
NEWPORT BEACH MAGAZINE 2928 NEWPORTBEACHMAGAZINE.COM 

C
O

U
R

TE
S

Y
 O

F 
TH

E
 A

N
A

H
E

IM
 D

U
C

K
S

Anaheim Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf uses 
his celebrity status to support an expansive 

philanthropic portfolio.
BY KRISTIN SCHARKEY

GOAL
A Charitable

On the ice, Anaheim Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf is a looming presence. 
The 6-foot-4 forward is known for his physicality and giftedness at 
passing the puck, and his Orange County team has been successful 

in large part due to the Canadian-born athlete’s playmaking ability that makes 
everyone around him better. But that skill set also translates off the ice, as the 
Stanley Cup champion and two-time Olympic gold medalist has earned a rep-
utation as a family man who prioritizes philanthropy. Consistently using his 
position to support myriad charitable causes, Getzlaf contributes more than 

just financial value: The Corona del Mar resident’s 
celebrity status brings heightened awareness to those 
that he chooses to stand behind.

This is perhaps no better understood than by Paul 
and Debra Miller, who founded Newport Beach-

based nonprofit CureDuchenne to bring life-saving treat-
ment to the current generation of boys suffering from Duchenne, a severe form 
of muscular dystrophy. The cause first resonated with Getzlaf and his wife, 
Paige, about five years ago when they decided to join forces with the organiza-
tion to host a fundraising golf tournament, the Getzlaf Golf Shootout. Now an 
annual affair, the event has raised approximately $1.3 million to date—with 
another planned for August—but it’s Getzlaf ’s notoriety that has made even 
more of an impact on the organization.

“[Ryan and Paige] are God’s gift to … the Duchenne family and certainly, 
especially, to our family,” Debra says. “Celebrities can make a huge differ-
ence. This is a rare disease, and just like Paul and I had never heard the word 
‘Duchenne’ before our son was diagnosed, 99 percent of the planet is in the 
same boat—they haven’t heard about Duchenne. What Ryan has done to bring 
awareness to this disease, there’s no way to measure it.”
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Anaheim Ducks forward Ryan Getzlaf (left) has formed a friendship with Hawken Miller (right), who suffers from Duchenne muscular dystrophy.

Paul, Hawken and Debra Miller

Powerful Partnership
Getzlaf and his wife were looking to partner 
with a nonprofit in Orange County at the time 
that they were introduced to Duchenne, just 
a few months after the birth of their first son, 
Ryder. Upon meeting Paul and Debra through 
a mutual friend, the couple learned that the 
genetic disorder affects more than 300,000 boys 
worldwide and nearly 20,000 in the U.S., includ-
ing the Millers’ son, Hawken; those with the 

disease are often wheelchair-bound by the age of 
12, and most do not survive past their mid-20s. 
Compelled by the emotional juxtaposition of 
the birth of his healthy baby boy and the Millers’ 
determination to find a cure, Getzlaf began to 
brainstorm ways that he could help. 

“To listen to [the Millers] stand up and talk 
about their son is the bravest thing in the world 
to me,” explains the Ducks captain, now a father 
of three children. “I can’t even imagine stand-
ing up in front of people and telling them that 
my son might die, and we need to do something 
about it. … They’re not just trying to save their 
own son, it’s other people as well.” 

The golf tournament was Getzlaf ’s idea, having 
previously participated in similar events. Each year,  
he recruits numerous professional athletes and 
celebrities to pair up with attendees on the green, 
and is actively involved in both planning and bud-
geting processes—his vision to create opportunities 
for CureDuchenne is reminiscent of the passes he 
so effectively dishes to his teammates. 

“Because people want to hang out with Ryan 
and his team, they by default hear our story,” Debra 
says. “We have won the hearts of many people 

because of that who [then] have become support-
ive of our organization. ... My husband and I and 
Hawken have a huge amount of gratitude to Ryan 
and Paige for what they’re doing for us.”

The Millers founded CureDuchenne shortly 
after Hawken was diagnosed at age 5, when they 
noticed their son’s inability to participate on a 
Newport Beach soccer team. Overnight, the fam-
ily was forced to educate themselves on the genetic 
disorder that causes progressive damage not only 
to muscle cells but also to breathing and cardiac 
functions; at the time, few Duchenne organiza-
tions existed, Debra says, let alone any focused on 
finding a cure.

Since 2003, CureDuchenne has leveraged $100 
million from biotech and pharmaceutical compa-
nies to fund research of the disease, and advanced 
nine projects to human clinical trials. The organiza-
tion seeks to find not only a cure but also treatment 
to slow down the disease’s relentless deterioration. 
“There is no approved drug for Duchenne at this 
point,” Debra explains. “The most effective therapy 
that we have is physical therapy.”

Due in part to the organization’s efforts 
over the last decade supporters waited in 
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BY THE 
NUMBERS

20,000: Boys in the U.S. with Duchenne

300,000: Boys worldwide with Duchenne

$1.3 million: Combined total raised by 
the past five Getzlaf Golf Shootouts

$20 million: Total amount raised by 
CureDuchenne to date

$100 million: Total amount 
CureDuchenne has leveraged from bio-
tech and pharmaceutical companies to 
fund Duchenne research

HOW YOU  
CAN HELP

  
SUPPORT NEWPORT BEACH-BASED 

NONPROFIT CUREDUCHENNE’S 
PURSUIT OF A CURE FOR 

DUCHENNE MUSCULAR DYSTROPHY.

Donate online
cureduchenne.org

Participate in the  
2016 Getzlaf Golf Shootout

Aug. 26-27
getzlafgolf.org

Top: The Getzlafs and Millers team up for the Getzlaf Golf Shootout, which takes place this year Aug. 26-27.

anticipation late last year when BioMarin, a 
biotech company funded by the nonprofit, sub-
mitted a drug expected to treat about 13 per-
cent of Duchenne patients to the U.S. Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA); however, it failed 
to receive approval this January. A second drug 
by another CureDuchenne-funded company, 
Sarepta Therapeutics, will be up for review this 
spring—a decision is expected by the end of May.

“We have to get these drugs passed as quickly 
as possible for the kids,” Getzlaf says, recalling a 
family he met at a previous golf tournament that 
had seen noticeable deceleration of the disease 
with preliminary versions of treatment. “The 
timeline is short, and we’re seeing results already.”

Forming a Friendship
It’s as if Getzlaf can’t help but try to exploit an 
opponent’s defenses, be it the Los Angeles Kings 
or Duchenne muscular dystrophy. But with the 
genetic disorder, it’s not so much what he is fight-
ing against as it is who he is fighting for: While 
19-year-old Hawken’s timeline has been slower 
than most boys his age with Duchenne (he has 
not yet lost his ability to walk), the University of 

Southern California freshman uses a motorized 
scooter to get around. His daily routine includes 
wearing splints to bed to stretch his ankles, tak-
ing a strict regimen of steroids and supplements, 
and continually completing stretches. 

It’s a poignant juxtaposition—his relation-
ship with Getzlaf—one man built to barrel down 
the ice and the other fighting against a disease 
indiscriminately taking over his body. But in 
their quest to find a cure, the pair finds common 
ground. Hawken, who was the editor-in-chief 
of his high school newspaper, recalls a memory 
from 2014 when the Getzlafs invited the Millers 
to a Newport beach house they’d rented that 
summer: The Ducks star sat down with Hawken 
for a series of interviews he’d been conducting, 
and gave the teen “inside information” about his 
own childhood aspirations. 

“It’s a beautiful thing,” Debra says. “Ryan 
doesn’t treat Hawken as if he has any kind of dis-
ability at all. …. He jokes with him, he teases him, 
just like with any other kid.” 

“He’s really humble,” Hawken adds. “You can 
definitely tell that he wants to make a difference. 
He’s not solely focused on hockey, but he’s also 
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Ryan Getzlaf (left) credits his wife, Paige (right), for pushing him “to do more” philanthropically.

Hawken Miller (left) with Getzlaf (right)
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I CAN PUT MY 
NAME BEHIND 
SOMETHING AND 
REALLY TOUCH 
PEOPLE IN A 
CERTAIN WAY 
THAT OTHER 
PEOPLE CAN’T. 
IT’S A GOOD 
FEELING TO 
HAVE.        —RYAN GETZLAF

“

”

focused on making a difference in the world. I 
really applaud him for that.”

Growing up, Getzlaf says his family placed a 
priority on giving back, a value further instilled in 
him during outreaches with the Calgary Hitmen, 
the Alberta-based junior hockey team that he 
played on for four seasons in the early 2000s, and 
ultimately the Ducks. “My aunts and uncles, every-
body, they always kept us grounded,” he recalls. “As 
I became bigger and bigger in the hockey world, 
they always preached the same thing.” 

In addition to his work with CureDuchenne, 
the Ducks player currently funds a program 
called Getzlaf ’s Gamers in partnership with tele-
communications provider Telus and other sup-
porters to host groups of children in a luxury 
suite at Calgary Hitmen home games. Locally, 
he partners with current Ducks teammate Corey 
Perry to provide equipment to young Orange 
County hockey players through the Anaheim 
Ducks Learn to Play Program. “Now that my kids 
are starting to skate and I’m at the local rinks a 
lot more, it’s crazy how many kids around [here] 
are getting into hockey and tell us that they were 
part of the program,” Getzlaf says. “You see more 
hockey and hockey development out here in 
Orange County more than ever.” 

The forward also donates $300 for each goal 
he scores during the season to Garth Brooks’ 
Teammates for Kids Foundation, which supports 
children’s health and education. “In my profes-
sion, I get to do a lot of things that a lot of people 
don’t get to do,” Getzlaf says. “I can put my name 

behind something and really touch people in a 
certain way that other people can’t. It’s a good 
feeling to have.” 

Looking to the Future
In reality, however, Getzlaf is doing more than 
just putting his name behind these organiza-
tions—his relationships with their benefactors 
extend beyond writing a check.

“They show up for everything we do,” Debra 
says, noting an appearance by the hockey player 
at her husband’s 50th birthday party. Getzlaf and 
Paul have bonded over a love of the sport—Paul 
was drafted by the Minnesota North Stars in 
1982 but never made it to the NHL.

“I look back on how this is all happening over 
the past 10 to 12 years, and it’s almost like little 
pieces getting [put] into place in this big … puz-
zle that I hope the picture is a cure for my son,” 
Debra says. “In the meantime, it’s all these little 
pieces that are being filled in.” 

When asked to recall a memory from her 
friendship with the family, Debra’s voice takes 
on a new level of enthusiasm as she describes 
Getzlaf ’s sons traipsing around with her own at 
the beach house. “Hawken [is] small for his age, 
and so the fact that they have these two little, 
beautiful boys that were looking up to Hawken, 
playing with him—Hawken loves kids,” she says. 
It’s not uncommon, she adds, for 5-year-old 
Ryder to hitch a joy ride on Hawken’s scooter at 
various events.

Guests at this year’s sixth annual Getzlaf 
Golf Shootout, slated for Aug. 26-27 with a VIP 
party at Costa Mesa’s Sutra lounge and full day 
of golf at Monarch Beach Golf Links in Dana 
Point, might just encounter the two boys riding 
around on the vehicle. It’s a compelling vision—
two of the reasons why Getzlaf got involved with 
CureDuchenne in the first place—both driver 
and passenger relying on the man who connects 
them for more than just goals and assists.

For the boy whose features resemble his, 
Getzlaf will hunker down with a tiny golf club 
to teach him the basics of the sport on the green. 
But for the other—the boy with shaggy, brown 
hair who dreams of covering politics or econom-
ics as a journalist—he’ll swing his own in pursuit 
of a cure for the disease ravaging the teen’s body. 
“He really is a great fatherly figure,” Hawken 
says. “He really wants to see his kids succeed.” 

But take one look at Getzlaf ’s charitable portfo-
lio, and you’ll see that he’s empowering more than 
just his three children. For this Ducks playmaker, 
creating the tempo for those in need comes just as 
naturally as his perogative to pass. NBM


