


H ockey coach Lance Pitlick was trying to teach his team to improve 
their stick handling skills, but he couldn’t keep their attention.
    Never mind that Pitlick skated for the Minnesota Gophers and 

had a career playing professional hockey for several NHL teams, his current 
team of second- and third-graders wouldn’t focus on his lessons about the 
fundamentals. So Pitlick started thinking about how he learned the basics. He 
remembered lining up rows of evenly spaced hockey pucks about a foot apart 
and guiding a puck through them for hours. He knew that wouldn’t translate 
to ice time with his team–-unless he wanted to spend hours of practice chasing 
pucks and lining them up over and over again. So he took an old hockey stick, 
and drilled some pucks along the side of it. He brought it to practice, set it 
down on the ice, and taught his team some stick handling drills. 
    It kept their attention—and they loved it. Parents and other coaches started 
asking about the make-shift training tool. Pitlick talked a buddy into going into 
business with him. And Pitlick became the CEO of Sweet Hockey Products, 
which he runs from his home. 
    But if you had told Pitlick 10 years ago that his future held an invention and an 
entrepreneurial enterprise, he would have told you to find a new crystal ball.
    Pitlick grew up in Blaine and New Hope, and he’s been skating ever since 
he can remember. He always played hockey, but he never thought of it as 
a potential career. In high school he was captain of the hockey team during 
his junior and senior years at Robbinsdale Cooper, and the University of 
Minnesota recruited him to play with the Gophers. “They were the first ones 
and the only ones that really came after me,” says Pitlick, who was the captain 
of the Minnesota Gophers during his senior year. “I went there on half a 
scholarship and didn’t even think I’d be able to play after high school. I felt 
very fortunate.” 
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    He met his future wife, Lisa, in the gym 
at the University of Minnesota. She was a 
gymnast, and the hockey players and gymnasts 
often worked out at the same time in the sum-
mers. “Both of us were always hurt, so we met 
in the training room,” Pitlick says. 
    Pitlick left college to play with the National 
Hockey League with a year left before gradu-
ating—much to Lisa’s dismay; she encouraged 
him to finish, and he did eventually earn a 
degree after nine years of chipping away at it. 
Lance and Lisa married in 1992. Lance says he 
knew he wanted to marry Lisa after spending 
so much time apart, while he was on the road 
and she finished school. Lisa says she knew 
early on that Lance was the one. “He’s just a 
good person through and through,” she says. 
    Lance played in the minor leagues for the 
first 5 years of his career, and he counts his 
first National Hockey League game as one 
of his best moments. By that time Pitlick was  
27 years old, and it was unusual for someone 
his age to get a shot in the pros. He was play-

ing for the Ottawa Senators, and the general 
manager asked the team’s photographer to 
snap a photo of Pitlick during the game 
because it would be his last game, but Pitlick 
had different plans. 
 He went on to play 393 games for the 
National Hockey League throughout the 
course of eight seasons. “I was not the most 
talented person by any stretch of the imagina-
tion, but I found a niche, and if you work for 
something and stay with it, sometimes it works 
out,” Pitlick says.
 Lisa followed him to the cities his career led 
him, but they came back to Minnesota every 
summer. “We would make home wherever 
we were playing,” he says. “We just loved 
moving. It’s tough, but we got pretty good at 
it. We could fit everything into our car and a  
5-by-8-foot trailer—we lived pretty simply.”  
 After the couple started having children, 
they set up a more permanent home in 
Minnesota. Pitlick played until 2002—his 13th 
season—then realized his body just couldn’t 
take it anymore. He was playing not to get 
hurt, and that’s not how he wanted to play. He 
retired after four weeks of training camp with 
back, hip and knee problems.
    He came home, a 34-year-old retiree, and 
realized he’d have to find a new place for 
himself in the world. He had thought a little bit 
about what he might want to do after hockey, 
though. “I’ve always read business books, and 
I had a counseling degree, so I prepared myself 
the best I could,” he says. “But if back then 
anyone had said to me I’d be doing what I’m 
doing, I’d have said ‘no way.’” 
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 What do you hope your kids will learn 
from you? // A respect of others, the value of 
hard work, and setting goals and going after 
them—being passionate. 

 How do you define success? // Loving 
to get up every morning and do what you’re 
doing. When you get to the point where you 
don’t have enough hours in the day, you’re 
doing something right.  

 What’s a typical day like? // A lot of times 
I’ll get up at 3 o’clock [a.m.], and I’ll work until 
the kids get up for school. Then I’ll lay down in 
the afternoon for an hour. I can do that a few 
days a week. I’m a napper. Pro-athletes do 
that. 2–4 p.m., you don’t call.

Pitlick on RetiRement:

i feel fortunate to 
continue working in 
the sport i love, to 
have kids that love 
the game and to 
be surrounded by 
friends and fellow 
coaches who share 
the same passion.

3 Quick Questions with Lance Pitlick

Team Players > “He makes them love 
hockey,” says Lisa Pitlick, Lance’s wife. 
“With every practice, he makes it fun, so the 
kids can’t wait for the next practice.”
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a Dream Career > After five years in the minor 
leagues, Lance Pitlick went pro in the National 
Hockey League and played for eight more sea-
sons before retiring in 2002.

    Pitlick’s retirement changed the whole family 
dynamic, and there was a period of adjustment. 
“They say it takes about two years before you 
plan out and figure out what you’re going to 
do,” Pitlick says. “You’ve got to kind of find 
your path. A lot of guys really struggle with 
what they’re going to do. It’s much like when 
someone retires after working a lifelong job, 

and now what are you going to do? You can 
only eat chips and watch soaps for so long.” 
 The Pitlicks had hired independent builder 
Mike Michelson to remodel their cabin, and 
Michelson hadn’t found anyone to help him 
with the job, so Pitlick volunteered. “I didn’t 
know anything about construction, but asked 
if I could help him,” Pitlick says. “I ended up 

working the next two years remodeling cabins 
and helping him build his current house.” Every 
weekend Pitlick drove home to see his family or 
the family would visit him at the cabin. 
 By the time his children—Rem, 10, and 
Rhett, 6—were both in school, Pitlick was 
back at home full time and coaching children’s 
hockey. “There’s nothing better than being on 
the ice with a kid that wants to get better,” says 
Pitlick, who has coached for about six years and 
had his own hockey school in the 1990s. 
    Pitlick wants every player he works with to 
improve and hopes he’s teaching his players 
to enjoy the game, whether or not they play 
in high school or beyond. “I’m just trying to 
get them passionate about something, if it’s 
hockey or anything,” Pitlick says. “It’s not 
just about coaching; you’re teaching them life 
lessons of having something to shoot for and 
working for it.” 
    Pitlick loves being on the ice. He bought 
the Plymouth house he lives in because it had 
a pond in the back yard that becomes a rink 
for his kids in the winter, and coaching allows 
him to stay connected to the game. “Wayzata 
gets a couple of hours of ice for all the coaches 
on Thursday nights, and we just play pick-up 
hockey,” Pitlick says. “I go there every once in 
a while ... Last night I think there were 30 guys 
there—they just love hockey. That’s all you 
really look for.” 

Pitlick & Hockey: 
if it’s coaching on the ice, 

researching drills and 
coaching philosophies, 

flooding my outdoor rink, 
sharpening skates or 

building the Sweet Hockey 
Products business, i love  

it all. it is the greatest 
game in the world.

family Time > Lance Pitlick and Lisa, a former elite gymnast, with Rem, 10, and Rhett, 6. Lisa says 
one of the reasons she and Lance are so close is they’ve shared successful athletic careers and 
struggled with injuries—collectively they’ve had 16 surgeries. 

SWEET HOCKEY PRODUCTS
web: www.sweethockeyproducts.com 

email: lance.pitlick@sweethockeyproducts.com
 phone: 1-877-793-3883 - 1-877-SWEET-83 


