A Wonderful Christmas Trip – 1945
Submitted by Orille Hogue

After the disappointment of losing our last and final hockey game in the army finals, we became very excited on hearing that the army brass had decided to make up an all-star team from all the teams in Holland. What a surprise when our regiment was informed that they had picked four guys from our club. The chosen were a complete line of Jim Isaacs, from Portage, Mervin Spendlow for Kenora, and me, Orille Hogue, from Poplar Point. Also appointed to the team was Bill Dubec from Winnipeg. All the personnel were moved into Amsterdam and close to the rink. That would be our headquarters until we finished the tour. Apparently, the newly formed Czechoslovakian government had extended an invitation for the hockey team to visit their country and spend the Christmas holidays in Prague and Bratislava.


After the army got their gear and personnel and a few days practice at home, we were ready to go. One small thing happened on the first day of practice that shouldn’t have happened. Nearing the end of the practice, we were going one on one with the goalkeepers. Merc Spendlow who was a dipsy-doodle skater, came in on Turk Broda (a Toronto Maple Leaf player) and lost control of the puck. As he was going to turn and skate away, he flipped the puck with Broda unprepared for the shot. He hit Turk in the mouth and broke one tooth and loosened another. That was the first tooth that Broda had lost while playing hockey. He was a very unhappy guy, and it seemed like a very bad omen for our new team.


Two days later, we were to pack up and be on our way. It looked like an army convoy with all the vehicles that the ‘Brass’ had assembled. There were two buses, one Canadian Army Ford bus and the other a Germany Army confiscated diesel bus. There were two jeeps for the ‘Brass’, then an assortment of support vehicles. There were two fuel tanker trucks, two trucks for food and water, plus a combination ‘Legion and Knights of Columbus’ unit to supply us with a daily supply of goodies. What a wonderful world it seemed to us. Down the Autobahn we went and everything was going great. We just couldn’t travel very fast as there were thousands of craters on the road, created by many bombing runs during the war. We were making good time so we bypassed Frankfurt and felt we would get to Nuremburg in a good time, where we were booked into a new U.S. army facility to stay overnight and were surprised beyond belief. They escorted us to the barracks (these Americans live high on the hog) as we were to sleep in beds with snow-white sheets which our army never had. When we went to have supper it was the same, white tablecloths and the table laden with all the sauces, ketchup and other items we hadn’t seen since we left Canada. Another plus was porcelain plates and dishes as we only had our two mess tins to eat out of since we left Canada. That was some revelation to us.

The next morning we went for breakfast and everyone lined up along the sidewalk waiting for the mess hall to open. Just a few minutes before the mess hall opened, there were four or five Russian soldiers that walked by everyone and stood at the front of the line. You should have heard the American G. I.s as they yelled and swore at the Russians. Of course, the young Russians couldn’t understand or speak English so they just stood there. The one thing that really shocked us was the number of medals and stars etc., that covered the whole front of their tunics. All we had to show for our efforts in the war was the “ Spain ribbon and clasp”. We were sure the poor cousins’ to our American friends and the Russians. We asked to see the courthouse where the war trials were getting ready to start but the request was denied.
After breakfast, we loaded up and were on our way east, destination Prague. We stopped for lunch along the Autobahn and checked all the vehicles. The countryside was very picturesque with rolling landscape and small hills. We saw some things that were very hard to fathom as one farmer was ploughing with an oxen and horse. I believe we were in the Sudeten land north of Austria. We were about 100 miles along when it happened. Our Canadian made Ford bus broke down. As there was no way to fix it, the decision was made to tow the broken down bus with the old German bus. That worked but going up the long sloping hills, we were down to lighten the load. We were to get into Prague early enough to have supper as there was a game slated for 7 PM. We would never make it on time and would probably be three or four hours late. We could see the lights of Prague in the distance and were hungry and tired.
Police were waiting and escorted us to the rink. You had to be there to witness the incredible crowds around the rink. We were the very first western soldiers to enter Prague since 1940. Boys and girls were hanging in the trees to get a glimpse of us. The order went out, “Take your gear and dress for the game immediately. The rink was totally overcrowded and the people had been in the stands since around six. The time was getting around to nine and everyone was grumbling as we hadn’t eaten since lunch. The guys from the Legion/Knights of Columbus were there to give us a couple of chocolate bars. We were finally on the ice to a standing ovation that must have lasted five minutes.

We lined up on the blue line as there was going to be speeches, it seemed like everyone in the country was there to welcome us. After what seemed like an hour, the speeches were over and there was a five minute warm-up. Turk, our goaltender, told us to shoot high and wide. We did, and the crowd went wild as they knew that Broda was a NHLer. As I was standing on the blueline waiting for my turn, I looked around and all the Czech players were stopped with their chins on their hockey sticks, watching. Finally, the game started and we realized these guys were no slouches. They were the old Olympic team that stayed together during the war. By the end of the first period, they had scored three goals and we had none. In the dressing room we got a lecture, not by the coach but by Turk Broda. He let us know in no uncertain words that we were Canadians and couldn’t let these upstarts from the middle of Europe beat us. Well, you can guess the rest of the game was different. As they say, we found another gear and the score was 11 to 3 for us. Once the game was over, the crowd was standing and cheering. The Czech announcer thanked us again for coming, and we were then invited to a big party at a nearby hall. A funny thing happened as we stood for the anthem…they couldn’t find anything Canadian, so over the loudspeaker, would you believe, came “America, the Beautiful”.

Quickly changing, we all got in the old German bus and made a beeline for the party. On arriving, we found that the organizers had done a good job. They had invited, I would believe, the whole colony of actresses and actors who had been involved in movie making before the war. Most of these people could speak some English. The party was a huge success and the President and Mayor hovered around us making us feel quite important. Finally winding up, we boarded the bus to the Prague hotel as that would be our home till we left.

Another funny thing happened, as the rooms were being allocated, I was the very last one to book in and all they had left was the ‘honeymoon suite’ on the top floor. That was something different as the bed was maybe, 12 feet wide with a big plank running down the middle. Next day I asked about this and they told me that the bride and groom would stay on their own side of the bed for two nights. I would sleep on the bride’s side one night and the next night on the other side. As this was a real big room, it became the meeting place for the boys. All the boys, at one time or another, would ask if I h ad found the bride. WE slept in late and got up for lunch. We were going to play another game that night against one of the local teams. The Olympic team had left in the morning for Switzerland and we never saw them again. The fourth day was when the team was split in half and one half of the team would go to Bratislavia, Slovakia by train to play a series with their club teams. That was good, as we had a thirty man roster and only half could play at one time. They had a goalie from the American team who was very good. To make a long story short, we never lost a game on that trip. The newspapers had us in the headlines every day as they were starved for sports.

One other thing that happened on the first night at the post-party, our little crew, plus Turk, sat at the head table with the Olympic hockey team captain and his wife. Whether she was lonesome or just wanted to mingle, she invited us to her home the next night. When we arrived, we hardly believed our eyes as her home was a castle, or mansion, that was gated and had gatekeeper who announced that we had arrived. We found out that this lady was the daughter of one of the richest men in the country. I would say that not all of the people suffered during the war as she sent her maid to the freezer/locker so we could choose something for supper. This freezer was filled with sides of pork and beef, chickens, turkeys and geese. That was hard to believe after five years of war!! Another thing that she had was a very large room as an after-dinner-room that had countless Bohemian wine glasses that lined all the walls from bottom to top. There was every kind of glass you could name. The odd thing was that every time she finished a glass of wine, she would throw it by the fireplace to smash it. She maintained that to have more than one drink out of a glass was bad luck.
Maybe you wouldn’t realize that there were no motor vehicles on the streets as there still was no fuel available in the country, but on this day one of those actors who had befriended us wanted us to help him. He had a small English roadster that been locked up for the whole five years of the war. He coaxed us to try and get a couple of litres of gas so he could get the car going. AS the chap looking after the fuel trucks was a friend, he furnished us with a couple of litres of fuel. He was so happy, he insisted that we go to his home to help him. In no time, the little “Triumph” came to life. Later that night, he picked three of us up and away we went to the Prague Cathedral for midnight mass. Everyone looked at us as if we had come from outer space. He would drive without a license as the ministry had not started issuing licenses yet. There were many things that happened, but an important one was that you couldn’t buy liquor.

One night we went to visit the hockey captain’s wife, but no liquor. Our leader, Turk, decided to do something about that. The Prague hotel had a big beautiful lounge and bar in the basement. We strolled down to the bar and Turk asked to see the manager. When he showed up, Turk asked him for a couple of bottles of liquor. He said he wouldn’t think of it. Turk persisted and said that the Czech government had invited the team and they promised to pay all the costs. Finally, the manager relented and passed over two bottles while Turk signed a chit for them to pass on to the government. For us, we thought that this worldly guy from the NHL was a hero. We had a great time at the party.
The next day was our last and most of the boys decided to go out and buy Bohemian glass. Every kind of glassware was bought and packed. I didn’t buy any as I thought with the rough roads and hard springed buses, everything would shatter. On getting to Amsterdam, I knew that I had done the right thing as nearly every piece of glass was broken.
The other funny thing that happened was a going-away-dinner put on by the city for us. This was held in the main dining room of the hotel. All the food we were given was form our food truck as food was still very scarce in the country. They prepared a five course dinner that lasted three hours. In between courses, we consumed gallons and gallons of beer. Every time you took a sip out of your beer stein, there was a waiter ready to fill it again. I must admit that those hotel chefs had made some very elaborate dishes with our army grub. Following the dinner, someone from the government gave us all Swiss wrist watches as souvenirs…very expensive. After that, we had drinks with our new friends as some cried and didn’t want us to leave but finally we said goodbye and were off to bed.

Our Ford bus had been repaired, and the mechanic said it would get us home. We left early in the morning and there were many people waving to us as we left. We got Nuremberg for a late lunch. Again we encountered a bunch of young Russian soldiers who made us wait. Once on the road, we did not stop until we got to Amsterdam in the middle of the night. When we got up in the morning, we were told that the rest of the tour was cancelled. The reason being, that our star, Turk Broda, had been recalled and would fly to Toronto the next day. We were really disappointed as we looked forward to playing in England, Scotland and possibly Norway. This happened because the Toronto goalie had stomach problems.

Everybody was moping around when someone came up with the idea that we would have a big farewell party. The plan was hatched up that we would take the old German bus to Rotterdam and sell it on the black-market. A crew was selected and away they went. Sure enough, some five hours later they returned, minus the bus but they brought back enough booze to drown us. After an all night party, we staggered into the hall to say goodbye to our hockey mates. Tomorrow, the rest of us would be going to England to try to get on a ship to take us home. After this hockey adventure, we had lost all our priorities and would have to wait weeks before we could sail. I finally got home on the Queen Elizabeth with 20,000 other troops on board. I arrived back in Winnipeg on the 23rd of March, 1946, tow days before my 24th birthday.
