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Goalies who play long enough and excel at the pro level often reach their 

prime around age 35. Some of the recent greats like Martin Brodeur, Patrick Roy, 
Ed Belfour, Dominik Hasek and Curtis Joseph are prime examples. Medically, 
they say an athlete’s body peaks at age 28. After that age, the body will inevitably 
decline. Yet some of the biggest names goaltending today, like Tim Thomas and 
Niklas Backstrom, didn’t even make it to the NHL until after that “peak” 
age.Thomas had his best year at age 37, winning the Stanley Cup, the Vezina 
Trophy for best goalie and the Conn Smythe Trophy for playoff MVP. All of that 
after losing his starting job the year before and having offseason hip surgery. Hall 
of Famer Johnny Bower played 552 games in the NHL, with 86 percent of those 
coming after he turned 34. In today’s game, pro teams are patient in developing 
their goalies. With skaters, if you don’t work your way from the minors to the NHL 
by age 25, you’re chances are growing very thin. With goalies, it’s more and 
more common see to 26- and 27-year-old rookie goalies come in and play well.  



At Goalcrease, we try to explain to our young students how long it really takes 
to master the game. They are usually very surprised to hear how many goalies 
continue to improve that late in their career. We’re a society that glorifies youth. 
We’re told to think that growing old is somehow a bad thing. And our young 
athletes are rewarded constantly for their achievements. They think they’re pretty 
darn good at age 14, so how can a 37-year-old be that good? 

This is because good goaltending is not just having a finely-tuned athletic 
body. Good goaltending is a state of mind. It’s an attitude, a mindset in which 
there is no room for childish behavior. In order to harness the concentration and 
confidence needed, we goalies learn from experience how to deal with adversity. 

Maturity is a must. Young goalies who display childish behavior on the ice 
quickly learn how to act in a more professional manner.  So it’s no wonder that a 
goalie in his 30’s, although his body is slowing down, can continue to grow as a 
player. All those years of experience have added up to wisdom and maturity, and 
that makes up for any loss of quickness. 

All goalies reach their breaking point from time to time and lose their cool. 
Maybe we bang our stick after a goal or hang our head when we get 
discouraged. But when compared to the behavior of the skaters, goalies are very 
composed and Zen-like. Even the most mature NHL veteran skaters will act like 
boys in the heat of battle.When there is a scuffle after the whistle and you see 
those 30-year-old millionaires slapping at each other and calling each other 
names, take notice of what the goalie is doing. When the captain is complaining 
to the ref about a call, he might as well be in second grade again saying, “It’s not 
fair!  I want a do-over.” The goalie, in the meantime, is generally calm and 
focused. Not fighting, not complaining, but preparing to his job and help his team. 
I wonder how things would be if the skaters could learn that emotional discipline 
and the ability to calm down and play like a goalie. 

All too often, we hear the old cliché, “it’s a kid’s game.” Is it really? Do we think 
that hockey was started by a bunch of 10-year-olds on a pond? Like most team 
sports, it was invented by and intended for adults. Grown men in their 20’s and 
30’s, often soldiers, were the ones to catalyze the early evolution of baseball, 
hockey and football. A true children’s game is what we see on a playground at 
recess. Watch them play four-square, tetherball and freeze tag and you see 
children in their element. When we look at it from this perspective, it seems very 
strange how much time and energy our children spend playing these advanced 
and complex sports. I wonder, is it really healthy? At the same time, I think it’s 
truly something wonderful. 

While goalies must strive to put childish ways behind them, we must never lose 



our child-like wonder and enjoyment in the simple things. Hockey is a great 
game, but perhaps it would be even better if we grown-ups would remember 
what it was that made us love to play games in the first place. We used to love to 
play tag to outrun and out-maneuver our friends, play hide and seek to outsmart 
our friends, and wrestle to overpower our friends. In doing all of this, we didn’t 
know we were pushing ourselves to grow. We just loved being with friends and 
making new ones. Still, we were learning how to push ourselves, how to win and 
how to lose. Wanting to win is natural, and pushing ourselves in an attempt to win 
is what improves our skills and our abilities. 

Learning to lose and how to deal with failure is the toughest lesson for our 
children. In fact, it takes about 35 years of failing, in my estimation. When failure 
occurs, children will cry, teenagers will make excuses, even adults will justify their 
behavior to deflect blame. How does one learn to deal with adversity in a more 
mature way? 

Martin Brodeur, the winningest goalie of all time, has allowed 3,192 goals in his 
NHL career and lost 485 games. That’s a lot of failure. He has been able to move 
on succeed every single time. He endured the emotional challenges of failure and 
came out stronger. Four times he was named the NHL’s top goalie, at ages 30, 
31, 34 and 35.  

Young goalies hear this: If you want to be great, make it your goal to allow 
thousands of goals against. Then use every one of them as a lesson to help you 
grow up. 
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