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By Peter Jackel

As their 12-year-old son 
rested as much as the dire 
circumstances allowed him 
to rest in a nearby hospital 

room, Gord and Loreen Gregson 
studied a document that wouldn’t 
take no for an answer. Scribbling their 
anguished signatures that morning 
of Nov. 18, 1965, in Ontario’s Guelph 
General Hospital, the Gregsons 
consented for their son’s left leg to be 
amputated if the tumor attached to his 
femur proved to be malignant.

Loreen had been routinely 
awakened by her son, Terry, sobbing 
in the night for the past year from 
the mysterious pain within his leg. 
Nothing but growing pains, their 
doctor assured them. Neighbor Aggie 
Sinclair heightened the Gregsons’ 
concern when she reported that she 
saw the boy dragging his throbbing 
leg, which was getting smaller from 
lack of use, as he struggled home from 
school.

The Gregsons overruled their 
family doctor and consulted Dr. Ernest 
White, a specialist. It was a tumor and 
it might consign him to a wheelchair in 
an era long before prosthetics provided 
salvation to amputees.

What surgery revealed to White 
was Gregson’s femur bone hanging 
by a thread and a large tumor the 
shape of a parsnip that would prove 
to be benign. Terry Gregson would 
keep his skates. He would use them in 
the coming years to create a glorious 

legacy in the NHL culminating with 
the 2012 Gold Whistle Award.

Raised in a hockey environment 
and enormously influenced by his 
parents (Gord died May 3, 1990), 
Gregson poured equal parts common 
sense, an unwavering commitment to 
excellence and simple compassion and 
came up with an ultimate recipe for 
success. Most of his massive résumé 
was accomplished in the far more 
challenging one-man refereeing format. 
When he sensed it was time to unlace 
his skates for good, Gregson went on 
to make an even bigger impact — from 
the confines of his office in his job as 
senior vice president and director of 
officiating for the NHL.

From overseeing a succession plan 
for officials to conducting countless 
seminars all over the world, Gregson 
has walked marathon miles in his 
profession with the two legs he is 
fortunate enough to have.

“Terry’s put a lot of time into the 
art of officiating and to understanding 
officiating and I think the recognition 
of Terry’s time and skill and number 
of people he’s touched over his life in 
officiating is important,” said Colin 
Campbell, the NHL’s director of hockey 
operations. “Even when Terry was not 
doing the job he’s doing now, he was 
constantly teaching and keeping in 
touch with international hockey.

”Officiating has always been a part 
of Terry’s life and he’s only taken that 
to greater heights in this position.”

Inspired more than anyone by his 
late father, a truck driver by trade and 

gentle soul by nature who used simple 
common sense as the compass for 
his enriched life, Gregson eventually 
took that wisdom and compassion to 
the NHL. Gord vowed to continue 
living his life to its fullest when he was 
diagnosed with leukemia and that’s the 
mind-set Terry has to this day. Instead 
of retiring from officiating and calling 
it a career, he continues to give more of 
himself. 

“Terry deserves the Gold Whistle 
Award because … he’s a compassionate 
person who truly cares about his staff, 
not only professionally, but, more 
important, personally,” said Kevin 
Collins, who worked the seventh 
game of the 1994 Stanley Cup with 
Gregson. “He’ll make every effort to 
accommodate any one of our officials 
when it comes to personal and family 
issues. He’s that kind of guy.”

Harkening back to his near 
quarter-century as an NHL on-ice 
official, Gregson prefers to exist in the 
shadows. Within circles of friends, he 
will turn conversations in any direction 
except himself. Nothing has ever been 
about Terry Gregson, the pride of 
hockey-obsessed Guelph, even after he 
ascended into the upper reaches of his 
profession. You talk and he will listen. 
That’s his idea of an ideal conversation.

But when it comes to the Gold 
Whistle Award, you bet the 58-year-old 
workaholic will pause for minute to 
take a bite out of such a sweet apple 
before getting back to work.

“The Gold Whistle Award to me 
means that I’m being recognized by 
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my peers in the officiating community 
throughout North America from 
amateur through professional,” 
Gregson said. “It’s always nice to be 
recognized by peers because we spend 
lots of long, tireless hours and, in this 
profession, it can be lonely hours.

“But there are some fruits to 
our labor and this would be one of 
the main pieces of fruit that I ever 
received.”

Loreen has caught herself thinking 
about what might have been countless 
times over the years.

“When we’d see him on TV,” she 
said, “I’d say to Gord, ‘You know 
what? They were going to amputate 
one of his legs and now he’s making a 
living on them.’”

The sounds of his youth are so 
distant, yet still so vibrant. He can hear 
Gord firing up the huge tractor trailer 
parked in the large backyard during 
so many cold, dark mornings. And 
then he can hear the sound of massive 
wheels crunching through pristine 
snow before Gord maneuvered his 
big rig onto Pine Street and proceeded 
toward long expanses of Canadian 
highways as he sang along with songs 
on the radio during work days that 
lasted up to 18 hours.

The soundtrack of Gregson’s youth 
also is rich with the innocent sounds 
of kids playing hockey in the street in 
front of the ranch home the Gregsons 
had built in 1956 in Erin, about 20 
miles northwest of Guelph in southern 
Ontario. And then there’s the frequent 
sound of the front door bell ringing, 
with any number of neighbors standing 
out in the cold, always assured they 
would be invited into a home that was 
warm in so many ways.

“It was a nice, small community 
and everybody knew everybody,” 
Loreen said.

What the town folks usually came 
for was advice because no one offered 
better advice than Gord, who was so 
much wiser than the limited education 
he had. And when Gord spoke his 
words of wisdom, a son who would 
grow into a giant in NHL officiating 
was off in the shadows, absorbing his 
father cutting the fat out of complex 
issues and using his uncanny knack of 
arriving at the only plausible answer.

“I’ll tell you, we were like the 
drop-in center for the community,” 
Terry said. “My dad served on the 
school board, he was the head of minor 
hockey, he was the president of the 
Lions Club and I think one thing that 
has helped me throughout my whole 
career is I have a pretty good sense of 
fairness.

“I think that comes from when 
I was growing up and there used to 
be people always dropping by our 
house and asking my dad and mom 
for their advice because they were 
very level-headed and had the sense 
of community in the forefront of their 
minds.

“I would sit and listen to those 
discussions about whether we 
should put a pool in the community 
or whether we should build a new 
arena or whether we should add to 
the school. I would listen to my dad 
ask questions and get information 
from people. After a period of time, 
he would give his opinion and it was 
obviously a valued opinion.”

More formative seeds were planted 
within Gregson when Gord used to 
awaken his son at 5 a.m. on Saturdays 

so the two could ride together and 
unlock the local hockey arena. Referees 
were always needed. And Gord’s boy 
could surely handle it, even if he was a 
little on the young side and his skating 
skills were still limited.

“No one wanted to referee those 
early games, so at an early age of 11 or 
12, I started to referee the games at 6 in 
the morning and then I’d play later on 
in the day,” Gregson said.

He was young, but he carried a big 
stick of maturity, responsibility and 
competence because that’s what Gord 
insisted from Terry.

“When you do something or you 
make a commitment, you commit to 
it, you do it well and you stay true to 
your word,” Gregson said. “Those were 
things that were very evident in the 
community I was raised in and they 
were very evident in the home I was 
raised in.

“Two things my dad always said 
were, ‘Treat people the way you want 
to be treated,’ and ‘Don’t ask anybody 
to do anything you wouldn’t do.’”

Gord, a little more gregarious than 
his even-keeled son, rarely raised his 
voice with Terry, making those select 
occasions when he did all the more 
meaningful. When a young Terry asked 
his father permission to do something, 
Gord responded with words that 
resonated far more than a lecture.

“Do what you think is best, but 
don’t disappoint your mother and me,” 
Gord routinely said.

Terry wasn’t about disappointing 
anyone. He was about throwing 
himself into his life’s work and 
achieving the dynamic results he was 
raised to achieve. Gregson almost 
certainly would be a teacher to this 
day if that medical prognosis nearly 
a half century ago had turned out 
differently. For two years starting 
when he was 22 in 1976, Gregson 
taught science, chemistry, biology and 
physics at Grantham High School in 
St. Catharines, Ontario, but the lure of 
hockey never diminished.

He earned his Ontario Minor 
Hockey Association (OHA) referee card 

at the age of 16 and continued playing 
at various levels of the game, “but I 
was never good enough to go to the 
best level,” he said. One year of playing 
professionally in Europe reinforced that 
reality.

But officiating was different. Even 
after he started a career in teaching, 
he worked long hours in officiating, 
primarily in the OHA, and was scouted 
in Dunville, Ontario. In 1978, he was 
hired by the NHL as a trainee and 
worked in the Western Junior, Central 
Hockey and International Hockey 
leagues.

Gregson’s career break came in 
1979, when NHL Supervisor Scotty 
Morrison hired him to work his way 
through the ranks. Why did Morrison 
hire Gregson? Because when he looked 
into his eyes, he saw something that 
was genuine.

“When I interviewed Terry … I 
don’t know how to put it, it was just 
that solid presentation that he had,” 
Morrison said. “I hadn’t seen him on 
the ice or anything like that, but it 
was just the way he sat there when 
we talked about the philosophy of 
officiating and life in general. He had 
the sincerity of knowing what he 
wanted to do and the willingness to 
serve his time until he was ready to 
work in the NHL.”

That time came Dec. 19, 1981, when 
Gregson was assigned to work a game 
between the Los Angeles Kings and 
Hartford Whalers at Hartford, Conn. 
The Whalers were destined not to last 
in their market, but Gregson sure lasted 
in his. Handling himself on the ice in a 
mature, disciplined manner one would 
expect from Gord Gregson’s son, he 
was a man who understood his role.

“Terry officiated with a tremendous 
sense of humility,” said Brian Murphy, 
president of the NHL Officials 
Association and a former NHL 
linesman who officiated with Gregson 
from 1988-2004. “Some professional 
sports officials think they are bigger 
than the shield they wear on their 
chest. Not Terry. He always acted in a 
manner that it was a privilege for him 
to work in the NHL and that he always 
wanted to represent the league with 
pride and honor. He knew the rules 
extremely well and worked every game 
as if it were the Stanley Cup Finals.”

It wasn’t always pretty, Gregson 
will assure you. But even when police 
protection was required to escort him 
out of emotionally simmering arenas, 
he was always prepared for more.

“I always tell people, ‘You have 
to divorce yourself from the emotion 
of the game and you have to be the 
one who’s sane,” Gregson said. “We 
all have moments where things are a 
little crazy around us, but we have to 
be the voice of reason. You’re trying to 
bring order to chaos. From every bad 
experience comes better judgment.”

It was June 14, 1994, the morning 
before the seventh game of the Stanley 
Cup Finals between the New York 
Rangers and Vancouver Canucks. The 
Rangers were seeking to end their 
54-year Stanley Cup drought and 
anticipation was coursing through 
the big city. Gregson awoke in his 
Sheraton hotel room just north of 
Times Square with wife Laurie, and he 
was completely emotionally invested 
for the monumental event that is 
to come — so monumental, in fact, 
that he considers it to be the most 
unforgettable game of his career.

“If you can get to that biggest 
game,” Gregson said, “and you’ve 
been told they want to put you in 
charge of it, it’s almost a feeling of 
peacefulness because you’ve been 
basically told, ‘You’re the go-to guy to 
represent the league.’ And I really felt 
that.”

Gregson and his two linesmen, 
Collins and Ray Scapinello, walked 
in near silence down Seventh Avenue 
toward Madison Square Garden 
because they wanted to maximize 
every precious moment of the once-
in-a-lifetime experience. They were 
anonymous as the three approached 
the enormous buzz emanating from 
the Garden and Gregson felt he was at 
a career plateau, a master of his craft 
who was so ready for the enormous 
task at hand.

“We went out onto that ice and it 
was so noisy that it was almost quiet,” 
Gregson said, his voice starting to 
crack with emotion. “It was just like, 
‘Wow!’ We went to center ice and I 
remember Ray said, ‘Listen, guys. This 
is the place where everyone wants to 
be, so let’s enjoy it.’ And do you know 
what? He was bang on.

 The NASO Gold Whistle Award 
was created by the NASO board of 
directors to honor an individual or 
organization that has gone above 
and beyond in overall integrity and 
has made significant contributions 
to the betterment of officiating. The 
Gold Whistle Award is among the 
most coveted awards in the world 
of sports officiating. To be selected 
as the award recipient by the NASO 
board of directors, consideration is 
given for:

• Significant contributions to the 
betterment of officiating.

• A high degree of integrity and 
ethics.

• Qualities that are held in high 
regard by the industry.

• Consistent record of presenting 
officiating in a positive light.

• Exhibiting a “service above 
self” attitude. Public service to 
officiating, having a motivating effect 
on others and/or strong community 
involvement are considered.

The award can be made 
posthumously.

In chronological order, here are 
the 24 previous Gold Whistle Award 
recipients: Art McNally, 1988; the 
late Ed Myer, 1989; the late Pete 
Pavia, 1990; Larry Barnett, 1991; Jim 
Tunney, 1992; Steve Palermo, 1993; 
Ron Asselstine, 1994; Ed Hightower, 
1995; Bernie Saggau, 1996; the late 
Ted Butcher, 1997; the late Durwood 
Merrill, 1998; Tommy Nunez, 1999; 
Tom Dooley, 2000; Paul Stewart, 
2001; Larry Young, 2002; Bob 
Delaney 2003; Bob McElwee 2004; 
the late John W. Keys 2005; Blow 
the Whistle on Cancer Campaign, 
2006; Jerry Markbreit, 2007; 
Marcy Weston, 2008; Mills Lane, 
2009; Emily Alexander, 2010, Esse 
Baharmast, 2011.

A much-sought-after speaker and 
clinician, Terry Gregson addresses fans in 
Town of Blue Mountains, Ontario.
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“You basically had to control a 
group of men with a lot of energy in 
a confined area who moved very fast 
with a weapon in their hands. That’s 
quite a challenge, but you were given 
the moment to do it.”

Gregson, at the height of his skills, 
was able to process the speed of what 
he was seeing in slow motion. When 
the Rangers edged the Canucks, 3-2, 
that night, it was a pinnacle for a man 
who had reached the top.

“This is where I wanted to get to 
and I was able to get here,” he said.

The stakes were nowhere near as 
high when Gregson worked his final 
game April 2, 2004, between the Maple 
Leafs and Sabres at Buffalo, but the 
mission statement that elevated him to 
greatness was certainly intact. Sensing 
he was slowing down and struggling 
to heighten his mental focus to a level 
he demanded of himself for each game, 
Gregson had decided to move on. But 
in a sense, his final appearance as a 
referee was another seventh game of 
the Stanley Cup Finals, because that’s 
how Gregson is wired.

“I had the distinct pleasure of being 
in the referee’s dressing room at the 
occasion of Terry’s last NHL game just 
before he went on the ice,” Gregson’s 
older brother, Larry, said. “One of the 
linesmen working the game that night 
asked, “Terry, what are you thinking 
about right now?’

“Terry responded, ‘We’ve got to 
go out there and do a good job. The 
players need it, the fans need it, we 
need it and the game deserves it.’

“At that personally emotional 
moment for Terry, he was still thinking 
of one thing: Do a good job because the 
others are counting on you.”

And that’s how Gregson handles 
himself to this day as senior vice 
president and director of officiating for 
the NHL. There is no longer the mental 
strain of working himself into an 
airtight mental focus for games during 
another long NHL season, but there is 
the emotional drain of continuing to get 
the job done at such a high level.

“In sports, you frequently hear the 
expression, ‘a player’s coach,’” said 
Joe Borgia, the NBA vice president 
of basketball operations who serves 
with Gregson on the Officiating 
Development Alliance (ODA). “Well, I 

think of Terry as a ‘referee’s supervisor.’ 
In working with Terry on the ODA, 
he has an air of confidence, yet is very 
calm. That is a great trait to have as the 
head of any referee organization. He 
is well respected for being a top NHL 
referee and remembers what it is like 
when talking to them now.

“He talks to everyone at the same 
level and not down to them, even on 
the ODA, where many of us know little 
about hockey.”

One of his most enduring 
accomplishments was the succession 
plan for officials. Gregson left 
officiating behind with dignity that 
everyone else in the profession will 
have that same opportunity when their 
skills start to diminish.

“It’s not an easy thing because 
you’re basically talking about people 
winding down their career,” Gregson 
said. “I do believe in the sports world, 
it’s important to have a partnership in 
how you wind it down as opposed to 
just being told it’s over.

“When you get further on down 
the line in your career, it’s in your head, 
but you don’t really talk about it. My 
job is to bring it to the conscious level, 
involve their wives or whomever they 

want to involve in the discussion, so it 
becomes a topic of conversation. Over 
time, we’ll discuss what their idea is in 
terms of when it will develop and then 
I talk to them about the vision from our 
side.

“Then it’s just a process. We’ve 
had 11 people complete that process 
in the last four years and I have five 
more in the works. You try to find 
common ground so there is a victory 
lap almost.”

It wouldn’t be an understatement 
to say Gregson’s career has been a 
perpetual victory lap. Guided by the 
integrity with which he was raised, 
everything has a way of turning out 
with Gregson. And he is remembered 
fondly by the numerous people he has 
touched.

“I once asked Terry to speak to 
a group of our sales people about 
his career in the NHL,” said Al 
McDonough, a close friend of Gregson 
who is president and chief operating 
officer of Programmed Insurance 
Brokers, Inc. “I told him we always 
pay a fee for a speaker, but Terry 
said, ‘I never take a fee to talk about 
hockey.’ He’s an authentic individual, 
he’s dedicated to the game, loyal to 
the NHL shield and a most worthy 
selection for the Gold Whistle Award.

“There is a lot you can say about 
Terry. Lord knows he’d never say it 
about himself.”

The final word comes from Lee 
Clarkin, an attorney in Wellesley, Mass., 
who became friends with Gregson 
before he was an NHL referee.

“On one hand, he is the most 
humble, polite guy I ever met in my 
life,” Clarkin said. “He’s the kind of 
guy to go out of his way to say thank 
you to the toll taker at the turnpike 
and the busboy in the restaurant, the 
so-called ‘little people.’

“On the other hand, he’s a total 
take-charge guy — no B.S. He called 
them as he saw them. He would call 
the shots and he would stand by 
them.”

There was a time when 
circumstances might not have allowed 
Gregson to stand. But he ended up 
standing as tall in his profession as 
anyone ever has.
Peter Jackel is an award-winning 
sportswriter from Racine, Wis. *

Terry Gregson Bio
>>Born in Erin, Ontario, Nov. 7, 1953. 
Married to Laurie.

>>NHL Senior Vice President and 
Director of Officiating.

>>Referee in the NHL for 25 years. 
Officiated 1,427 regular season and 
158 playoff games.

>>Other key assignments: the 1982 
World Championships; 1991 NHL All-
Star Game; 1996 World Cup.

>> Served as executive of the NHL 
Officials Association  for 20 years. 

>> Former school teacher.


