The smiles tell the story on dark, cold midwinter mornings in Reisterstown. That’s when the Saints go marching in to the rink at the Sportsplex on Mitchell Road with bags and sticks in tow.
Nearly 50 children participated in the Baltimore Saints ice hockey organization’s inaugural season in 2008–09, and by any measure the players, ranging in age from 5 to 15, enjoyed great success on and off the ice.

“We have players with developmental disabilities, emotional disorders, physical disabilities and all kinds of related challenges,” said Saints founder Teresa Zinkhan. “With their hard work, and the efforts of many volunteers and mentors, we now have ice hockey players!”

The Saints dropped the puck in the summer of 2008 as Baltimore County Executive Jim Smith and other dignitaries looked on. Players—some of whom traveled nearly an hour—first took the ice at 7:30 a.m. in early October, with practices held every Saturday morning through the end of March. For 16 Saints, the highlight of their season was a trip to Buffalo, N.Y., to participate in the 5th annual Disabled Hockey Festival.

Teresa’s co-founder and husband, Jim, serves as head coach for the Saints, assisted by his brother, Billy, and many other volunteer coaches. An integral part of the program is the work of the mentors—neurotypical teens who play club and high school ice hockey in the greater Baltimore metropolitan area and who rise early each Saturday morning to come to the rink and work with their peers on everything from how to stand on skates to how to put the puck in the net with a stylish backhand move. 

Parents relish the opportunities Saints hockey has brought to their children. One noted as the most positive experience of the season the fact that “my barely verbal kid talked to a coach. That took a lot of trust on his part. He didn’t just echo, he used real words to express himself.” Another characterized “special hockey” as “a place where being ‘special’ is good and you are wanted and even needed because you belong.’

Planning is under way now for the season that will begin Oct. 3, 2009, with three sessions each Saturday starting at 8 a.m. Fundraisers will be held this summer to pay for equipment and ice time. Check our calendar here on the website for upcoming events.
