and Rick Gehring
State Tournament was first time Double Elimination tournament. Cougars lost first game and played Six games in under 40 Hours.  Beat every team in the tournament including their first game against Huron but lost the second game and Huron claimed the title.

One thing that my sister reminded of is the Cougar that is painted in the Expo Building.  I designed that and one summer in the early 80's, Kevin Hundstad and I got permission and painted that over the entrance/exit at the Expo.  It actually never was finished, it was suppose to show the bricks flying off and we were going to paint the scenery outside so you could tell the Cougar was breaking through the wall.  While painting it however, the fair board contacted us and they needed the building for some event so we had to stop painting it.  We intended on coming back to finish but we were never able to get a time scheduled again for us to return to finish, so we just left it as it is today. The team actually wanted that to become our logo but someone on the board at the time thought the Claws were too large and it appeared "to scary" so they went with the other Cougar head you can see on some of our jerseys back then. Anyhow, just in case anyone every wondered where that Painting came from I thought I would share this.
I wanted to end by telling you that I absolutely loved playing hockey but you asked my most favorite thing about playing for Aberdeen and that was the close friendships and bonds of all the people in the hockey association.  We really came together and worked our tails off to get an indoor rink and refrigerated ice to help get Hockey going in Aberdeen.  I am very proud to be a part of that!  

By: James Kirkpatrick

