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    “Tonight, fans in the Maple Leaf Gardens would groan and cheer and panic in unison.”


     


    On May 2, 1967, the Montreal Canadiens and the Toronto Maple Leafs faced each other in a battle for hockey supremacy. It was game six, with Toronto leading the series 3-2, and only the fifth time in twenty-five years that the teams had played each other in the Stanley Cup Finals.


    But this time, it was much more than a game. From the moment Foster Hewitt announced, “Hello, Canada and hockey fans in the United States,” the match between Toronto and Montreal became a turning point in sports history. That night, the Leafs would win the Stanley Cup. The next season, the National Hockey League would expand to twelve teams. The players would form an association. Hockey would become big business. The “Original Six” would become a thing of the past.


    It was the last hockey game.


    Placing us in the announcers’ booth, in the seats of excited fans, and in the skates of the players, Bruce McDougall scores with a spectacular account of every facet of that final fateful match. As we meet players such as Henri Richard, Tim Horton, Terry Sawchuk and Jean Béliveau, as well as coaches, owners and fans, The Last Hockey Game becomes more than a story of a game. It becomes an elegy, a lament for an age when, for all its many problems, the game was played for love as much as money.
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    Date: Tuesday, May 2, 1967


    Place: Maple Leaf Gardens


    Event: Sixth game, Stanley Cup finals


    Teams: Montreal Canadiens, Toronto Maple Leafs


    Toronto leads best-of-seven series three games to two


  




  

     


    Chapter One 


    Pre-game Warm-up


     


    Pete Stemkowski took one look at Terry Sawchuk coming through the dressing-room door and wondered if he’d make it across the room.


    Sawchuk nursed his way to the coat rack at the end of the room and winced when he took off his rain-dampened overcoat. How could this guy perform so well as a goalie, Stemkowski wondered, when he could hardly walk? Careworn at the best of times, Sawchuk’s face tonight looked drawn and haggard, his skin as grey as an abandoned wasps’ nest. Stemkowski sometimes tried to amuse his teammates by following Sawchuk around the dressing room, imitating his old-man shuffle. But not tonight.


    Sawchuk sidled along the rubber mats on the dressing-room floor to his stall, where Bobby Haggert, the team’s trainer, had left his goalie pads, blocker, catcher’s mitt, ratty-looking chest protector and blunt-bladed goalie skates, along with clean white underwear and three rolls of adhesive tape. Sawchuk used the tape to attach pieces of foam rubber to the parts of his body left most exposed by his decrepit equipment.


    “He wore those battered old shoulder pads,” said his teammate Ron Ellis, “the same ones he’d used since junior, and they were in tatters. And his chest protector was nothing more than a piece of felt.” Stemkowski wouldn’t wear Sawchuk’s pads in a ball-hockey game.


    Sawchuk’s Leafs jersey hung on a hanger from a hook on the wall, along with his white Fiberglas facemask. The facemask looked like a bedpan with eyeholes. He’d worn it for the last couple of years to protect what was left of his mug that hadn’t been cut by errant pucks and sticks. Sometimes, looking at Sawchuk, Stemkowski could hardly believe his eyes. This was the goalie that the Toronto Maple Leafs would depend on tonight to win the Stanley Cup. The biggest prize in professional hockey, and to win it, the Toronto Maple Leafs had to rely on a human train wreck.


    Stemkowski himself was no prize. Tall and gangly, with a shock of wheat-coloured hair above a face like a hatchet and an Adam’s apple that bobbed up and down like a pump handle, he relied on his youth, humour and personality more than his appearance to attract a woman’s glance. One night, joking with a referee who’d just given him his third penalty of the game, he said, “You pickin’ on me because of my good looks?” The ref said, “If I was, Stemkowski, I’d have given you six.” But even if he lived to be a hundred, Stemkowski didn’t think he’d ever look so wasted as his Ukrainian buddy did at thirty-seven.


    If Sawchuk looked bad tonight, he felt even worse. His stomach ached. His chest was sore. His feet hurt. His back was still stiff from an operation last year, when he thought he might not walk again. The middle finger of his left hand had remained black and blue and throbbing ever since he caught a slapshot about six months ago, fired in a warm-up by Frank Mahovlich, his own teammate, for Christ’s sake. The butterflies that always fluttered in his stomach before a game seemed tonight to have wings made of broken glass. But at least he didn’t have a hangover.


    Unlike some of the Pollyannas on this team, Sawchuk didn’t claim to play hockey because he loved the game. He didn’t yammer away to reporters about how fortunate he felt to play in the National Hockey League. He might have said something like that when he joined the Detroit Red Wings in 1949. But that was twenty years ago, and he’d been only seventeen. In those days, he did feel thrilled to play a game that he loved, in front of fans who adored him, put their faith in him and studied every move he made. Hockey had taken Sawchuk away from his Winnipeg home for good, at the age of sixteen, when most kids were still in high school. If those kids had any money, they’d earned it the way he did before he left: working in a foundry, manufacturing farm implements, or working for a sheet-metal company, installing canopies over giant ovens in bakeries. They’d earned it from shovelling manure or delivering newspapers, not from playing hockey in a town full of strangers a thousand miles away from home. As a kid playing junior hockey in Galt, not far from Toronto, Sawchuk had made in a week what most kids earned in four months. He sent most of the money to his mom, used most of the rest for room and board and kept twenty-five cents a week for himself, although he hardly needed it. The lumbermen, farmers, railroad employees and restaurant owners who watched him play gave him free donuts, free shirts and free advice and told him he’d make the NHL someday if he kept playing as well as he did.


    Hockey had given Sawchuk a life that most kids could only dream about, although he knew now, after twenty years, that those dreams left out a lot of the details of the life of a professional athlete. No one dreamed about the long hours of road-trip boredom. No one mentioned the fans who thought that a ticket to a game entitled them to your friendship. No one told him about the newspaper reporters who wrote whatever they wanted, no matter what you said. And even though he probably would never have met his wife if he hadn’t become a professional hockey player, no one had told him that marriage could be such a pain in the ass.


    As long as Sawchuk stayed in Toronto, he didn’t have to worry much about getting along with his wife. Pat had stayed in Detroit with their kids when he’d come to training camp at the beginning of the season. He visited occasionally, and now she was pregnant with their seventh child. In Toronto, he lived by himself in a dumpy efficiency apartment on Jarvis Street, around the corner from Maple Leaf Gardens. It had a couch, a chair, a coffee table, a TV in the living room and a bed in the bedroom, and you could rent the place by the week, so he wouldn’t lose money when the season ended and he had to go home again.


    If he wanted human contact, he had a girlfriend. He didn’t spend a lot of time with her, but now she was pregnant, too. Sometimes he and the kid Stemkowski went out for dinner to one of the cheap restaurants on Church Street. They were both from Winnipeg, but Stemkowski was Polish, and he was the only unengaged bachelor left on the team, so he could stay out all night if he wanted to, although usually he took the streetcar back to the Beaches, where he boarded with a chiropractor and his wife in a house near the racetrack. At dinner, Sawchuk and Stemkowski might sit across the table from each other for an hour or more in complete silence. Sawchuk liked it that way. He spent most of his time alone.


    Despite the difference in their ages, Stemkowski got along with Sawchuk as well as anybody else on the team did. Almost like a son with his father. In fact, Sawchuk could be as moody and remote as Stemkowski’s own father had been before he’d died a few years earlier. Sawchuk was a strange cat, but Stemkowski knew how to deal with his ups and downs. He knew, for example, that if Sawchuk didn’t say hello when they first saw each other, he wouldn’t speak to him for the rest of the day. Stemkowski didn’t mind. He was happy just to sit at the same table as Terry Sawchuk. He respected Sawchuk as a hockey player and appreciated what the man had accomplished in all his years as a goalie in the National Hockey League. In fact, respect wasn’t the right word. Awe was more like it. The guy had won three Stanley Cups as a goalie for the best team in professional hockey, four Vezina Trophies as the best goalie in professional hockey and a Calder Trophy as the best rookie in professional hockey. Stemkowski felt privileged to sit in the same room with Sawchuk, let alone have dinner with him.


    Sawchuk’s achievements might have impressed the kid Stemkowski, but they didn’t impress Sawchuk’s wife in Detroit. He could have been a boilermaker for all she cared, as long as he kept paying the bills.


    Sawchuk slumped onto the bench in front of his stall. The bench where he sat, along with the cinder-block walls and the concrete floor, was painted blue, the same colour as the Leafs sweaters. Everywhere he looked, he saw reminders of the team’s priorities: order, discipline, hard work. As soon as you walked through the door, you saw words painted on the wall in white capital letters: “Defeat does not rest lightly on their shoulders.” On another wall, closer to the door, more words, in smaller letters, said: “The price of success is hard work.” A bench ran around the perimeter of the room. Vertical partitions defined the place where each of the twenty players sat to get dressed for tonight’s game. In each stall, a Leafs sweater hung on a hanger, its white number facing out. The crest on the sweater had been modified a few weeks ago to an eleven-point maple leaf, similar to the one used on the new Canadian flag.


    Other parts of the wall were festooned with rows of plaques, listing the players on each Leafs team since 1927, along with the number of games that each team had won, lost or tied and its playoff record, if it had one. Two more plaques identified all the Leafs players who had made all-star teams or won individual awards. Nine Leafs in the last thirty years had won the Calder Trophy, awarded since 1937 to the best first-year player in the NHL. Three Leafs in the room tonight had won it: Dave Keon, Frank Mahovlich and Sawchuk himself. Four more Calder winners were just across the hall, with the Montreal Canadiens in the visitors’ dressing room: Gump Worsley, Ralph Backstrom, Bobby Rousseau and Jacques Laperriere. Winning the Calder was impressive. Mahovlich had done it when he was only nineteen. But Sawchuk took it with a grain of salt. On any team in the NHL, you were only as good as your next game, no matter what you’d accomplished in the past. Hell, within the last five years, two Leafs players, Kent Douglas and Britt Selby, had won the Calder, and they didn’t even play in the league anymore.


    Across the room, Sawchuk’s teammate Eddie Shack was talking about the great-looking broad who had married Elvis Presley the day before in Las Vegas. When he wasn’t yakking about cars, Shackie was always gassing about great-looking broads. The dressing room smelled of liniment, adhesive tape and sweat, with accents of Wrigley’s Juicy Fruit gum, which a few players chewed during a game to keep their mouths from turning dry. Sawchuk didn’t chew gum because it hurt the muscles in his face. He just guarded the goal from the beginning to the end of a game as the inside of his mouth turned as dry as a dusty gravel road. On NHL teams, neither the goalie nor the players drank water during a game. “We were never allowed water on the bench,” said Shack. “If you drank water it meant that you were out of shape.”


    Sawchuk leaned over to untie his shoelaces. Almost forty years old, and he still bought himself only one pair of shoes a year. He glanced down the bench at Mike Walton sprawled against the wall. Walton was a hotshot. He was also the future of hockey. He dressed like a riverboat gambler. Yancy Derringer in hockey skates. Skintight brown trousers flared at the cuffs over a pair of brown leather cowboy boots. Gaping yellow shirt with long collar points, chains around his neck and a cocky look on his face, just daring the world to try to knock the chip off his shoulder.


    Kids like Walton didn’t have to pretend they respected the old guys on the team. Why should they? What difference did it make to Walton if you’d won a trophy or two, scored twenty goals a season, spent twenty years in the same uniform or the same league? What old guy on the team tonight hadn’t done that? For Walton, things were different than they’d been when Sawchuk first started in the league. In those days, a kid kept his mouth shut when he joined an NHL team. But not Walton. Sawchuk would never forget the day that Walton sauntered into the dressing room in his suede jacket and shades, like Mohair fucking Sam, looked at George Armstrong, the captain of the team, for Christ’s sake, and said, “How’s it hangin’, Chiefie Cat?”


    If Sawchuk had been in Armstrong’s shoes, he would have belted the kid. If Walton thought he was hot stuff, he was a nobody compared to George Armstrong. The Chief had arrived in the NHL on a wave of publicity that made Walton’s press clippings look like a peewee’s scrapbook. He’d played his first game for the Leafs in 1949, when Walton was still crawling on his hands and knees around the kitchen floor of his parents’ house in Timmins or Kirkland Lake or wherever the fuck he came from, and he’d scored his first NHL goal against the Montreal Canadiens, the team they were playing tonight. When Armstrong joined the Leafs for good, Conn Smythe, the owner of the team in those days, gave him the number 10, the same number that another Leafs hotshot, Syl Apps, had worn, expecting from Armstrong the same miracles that Apps had performed in the 1940s. Smythe also gave him a $6,000 signing bonus. “My head went ding-a-ling, like a cash register,” Armstrong said.


    Armstrong was nineteen, and he wanted his money in cash, the way Sawchuk had taken his signing bonus when he’d signed to play for the Detroit Red Wings. Sawchuk got $2,000 in U.S. funds, exchanged the money at a bank for 2,100 Canadian dollar bills, then took the cash back to the room in Windsor, where he lived in a boarding house, and threw it all against the wall just to watch it flutter through the air. Instead of giving Armstrong the cash, Smythe said he’d invest the money. Smythe’s company not only owned the Leafs, it also owned the arena in Toronto where they played their games, and Smythe, who owned most of the shares, said he’d buy some for Armstrong.


    Armstrong was used to making money as a hockey player, just not in such quantities. Before turning professional with the Leafs, he’d made a few hundred bucks as a junior and twenty-five dollars a game playing with the Senior Marlboros when they won the Allan Cup as the best senior team in Canada. He used the money to buy two building lots in Sudbury, where he grew up, and he planned to build a house on the lots.


    Smythe told Armstrong to hire someone else to build the house. He’d just invested $6,000 in the kid, more than he’d spent on some of his thoroughbred race horses, and he didn’t want him to fall off a roof and break his leg. Smythe could shoot a crippled horse. What could he do with a crippled hockey player?


    Armstrong took Smythe’s advice about the house and the money. “He bought me 250 shares,” Armstrong said, “and I had a little left over to buy my dad a brand new 1950 Studebaker.” By tonight, Armstrong’s shares had increased in value by about $100,000, but he never got the chance to roll around in the cash the way Sawchuk did.


    Ordained by Conn Smythe as the second coming of the saviour, Armstrong hadn’t behaved like Walton. Neither had Sawchuk or any other rookie. In those days, a rookie knew his place. If a veteran player told him to go to the store for a pack of cigarettes, he’d do it. If a veteran wanted a new pair of laces for his skates, he’d fetch them. In those days, a rookie was thrilled if an older player even spoke to him. And now here was Walton, young enough to be his son, calling the Leafs’ captain Chiefie Cat.


    If Walton weren’t such a gifted hockey player, Punch Imlach, the Leafs’ coach, would have sent him to Siberia and forgotten all about him, the way he did with other players who pissed him off. He’d already banished Walton for the last three years to the minor leagues in Rochester and Tulsa, but the kid kept scoring goals, and the Leafs needed more of those. So when Walton came back earlier this year to play in the big leagues, Imlach let him stay. It didn’t make Imlach happy to have this punk-assed kid on the bench, though, so he left Walton out of the lineup as often as he could. He even forced the kid to get a haircut, just to show him who was the boss.


    The older players turned Walton’s presence to their advantage. If Imlach was preoccupied with Walton, they figured he’d have less time to bug them. When Imlach announced one afternoon at a team meeting that Walton wouldn’t dress for a game that night, Armstrong and a few other players walked over to Yonge Street and bought Walton a Beatles wig. It cost $38.95, but they figured it was worth the price. They knew that long hair drove Imlach nuts. They also thought that the wig might knock the chip off Walton’s shoulder. Maybe he’d get the message and smarten up. “I didn’t think he’d have the nerve to wear it,” said Armstrong.


    Walton strutted into the Gardens that night with Candy Smythe, the owner’s granddaughter, who was his fiancée, and sat in her grandfather’s seats directly behind the Leafs’ bench. Throughout the entire game, he sat five feet from the Leafs’ coach with the Beatles wig on his head. “Punch had to walk back and forth in front of me all night,” Walton said.


    Even after eighteen years with the team, George Armstrong would never have pulled such a stunt himself. Sawchuk looked at Armstrong now, sitting in his place in the dressing room, closest to the door, the place he’d earned with almost two decades of service. Armstrong was one of those guys who insisted in public that he played hockey because he loved the game. Half the guys in the dressing room tonight said the same thing. But when the love ran out, the money kept them going.


    Walton and the other young players in the league wouldn’t have to worry about money as much as Sawchuk and Armstrong did. Sawchuk worried about spending ten bucks on a new shirt. Every week he scrambled to find the cash to send home to Pat to pay the kids’ dentist bill or buy them new boots for the winter. Young players like Walton would make lots more money than he ever did, if they could stick with an NHL team. Even that wouldn’t be so hard after this year. Next year, the NHL would add six new teams. Twice as many teams, twice as many jobs, twice as many chances to play in the big league.


    Young players wouldn’t even have to negotiate their own contracts anymore. Now a kid walked into his contract meeting with a sharp-eyed lawyer on his arm like Alan Eagleson, that profane, self-promoting legal hound dog with the big face, who knew every trick in the book and didn’t take any shit from some bald-headed asshole like Punch Imlach. Imlach made you sweat for every penny, as if he was paying your salary out of his own pocket. But with Eagleson on your side, the tables were turned. The players came first. That’s what Eagleson kept saying. Without the players, Eagleson said, an owner didn’t have a team. Look at what he’d done for that kid Orr. Got him eighty-five grand just to show up this year at training camp. Imagine throwing a pile of cash like that at the wall.


    How old was Orr again? He looked about eleven. Not so much younger than Sawchuk when he’d signed his first professional contract for $2,000. The Omaha Knights, that was the name of Sawchuk’s first team, in the United States Hockey League. He’d been rookie of the year. Now the league didn’t exist anymore. Twenty years later, and along comes Bobby Orr. Thanks to Eagleson, he gets eighty-five grand to sign his first NHL contract. Sure, the kid was good, but not forty times as good. There were big changes coming, all right. Sawchuk could smell them, and they smelled like money.


     Sawchuk took off his shirt. A yellow-and-green bruise covered his left shoulder like a topographical map. It marked the spot where Sawchuk had absorbed a slapshot fired by a young sniper on the Chicago Black Hawks named Bobby Hull. Hull’s slapshots went more than a hundred miles an hour. Skating at full speed and putting all his weight behind it, he’d shot the puck at Sawchuk from the middle of the face-off circle, hardly twenty feet away. The shot had lifted Sawchuk right off his feet. His raggedy cotton-and-leather shoulder pads, made in the days when Micmac Indians carved one-piece hockey sticks from tree roots and wore skateblades made of caribou bones — those shoulder pads hadn’t done any more to soften the blow than the padded shoulders of a sports coat.


    The bruised shoulder was the least of Sawchuk’s aches and pains. Over the last twenty years, he’d broken bones, ruptured organs, pulled muscles, torn ligaments. One of his arms was shorter than the other from a football accident in high school. A month after he started playing professional hockey in Omaha, he’d got hit in the eye with a stick. Doctors took the eyeball right out of his head, laid it on the table, told him he might go blind. But when they put it back in his head, he could see again. He played his next game two weeks later and got a shutout.


    He’d feel better tonight when he got on the ice. Sawchuk felt best when he played hockey. Everything else became irrelevant. It was the other twenty-three hours in a day that gave him the heebie-jeebies. “When I’m actually on the ice I don’t worry at all,” Sawchuk said once to a reporter named Trent Frayne.


    Sawchuk glanced again around the room. Ron Ellis, looking like a fresh-faced kid with a crewcut, sat next to Red Kelly, who’d started playing in the NHL when Ellis was six and was now half bald. Kelly was folding his trousers neatly over a hanger and whistling to himself a song by Henry Mancini called “Moon River.” Sawchuk, Stemkowski and everyone else in the room knew that the Leafs could win the Stanley Cup tonight, but Kelly didn’t look too concerned. “Gosh hang,” Kelly said once, when a teammate asked him if he felt nervous, “not really.” Christ, Kelly sometimes came into the dressing room between periods of a game, sat down at his stall, unlaced his skates, leaned back and fell sound asleep. “Thinking about the game,” Kelly said, “with my eyes closed.”


    Stemkowski wondered how Kelly stayed so calm. Even before a nothing game in the middle of the season, Stemkowski felt like jumping out of his skin. What if I make a mistake? What if I give the puck away? Miss a check? Pass when I should shoot? What if I fall and break my leg? Take a slapshot in the face? What if we lose the game? We won’t lose the game, he thought now. In the next instant, he thought this was the coolest thing in the world, to dress in the uniform of the Toronto Maple Leafs, about to step onto the ice under the bright lights in front of sixteen thousand screaming fans and play his favourite sport in the most famous hockey rink in the world, while the entire nation watched the game on TV, wishing they could all be him. Even the prime minister was here tonight. Stemkowski could hardly believe that he got paid to do this.


    Stemkowski watched Sawchuk bending over his equipment and began to chuckle. Sawchuk could make him laugh without saying a word. When the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation had installed stronger lighting in Maple Leaf Gardens so it could start transmitting games in colour, Stemmer had stepped off the ice after a shift and found his pal hunched at the end of the bench, wearing sunglasses. That was Ukie: funny in one breath, surly in the next.


    Next to Sawchuk in the dressing room, the toothless geezer who alternated with him in goal seemed just as strange. Johnny Bower took half an hour to change into his underwear. If he had to dress for a wedding, he’d take all week. Mike Walton had mentioned to Bower this year that his dad had a picture of the goalie at home. Bower said he was pleased to hear that the rookie’s father was such a devoted fan. “He isn’t a fan,” Walton said. “He played with you in Cleveland, in 1946.” That was the year when Walton was born. Stemkowski would have been three years old. Dressing with Bower, Stemkowski sometimes felt embarrassed, as if he was watching his school principal take off his pants.


    All season, Stemkowski had wondered if he’d stick with the team. Most of the other players did, too, no matter how old they were. Jim Pappin had played his share of games in Rochester, and he was almost thirty. So had Larry Hillman. Christ, Hillman spent so much time going back and forth between Toronto and the farm team in Rochester that he’d rented a house for his wife, Marjorie, and their three kids in St. Catharines, halfway between the two cities. Hillman had joined the Leafs almost seven years ago, and Imlach still treated him like a disposable towel. He’d use Hillman on defence for a few games in Toronto, then send him back to play for a month or two in Rochester, then call him back to Toronto again if someone got hurt. One year, Imlach called when the family was decorating their tree on Christmas Eve and told Hillman to go to Montreal. Marjorie drove him to the airport with the kids in the back seat, and the next day they opened their presents without him.


    The other players who filed into the dressing room tonight lived a little closer to the rink than Hillman. Hillman’s defence partner, Marcel Pronovost, drove from Meadowvale, a new subdivision about forty minutes west of the city. Frank Mahovlich lived in Leaside, about ten minutes up the Bayview Extension. George Armstrong came from Leaside, too, but sometimes he walked over to Yonge Street and came downtown on the subway. So did Allan Stanley, another of the team’s old codgers, who’d spent one winter living by himself in the suburbs and now rented an apartment within walking distance of the subway.


    Ron Ellis and his wife, Jan, drove in together from Weston. If the Leafs had won their previous game in Toronto, the Ellises would have taken the same route tonight as they’d followed five days earlier, east along Eglinton and then south down Mount Pleasant. But five days earlier the Canadiens had whipped the Leafs and tied the series at two games apiece before the two teams travelled to Montreal to play at the Forum. Now they were back in Toronto, but the Ellises took a different route tonight, one that might bring them better luck, and parked the car in the lot on Church Street across from the Gardens. They had no trouble finding a parking spot. Once the attendant recognized Ellis as a Maple Leaf, he let them park for nothing. In return, Ellis and the other players gave him a stick or a couple of pucks for his kids.


    With the exception of Mike Walton, the players wore white shirts, well-pressed grey slacks and skinny ties under a tweed sport coat or blue blazer. Except for the aches, pains, scars and bruises, they might have been going to work in a bank.


    A puck had cut Johnny Bower’s little finger, and he could hardly move his hand. Unlike Sawchuk, he didn’t wear a mask, and he had so many cuts on his face that he could hardly shave in the morning. That wouldn’t have stopped him from playing tonight. Everybody played with injuries like that. But last week, in the fourth game of the series, Bower had pulled a muscle in his leg during the warm-up. That finished him for the season, but Imlach didn’t want the Canadiens to find out. He told Bower today to get dressed anyway and sit on the bench as Terry Sawchuk’s back-up. If Sawchuk got hurt, Bower would make his way to the net and pretend to re-injure the same muscle as he’d pulled last week. He’d hobble off the ice again, and Imlach would fetch the Leafs’ third goalie, Al Smith. Until then, Smith would sit fully dressed in his goalie equipment, watching the game on TV in the dressing room. Imlach hoped he’d stay there all night. The Canadiens would have a much better chance of scoring on Smith than they did against Bower or Sawchuk. If they knew that Bower was hurt, they’d injure Sawchuk to get to Smith. Anything for an edge.


    Worse than the injuries to the players’ bodies were the bruises on their minds. Dave Keon had first played for the Leafs as a fresh-faced teenager, still in high school. He’d scored twenty goals or more every year since he joined the team, but this season, he’d scored only nineteen, and he attributed his performance — in private, at least — to his disillusionment with the organization and the men who made decisions about his life. Red Kelly had detected flaws in the organization, as well, and decided to quit.


    Along the wall from Kelly, Brian Conacher, a rookie at twenty-six, was weighing his options in other lines of work. For Conacher, as it had been for his father and uncles, hockey was a means to an end. He’d agreed to play for two years and earn enough money from hockey to start a business or make some investments. If he still liked it after that, he’d decide then whether he’d keep playing. A few stalls from Conacher, Bob Baun, the defenceman, would spend tonight’s game on the bench. Baun was only thirty, but he, too, intended to quit.


    And then there was Frank Mahovlich, Big Gutch, the Big M, two stalls down from Kelly. Mahovlich didn’t want to talk. Stemkowski could tell just by looking at him. Tall and shy, Mahovlich regarded the world with a wary expression on his face, and he hadn’t wanted to talk for months. Stemkowski blamed the Big M’s silence on Punch Imlach, and he wasn’t the only one.


    On a good day, Mahovlich could perform as well as any player in the game. He just needed confidence. In his first six full seasons in the NHL, Mahovlich had burned up the league, scoring 178 goals. Over the same period of his career, Gordie Howe, now the best player in the NHL since Rocket Richard retired, had scored only 150.


    In the 1960–61 season, Mahovlich had scored 48 goals. Only four players in the history of the league had scored more often. But rather than reassuring Mahovlich that the Leafs valued his exceptional talents, Harold Ballard, one of the team’s owners, got drunk with his cronies in a hotel room at the end of the season and offered to sell Mahovlich to Chicago for $1 million.


    To the men who ran the teams in the NHL, Mahovlich was just another commodity, like a bag of cement or a load of lumber. No wonder Gutchie closed his mouth and hardly said a word in the dressing room.


    “Frank was like a radio,” said Conacher. “The moment he hit the dressing room door it was like he was turned off. All the life and fun were sucked out of him.”


    The press criticized Mahovlich because he didn’t seem mean enough. But some of his teammates remembered the Big M’s mean side, and so did some of the Canadiens who would play against him tonight. Mahovlich had fought Ted Harris, the Canadiens defenceman, to a draw. Then he’d shot the puck at Henri Richard and hit him in the mouth. Mahovlich had challenged the entire Montreal bench, and the ensuing brawl started on the ice and continued into the hallway. Punch Imlach called it Mahovlich’s “finest hour.” After the game, a reporter asked Mahovlich if he’d shot the puck intentionally at Richard’s face. Mahovlich tossed the guy halfway across the dressing room.


    The local news media were relentless in pursuing Mahovlich. Reporters followed him everywhere. At restaurants, they eavesdropped on his conversations. At his house, they picked through his garbage. They pestered his wife, his father, his mother and his brother. Once, when Mahovlich missed a workout, reporters went to his home, discovered that he had dysentery and printed the earth-shattering news in their papers. By tonight’s game, Mahovlich had stopped clipping articles for his scrapbook. “Who cares about the garbage they write about me?” he said.


    This season, Mahovlich had scored only eighteen goals, about half his usual output. The press hounded him. Instead of defending his player, Imlach kept pounding on him too, telling him to his face that he was useless, telling the press that Mahovlich wasn’t playing up to his potential. “I don’t know where you’re from,” Imlach hollered at Mahovlich one night in the crowded dressing room, after the Leafs had lost a game to New York, “Chicoutimi or some place. But you should’ve stayed there and then I wouldn’t have to be bothered with you.” When Mahovlich wound up in the hospital, suffering from stress — or, as the press called it, a nervous breakdown — everyone claimed to have seen it coming. The only person surprised was Imlach.


    It might have been easier for Mahovlich if he’d just quit instead of trying so hard to meet the expectations of his coach, his fans, the media and, most of all, himself. But Mahovlich wasn’t a quitter. Next season, he’d be back in the hospital. When he got out, he’d spend the month of November practising by himself at a rink north of the city called Tam O’Shanter, under the watchful eye of a nurse. Toronto was a tough place to play in the NHL, and it was even tougher to play under Punch Imlach.


    Regardless of their ability, Imlach didn’t extend favours to his players, probably because he himself had received no favours as he struggled his way to a career in hockey. Born in 1918, the only child of Scottish parents, he’d grown up around Coxwell and Gerrard in Toronto’s east end, attended Riverdale Collegiate, and gone to work in a bank a few blocks away. His father preferred soccer to hockey and didn’t think his son would amount to much no matter what he did. By tonight, Imlach had spent more than forty years in the game as a player, a coach, a general manager and an owner, first of the Quebec Aces and later of the Rochester Americans, the Leafs’ farm team. He worked for more than thirty of those years to get a job in the NHL, and he wasn’t about to coddle some young kid just because he was overly sensitive to criticism. As far as Imlach was concerned, every player on the team tonight, even the ones he’d chosen himself, thought the sun shone out his own asshole because he played for the Toronto Maple Leafs. It was Imlach’s job to prove them wrong. No matter how gifted a player might be, the key to winning was hard work and obedience.


    If younger players like Walton and Mahovlich had a hard time getting along with Imlach, the older, more conservative players respected his experience. He was like most coaches they’d met. They expected nothing from him but good decisions about the team. So far Imlach had made enough good decisions that the Leafs had won three Stanley Cups. “He was a great guy to play for,” said Tim Horton. “He put a lot of money into our pockets.”


    Even the TV commentator and former minor-league player Don Cherry spoke highly of Imlach. Imlach coached Cherry with a minor-league team in Springfield then moved to the NHL to coach the Leafs. When the Leafs won a Stanley Cup, Imlach returned to the minor-league city for a visit. “He was wearing a white suit and he had a white hat tilted back on his head,” said Cherry, who toiled in the minors for more than fifteen years. “He was the talk of hockey, and there I was, the tenth defenceman in a leper colony. He’s swaggering along the street and he happened to see me. He walked right over and asked me how I was doing. He even remembered [my wife] Rose’s name. He told me to hang in and kept on walking. He was the best motivator I ever saw and he was the best coach I ever played for.”


    But some players preferred a coach who did more than remember their names. For Mahovlich, Imlach didn’t even do that. Mahulovich, Malellovick, Malollowitz: Imlach mispronounced his name at every opportunity, and it wasn’t always by accident. “Punch was just insensitive to sensitive people,” said a former Leaf named Billy Harris.


    Insensitive he might have been, but Imlach never stopped worrying. He worried about his hockey team more than he worried about his own family. Imlach knew how much work it took to get these guys to play together as a team. It didn’t matter to him if they liked him or not. A bunch of headstrong overgrown adolescents, most of them didn’t even like each other. In the last few weeks, Stemkowski and Bower had barked at each other in practice after Stemkowski cut the goalie’s finger with a slapshot. Pappin had argued with Bower, too, although Pappin argued with everyone at some point. Keon and Baun had pushed each other around a bit. Larry Jeffrey and Larry Hillman dropped the gloves and fought in practice. Baun disagreed with Bob Pulford, Pulford didn’t like Stemkowski, Stemkowski didn’t always get along with Conacher, Conacher didn’t see eye to eye with Pappin, and Pappin didn’t like anybody. Off the ice, these guys were as different as any group of twenty men picked at random off the sidewalk. All they had in common was their ability to play hockey. It was Imlach’s job to make sure they did it well enough to win the Stanley Cup. And if anyone thought that was fucking easy, Imlach would set him fucking straight in a fucking minute.


    Whether they liked him or not, Imlach had full confidence in the players he chose to work for him. He’d said so publicly since the beginning of the series. The Leafs would win the Cup, he’d said. The Leafs would win the Cup. If that wasn’t going to bat for his players, he didn’t know what was. Imlach had laid his credibility, his reputation and his job on the line. All he expected in return was a Stanley Cup.


    After the first game of this series, in Montreal, Imlach had gone to a tailor on Rue Sainte-Catherine and ordered a new suit. On the way to the shop, pedestrians on the street made fun of him. The Leafs had lost the first game, six to two, and they told him he should quit before his team lost the next three. The Leafs didn’t stand a chance against the Canadiens, they said. Imlach chose a green checkered suit, which he thought would look good on TV. He told the tailor to have it ready when he returned to Montreal after the fourth game. He wanted to wear it, he said, “when the Leafs win the Stanley Cup.” The tailor told him he’d have to wait a long time to wear it. “Just get the goddam suit ready,” Imlach said.


    The Leafs won the second game, in Montreal, and they won the third game, in Toronto, after more than twenty minutes of overtime. Montreal tied the series, winning again by a score of six to two. Back in Montreal, the Leafs won the fifth game, and Imlach picked up his new suit. Now they were in Toronto again. The Leafs were ahead by three games to two. If they won the game tonight, they’d win the Cup. And there was Imlach, in the corridor outside the dressing room, wearing his green checkered suit.


     


    Big, cold, grey and impersonal. That’s Toronto, thought Henri Richard, as the taxicab made its way through the afternoon traffic on University Avenue. Even if it hadn’t been raining, no one on the Canadiens walked around this city much unless he had someplace to go. The only place Henri Richard wanted to go was back to Montreal. Last night, he and Claude Provost had taken the elevator up to their room at the Royal York, and neither of them had gone outside again. They hadn’t even opened the door, except when the bellhop delivered their luggage. The guy had spotted the crest on the breast pocket of their blazers, but he didn’t say anything until after he hung up their suit bags, emblazoned with the same Canadiens logo, in the closet. Now he looked like a little boy, thrilled to stand in the same room with two Montreal Canadiens. “I shouldn’t say this,” he said, “but I hope you guys win tomorrow night.” Provost gave the guy some loose change. It wasn’t his cash. The Canadiens’ coach, Toe Blake, had handed out tip money before the team’s train pulled into Union Station, across the street from the hotel. Blake had also given each player a five-dollar bill for spending money. But where would they spend it in this dismal city unless they spoke English? The few people in this city who spoke French did it in the same way as they dressed, as if they had more important things to do.


    Even with a morning skate, a team meal and a meeting in the afternoon, the day had dragged by. Now it was almost five o’clock, and Richard and his teammates were on their way for the last time, not just for today, but for the season, to Maple Leaf Gardens. Now they could focus their attention on the hockey game, instead of twiddling their thumbs and trying to distract themselves from the gnawing anxiety that they all felt when they thought about their jobs. The hockey game would start in less than three hours.


    The taxi seemed to move at a snail’s pace. Jammed into the back seat between Leon Rochefort and Jacques Laperriere, both six feet tall, Richard looked like an aging bank robber being escorted to jail. Hollow-cheeked, sunken-eyed, prematurely grey, he stared glumly at the law courts, hospitals and fortress-like bunkers of insurance companies that lined both sides of the wide boulevard. Provost sat in the front seat beside the driver, his anvil-shaped head emerging from the collar of his trenchcoat like an Easter Island statue. He and Richard had known each other since they were both fifteen years old, and Provost hated Toronto even more than Richard did.


    The voice of the dispatcher called over the radio for “Cabs on the two-four? Anybody on the two-four? I need a car around Bay and Bloor.”


    A transistor radio hung from the rear-view mirror. From its tinny speaker came a blast of slashing guitar chords from a rock band called The Who.


    “Tabernacle!” said Provost, holding his hands over his ears.


    The driver changed the station. A news announcer said that a heavyweight boxer named Muhammad Ali had refused induction into the U.S. Armed Forces and had been stripped of his champion’s boxing title. “I ain’t got no quarrel with them Viet Cong,” said Ali. “They never called me nigger.”


    “Just turn it off,” said Jacques Laperriere.


    The driver shrugged and turned off the radio.


    Henri Richard didn’t like travelling, didn’t like leaving his family, didn’t like leaving his house. He didn’t like leaving his business or the familiar streets of Montreal. He didn’t like having to make a long-distance phone call whenever he wanted to talk to his children. He especially didn’t like travelling to Toronto, where he felt like a second-class citizen in his own country. Even buying a newspaper was a challenge in this city, although he seldom did that anywhere. He didn’t read newspapers very often, except for the sports news, and he had as much chance of finding a copy of Le Petit Journal or Montréal-Matin in this city as he did of meeting the Pope at the Honey Dew Restaurant. He might watch the sports news on one of the five channels that the TV in his room picked up, but it was frustrating trying to figure out what the sportscaster was talking about, even if there was a picture on the wall behind him. Some of his friends in Montreal thought Quebec should become a separate country from the rest of Canada. Richard didn’t pay much attention to politics, but after a visit to Toronto, he understood why. Why would anyone want to be a part of the same country as Toronto? Big, cold, impersonal and Anglo. And the rain this afternoon just made it worse. Richard watched a woman walking along the sidewalk, wearing a clear plastic rain scarf on her head like cellophane draped over a clump of wool. It was hard to tell if she was twenty-two or sixty. Women all looked the same in this city. Grim-faced, purse-lipped, tight-assed, with legs like a piano’s: even the Queen of England was better looking, but not much.


    At Dundas Street, the cab stopped for a red light. Another cab pulled up beside it. Richard glanced at the passengers and recognized four more of his teammates hunched inside like truants in a paddy wagon. Yvan Cournoyer, young, fresh-faced and apple-cheeked. Terry Harper, who had backed up Richard over the last five years in so many fights that Richard had lost count. Bobby Rousseau, probably thinking about playing golf. In the front seat, God, disguised as Jean Beliveau. With these guys as your teammates, you didn’t waste time thinking about losing. Even in a godforsaken city like Toronto, Richard felt confident that the Canadiens would win the sixth game of the series tonight. Then they could go back to Montreal, play the seventh game on Thursday, two days from now, and win the Stanley Cup in front of the people who had supported them all year.


    The Canadiens had already travelled once today to Maple Leaf Gardens. They’d come here for a midday skate, to make sure their blades felt sharp, their sticks felt comfortable in their hands and their nerves didn’t short-circuit with anxiety. Except for their gloves, they didn’t wear equipment. Dave Balon, the winger, had joked with the team’s assistant trainer, Eddy Palchak, about putting some speed into Cournoyer’s skates with the magic stone that Palchak carried in his pocket to take the burrs off the sharpened steel of the players’ blades. Bosey joked a lot. That was his way of staying calm. So did Gump Worsley, one of the team’s two goalies. When Gump wasn’t puffing on a cigarette or taking a sip from a cup of tea, he kept up a steady banter that became part of the background noise like the buzzing of a fluorescent lightbulb. Jean Beliveau had talked for a few minutes to a reporter. He spoke English well, and most of the French-speaking players were happy to let him do the talking.


    The goalies had skated, too, moving awkwardly in their big black goalie skates with blades as flat and dull as curtain rods. Skidding along beside the Canadiens’ other goalie, a kid named Rogie Vachon, Gump looked like a paunchy little man out for some exercise with his grandson. Vachon wasn’t much taller, but he had hands the size of pie plates. None of the players knew which of the two goalies would play tonight and which one would sit on the bench.


    Just a few months ago, Worsley had been the team’s starting goalie. But during a Canadiens game at Madison Square Garden, a fan had hit Worsley in the head with a hard-boiled egg. Worsley suffered a concussion, so the Canadiens recalled Vachon from their farm team in Houston. Vachon was twenty-one, but he’d impressed everyone, including the fans, the coach and the general manager, Sam Pollock. Everyone who saw him thought Vachon was an impressive goalie. Before he’d arrived in Houston, he’d impressed Gilles Laperriere, Jacques’s brother, who had seen the kid playing in Abitibi. And before that, Vachon had impressed his friends, playing pond hockey in Palmarolle in grade eight. But he hadn’t impressed his mother to the same degree. When a Junior Canadiens coach named Scotty Bowman went north to ask the kid to play for his team, Vachon’s mother said her son would find a better future working for the local sawmill. Even now, his mother was still skeptical. Rogie would be almost thirty before he’d finally convince his mom that he’d made the right decision. By then, he’d be the highest-paid goalie in the NHL, earning $2 million for a five-year contract. Even his mom thought that was impressive. But tonight, he was earning one hundred dollars a game, and the sawmill still beckoned.


    When the Canadiens brought Vachon from Houston this year to take Worsley’s place, he played a game against Detroit. It wasn’t the first time that Vachon had played with the Canadiens. He’d shown up for training camp in September, but so had thirteen other goalies. By tonight, Richard could hardly remember any of them. Over the first half of the season, the Canadiens had fallen into the doldrums, winning a few, losing a few, tying a few. When Worsley was hurt and Vachon joined the team to replace their first-string goalie, it looked as if the Canadiens would continue to flounder. The game against Detroit had just begun, when Gordie Howe, the best player in the NHL, got a breakaway. He skated toward the new kid in goal and took the first shot of Vachon’s NHL career. The kid stopped the shot, and the Canadiens won the game. After that, the team began to pay attention. “It was like when you’re sick, the doctor gives you the pill,” said Yvan Cournoyer. “Well, Vachon was our little pill. When he came along we felt better all of a sudden.”


    With Vachon in goal, the Canadiens began to win again. The more the team won, the better they played. The better they played, the more they won. Of Vachon’s nineteen games since his arrival, the Canadiens had lost only three. In the best-of-seven semi-finals against the Rangers, the Canadiens had won four straight, with Vachon in goal for each game.


    In this final series against the Leafs, Vachon had started in all five games. One of those games had extended into two periods of overtime before a Leafs player, Bob Pulford, scored the winning goal. The Leafs had now scored fourteen goals against Vachon in this series. The Canadiens had scored fifteen against the Leafs’ goalies, Terry Sawchuk and Johnny Bower, but they were behind in the series, three games to two. Last Saturday, Vachon’s luck ran out. The Leafs scored four goals in the first two periods, and Blake yanked him, replacing him with Worsley.


    After their morning skate, the Canadiens went back to the hotel for a lunch of steak, salad and Jell-O, followed by a meeting with Blake in the team owner’s suite, which David Molson let them use so they wouldn’t have to jam themselves into Blake’s room. They talked about their last game: what had gone right and what needed improving.


    Blake talked to his players individually, as well, speaking in English to some, French to others. That killed some more time. Then the players went to their rooms for a nap.


    Lying in their underwear on top of their bedspreads, Beliveau and Cournoyer, roommates on the road, talked for a few minutes about the Leafs defence. Cournoyer would play tonight only if one of the Leafs got a penalty. Beliveau had played against these guys for years. He knew how they worked, and he gave Cournoyer some pointers on shifting past Marcel Pronovost and manoeuvring in the corners against Allan Stanley. Stanley, Pronovost and the other Leafs defencemen tonight, Larry Hillman and Tim Horton, had almost 400 Stanley Cup playoff games between them, about 370 more than Cournoyer. “Stanley and Pronovost can both block shots,” Beliveau said. “You can outskate Pronovost. But Stanley will get you on the angles every time.”


    The two Canadiens dozed for less than an hour. Any longer, Beliveau said, “and it slows me up in the game.” When they got up again, Cournoyer opened the curtains. He got dressed slowly, tying the knot in his tie once, then doing it again until he got it just right. In the bathroom, Beliveau spent twenty minutes shaving. Downstairs, they milled around the lobby with their teammates dressed in identical blazers like members of a men’s choir. “The Canadiens made sure we dressed properly,” said Gilles Tremblay, “even when we were just kids.”


    For a French-speaking boy raised on hockey in Quebec, to play for the Montreal Canadiens was an honour, and they wore their uniforms proudly, on and off the ice. Of the twenty players on the team today, fourteen had been dressing as Canadiens since they were teenagers. Some had joined the organization before they’d left public school. Some had brothers, cousins and uncles who’d tried to play for the team.


     


    The cabs turned onto Carlton Street and delivered the Canadiens to the front door of Maple Leaf Gardens. The players walked quickly through drizzling rain and into the lobby. A couple of rink attendants stood inside the door, assigned to the job of letting the players in and keeping everyone else outside. At four-thirty on a rainy afternoon in May, there were more pedestrians scurrying along the wet sidewalk than fans trying to catch a glimpse of their heroes. The rink attendants recognized each player. They’d already seen them at least ten times this year. They nodded at Dickie Duff, who’d played until three years ago as a Maple Leaf. A streetcar filled with rush-hour passengers rang its bell as it rumbled past the doors. The Gardens wouldn’t start hopping for another couple of hours. The team had lots of time to dress in their equipment and uniforms. But at least they were in a hockey rink. “We could get dressed in ten minutes,” Beliveau said. “But it’s easier to have the time.”


    If they’d played tonight’s game in Montreal, the Canadiens might have gone to the Forum even earlier. They’d have walked through the dressing-room door. They’d have glanced at the motto on the wall: “Nos bras meurtris vous tendent le flambeau / À vous toujours de le porter bien haut.” They’d have lingered in their shirtsleeves for a couple of hours under rows of wood-grained plaques that displayed in gold type the names of all the Canadiens players who’d taken the team’s motto to heart: “To you from failing hands we throw the torch. Be yours to hold it high.” A bit overblown. But for the Montreal Canadiens, winning seemed like a life-or-death issue.


    Cab drivers, grocery clerks, waitresses: everyone in Montreal had something to say to a Canadien who lost a game. “The pressure on Canadiens coaches and players to stay on top,” said Bill Libby in the Hockey News, “is heavier than that on any other team in any sport in any city in Canada or the U.S.”


    “Your kids get it at school,” said Gump Worsley. “Your wife gets it. What’s wrong with your husband? What’s wrong with your father’s team?”


    The pressure wasn’t nearly so intense in other cities. Only Toronto came close. In New York, said Worsley, who played there for ten years, “you go a block and a half from the rink, and you’re away from all that. Go into a restaurant, and nobody knows who you are. You can’t do that in Montreal.”


    The team brought the pressure on themselves. They’d begun winning years ago and hadn’t stopped. In twenty-five seasons of the six-team league, the Canadiens had won the league championship twelve times. They’d won the Stanley Cup ten times. They’d finished second eight times and missed the playoffs only once. When Henri Richard joined the team in 1955, he assumed the Canadiens would win the Cup every year, and they did, for five years in a row. They were so good over those years that none of their four-out-of-seven-game playoff series went to a seventh game. They went to a sixth game in the finals only once. Of thirty First Team All-Star positions over that period, Canadiens players took fifteen of them. Of the thirty Second Team positions, they took ten. Some teams awarded bonuses to their players if they won more than half their games. The Canadiens didn’t receive a bonus unless they won them all.


    The more games the Canadiens won, the more people paid attention. When the Canadiens travelled to London, England, for five days to play exhibition games there against the Black Hawks, the Chicago media sent one reporter. The Canadiens were covered by thirty-three.


    “We were afraid to lose,” said Yvan Cournoyer. “That’s what made us a winner.”


    Even after the league expanded, salaries rose, and the game changed, the Canadiens kept living up to their own expectations. Five years after tonight’s game, in 1972, Larry Robinson started playing as a defenceman with the team. For the next seventeen years, his team never missed the playoffs. When they lost in the playoffs instead of winning the Stanley Cup, fans demanded to know why. Except for Gump Worsley, who loved kibitzing over a beer with the team’s fans, most of the players left town to get away from the incessant prodding. “The fans in Montreal love you,” said another former Canadien named Steve Shutt, “win or tie.”


    Even their opponents acknowledged the Canadiens’ winning tradition. “It was an honour to lose to Montreal,” said a former goalie named Chico Resch.


    To maintain their winning tradition, the Canadiens emphasized one particular skill over all the others: skating. There wasn’t a player on the team tonight who hadn’t improved his skating to become a Canadien and to remain with the team. “A coach can teach anything else,” said the team’s president, David Molson, “but a player who can’t skate is a minor-leaguer with us.”


    It hadn’t always been the case. In earlier days, when Molson’s ancestors had first invested in the team, the Canadiens had a reputation as a bunch of nasty-minded bruisers who would rather knock their opponents out of the rink than score a goal. “Frightful collisions,” considerable “hurt and blood” and young players “battling for victory with as much passion and eagerness as was ever expressed in war,” said an observer of the team’s first game, in 1910.


    In the 1920s, the Canadiens’ owners, who included an ex-goalie, a former hockey referee and a race-horse breeder, set out to build a team of “he-man hockey talent” that could “not only outplay the opposition but physically overwhelm them as well. Down in their hearts,” said the ex-referee Leo Dandurand, “they should feel that they can beat the opposition in the alley as well as on the ice.”


    His players took him literally. With names like Newsy, Sprague and Odie, the Canadiens and their opponents clubbed and sliced each other with their sticks, only to become the best of friends off the ice. Playing for an opposing team one night, Newsy Lalonde bodychecked Sprague Cleghorn hard enough to draw attention from Cleghorn’s brother, Odie, who chased Lalonde down the ice and bashed him over the head with his stick so hard that he left a twelve-stitch gash. Police arrested Odie for assault. In court the next day, Lalonde appeared as a witness, on Odie’s behalf. “There was nothing personal about it,” Lalonde would later say, when he was almost eighty. But the judge still fined Odie fifty dollars.


    Looking for more mayhem, blood and violence, fans flocked to Canadiens games, and they got what they wanted. In a game against Ottawa, Sprague and Odie knocked three of their opponents out of action for two games each. The referee called the Cleghorns “a disgrace to hockey.” Ottawa asked the president of the league to expel Sprague Cleghorn from the game. The league disagreed. It inducted Sprague into the Hockey Hall of Fame.


    Brother Odie had a good head for hockey, and he used it as more than a punching bag. As a playing coach in Pittsburgh, Odie began to send players off the ice and replace them with players from the bench while the game was in progress. He was the first coach ever to try the tactic. He also alternated two forward lines, another first for the NHL. Until then, the same players from each team panted and sweated their way through an entire game. Odie Cleghorn also took a turn in goal for his team after Pittsburgh’s regular goalie was injured. When another coach, Lester Patrick, pulled the same stunt with the New York Rangers during the 1928 playoffs, the man who replaced him as coach behind the bench was Odie Cleghorn.


    The blood and violence might have attracted fans, but it didn’t help the Canadiens win hockey games. By the 1930s, the Montreal Canadiens were known as the doormats of the NHL. Over six years, the team finished last or second-last four times. The fans grew tired of watching bloodied goons chase each other around an arena without winning the game, and they stayed away in droves.


    Attendance dwindled in 1934 to two thousand a game. In desperation, the team’s owners signed away revenue from all the popcorn, hot dogs, soda pop and five-cent programs sold during games, and the Canadiens were losing money. “The Canadiens’ revenue stream was pathetic,” said writer Michael McKinley.


    The team teetered on the verge of bankruptcy, until a former player and co-founder of the league named Tommy Gorman took over as general manager in 1940. Gorman put a price tag on every player
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