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Sports-equipment designer Morgan Matthews plays hockey seven days a week and tests his own prototypes on the ice.

This designer
uses his head

OBSESSED WITH HELMETS

Aims to develop
next-generation
hockey equipment

By PAUL BRENT

As a kid at Christmas, Morgan
Matthews asked for glue guns,
duct tape and mattress foam to
make his own road hockey equip-
ment.

Now 27, and a veteran industrial
designer, the former college
hockey player who still hits the
ice seven days‘a week is spending
his days develpping next-genera-
tion hockey equipment that is
lighter and protects better.

The biggest hurdle for Mr.

Matthews’ company, Impact Ma-
chine, is not in the creation of
gear that offers superior perfor-
mance, but in getting equipment
makers and notoriously conserv-
ative hockey players to accept his
innovations.

“Helmets haven't changed since
they came out,” said the designer
in his Toronto workshop which is
decorated with vintage hockey
equipment and futuristic proto-
types. “You can still buy the same
one Paul Henderson wore in 72
when he scored his goal against
the Russians. I used that same
one through all of college.”

Designing a helmet that actually
fits wearers’ heads and will prove
acceptable to hockey traditional-
ists is Mr. Matthews’ abiding ob-
session, and his prototype is a
closely guarded secret.

Among the helmets on the mar-
ket that offer the best protection,

is the one worn by NHLers
Daniel Alfredsson and Phil Hous-
ley, wheh is derisively called “the
Swedish meatball.” It's not popu-
lar because it’s too big and too
round, Mr. Matthews said. His
next-generation helmet will be
smaller, tighter-fitting and lined
with softer foam than existing
models.

Mr. Matthews knows all about
substandard headgear. As a teen
he played with a Jofa model made
famous by Wayne Gretzky.

The lightweight helmet had no
internal padding and was not
CSA approved. “It wasn't even
made for hockey, it was designed
for canoeing,” he said. “Jofa used
to send Gretzky letters begging
him not to wear it." Waiver forms
for hockey leagues still refer to it
as the “Gretzky Jofa” and warn
that players can’t wear it.

Besides building a better hel-
met, Mr. Matthews, who used to
be a designer with hockey equip-
ment maker Itech, has success-
fully produced shoulder pads and
pants for various manufacturers
and is working on a skate that
protects its wearer from slap-
shots.

One of the advatanges his com-
pany has, he said, is his willing-
ness to try out his innovations be-
fore he takes them to the manu-
facturer. His hockey teammates

are often willing guinea pigs, too.
“They like being a part of the
process. That is one of the ways I
am trying to differentiate from
other designers. I don’t think you
can design a hockey product
without having it on a hockey
player.”

Canada is a -major hockey-
equipment exporter, selling $112-
million of gear in 2000 to the U.S.
and Europe in the form of ice
skates, inline skates, hockey
sticks, and protective equipment
such as pants, gloves and hel-
mets.

Mr. Matthews is also looking at
designing products for the ex-
panding participation in hockey
by women. With the exception of
a few pieces of equipment specifi-
cally designed to protect vulnera-
ble parts of the female anatomy,
serious female players have to
settle for “junior” models of
equipment for boys, which don’t
offer the protection or durability
of “adult” gear.

“Women players would like to
have a product line that is sort of
in between,” he said. “They don't
want different skates, they don’t
want different helmets, but they
do want gloves that aren’t as big
and bulky, the want sticks that
are more flexible.”
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