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			To my lovely little daughter Adaira, who let me take her to her first sporting event ever, a hockey game. She couldn’t tell you the final score, but, to tell the truth, neither could I. As long as she’s cheering—even if my team is the one on the losing side—I’m cheering, too.

		

	
		
			Whether it’s hockey, basketball, or baseball, there’s a major difference if you’re doing radio or television, particularly in hockey. Doing play by play on radio, in effect, you are the game. That probably holds true for all sports. It’s very descriptive. It’s nonstop. The terminology is important in hockey as to where the puck is and to just paint the picture. In television, obviously, you see it and there’s time to breathe a little bit. Hockey is just nonstop on radio. It’s more difficult on radio for the analyst to get in. It has to be a quick in and out of the commercial break. On television, I feel play by play is a little more pulled back. The analyst has a little more time to get it in, but they still have to be very careful because things happen so “bang bang.” It’s a completely different venue when you’re doing radio and TV.

			—Marv Albert, former New York Rangers radio play-by-play broadcaster

			I say this very often. I am extremely honored to be a part of the hockey broadcasting fraternity. One of the biggest thrills I have is to be able to do every game and to be able to visit and talk with my fellow broadcasters. There are young ones and there are old ones, but I especially get a thrill out of talking with guys who have been around for a long time. Not only the Bob Coles, but also the Rick Jeannerets in Buffalo, the Mike Langes in Pittsburgh, the Kenny Alberts of the Rangers, the L.A. Kings guys out there, and the list goes on and on and on. Mike Emrick is such a class act. It’s really something to be able to be around him for a couple of games a year. We run into one another and are able to soak in some of the knowledge and the experiences we’ve had. That’s what really motivates me and makes me so proud to be a part of this fraternity.

			—Randy Moller, Florida Panthers radio play-by-play broadcaster
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			Foreword

			Breaking the Ice . . . of Fandom

		

		
			I was only a year and a half old when Herb Brooks coached the U.S. Men’s Hockey Team to their victory over the seemingly invincible Russian team in Lake Placid during the 1980 Winter Olympics. Being a resident of Las Vegas practically my entire life, I’m not sure the game and Al Michaels’s call were even on the TV inside my house. The McKnight family, growing up, was “baseball first,” and that included a six-year-old Kirk. At about the age of 10, what I will refer to throughout this book as “arguably the biggest trade in sports history” took place. Wayne Gretzky, the biggest star the game of hockey had ever seen up to that point (and perhaps ever), was packing his bags for Southern California to play for the Los Angeles Kings. Still, even in 1988, hockey was a distant third or fourth to baseball, football, and college basketball. As a Las Vegan in the late 1980s and early 1990s, there was nothing going on in the sports world outside of UNLV men’s basketball. Larry Johnson, Stacey Augmon, Greg Anthony, George Ackles, and Anderson Hunt—four of whom would be drafted by the NBA a year later—were dominating the hardwood floor at the Thomas & Mack Center, all the way to a national championship in 1990. In the meantime, Gretzky’s former team was winning their fifth Stanley Cup championship title in seven years in Edmonton, but who knew in “Sin City”?

			A couple of years later, I started taking a liking to the game of hockey. Wayne Gretzky and “Super” Mario Lemieux, arguably the two most exciting players the sport has ever seen, were exhibiting their craft on opposite sides of the country, Gretzky in the West and Lemieux in the East. I’ve been a Pittsburgh Steelers fan since Bill Cowher became their coach, and, following the Steelers, I couldn’t help but notice the Pittsburgh teams with their black and gold color schemes. My becoming a fan of hockey just so happened to coincide with the discovery of Hodgkin’s disease inside Lemieux. When Mario came back to the game after his treatments, I, and everyone else watching, was amazed by his resilience; I couldn’t help but cheer him on. There’s no question my two favorite players to watch were the two best ones on the ice. How could you not enjoy watching such prolific goal scoring between these two Canadian-born players? Living in the West, I couldn’t get Penguin broadcasts like I could for the Kings, so anything related to Lemieux was reserved for the nightly edition of ESPN’s SportsCenter. Gretzky, on the other hand, I could watch on Fox Sports, and, believe me, I watched any game I could. Being a baseball fanatic, the transition to hockey was allowable, because the seasons oppose one another. While baseball’s offseason was taking place, I was watching Lemieux and Gretzky, and, while those two were on their “summer leave,” I would go back to Frank Thomas, Cecil Fielder, and MLB.

			Speaking of “America’s pastime,” the year before MLB decided to leave its millions of fans high and dry, and forego the last six weeks of the regular season—as well as the postseason—Las Vegas was introduced to the minor-league world of hockey. The Las Vegas Thunder were the biggest thing to hit the city since Johnson, Augmon, and Anthony had raised a championship banner into the rafters at the Thomas & Mack Center. I was in the arena on opening night for the Las Vegas Thunder, watching live hockey and taking in the cool breaths of air, which I was not accustomed to after attending UNLV basketball games for all those years. There really is something about going to see a hockey game live. Whether it be the IHL, ECHL, WHA, AHL, EHL, or NHL, the feel of a professional hockey game is unimitated—the acoustics produced by the glass boards, creating that puck “right on the tape” sound that precedes a 110-mile-an-hour slap shot, the chill of the arena making you feel like you’re walking past a five-acre dairy section in the supermarket, and, let us not forget, the one thing that is to be expected in a hockey contest: fighting.

			I had seen scraps on TV and the occasional “spin cycle” fight in some of the first Thunder games I went to watch during the team’s inaugural year, but I will never forget the first all-out line brawl I witnessed live with (who else but) my mother during the team’s second year in Vegas. Thunder goalie Clint Malarchuk, whom I would learn had his own throat cut by a skate playing in the NHL, was our guy in the crease, and boy was he tough. The fight had already broken out on the other end of the ice, but Houston Aero goaltender Troy Gamble was getting into it with one of our players. It was in this moment that I learned of another hockey “no-no.” Malarchuk, who was on the side of the rink just below our seats, skated the length of the ice to a rousing cheer from the Thomas & Mack Center crowd and cleaned Gamble’s clock in his own team’s zone. My mom wasn’t as entertained as I was, but this was what hockey meant back then. It wasn’t about stats. In fact, it wasn’t in your best interest to watch a minor-league hockey game if you were skittish about blood and violence, because there was going to be a scrap, if not a brawl, before the night was over. If you were a player, what else were you going to do? The NHL already had its Gretzkys, Lemieuxs, Selännes, Bures, and Fedorovs. Who was going to compete with that?

			Unfortunately (depending on which side of the check your signature fell on), fighting and line brawls have become heavily regulated and all but abolished in the NHL. Sure, the occasional fight breaks out and the participants quickly exit the ice and the game, but this doesn’t happen nearly as often as it once had. There are far fewer “gruesome” modern-day stories like those to which you’re about to become privy in this book, but the game hasn’t lost its appeal. The Gretzkys, Lemieuxs, and Fedorovs have hung up their skates, but their superstar torches have been passed to the next generation of offensive juggernauts. Lemieux’s went to current Pittsburgh Penguin team captain Sidney Crosby and Fedorov’s to fellow Russian (and my and my daughter’s favorite player) Pavel Datsyuk in Detroit, and later, in Washington, to another Russian teammate, Alexander Ovechkin. Whether you prefer yesterday’s hockey to today’s—or vice versa—this book addresses both eras from perhaps the only perspective truly capable of doing so, that of the broadcasters.

			With larynxes better reserved for the lead role in a Gilbert and Sullivan musical, today’s NHL broadcasters capture the “fastest game on Earth” in arguably the most difficult capacity in the world of major sports. With no shot clock or TV timeouts, and the pause for station identification being their only shot at a swig of water, the NHL’s play-by-play broadcasters, both on TV and radio, give fans a guide to the action that no one else could possibly provide for more than two and a half hours practically every other night for six to eight months of the year. Featuring 42 TV/radio broadcasters, including 10 Hall of Famers, The Voices of Hockey: Broadcasters Reflect on the Fastest Game on Earth brings to you the bloodied ice surfaces, five overtime marathons, the raising of the Stanley Cup, and record-setting individual performances of yesterday and today in the words of those who have called the game for decades. From “Jiggs” McDonald to “Doc” Emrick, it is my hope that the experiences of those who have been the voices of hockey will rejuvenate—if not bring out of its state of dormancy—your love for the game that, in my opinion, is the most exciting the world of sports has to offer. As Wayne (Campbell, not Gretzky) so famously puts it, “Game on!”

		

	
		
			Introduction

			The Other Miracle on Ice

		

		
			Somewhere between Minnesotan Herb Brooks leading the U.S. Men’s Hockey Team to victory in the semifinal round over Russia in Lake Placid in the Winter Olympics and Wayne Gretzky coming to the Los Angeles Kings in arguably the biggest trade in sports history, one of the greatest NHL dynasties of all time budded and blossomed, winning four of their five Stanley Cup titles in a space of five seasons. The Edmonton Oilers, led by the greatest scorer in history, Wayne Gretzky, went from imported WHA franchise to NHL dynasty in less than nine years. Although the New York Islanders were sporting their own dynasty at the time, thanks to players like Bill Smith, Mike Bossy, Bryan Trottier, and team-builder Al Arbour, the Oilers were piecing together a team that would break NHL offensive records left and right.

			Led by a captain who would win a record eight straight Hart Memorial trophies, the Oilers hit a stumbling block early in their building process against a team who would claim their beloved superstar by decade’s end. The biggest blow to this maturing yet overconfident team from Alberta took place on April 10, 1982, in game three of the NHL’s Division Semifinals at the Los Angeles Forum—some 1,750 miles south of their home—in what is commonly known in reminiscent hockey circles as the “Miracle on Manchester.” Los Angeles Kings Hall of Fame TV play-by-play broadcaster Bob Miller discusses, in his own words, the small detour Edmonton would have to take through southern California before claiming their dynasty status:

			The most exciting game I ever did at the Forum was called the “Miracle on Manchester,” because Manchester Avenue ran past the Forum. It was a playoff game against the Edmonton Oilers in April of 1982, when the Oilers had Gretzky, Mark Messier, Grant Fuhr, Glenn Anderson, Paul Coffey, and all those great players. They finished so far ahead of the Kings in the regular season and then got into a best-of-five playoff round against them. The Kings opened in Edmonton with two games and split those games. Everybody likes to say, “Playoff hockey is so tight and so defensive minded.” Well, the first game ended 10–8 in favor of the Kings. Here’s a playoff game and it’s 10–8. Then the Oilers won the next game to even the series. It came back to Los Angeles and most everybody figured there’s no way the Kings are going to beat the Oilers. In game three in Los Angeles, the Oilers led 5–0 at the end of two periods. It was so disappointing because everybody was so excited about the Kings splitting up in Edmonton and anxious to see them back at the Forum. It was so disappointing, the owner, Jerry Buss, left the game.

			With goals by the Oilers’ Mark Messier, Lee Fogolin, and Risto Siltanen, and two by the “Great One,” Wayne Gretzky, the probability of Edmonton going into game four with a commanding 2–1 series lead would have best been displayed by a percentage sign at the end of the “99” on Gretzky’s back; however, with 20 minutes remaining in the game, the Kings began their 22 minutes and 35 seconds march into the record books, starting with goals by Jay Wells and Doug Smith.

			Not witness to this improbable comeback was team owner Jerry Buss. Miller adds,

			The story goes he was in a limousine headed to Palm Springs in the third period. The Kings started to score goals and the chauffeur turned around and asked, “Should we go back?” Jerry said, “No. The farther we go, the better they seem to play, so keep going.” He missed what is still the greatest single-game comeback in NHL playoff history. The Kings got five goals in the third period, the final one to tie the game with five seconds remaining. Then it went into overtime, and the Kings won in overtime to take the lead in the series. They won the game, 6–5.

			With the “Miracle on Manchester” having transpired, the only true fairy-tale ending to this story would be a series victory, and the Kings still needed one more win to accomplish that. Miller continues,

			The next night, the Oilers won, and so it was tied 2–2 with one game left. That game was in Edmonton. After game four in the Forum—and this very rarely happens—both teams flew on the same charter plane back to Edmonton. They couldn’t find another plane to charter, so they both got on the same plane and had to get special waivers from the insurance companies. The Oilers got on first and sat in the back. I was told the referees sat in between the two teams, and the Kings sat in front. We didn’t leave Los Angeles until it was about one in the morning in Edmonton, and we didn’t land there until about 4:30 a.m., with the deciding game to be played that night. The Kings got to the hotel at 5:30 in the morning, and there was a cleaning lady vacuuming in the hotel lobby. She was shaking her fists at the Kings players, saying, “You didn’t treat my boys very well in Los Angeles.” Mark Hardy, a defenseman for the Kings, said, “Lady, it’s 5:30 in the morning. Go home and get some sleep.” The Kings, that night, in the deciding game in Edmonton, won the game 7–4, to eliminate the Oilers, who had such a spectacular team. That was the most memorable game and probably one of the most memorable series that I ever did at the Forum.

			Although the Kings would beat them once more in the postseason in 1989—this time with Gretzky on the other side of the face-off circle—the Oilers, amid their five Stanley Cup titles between 1984 and 1990, would exact their revenge on Los Angeles during the 1985, 1987, and 1990 playoff seasons, sweeping two of three series. While Los Angeles wouldn’t win their own Stanley Cup title for another three decades, no other team in NHL history has been able to lay claim to such an insurmountable comeback in a postseason game, and, thanks to the fiercely competitive and more evenly matched nature of the game, it’s highly unlikely one ever will.
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			Arizona Coyotes

			Much like its central Floridian counterpart Tampa Bay, the city of Phoenix, Arizona, having hosted preseason professional baseball since 1929, couldn’t put a major professional sports team on the crushed clay and Bermuda grass in the Sonoran Desert before putting one on the ice. With the city of “Winterpeg” playing the role of “Go on. Leave. You’ll be back in 15 years anyway,” the Jets shifted climates, leaving the Manitoban snow in 1996, for the “Valley of the Sun,” where they would be known as the Phoenix Coyotes. With the move, southern teams like the Los Angeles Kings, Mighty Ducks of Anaheim, and Dallas Stars, although not racking up as many frequent flyer miles on road trips, had a much closer dance partner and, with it, an easier travel schedule for intraconference matchups.

			Having come from a place where white clothing would seem more like camouflage than pre-Labor Day fashion, the Coyotes carried with them over the U.S.–Canadian border and Rocky Mountains a tradition that, considering the dust storms and flash floods common to the area, could have used a more stain-resistant color, like, perhaps, brown? Coyotes TV play-by-play broadcaster Matt McConnell, who came to Phoenix years after the team had already settled in, discusses the fans’ Winnipeg-adopted playoff apparel, saying,

			A tradition they carried over from Winnipeg when they moved in 1996 was Winnipeg used to have the “whiteout” for the playoffs, where everybody would wear white. They carried that over here as well, so anytime there’s a playoff season in downtown Phoenix or here in Glendale, fans are encouraged to wear white. In terms of playoff atmosphere, it’s as loud and crazy as anything I’ve ever experienced, whether it’s actually at the game itself or watching it on television. It’s an unbelievable scene.

			A tradition more specific to both the area and the mascot has surfaced since the team’s move in 1996. McConnell continues, “You hear a lot of howling. The fans have their own routine. They pick certain times of the period where they try to get a collective howl going in the stands, which I always thought was pretty cool and unique.” Of course, Coyotes aren’t the only creature common to the warm Southwest climate of Arizona. McConnell adds,

			Arizona has a lot of transplants. We get a lot of fans who are snowbirds. They come out here and love hockey. You get a lot of western Canadians, so, whenever we’re playing Edmonton, Vancouver, or Calgary, we will have a lot of their fans in our building as well. It’s a great atmosphere. It’s electric. It’s a real good fan experience, and it doesn’t hurt when you can walk out of the arena and it’s 75 to 80 degrees outside. That’s kind of nice, too.

			With the thermometer dial rising the longer the team plays past game number 82, fans would probably prefer the uncomfortable three-digit temperatures known to inhabit the Phoenix area during the NHL’s postseason.

			Being a relocated rather than an expansion team, the Coyotes didn’t take long to bring the playoff atmosphere in Winnipeg to Phoenix. Their first year in the Southwest, the Coyotes finished third in the Central Division, earning themselves the fifth seed in the Western Conference playoff bracket. Much like they had done for nine of their 11 playoff appearances in Winnipeg, the team’s first four seasons in Phoenix, although playoff-qualifying ones, still resulted in first-round playoff exits. Much to the surprise of both the team and the rest of the hockey world, the Coyotes, after the 1999–2000 season, were about to get help in the front office, and eventually behind the bench, from the greatest hockey player to ever take the ice: Wayne Gretzky.

			The Not So Great Years under the “Great One”

			A year removed from his retirement, Wayne Gretzky, a player so legendary his number “99” was retired by all of professional hockey, would go in with local Phoenix developer Steve Ellman and purchase the Coyotes from Richard Burke. Unfortunately, Gretzky’s nine Hart MVP trophies and four Stanley Cup titles as a player didn’t translate into nearly as much success behind the desk. The Coyotes, suffering both financially and statistically, lost their top two offensive weapons, as team captain Keith Tkachuk was traded away mid-season and Jeremy Roenick, a free agent, signed with the Philadelphia Flyers. With attendance dwindling more and more each year, the Coyotes shifted venues from downtown Phoenix to neighboring suburb Glendale for the 2003–2004 season. Although the number of onlookers passing through the turnstiles improved with the quarter loop around AZ 101, the Coyotes’ position in the Western Conference’s Pacific Division fell from fourth to fifth. After the season, the league took a year off, giving the “Great One” the opportunity to come back and “suit up” in a different way.

			In his four seasons as team-builder, Gretzky failed to lead his team into the postseason, finishing with a winning record only once—and barely at that (38–37–7). Eventually, Gretzky would resign as head coach, and the team would be purchased by the NHL in an attempt to keep the franchise in the valley. In the team’s first year post-Gretzky, the Coyotes, after a six-year absence, once again qualified for the playoffs. Much like the previous nine trips by both the Coyotes and the Jets, Phoenix failed to make it past the first round, losing in seven games to the Detroit Red Wings. A year and a second-place finish in the Pacific Division later, the Coyotes found themselves in back-to-back playoff appearances and facing the Red Wings yet again. This time, Phoenix wouldn’t win a game, let alone the series, as Detroit swept them in four. With seven “one-and-done” playoff appearances in 14 seasons in the desert, the Phoenix Coyotes headed into the 2011–2012 season with something to prove, not only to their diminishing fan base, but also to the rest of the Western Conference.

			Welcome to Uncharted Territory, Phoenix Fans

			With a slight change of personnel, namely signing goaltender Mike Smith from the Tampa Bay Lightning, as well as the mid-season addition of Columbus Blue Jacket center Antoine Vermette, the 2011–2012 Coyotes, although finishing with two fewer points than the previous season, finished first in the Pacific Division and were slated to take on the Chicago Blackhawks in their playoff opener. With the teams splitting the opening two games in Phoenix, both in overtime, the series shifted back to Chicago for a notorious game three. McConnell, having called the series, looks back on the game that would shift the momentum for the Coyotes, saying,

			I could tell you so many things about that series. That was the series of the infamous Raffi Torres hit on Marian Hossa that warranted a 25-game suspension. My partner Tyson Nash originally called it a clean hit on the air, and he got death threats. The fans were all over him. As he would like to say, he was getting “chirped” on Twitter. The game after the Torres hit, which would have been game four in Chicago, we’re on a commercial break, and one of the vendors in the upper deck of the United Center is carrying a tray of beers. He looks up in the booth and he’s screaming, “Tyson Nash, Tyson Nash” and is all upset. Tyson can’t hear him because he’s got his headset on, so I turn to him and say, “Tyson, the beer vendor down there is
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