Jennifer Bell rushes the puck down the ice as a member of the Miramichi Valley High School Pulamoo varsity girls hockey team in her senior year. 
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MIRAMICHI – Humble in nature but a force to be reckoned with on the ice, a skilled hockey player from Miramichi is showing some of Atlantic Canada’s best what a never-quit attitude looks like.

Standing at five-foot-seven, Jennifer Bell is a gritty power-forward for the Mount Allison University women’s hockey team in Sackville and the team’s 2013-14 Rookie of the Year. 

She received the team honour on March 27 during an athletics banquet in an evening coined the Night of the Mounties. It was a big surprise for Bell, who said all of her fellow rookie teammates were good this season. 

And while being singled out may have been a surprise for the 2013 graduate of Miramichi Valley High School, Zach Ball, head coach of the Mounties women’s hockey team, said for everyone else it was a given. 

“It was a unanimous decision by the coaching staff and by the team. She was voted Rookie of the Year by all,” he said in a phone interview. 

Bell, a walk-on tryout last fall, said she was initially nervous due to the calibre of talent she saw, especially in regard to the seniors on the squad or players who had attended preparatory schools.

“Once I made the team I was really excited. I just knew I’d have to work hard all year,” said the first-year science major.

Working hard is far from a foreign concept for the 18-year-old Bell who’s only in her fifth year of playing the nation’s favourite winter sport.

Originally a ringette player, Bell didn’t make the transition from ring to puck until she was 14 and in Grade 9.

She divided up her last four seasons competing either for the recently folded midget AAA Northern Stars or her alma mater, the Miramichi Valley High School Pulamoo.

She finished her midget career rostered with the latter team last March with a hat trick against the Clement-Cormier Cavalieres during the Miramichi Pulamoo’s 8-5 single-elimination loss at the NBIAA AAA girls hockey provincial championships.

Bell said her advice for young female athletes who think it’s too late to start playing the game is this: don’t worry.

“As long as you work really hard and have the dedication, if you want to play at a high level it could be a possibility,” she said.

In addition to having a support system of friends and coaches who helped her, Bell said what helped her progress over the years was simply being “into” the game. 

“I spent all my time just in outdoor rinks, shooting and playing pick-up with people,” said Bell. 

The indoor ice surface at the Sackville Veterans Memorial Civic Centre has been a place the rookie has called home this past year, in a season the Mounties head coach Ball has described as “outstanding” and “great” for Bell.
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Jennifer Bell. 
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“We were amazed at how well she’s improved over the course of the year. Her skating is outstanding, she’s of course extremely strong and uses her strength to create a lot of opportunities for herself and her teammates on the ice,” he said. “Her year for the most part had a great trend to it and that went up and up and up.”

To emphasize the rookie’s strength, Ball mentioned how Bell surpassed her teammates in every category during a fitness test. One example was when the athletes had to bench press 60 per cent their body weight for as long as they were able to.

“Most people go for 45 seconds or something or 30 seconds (and) she went for two-and-a-half minutes,” he said. 

She’s also demonstrated that strength away from hockey.

Bell placed seventh placed overall at the 2013 Canada Summer Games in Sherbrooke, Que., in the shot put after cracking the track and field roster for Team New Brunswick. 

Last spring ,when she was a senior with the Pulamoo, she set a new shot put record during the New Brunswick outdoor provincial championships, with a distance of 12.07 metres.

Ball said the Mounties are “very fortunate to have her on our team and with our program” and noted how she’s been pivotal in respective games.

“There’s some instrumental moments for our season that we relied on Jen Bell for.”

Ball said Bell saw a lot of ice time in her first year, whether it was on the penalty kill or even the power play.

“She proved herself deserving of ice time right off the bat. Our ice time isn’t divided up by what year you’re in, it’s divided up by how effective you play and she played pretty effective from day one.” 

The Mounties finished their regular season fifth overall within the Atlantic University Sport conference with a 10-14-0 record in 24 games for 20 points.

They were successful in the post-season, after winning the quarter-final best-of-three series against the No. 4 ranked team in the league, St. Thomas University and then moving on to trump the No. 1 ranked St. Francis Xavier X-Women in the semifinal. 

The back-to-back series wins propelled the Mounties into the championship game against the Université de Moncton’s Aigles Bleus where they fell short of a championship banner, placing second overall in playoffs. 

Bell said she was excited to compete in the AUS championship, noting the team were underdogs in the first of the year but had an exciting playoff run at the end. 

“I love being part of the Mountie team. It’s a great experience being able to play sports in university.” 

And according to her coach, it looks like she’ll have another three years to enjoy being a part of their varsity program.

“She’s going to continue to get better. She’s not somebody who’s plateaued after year one. She’s somebody who’s going to have as much of an impact role next year if not more in the years to come,” said Ball.

He added, “She’s going to be somebody that every other team in this league knows about...when they go to play Mount Allison.”

