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This book is dedicated to the great many people who helped me get on my feet again. Bobby Orr was always there for me. Being helped up when I fell was one thing, but to stay sober, you need something more than that. I believe it is love—unconditional love. Very few of us find that in our lifetimes. I was blessed with my wife, Nancy, who gave me a reason and the strength to become someone new. My boys, Michael and Ryan, are my pride and joy. To be blessed with the kind of love I discovered is a godsend. I could never stay away from the bottle without my family. They give me that purpose every day.
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FOREWORD

My first memory of Derek Sanderson dates back to when we played against each other in junior. Although we were both property of the Boston Bruins at that time, Derek ended up playing in Niagara Falls and I became a member of the Oshawa Generals. Even back in those days, Derek had great skills on the ice and was a tough competitor.

By the time Derek made the jump to the NHL with Boston in 1967–68, I had already completed my rookie year, and we won the league’s Calder Trophy as rookie of the year in back-to-back seasons. Those were great times for both of us, but our greatest accomplishment as teammates was being able to hoist the Stanley Cup in both 1970 and 1972.

Unfortunately, Turk eventually decided to jump to the rival World Hockey Association, and things began to change in his life, often for the worse. He started down a slippery slope that no one could prevent, and all of us who considered him a friend could only wait and watch. At the appropriate time, many of us reached out to help Derek, and I am proud to say that he has beaten the demons that for so long controlled his life.

Derek and I have been friends for over 40 years, and I can tell you that he is a “salt of the earth” type of person. In addition, he has an opinion on most topics and is not afraid to share those thoughts. Undoubtedly, you will read many of those ideas plus a ton of stories as you turn the pages of his book.

During his lifetime, Derek Sanderson has been to the mountaintop and then to the valley floor as well, and now it is your turn to revisit both the good and bad times of his life. Derek’s has been a unique life, and I have no doubt that everyone will benefit from his experiences along the way.

I’m very thankful to have been able to play in Boston with Derek, where we enjoyed so much success together. He will always be a legend of the game, but more importantly, he will always be my friend.

[image: ]

Bobby Orr

June 2012





PREFACE

Why would anybody want to read a book about a third-line centre who played in the National Hockey League more than 30 years ago? I mean, I read two books a week, and if that’s all the book has going for it, I’m not interested.

I have a friend who told me, “Hanging out with you is like living in a movie.” When I look back at it, I realize that every day, something crazy was going on, but when you’re in it, you don’t realize that. It’s your normal.

I have no doubt that I should be dead or in jail. Thank God, I’m neither. Instead, in January 2011, GQ magazine named me one of the 25 coolest athletes of all time. My boys, Michael and Ryan, might argue that point when they see their old man hobbling down the stairs in the morning, hair all over the place and wearing an undershirt and boxer shorts! I try to tell them that, once upon a time, there was a day, but they only laugh.

People ask me all the time, “Where was the bottom for you, Derek?” That is the sensational sound bite searched for by TV producers, radio hosts and newspaper journalists. The truth is that the day you realize you can no longer stop drinking and that alcohol has you by the throat, when you realize you can’t stop for more than a day before you begin to withdraw, every single hour is a bottom. You just can’t see how anyone or anything can help you. There is no light at the end of the tunnel. Fear begins to take control of everything you do. You don’t even know what you are afraid of.

There are times that this book will let you experience the joys of a kid who only ever wanted to play in the National Hockey League, and who got there and was able to play with the greatest player of all time and win two Stanley Cup championships. At other times, this book will take you to places you do not ever want to visit, experience things you don’t ever want to do and feel things you don’t ever want to feel. It will make you understand that alcohol is as dangerous to a person as heroin or cocaine. As they say in Alcoholics Anonymous, “a drug is a drug is a drug.”

I do not take any pride in some of the things I have done through my life, and certainly am embarrassed about other things, especially when I told my wife and sons, who never knew that Derek Sanderson.

I have tried to entertain, to inform and hopefully help some people without lecturing. There were a lot of great times and a ton of laughs before hitting rock bottom forced me to rearrange my life.

Along the way, I was blessed with great parents, a terrific sister, great friends I knew would always be there for me, and one amazing alcohol counsellor in St. Catharines, Ontario. With an assortment of wonderful people to help me, and by the grace of God, I have survived, and am able to tell you my story.

Enjoy.

[image: ]

Derek Sanderson

June 2012





CHAPTER 1
CENTRAL PARK

How did I screw up my life so badly?

My only dream was to become a professional hockey player. Everything I did, I did to play in the National Hockey League. Now, I was 31 years old. I should have been in the prime of my life. I had found the girl I wanted to spend my life with. I should still have been playing hockey. Four years earlier, I was the highest-paid athlete in the world, and yet there I was, being quickly escorted into the bottomless pit of alcoholism and drug addiction.

I tried to blame everyone else for my situation, but I had only myself to blame for the situation I found myself in. When you realize that for the first time, it’s quite a wake-up call. No one put a gun to my head and told me to drink. I was bad and I was mean. I’m telling you, I was ugly mean. By that point, I didn’t give a shit, no matter what happened.

Fuelled by drugs and alcohol, I flew to New York and what proved to be the start of a three-year binge that was the worst nightmare you can imagine; out of control with fear that I might never get off the merry-go-round. You drink to control the fear and the loss of respect. Really, that is all you have.

I slid slowly into the depths of a hell I could never have imagined.

It started with a good-looking girl, as it so often does. We were both drunk. I had just come from Dallas, and while I was there, I broke the cap off my front tooth. It was ugly. The girl was staying with friends and invited me back to the house. As we were heading there, she asked if I had any money. I gave her the last of the cash I had, which was about $1,500. She slid into the apartment before me and slammed the door. I could hear the click of the lock, with me standing on the outside.

It was late. I had no money and no place to sleep. The clothes I was wearing—the only clothes I had—weren’t appropriate for a miserable New York night. I banged on the door for a long time. Through the locked door, she yelled, “Get away from here or I’ll call the police!” There I was—no money, drunk and looking like hell. That was not the condition I wanted to be in when the cops arrived. I had one option—I hit the street.

I trudged over to Central Park and glanced around. There were a few people walking around, but the park was mostly quiet. The cold and rain made the night miserable, but I knew I just needed a place where I could close my eyes and drift away from my problems for a few hours. I saw an empty park bench and figured that was as good a place as any to spend the night. I grabbed a discarded New York Times and stretched out on the damp bench, pulling the newspaper over me like a blanket to keep dry and, hopefully, as warm as possible.

An old-timer came by, looked at me and shook his head. “You’re obviously new at this,” he sighed. “If you knew what you were doing, you would have wiped down the bench and then put the paper down before you laid down.”

“Is there an art to this?” I asked facetiously.

“Yes sir,” came the reply. “There actually is.”

I appreciated the advice from a guy who clearly had spent a few years living in the park.

“Hey, one more thing.”

I glanced up.

“You’d be wise to find a spot under the bridge in the western part of the park. You’ll be out of the wind and out of any bad weather. Get there about 4:30 or five o’clock, before it gets dark, and claim a spot. I’ll tell ya now, you’re gonna have to fight for it, but it’ll be worth it.”

I asked him if that’s where he stayed. “No, I’m too old to fight for a spot,” he shrugged. “But you’ll be fine.”

I thanked him for the advice, but he offered more of his experience.

“In the alley behind the big appliance stores, get yourself one of those cardboard boxes that they ship refrigerators in. Lean it up against a building. It’ll keep out the wind. Eventually, your body heat will warm you up. The temperature drops pretty good some nights.”

The next day, I found one of those cartons, and it became my new home. A discarded paperback was my entertainment. I ate out of dumpsters, stole and panhandled. It was sheer survival at that point. When it came to panhandling, I discovered that there was a pecking order; the veterans had their corners, and you didn’t mess with their seniority or you’d suffer the consequences.

My sign said: “Just Sober. Help Me Out. I Want to See My Family.” People handed me tens and twenties. I made $150 to $200 cash a day. I realized that if you really wanted to get out of living on the street, it was possible. For some reason, I knew I would get out of this predicament. I had family and friends, but I was too embarrassed to ask anyone I knew for help. My ego simply wouldn’t let me, but I realized that I needed help.

The expression “Pride goeth before a fall” was appropriate for me, but no one knew me, so what did I care? I was anonymous for the first time in my life. My hair was really long and unwashed, I hadn’t shaved for a while and my clothes were filthy. People walked by and didn’t recognize me. It wouldn’t have mattered to me if they did.

After a couple of days, I started to shake. I needed a drink. I had no money, so I figured I was out of luck, but there was a liquor store nearby. Desperate for a drink, I lingered outside, and then, as soon as the guy at the cash was serving a customer, I grabbed a pint of vodka from near the front of the store. I ran, and before he knew where I was, I was out of sight. The guys in the park later told me that the employees at the liquor store wouldn’t chase you for a pint, but they would for a fifth. It didn’t matter to me—a fifth was too big to run with anyway.

I was going back to steal another pint the next day when I noticed a guy sitting on a bench wearing a nice camel-hair topcoat. It was clear that he was on a two- or three-day bender. He had a couple of bottles of booze stuck in the pocket of his coat. When I noticed that he was asleep, I snuck over and reached into his coat to take one of the bottles.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he barked, grabbing my wrist.

“Come on. Just give me a drink!” I begged. “We’re both in the same spot.”

“Get your own!” came the reply.

“Listen,” I blurted. “Do you know who I am?”

That was the stupidest thing I have ever said. That was the first and only time I have ever said that in my life. I was desperate.

“Yeah, I do,” he said. “You’re a drunk just like me.”

Those words stung.





CHAPTER 2
MOM, DAD AND THE WAR YEARS

There are many things I’ve done in my life that have left me embarrassed, but far fewer that I can admit I’m ashamed of. I have often veered off the path of good and right and have occasionally peeked into the darker sides of life.

Why are we the way we are? You and I can argue that until we are blue in the face. Are we products of our environment, or have our lives been predetermined through DNA? It’s the nature-versus-nurture argument, and while we all have an opinion on it, who really knows the answer?

Because of some of the choices I have made in my life, some might question the way I was raised. I can tell you definitively that I had nothing but the most wonderful of childhoods. I had two parents who loved me unconditionally, who allowed me to be a kid but who taught me right from wrong and instilled strong moral values in me.

The times I strayed into life’s darker corners were all conscious choices I made, and defied the values that I learned from my mother and father.

My cousin traced the Sanderson family back to Virginia. He discovered that the Sandersons were part of the Flagler family, a prominent family that settled in Florida. Flagler County is on the Atlantic coast of Florida and was named after a railway builder named Henry Morrison Flagler. My branch of the Sandersons must have been the poor side of the family.

The Sandersons remained loyal to the British crown, and when the American Revolution took place, they were told, “Grab what you can carry and get out,” and sent north. My great-great-grandfather crossed the border into Canada and settled in Niagara Falls, Ontario.

My father, Harold, was one of seven kids born and raised in Niagara Falls. One of the moments that shaped his life came when he was 17 years old. He fell in love with a girl who dumped him for a guy with a ’32 Ford because she didn’t want to walk. My dad was devastated, so he quit school and joined the army. They gave him a uniform and, just to show her, he walked proudly past her house.

When he went home, he walked in the front door. His father saw him in uniform. “You stupid bastard! What have you done?”

“I enlisted,” replied my dad.

My grandfather, who had fought in the First World War, punched my dad in the mouth and knocked him out cold. Seven weeks later, Dad was in England. The experience wasn’t nearly as romantic as the posters had described. It was a whole different world.

My father never told me much about the war, but he was always proud to be a member of the Cameron Highlanders of Ottawa. They played a key role in the invasion of Normandy on June 6, 1944, and the regiment fought in almost every battle in the northwestern Europe campaign.

Dad was wounded in action. I asked him how, but he chose not to discuss it. “Derek, you won’t understand. Someday, I may be able to tell you, but believe me, it’s not what the movies portray.”

Dad was recuperating in a hospital in Kirkcaldy, Scotland, a town on the northern shore of the Firth of Forth and the largest town between Dundee and Edinburgh. Kirkcaldy was just southwest of my mother’s hometown of Dysart. Dysart had, at one time, been a coal harbour, but with no employment, the town was forced to merge into Kirkcaldy in 1930.

One weekend, my dad secured a pass, and he was told that when he returned, they were going to send him back out to the front line. He and his buddies, all wearing kilts, decided to go to the movies. They went to the first screening of the afternoon.

My mom, Caroline Hall Gillespie, was 17 and was an usherette at the theatre, using a flashlight to show people to their seats. When my father caught a glimpse of her, he leaned over to his buddies and said, “Oh my God, she’s a beauty!”

He tried to talk to her, but she was having no part of him.

My dad was nothing if not determined. Hoping to introduce himself, he stayed at the movies all day and watched all five showings of the same film, but my mother avoided him. Unsuccessful by the end of the night, he returned to the base.

The next day, he went back and watched the same movie again! And again, he tried to talk to her, but she was afraid of the crazy Canadian soldier.

He stayed for all five screenings again, but this time, at the end of the night, when my mother climbed onto the bus to go home, my father also jumped on the bus and sat behind her. She refused to talk to him, but he was smitten and wasn’t about to take her silence as an answer.

Dysart was at the end of the bus line. Mom got off the bus and the driver turned to my dad and said, “This is it. Out you go.” My dad got off the bus and followed her home. She was scared. She ran up the stairs and her father came to the door.

When her father saw my dad in his uniform, there was immediate camaraderie. “How is the war going, son?” he asked.

“Fine, sir.”

My mother’s father invited my dad into the house for a drink. My mother had to stay up and wait on the two of them. They drank port and told stories through the evening. When my father got up to leave, he asked, “Is it okay with you if I write your daughter? And will she write me back?”

“Son, she’ll write you every day.”

My mother’s father made the promise for her … and she had never even talked to this man!

My dad wrote her every day. After that weekend, he returned to the front and was wounded a second time. He asked to be transferred to Kirkcaldy to recuperate. When he was, he went over to Dysart. My mom was there, and she had fallen in love with him through his letters. To the end of her life, my mom laughed that she never met the man who wrote those letters. She never saw that side of my father again.

I asked my dad what was in those letters that made my mother fall in love with him. “Son, you don’t know what you say when the shells are screaming in all around you. The sound is deafening and you can’t shrink into a trench deep enough. You’re scared, and you write some pretty amazing things.”

My father and mother were married in Dysart by a local pastor. My mom’s parents and her sister served as witnesses. Their honeymoon was getting the big bed in my grandparents’ house for a couple of days before my dad had to leave to go back to the front. It wasn’t long afterward that Mom learned she was pregnant.

A German bomb destroyed part of my grandparents’ house and killed the family next door. With the war raging around them, my mom gave birth to my sister, Karen, in that house. Dad didn’t get the chance to see Karen until she was nine months old.

After the war, our family, with my mother now expecting me, moved to Canada, back to my father’s hometown of Niagara Falls. All her life, my mom retained a very thick Scottish brogue. Any time her sisters visited us, we could barely understand what they were saying to each other.

My father carried a lot of demons with him from serving in the war. He’d say, “War is never a good thing, but they were the proudest four years of my life because I went through it. Thank God I made it.” Yet if I tried to pry information about the war out of him, he’d say, “War is an ugly thing, son. You don’t understand it unless you go through it. Maybe when you’re older I’ll be able to tell you.”

He never did.

Whenever we talked about his war service, he told me, “I fought that war so you would never have to. They told us it would be the last.”

My father was awarded five medals for his service during World War II, but he kept them hidden away. I was around 18 when my mother first brought them out. I could never figure out why Dad didn’t talk about the medals. My mom said, “You have no idea what your father’s been through.”

A few years ago, my father joined a group of veterans in returning to Europe. My mom convinced him it would be good for him to go, have a few beers and tell stories with fellow veterans. He said, “Son, I’m going over to Germany. The last time I was there, they were trying to kill me!”

He thought that was the funniest thing.





CHAPTER 3
CHILDHOOD

My dad enlisted in 1941, and after four years overseas, he returned to Canada with my mom, my sister, and me on the way, and the family needed a place to live. Towards the end of the war, Wartime Housing Ltd. built more than 30,000 houses to ensure that returning servicemen would have a place to live. These were cookie-cutter one-and-a-half-storey homes priced to make them accessible to veterans. The houses were assembled all in a row, and were intended to be temporary, but an awful lot of them are still standing today. Our little wartime house at 1267 Stamford Street in Niagara Falls cost my parents around $4,000. I lived there until I was 18 years old.

I was born Derek Michael Sanderson in Niagara Falls on June 16, 1946, very much loved by the greatest mother and father a kid could ever want.

After the war, my dad got a job in the Kimberly-Clark plant, where they manufactured feminine hygiene products. My father was mechanically inclined and could fix anything. He was great with machinery. By simply looking at things, he could tell you how they worked. He tinkered with anything mechanical. In fact, he made great toys for Karen and me. He was always down in the basement, working away on something.

My dad worked his butt off his entire life—weekends plus any overtime he could get. He had a tremendous work ethic, and took a lot of pride in putting in a good day’s work. His philosophy was that anything worth having was worth working for, and if something was easy, everybody would do it.

One day, the management at Kimberly-Clark dropped a bombshell: they told the employees they were closing the plant and moving to Toronto. I can remember my dad telling my mom.

“Do you want to go?” she asked.

He hemmed and hawed. “Well, Derek’s just going to start junior and I think we’ve got to talk.” The two of them discussed the move and, unbeknownst to me, my father turned it down and took a job in quality control at the General Motors plant in St. Catharines. He gave up his seniority and four weeks of vacation a year so we could stay in the area while I was playing junior! He made a huge sacrifice for me.

Just like most men in that era, my dad would have a beer or two after his shift. He always came home. He was never unfaithful. It would never cross his mind to cheat on my mother. I never met a man who loved his wife more than my father loved my mother. When he met her, it was over.

My mom was the best mother on the planet.

Being a mother is a 24-hour-a-day job. There’s no time off. My mom was always there, with a Band-Aid, some good food, a kind word or just a hug. Our house was always tidy, and my mom always washed my clothes and cleaned my room for me. She prepared every meal and was an incredible baker. She treated mealtime like she was running a private restaurant. My dad got what he wanted, my sister got what she wanted and I got what I wanted. When I was playing junior, every time I walked through the door for dinner, she had pork chops and french fries for me. That was my favourite meal, so that’s what she made me. When I left home to play with the Bruins, I wondered how I was going to be able to fend for myself. I was living in an apartment by myself and I never picked up anything, so every time my apartment got dirty, I moved! My wife will tell you that I’m still sloppy.

One time when I was a toddler, my mother was cooking beans on the stove. I saw the bright red burner and was just tall enough to reach up to see what it was. My mom slapped my hands. “Derek, do not put your hands near the stove! It’s very hot!” Of course, it didn’t register, and when she wasn’t looking, I reached up and put my hands on that bright red burner.

“Owwwwwwwwwwwwwwww!” I screamed bloody murder. Some of the skin from my hand remained on the burner.

My mother took me in her arms and whisked me over to the freezer. She took all the food out and put my hands on the ice. It took the sting away and kept them from blistering. It was a valuable lesson that I would use again later in my life.

I lived in my own little world when I was a kid. When I was about eight, my mother blasted me for leaving my clothes lying around. “Derek! How tough is it to pick up your clothes? Do you know that your pyjamas are inside out every other day? What is it with you, son?”

Without thinking, I said, “Mom, I’m harmlessly thoughtless. It’s the waywardness of genius.”

She gave me a look as if I was daft. “What?!”

I repeated it. “It’s the waywardness of genius, Mom!”

I have no idea where I got that line. I never read it. I never heard it. It just came out of my mouth.

My mother looked at me as if I had three heads. “And what qualifies you for the genius category?”

“Because I think of the big picture, Mom.” Using all the confidence that an eight-year-old can summon, I explained, “I’m not a detail kind of guy, Mom. I’ve got better things to do.”

That’s the way I’ve lived my life. I look at the bigger picture, but I never pay attention to details, and it has cost me dearly.

The four of us were always together. My mother and my sister, Karen, always did girl stuff together and my dad was always with me, taking me here and there.

As much as I loved my mother, I was closer to my dad. There was never an athlete or a recording artist that I idolized. My only idol was my father.

I was white-blond, a real towheaded little child, and skinny as a rake. I was always getting into something. In that regard, I don’t know that I was any different from most boys my age. My best friend, Leigh Shelton, and I both got cowboy outfits for Christmas one year. The following summer, we pulled on our cowboy boots and hats, strapped our toy guns around our waists and decided to go down to the Queenston Quarry. We were about five. Of course, we were always warned that we were never to go there. The quarry had filled up through the years and there were now sandpits, but they had flooded over. Leigh and I built a raft and were floating in the sandpits.

My dad came home from work each day at 3:50. He’d kiss my mother and ask about us kids. “Karen’s fine,” my mom told him that day. “I’m not sure where Derek is.”

My dad stopped dead. “You don’t think …?”

My mother shrugged. “Knowing him, absolutely.”

My dad jumped into the car and drove over to the quarry. He parked at the top of the cliff, looked over and saw us there on our raft. We were there having fun, so he could relax. He lit up a smoke, sat down in the grass and watched his boy playing with his buddy.

Leigh and I were at opposite ends of the raft, but for some reason, I got it in my head that we’d go faster if both of us were on the same end.

My father shouted, “Don’t!”

Too late! When I moved closer to Leigh, the raft tipped and threw the two of us into the water.

My dad was about 600 feet away, and as he was running towards us, our cowboy boots were filling with water. We were dropping like stones. Leigh stayed afloat by grabbing the raft. My dad dove in and grabbed me. I was thrashing away, going down for the second time when he pulled me to the surface.

When we got to dry land, my father just glared. “I knew you were going to do that! I just saw that in your little brain!” The next day, he signed me up for swimming lessons.

I used to terrorize my sister.

Karen was two grades ahead of me. She was very bright—a straight-A student. Although I was too young and self-involved at the time, I’m certain that a part of Karen must have resented me for all the attention given to me because of hockey.

My sister loved me and always looked out for me. She would wait for me every day and we’d walk to school together. There’d be times—many, in fact—when I tried Karen’s patience. She would be ready for school, books in hand and about to walk out the door, and I’d still be dicking around. “You’re going to be late for school! I’m not going to wait any longer!”

She’d storm out the door because she hated to be late, but it was all for show. She’d wait at the corner for me.

In the winter, the snowbanks would be piled up high on either side of our street. They never plowed the streets in our neighbourhood. Karen and I would be walking to school and I’d see a car going by, so I’d grab onto the bumper and let the car pull me through the snow-packed streets. We called it “jumping the bumper.” I’d slide past my sister and, with a big smile, wave and yell, “See ya, Karen!” I’d get to school on time and then she’d be late. She’d be furious at me!

I was brutal to her, but that’s what brothers do, isn’t it?

Karen still lives in Niagara Falls and has three kids and a granddaughter who all live near her.

Ever since I was a kid, I hated the dentist. He terrified me. I went to my first dental appointment when I was five. One of my permanent front teeth came in on top of the baby one, and the baby tooth wouldn’t leave. My teeth have really long roots.

My father took me to my appointment. The dentist said, “We’ve got to get this one out of the way,” and with no anesthetic, he started yanking on it. The tooth wouldn’t budge. I was screaming, and through the walls, my dad heard the wails. That was an alarm for him. He came flying around the corner. “What are you doing to my son?” Just as he turned the corner, he saw the dentist slap me.

My father didn’t say a word, but he hit the dentist and lifted me out of the chair.

“Don’t you ever touch my boy again or I’ll break every bone in your body.”

I was bleeding like a stuck pig. My dad took me home. He examined my tooth and tried to wiggle it around in my mouth. “This bugger doesn’t want to come out, Caroline.”

My mother had a solution that she probably saw in a Little Rascals movie. “Let’s tie it to a door.”

They attached one end of a string to my tooth and the other to a door and slammed it repeatedly, but the tooth still wouldn’t budge. I guess the roots were damaged badly enough that, a few days later, I pulled it out myself. I was thrilled.

As a result, I’ve always been deathly afraid of dentists. It’s the needles I really hate. Considering all the drugs I took through the years, I would never go near a needle. Even if I were having unbelievable withdrawal symptoms and you gave me a needle filled with heroin, I absolutely couldn’t do it. I have this phobia of needles.

I even hate the smell of a dentist’s office. If my mother told me that I had a dental appointment, I wouldn’t be able to sleep the night before. Her solution was to show up at school, knock on the door of the room I was in and say, “I’m here to take Derek to the dentist.” If I knew before that point, I would never go. While on our way to the dentist’s, my mom would lecture me. “I just don’t understand you, Derek. If you took better care of your teeth, you wouldn’t get cavities, you wouldn’t have pain and then you wouldn’t have to see the dentist. Doesn’t it make sense to you?”

I’d just shrug.

When I was a kid, my mother used to ask, “Did you brush your teeth before bed?” My dad would ask, “What for, Caroline? He’s only going to lose them playing hockey anyway.” He thought that was hilarious!

My dad hated doctors, too. I remember being about seven when my father was building a shed for our house. He had a sawhorse out and was cutting a two-by-four with a rusty saw. I’ll never forget hearing him say, “Measure twice, cut once. Living your life like that wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

Dad was sawing away really fast. I was standing there holding the two-by-four when the saw hit a knot and jumped out of the groove. The blade went right between my father’s thumb and forefinger into that meaty part in between. Blood poured out of the wound. That was the first time I ever heard my dad swear: “Son of a bitch!”

He never cried—that was beneath him—but he was furious at himself. He told me to run and get his tackle box. And he hollered for my mother. She was cooking, but she ran out to see why he was calling so frantically. “Get me the sulfa powder.”

He ran his bleeding hand under the kitchen tap, poured on the sulfa powder and wrapped his hand in a tea towel. He told me to get the leader line out of the tackle box. Then, he hooked up a needle to it and stitched himself up. After 12 loops, he tied off the end, poured more sulfa powder on it and wrapped it in a bandage.

I just stood there in awe.

“Pain is a state of mind, Derek. If you let physical pain take over, it will control your life.” When I was older, he also told me, “If you let emotional pain take over, it’ll destroy you, too.”

The idea that pain is a state of mind was carried with me through my life. Everybody fears pain, but as my dad taught me, “Your brain will not retain pain.” I asked him what he meant, and he told me that the brain isn’t capable of remembering pain. Pain is an instantaneous way to get the message to the brain that there is trouble. But pain is only the message. It’s not debilitating. It’s there to tell you that you’ve been hurt.

I started playing hockey when I was eight, and that was one of the first things my dad had me thinking about: conditioning myself to ignore pain and never allowing it to intimidate me. And it never did. Getting beat up? That didn’t bother me. Cut, bleeding, broken bones? That didn’t bother me. Fear of embarrassment and fear of rejection—that bothered me. Losing a fight in front of all those people, whether it was in junior or the NHL, was my greatest fear in hockey.

My mother and father are both gone now and I miss them terribly, but they gave me a wonderful childhood and supported me through my entire life, even when they had every reason not to.





CHAPTER 4
SCHOOL DAYS

From kindergarten through Grade 8, I went to Valley Way Public School in Niagara Falls. I was a bright kid but didn’t apply myself, as the teachers would inform my parents. But while my mom and dad instilled great morals in me, it was at school that I developed my social skills.

In Grade 6, I threw a snowball with a stone in it and hit Mr. Brooks, one of my teachers, in the head. I got caught. My dad had taught me that if you do something wrong, you don’t run away. You stand there and ‘fess up. I stood there, but I knew I was in trouble.

Mr. Brooks gave me a detention. He kept me after school for a week. My father wondered why I wasn’t home. I told him I had been at school, studying, but he knew better. “No you weren’t. You got a detention, didn’t you?”

I admitted that I did and told my dad about the snowball. He asked me how I was being punished. I told him that I had to take a pencil and fill in a blank sheet of foolscap, which is legal-sized writing paper.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” he roared.

He grabbed me by the scruff of the neck, threw me in the car and marched me into the school. We walked into Mr. Brooks’s office. “Are you the one who gave my son a detention?”

“Yes,” said Mr. Brooks. “Your boy threw a rock and it hit me.”

My dad said, “That was a mistake and he certainly deserves a detention. I have no problem with that, but put him to work! Make him do mathematics or something. Don’t have him waste his time filling in a sheet of paper! And if you are going to give him the same punishment in his detention tomorrow, he will not be there. And that’s with my permission! Put him to work constructively!”

My father never bailed me out, but he looked out for me and did the right thing.

I hated bullies and people making fun of others. My English teacher, Miss Escott, suffered from rheumatoid arthritis and had a hard time writing and walking. It was heartbreaking to see a teacher I respected so much experiencing so much pain.

Two kids mimicked the way Miss Escott walked down the hall, so I walked up and cuffed both of them right behind the ear. Bang! Dropped them both. Books flew everywhere.

“Principal’s office, Derek!”

In the office, Mr. Fullerton demanded that I tell him why I hit those kids. I refused. It would have broken Miss Escott’s heart if she knew that kids were mimicking her behind her back. I was suspended.

My dad came home from work, and it was always the same routine. He’d ask my mom, “How are the kids?” My mother would say, “Karen is fine.” But this time, she stopped before she finished her answer. I heard my dad stomping up each one of the 13 stairs it took to get to my room. I knew I was in big trouble.

He kicked open the door and, through a clenched jaw, asked, “What the hell is this about?”

“Dad, if I tell you the truth, will you believe me?”

“Of course,” he said. “But this better be good!”

I told him.

He said, “Fine,” and left my room. Nothing more.

I never would have allowed anyone to hurt Miss Escott. When she put her head on the pillow at night, she didn’t need to think about kids laughing at her. She was in tremendous pain every day. She cared.

I was in Miss Escott’s 10th-grade English class, and we studied Shakespeare all that winter. She said, “Class, you won’t believe it! For nigh on 35 or 40 years of my teaching career, this is the first perfect paper I have ever seen on Romeo’s soliloquy from Romeo and Juliet!”

I was looking around to see who had the perfect paper.

She continued. “Colons and semicolons in all the right places. I have never seen such a perfect paper!”

Then, the penny dropped. “Derek, you did such an outstanding job on the paper. Will you please stand up and recite the soliloquy for the class?”

Caught!

I started. “But soft! What light through yonder window breaks?” Then I stopped. I gave her the first line, but that’s all I knew. I looked down at the ground. “Miss Escott, I cheated.”

“I thought so,” she replied. “The next time, don’t copy it straight from a book with all the colons and semicolons.”

I was an athlete, even in elementary school. One of the kids in my class never got picked for team sports in the schoolyard. There were two boys who picked on this kid unmercifully. What were they proving by being bullies? The kid was shy, and he was never going to challenge them … but I did. “If you keep messing with this kid, I’m going to hurt you!” They hit him one day, so I took a bat to one of the kids. They never touched him again.

We played outside with our buddies all the time—road hockey, baseball, cops and robbers, hide and seek. You sure didn’t want to be stuck inside, because if your room was anything like mine, there was a single bed and a dresser and that was it. When I got sent to my room, that was real punishment. It was a dungeon. All I could do was open the curtains and stare out the window.

I had a BB gun when I was 10 and a pellet rifle when I was 11. There’d be a gang of about 14 of us who would go down to Queenston Heights and Fort Drummond and pretend we were soldiers. We used to follow the Canadian army when they were on drill and then copy them. They’d run 20 yards, drop and then fire live rounds. Every once in a while, a live round would fall out of their gear or they’d drop it when they were trying to load up. These were .303-inch cartridges for Lee-Enfield rifles.

We built a fort out of old plywood. There was a big tree there and we built a campfire beside it. Our gang collected five live rounds from the army. We pretended we were in the movies, so we tossed the shells into the fire and then ran like hell, thinking they were going to explode immediately.

We waited and waited and waited. Leigh Shelton said, “It didn’t work. This is a lie. In the movies, it happens right away.”

I said, “Yeah!”

“Did they go in the fire?”

“Who’s going to check?”

“I ain’t going. How about you?”

“No way! I’m not going!”

I said, “I’ll go.”

Leigh begged me not to go. “What if they go off when you get there, Derek?”

I said, “They’re not going to go off for about half an hour.”

The fire died out, and just then, poof! The first one went off!

“Get down, get down!”

We started to argue. “How many went off?”

“I think it was four.”

“No way! I think it was five!”

“No, I counted and it was four.”

“No, it was five—two quick, one slow and then two more. I think it was five.”

None of us had a clue as to how many shells had exploded.

We had to decide who was going to approach the fire to find out if all the rifle shells had gone off. Those damned shells would kill you from 700 yards! I lost, so had to go check out the shells.

I held a piece of plywood in front of me like a shield, peeking around it as I went. I saw a couple of casings that had bounced out of the fire after they had gone off. But then I saw another one, leaning against a rock. I bent over to pick it up and it went off. Bang! It hit me in the forehead and split my head open.

My buddies all ran home and left me there, bleeding. I was a mass of blood.

I went home, caked in blood. I didn’t know how bad it looked, but my mother took one look at me and nearly had a heart attack.

“Mom, I ran into a tree.”

I later told my dad the truth. He was livid. “You stupid bastard! If I had any idea you were doing that, I’d have put you under lock and key!”

“But Dad, we were just fooling around,” I explained.

“Oh yeah? Do you know how many kids are dead because they were just fooling around?” He stayed angry for days.

It didn’t knock me out, although it dazed me a bit. It scorched my hair and I had to get some stitches. By the grace of God. God protects drunks and fools.

It wasn’t that I was a bad kid, but trouble always seemed to find me. My mother told me, “Don’t ever lie, cheat or steal. It’s not in you, and if you do, you will get caught.” Sure enough, she was right. I always got caught.

I started to get interested in girls when I was in Grade 7. Before Hockey Night in Canada came on on Saturday nights, we watched “From Miami … The Jackie Gleason Show.” It featured the June Taylor Dancers, and that’s when I fell in love with women in lingerie. I got some Playboy magazines and hid them under my mattress, thinking my mother would never find them, but after washing my bedding, she found them when she was tucking in the sheets. My dad just laughed. “You silly bugger. You know your mother knows every inch of your room.”

When I was 12 or 13, my buddies and I made a deal. We would meet at the pool every day at four o’clock. We loved to splash around, but even more than that, we loved to ogle one of the girls from school who was our age but had already developed.

This girl was cute. Black hair and green eyes. I was in the eighth grade when I saw her and, at that moment, my life changed. I had to get near her. Some jerk, whom I hated for the rest of the school year, got to sit next to her.

I stared at Louise for four or five days. I was too afraid to talk to her.

I started an inane conversation with my dad, but after much hesitation, I blurted out the one question I didn’t know the answer to: “Dad, how do you get girls to like you?”

“Oh, you’re at that stage, are you?”

I asked, “Stage? You knew this was going to happen and you didn’t tell me?”

I was one of the tougher guys in the neighbourhood. My buddies used to call me “Skull” or “Footballhead.” One kid might say we were going to play baseball that day, but if I wanted to play road hockey, for instance, I’d give him a slap and we’d roll around on the ground in a spirited wrestling match.

“Son,” my dad barked, “you can’t control people. When you’re with girls, you’ve got to grow up or they won’t like you. You have to treat girls with respect, kindness and patience. You have to be caring, giving, warm and receptive. And you have to have a smile.”

The only word I got out of my dad’s diatribe was “smile.”

The next day, I walked into school and said hello to this girl with the biggest, goofiest smile. She looked at me as if I had two heads. “Who’s this kid with all the teeth?”

I knew that hadn’t worked, so I tried it again the next day.

“Hi!” Big, goofy grin.

Nothing. I started to question whether my father knew what he was talking about.

This went on for a couple of weeks. Finally, one day, she smiled at me and said hi back to me, so I leapt at the opportunity. “Can I walk you home from school today?”

“Sure!”

I met her after school. She lived about a mile and a half away—the longest walk of my life at that age. She brought home every textbook and notebook she owned every single day! And every single day, I said, “Here, let me carry those.” In my head, I said, “Don’t you dare drop any of these books.” My right arm was paralyzed by the time we got to her back porch. She gave me a kiss on the cheek and thanked me, then went into the house.

That was it. That was the beginning. By the ninth grade, I’d mustered up a bit more courage. We used to go to the YMCA dances every Friday night. The Y made the boys wear a sport coat. I was playing junior at the time, so was wearing my Niagara Falls Flyers blazer. You think you’re cool, but it didn’t do you any good.

I had a crush on a girl, and each Friday, I tried to summon the courage to ask her to dance. Finally, after seven weeks, I walked up to her and asked her. She said the greatest word a woman can say to a man: “yes.”

Out on the floor we went, and six bars into the song, she started laughing. “That’s the way you dance?” She turned to her girlfriend, still laughing, and said, “Look at this!”

I have never danced again in my life. Not even once. The fear of being humiliated remained with me through my entire life.





CHAPTER 5
THE START OF MY HOCKEY CAREER

I have to guess that it was around 1950. My dad was sitting in the living room, leafing through Maclean’s magazine.

“Listen to this, Caroline,” he said to my mother. “Maclean’s has a story here that ranks the most respected professions in Canada. What do you think is the most respected profession?”

“Doctor?”

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” he answered. “They say playing hockey is Canada’s most respected profession! I’ll be damned.”

Without missing a beat, he added, “My boy’s gonna be a hockey player.”

And so began my destiny.

My dad was an extremely intelligent guy, in spite of his lack of formal education, and with a boatload of common sense, he took a practical approach to everything he did. He wanted me to find my balance on a pair of skates. To prepare me, he took a couple of butter knives, cut them off and taped them to my shoes and then had me walk around on the hardwood floors. I was four years old.

Like most kids in our neighbourhood, and in communities across Canada, we played road hockey by the hour. During the winter, our roads used to get all packed with snow, and the surface resembled ice. Instead of using a beat-up old tennis ball, we could play road hockey with a puck. Inevitably, somebody’s shot would miss the net and the puck would slide down the street, seemingly forever.

My dad was walking home from work one day and saw me chasing after the puck about 200 feet away from where the game was being played in front of the Quinlans’ house on Detroit Avenue. There were two Quinlan brothers, both older, bigger and tougher than me.

“Hey son,” my dad called out. “What’re you doing?”

“Playing street hockey,” I answered.

“What are you doing here?”

I told him I was getting the puck.

“Did you shoot it?” my dad asked.

“No,” I replied. “Peter Quinlan did.”

“Oh yeah? Then why are you getting it?” he asked.

“They told me to.”

“Oh yeah? Doesn’t that bother you?” he continued. “Do you always do what they tell you?”

I shrugged. “Never thought about it.”

“Well, I’ll tell you what,” he explained. “I’m going to stand right here. Leave that puck right there. I want you to go back and tell Peter that he shot it so he gets it.”

I looked up at my dad. “If I say that, he’s going to punch me in the mouth!”

“Then punch him right back, son. And every time he punches you, you punch him.”

I walked back and Peter Quinlan asked, “What the hell are you doing, Sanderson? You didn’t get the puck.”

I said, “I didn’t shoot it.”

Just then, Mike Quinlan, the older brother, grabbed me and demanded, “Do what you’re told. Get the puck!”

“No!” I said. “Peter shot it, Peter gets it. When I shoot it, I’ll get it.”

Mike pushed me and we got into a fight. I took a bit of a beating, but they never, ever asked me to get another stray puck.

I was harmlessly naive. I didn’t look at being sent after pucks as any kind of dominance thing. I was just happy to be accepted, playing with the older boys. It was part of the sacrifice you put up with.

Learning to skate on a backyard rink was a rite of passage for most young Canadian boys. We took it for granted, never thinking about the hours our fathers spent, with frostbitten fingers, creating a rink that we could use to fuel our NHL dreams.

Our backyard was a pretty good size, but my dad wanted a rink closer to the size of a real rink, so he asked the next-door neighbours if he could stretch it across their yard as well as ours. That would give us a good 160-foot ice surface in our backyard, almost regulation size.

The neighbours said no, so instead, my father made a deal with the guy who lived behind us. We would give him all of our broken hockey sticks to stake his tomato plants, and we’d let him grow his tomatoes in our backyard in the summer. In return, we could use his backyard in the winter to create a much larger rink.

My dad made real boards, and brought home some old discarded pipes from the Kimberly-Clark plant, along with old mesh from the Niagara Falls Memorial Arena, to make nets.

Every morning, my father would get up at 5:45 and flood our backyard rink before his seven o’clock shift at the plant. He’d be out there in a World War II–issue coat, with a scarf wrapped around his neck and over his head. I’d ask him to wake me up before he left for work. In the winter, if it didn’t snow, there’d be this beautiful, fresh ice to skate on for an hour or so before school. Then, I’d scarf down some porridge and a hot cocoa and head off to school.

After school, the big kids would come over. “You’re not playing hockey unless you help scrape the snow off the rink,” my dad would bark. “You don’t just show up and expect to play. You’ve gotta work here. And guess who runs this rink?” He’d point to me. “He does.”

I would have been five or six years old, playing hockey in the backyard with my buddies, when my father noticed that I had a little bit of talent. He couldn’t have been prouder. He insisted that I work at hockey, so I did.

The Canadian Legion sponsored hockey in our area, and there were the Little NHL and the Little AHL, with six teams in each age group. When I was seven years old, I didn’t want to play in a league. I was way too shy to go into a room full of kids to sign up. I just liked playing hockey for fun in the backyard with my buddies. My best friend, Leigh Shelton, and I were inseparable. Leigh’s family couldn’t afford to register him for hockey. They couldn’t even afford a pair of skates. To be truthful, neither could we.

Unbeknownst to me or anyone else, my father went over to Leigh’s house and asked him if he’d like to play hockey. Leigh said, “Sure, I’d love to, Mr. Sanderson, but I don’t have any skates.” My dad went out and bought him new skates, but there was a catch. “Leigh, the only thing you have to do is take Derek with you and both of you sign up for the Legion’s hockey league on Saturday.”

Leigh was so excited. He ran over to my house and shouted, “Derek, I’ve got new skates! Let’s go down and sign up for hockey!”

“Okay,” I said, and that Saturday, the two of us went down to the hall and signed up for hockey. My father volunteered to be our coach. At our second practice, I got hit in the head with a puck. Parents in the stands were looking at me. My teammates were staring at me. I was working hard and could feel some sweat on my forehead. When I took off my glove to wipe away the sweat, I realized it wasn’t sweat. “Holy cow! I’m bleeding!”

I went over to my dad, but he showed no expression. He believed that when parents overreact to a child’s injury, it’s the look of terror on the adult’s face that scares the child.

“Dad! Dad! Look at this!”

He shrugged it off. “There are only 20 minutes left in the practice. You won’t bleed to death!”

I figured if it didn’t bother my dad, it shouldn’t bother me.

He asked me, “Does it hurt?”

I said no.

“Then why are you flipping out?” he asked.

“Well, I’ve never bled like this before!”

He said, “It’ll stop.” He put me on the goal line and shouted to the team, “Line up! Stops and starts!”

The whole team lined up. On the whistle, it was blue line and back, and then red line and back. I was leaving a trail of blood behind me. It was all over my face and sweater. My teammates thought I was the toughest guy in the world! I loved the admiration. It didn’t hurt, yet they were saying, “Wow! Are you ever tough!”

I shrugged. “Yeah.” I wasn’t, but I sure wasn’t going to tell them that.

Later on, my head started to ache. After the practice, while I was taking off my equipment, my dad said, “Now we get to go for stitches.”

I didn’t know what it felt like to get stitches. I wasn’t very happy when I found out!

About a week later, my dad removed the stitches himself, using a pair of needlenose pliers and a little knife. He wasn’t going to pay any doctor to take them out. And he saved them, just like the rest of the 400 that followed. He used to put them in a grey velvet watch box.

My dad made getting stitches seem like the red badge of courage, so whenever I got cut, I just kept playing. And I noticed that when you do that in hockey, people can’t believe it. You get attention. “That kid’s tough!”

That was part of growing up.

I didn’t get any goals that first year, but I did get eight assists and my first penalty. I tripped a kid, and when the referee sent me to the penalty box, I cried. I didn’t think I’d done anything wrong, and I felt frustrated because there was nothing I could do about a bad call.

The next game, I got a penalty for charging. This time, I went to the penalty box laughing. It wasn’t that I was happy about it; it was just that I figured you had to be able to laugh to get along in this game and take things as they come.

Leigh lost interest in hockey early, but he did finish out the year. I am pretty sure that he only registered so he could get the skates my dad bought him.

My father became a disciple of Lloyd Percival, who hosted a popular CBC radio program called Sports College. The show gave listeners tips on how to be a good athlete and a good sport. Many of Percival’s ideas were revolutionary, and ran contrary to popular thinking at the time. He also wrote a book, published in 1951, called The Hockey Handbook.

Lloyd Percival was a pioneer in physical training, and many athletes from various sports followed his fitness regimen. Hockey didn’t really embrace Percival’s ideas in North America, but Soviet hockey coaches devoured his ideas. My dad thought Percival was brilliant, and had me following a lot of his fitness tips. He had me skate around our backyard rink while carrying the puck 200 times in one direction, and then 200 times the other way. It was my dad’s theory, learned from Lloyd Percival, that a hockey player had to be able to turn left or right equally well. He’d tell me I had to work on my shot. I came home from school one day, and my father had placed linoleum on the driveway and made me a beautiful net. He also put up targets in all four corners.

After work, Dad would stop by the arena and walk through the seats, picking up any pucks he found. After a while, we had five full buckets—probably a couple of hundred pucks—and I was expected to stand on the linoleum, which served as an ice surface, and shoot all 200 pucks every day. My dad would come home from work and ask if I’d shot my pucks. I’d say, “Yeah,” but my father was sharp. He would put a piece of paper under one of the buckets, and if it hadn’t been moved, he knew I hadn’t shot my pucks.

“That isn’t fair,” I’d protest. “That was the one bucket I didn’t use.”

“Do you want me to look under the other one?” he’d ask.

“No, don’t do that.” I’d been caught.

My dad didn’t really push me all that hard. He simply knew I had some talent and wanted to help me with what I was good at. When I was 10, he told my mother that I had something special and was a surefire NHL-calibre player. He told her he could tell because I had so much desire, which I did. “Don’t give up hockey,” he’d say. “You’re good at it.”

Nobody knows if they are going to make it to the National Hockey League, but I never really doubted I would. Everybody pooh-poohs it, telling you the odds are stacked heavily against you, but as I got older, I realized that the dream might be within reach.

On Saturday nights, our family would sit in front of the TV and watch Hockey Night in Canada. In the late 1950s and early ‘60s, the opening faceoff was at eight

















































































OEBPS/images/logo.png
& HarperCollins e-books





OEBPS/images/sign.png





OEBPS/images/fm.png





OEBPS/images/9781443409704_Outside_Front_Cover.jpg









OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/sign1.png





OEBPS/images/9781443409704_Outside_Front_Cover.png





