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AT 6-FOOT-9, MCLEAN CUTS A TOWERING AND TANTALIZING FIGURE. TENDING TWIN 
HE'S A LONG SHOT TO MAKE THE NHL. THAT HE'S PLAYING PRO AT ALL, HOWEVER, IS 
I BY JASON BUCKLAND I 
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J 
OHN MCLEAN AWOKE inside the rush of 
the speeding ambulance, his impossibly long 
frame, pained and immobile, laid prone on 
a stretcher. He was groggy when he came to, 
forced to confront the discomfort of a neck 
brace and the s ight of the chest pad that had 

been sliced from his body. It was impossible then to be 
certain just what happened moments earlier on that 
sheet of ice in Duluth, Minn., but McLean, as medics tend
ed to b.im while weaving through traffic, could already 
grasp the severity of the circumstance. "How," he said to 
himself, "could this be any worse?" 

It's a memory still fresh to the 26-year-old, who is to
day a minor league goalie for the Pensacola lee Flyers of 

mlllllit:~··'T"!:he Southern Professional League, a player so unusual he 
is also almost as intriguing as they come. McLean stands 
6-foot-9 in the crease, tall for any position but downright 
colossal for a stopper. There are, simply, not many like him. 

And yet, as he works his way through an unlikely 
.career, ancient for a prospect that is just now attract
ing his first interest from the NHL, it almost never was 
for McLean. As he rode in that ambulance, a junior in 
high school seriously injured to an end he could not yet 
know, his hockey dreams nearly died before they began. 
"That injury showed me if you can make it th rough that," 
McLean said, "you can make it wherever you want to go." 

••• 
McLean was born the first child of John Sr. and Joni in 

Eagan, Minn., a town south of St. Paul on the Minnesota 
River. John Sr. had played at St. Cloud State University, and 
of course his boy followed his father into hockey. 

He wasn't always tall, on!y .5-foot-9 as he entered his 
freshman year of high school, but nobody could prepare 
McLean for what happened next. Though his dad stands 
just six-foot and his mother no taller than S-foot-8, 
McLean sprouted another 12 inches before he was fin
ished growing, suddenly towering over his peers. 

His height brought him attention, though at first it pre
vented him from almost any athletic success. So quickly had 
he-grown that McLean found he no longer had much con
trol over his body. Forget finding clothes that fi t. McLean 
was tripping over stairs, hitting his head on doorways, in
capable oflifting much more in the weight room other than 
the bar itself. "He was like a baby giraffe at times, kind of 
clumsy," said Jeff Hall, his longtime coach who has known 
McLean since he was 11. "There were a lot of years where 
his bones were growing faster than his muscles:' 

So poor was his play in high school that McLean was 
cut, told by a coach he wasn't any good and to try some
thing else. He did, sort of, suiting up in a secondary league 
for teens that didn't make varsity, which is where he found 
himself that February day in 2007, at the top of his crease 
staring down an opponent steaming in toward the net. As 
McLean dropped into the butterfly, the player barrelled 
into the goalie, pulverizing McLean's head with his knee, 
knocking the helmet clear off. McLean's skull grazed the 
post before crashing down on the ice. 

He was stretchered fro m the rink and into that am
bulance, and what fo llowed was a recovery no one 
was sure would ever come. McLean suffered a third

degree concussion, bleeding in his brain, a vertebrae 
knocked out of alignment and damage to half the 
nerves in his r ight arm. Doctors at the famous Mayo 

Clinic near Minneapolis s d if ••••••• • 
he still felt symptoms of th 
jury after six months, he 
never play hockey again. 

STAR DOWN SOUTH 
Mclean, seen here with 

Miraculously, half a year teammate Dean Moore 
passed, and all the work pai off . 
After painstaking rehab, here 
he had to retrain his bra n to 
process what his eyes told 
him they were seei ng, M ean 

and a fan, is among the 
Southern Pro League's 
top goaltenders now. 

healed just in time. He coul give the sport another shot. 
He has taken advanta e. McLean transferred high 

schools and finally made hi team as a senior, and slowly, 
year by year, he began to row into his body. Gradually, 
the long, gangly limbs that nee cursed him became an as
set. In 2011, he enrolled at ustavus Adolphus College in 
nearby St. Peter, and over~ ur years in school he became 
an elite goaltender, an opp nent in net so large that other 
teams didn't much know h w to get the puck by him. He 
allowed just two goals agai st per game, on average, dur
ing his four seaso ns there, nd was signed to the lee Fly
ers in 2014. In Pensacola, e has become one of the finest 
goalies in the SPHL. 

For McLean, the big go lie, the big question remains: 
can a fringe goaltending rospect, one approaching his 
late 20s, ever have a true shot at the NHL? He is a late 
bloomer, to be sure, but e en NHL teams take note of a 
frame the size of McLea s. Last summer, McLean was 
invited to the prospect ca p of the Vancouver Canucks, 
the goalie's first true test see if he has what it takes to 
ascend the pro ranks. 

A self-described "bean pole" in high school, McLean 
now weighs 220 pounds. t 26, he still dreams of making 
the NHL, where tall goalie are rare and none stands larg
er than Tampa Bay's Ben ishop, who is 6-foot-7. McLean 
is a long shot, but there's p ecedent. Scott Darling, the Chi
cago Blackhawks' 6-foot- backup, began his pro career 
in the SPHL, spending two years there before working his 
way up through the ECH and AHL, fina lly reaching the 
NHL in 2014. McLean, w o can still so easily recall that 
fated ambulance ride alm st a decade ago, isn't counting 
himself out just yet. 'Tm at where 1 want to be," he said. 
"But I know the process t get where I want to be." ]f 
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