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For Michelle, whose January 11 birthday is the same date as this famous game and who saw the Broad Street Bullies play in the Spectrum
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Foreword

Forty-seven years have passed since the famous game at the Spectrum in Philadelphia between the two-time defending Stanley Cup champions and the Red Army (CSKA) team on January 11, 1976. It was the final in a series of games pitting the world-renowned Red Army team and the lesser but still formidable Soviet Wings (Krylya Sovetov) against National Hockey League (NHL) clubs.

The Red Army team was unbeaten heading into their game against the Flyers. They’d been tied by the Montreal Canadiens at the Montreal Forum, but no one had defeated them—that is, until they met the Flyers. We beat ’em, 4–1 on the scoreboard, and finished with 49 shots on goal to their 13.

Over the years, reporters and hockey fans alike have asked me the same questions: How did the Flyers do it? Did the big win surprise you? Did you realize the significance of the win at the time? How on earth did you—a defensive defenseman hardly known for scoring goals—manage to score a shorthanded goal against legendary goalie Vladislav Tretiak?

There was no “secret” to our win. We had, in my opinion, the best coach in the world at the time in Fred Shero. We executed Freddy’s game plan, no more and no less.

There probably was not one person outside of Russia who knew and understood Russian hockey as well as Freddy did. He had even traveled behind the Iron Curtain during the NHL off-season for international coaches’ clinics and had befriended the father of Russian hockey, Anatoly Tarasov.

As such, Freddy knew the Red Army system inside and out. He studied it and he knew how to beat it. The way to beat it was to let them circle and weave all they wanted. Don’t chase the puck. Keep them to the perimeter. The key for us was to control the net-front areas and the four corners of the rink. I remember that Freddy told us before the game, “We’ll show them a real Iron Curtain”—and that’s what we did.

The Red Army never adjusted their strategy. That was the fault of their coach, Konstantin Loktev. They were still doing the same thing in the third period—weaving around the perimeter, back passing—that they did in the first period. They kept playing right into our hands.

The convincing win may have surprised outsiders, but no, it did not surprise our players or the fans at the Spectrum. By our second Cup-winning year of 1974–1975, there were a lot of nights when we held teams to about 15 to 20 shots. Especially at the Spectrum, we expected to win every night, no matter what team we were playing. Boston, Montreal, Buffalo, the freakin’ Red Army: it didn’t matter.

We played the same kind of game and had the same identity. We knew who we were, and we knew we had great coaching, too. Above all, we didn’t get outworked by anyone.

I don’t think our guys dwelled too much on the political aspects of the game against the Red Army. At least I didn’t. It was always about hockey, from my point of view: our team versus their team, not the United States versus the Soviet Union or a battle to show the superiority of Canadian hockey or Russian hockey. It was the Flyers versus the Red Army, and it was in our building. We all wanted to show our team was better than theirs.

To feel that way, even if you don’t like the other team, you’ve got to respect them. We didn’t fear the Red Army. We respected them, and they respected us, too. Beating them the way we did was one of the best experiences in my career.

As far as my goal goes, I wish there was a better story about how it happened. There was nothing fancy to it. Don Saleski shot the puck, and I had nothing but open ice in front of me to get to the net. The rebound came right to me, and I backhanded the puck into the net. That was a pretty neat moment, but it wasn’t a dramatic play.

The funny part came afterward, when Fred Shero said Soviet hockey had been set back twenty years because I’d scored against them. That has always made me chuckle.

In 2017, I took a trip to Russia with the Flyers Alumni team—a three-city tour of Kazan, St. Petersburg, and Moscow—to play against Russian hockey alumni teams. While we were there, reporters inevitably asked me about that long-ago game from 1976 and the goal I scored. Most of the reporters were too young to have even been born yet at the time of the game against the Red Army.

I think that was when I finally started to have a complete understanding of just how big that Red Army game was in the history of our NHL game. All I can say is that I was honored to be a small part of it.

I’m happy to write the foreword for Ed’s book The Game that Saved the NHL, the first book ever written on the Flyers’ historic showdown with the Red Army and groundbreaking Super Series ’76. I hope you enjoy reading about this great slice of hockey history.

Joe Watson

Philadelphia Flyers defenseman










Prologue

The Russians Are Coming (Russkiye Idut)

On Sunday, January 11, 1976, a fever seized Philadelphia.

Veteran Flyers defenseman Joe Watson felt the fervent intensity that gripped the city as he headed to the Spectrum, the home of the Philadelphia Flyers, located at 3601 South Broad Street. “The atmosphere in Philadelphia that day,” he recalls, “was electric.”

Joe’s younger brother, fellow Flyers defenseman Jimmy Watson, was so excited for the highly anticipated and historic Sunday afternoon showdown between hockey superpowers—the two-time reigning Stanley Cup champions versus the international champion Central Red Army—that he had barely slept the past two nights.

“We’re the reigning Stanley Cup champions and the Russians come over and they’re blowing out the Rangers and the Bruins,” Jimmy remembers. “We knew they were a tremendous team and that we were in for a real fight. For two nights I was trying to figure out how we were going to deal with this. I hardly slept.”

Jimmy’s teammate Ross Lonsberry slept, but it was hardly peaceful. Dreaming that the Flyers fell behind the Soviets, 5–1, in the second period, the left winger woke up in a cold sweat. Such was impact the Flyers’ impending collision with the Soviet Red Army squad was having on players, coaches, and fans. It was one of the biggest international hockey events ever, a contest that would be watched by more than a quarter of a billion people worldwide. The Flyers were set to host the Russians in the climactic game of Super Series ’76, a groundbreaking series matching Soviet championship squads HC CSKA Moscow (translated to Central Sports Club of the Army Moscow, or Central Red Army Club) and their comrades Krylya Sovetov (Wings of the Soviet, shortened by North American media to Soviet Wings), against eight of the NHL’s top teams.

NHL schedule makers indulged their sense of drama by matching their champion Flyers against the Soviet champion Red Army in the series finale. “The Russians were the envy of hockey in Europe, and we were the envy of hockey in North America, and it all came down to a one-game series,” Joe Watson says. “We had to uphold the prestige of hockey in the NHL.”

Sportswriter Barry Wilner said at the time that not since the 1972 Team Canada versus USSR series had there been “so much fan interest in one game.” It would be an extraordinary meeting of two of the more iconic teams in sports history—the Flyers’ “Broad Street Bullies” and the Soviet Red Army. Drawn by the enormity of the event, large crowds gathered on the steps of the Spectrum on game day. Bundled in brightly colored clothing against 15 mph winds and temperatures expected to climb no higher than 35 degrees Fahrenheit, many picketed the presence of the Soviets. Jewish activist groups protested the USSR’s harassment and imprisonment of Russian Jews. Their gloved hands thrust picket signs into the icy air demanding “Free Soviet Jews.” Before the day was done, fights would break out and blood would be spilled on the Spectrum steps. “It was crazy,” remembers Bullies defenseman André “Moose” Dupont. “Politics became involved in that game.”

A sellout crowd of 17,077 arrived to fill the arena—then just over eight years old—and cheer their beloved Bullies. They clutched coveted game tickets depicting the red, white, and blue stars and stripes of the United States and the yellow-on-red hammer and sickle of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. The flags were crossed, and each ticket carried the hopeful words, “May We Live in Peace.” A play on those words was carried out by fans protesting Russia’s treatment of Soviet Jews, who unfurled a banner inside the Spectrum reading “May We Live in Peace, Let Soviet Jews Live in Peace.” The Red Army objected to the banner, and it was removed.

Sunday games at the Spectrum sometimes transformed into what Flyers fan Dana T. Graf called “doomsday in the Roman Colosseum” in his 1976 book Hockey Mad. Graf wrote that fans could go from “rabid to bloodthirsty,” mimicking the ancient Romans with chants of “Get that guy! Kill him!” As he approached the Spectrum, Flyers goalie Wayne Stephenson experienced a nervous excitement. Subbing for the injured Bernie Parent, the league’s top goalie the previous two seasons, Stephenson was in his sixth NHL campaign and backstopping the Bullies to the greatest regular season record in franchise history. Stephenson felt uptight heading into this first matchup of the champions of hockey’s two worlds. He agreed with fellow goalie Glenn Hall that net minding in the NHL was “sixty minutes of hell.” This game might be more evidence of that, Stephenson thought, since the Flyers had everything to lose in their battle with the Soviets.

The Stanley Cup champs also had much to gain. A victory over hockey’s international champions would give the Bullies bragging rights to being the best team not only in the NHL but in the world. The pressure began building on the Bullies four nights earlier. After dealing a 7–3 loss to Toronto at Maple Leaf Gardens, the Flyers left the ice to a frenzied call to beat the Soviets. “The NHL hated us because they were envious of us and because we won, but the fans in Toronto were screaming at us to beat the Russians,” Joe Watson recalls. “They followed us to our bus and were screaming, ‘Beat the Russians!’ I thought, ‘This really means a lot to everybody.’”

Jimmy Watson came to the same realization. “We were hated throughout the NHL for what they called our roughhouse tactics,” he said. “But the other [NHL] teams that played the Russians hadn’t won, so here we were, suddenly the league’s last hope.”

Flyers coach Fred Shero found irony in the situation. For years critics had been calling his Broad Street Bullies bad for the NHL because of their rough play. Now they were supposed to save the league from the Soviets. Shero chortled at the thought. For the first time, his Broad Street Bullies were the good guys. On a personal note, Shero, the maverick coach of perhaps the most maverick team in sports history, thought the throwdown with the Russians represented the high point of his professional life. Even after claiming consecutive Stanley Cup titles in 1974 and 1975, Shero told reporters he would never consider his team world champions unless they beat the Red Army, whose dominance eventually led to their “Red Machine” moniker. Defeating the Soviets, Shero knew, would help dispel the belief held by hockey traditionalists that his Broad Street Bullies were little more than a goon squad.

“I’ve been waiting a long time for this game,” Shero said before facing the Red Army. “The fact that nobody in the NHL has beaten them and left it up to us means something. The players want to do something about it.”

Shero’s son, Ray, was thirteen years old in 1976 and remembers the enormous energy surrounding this game. “There was a huge buildup,” he says, and the intense interest was something the Flyers had never experienced, not even in their two Stanley Cup Finals. No team in the history of the NHL has ever experienced the enormous pressure felt by the Flyers on the day they faced the Red Army. The pressure was suffocating, and Fred Shero felt it was “choking us to death,” adding that losing to the Soviets would be “worse than dying.” A Renaissance man who read books on history, philosophy, law, and literature, Shero’s attitude toward his Bullies’ impending battle with the Soviets was Shakespearean: “Sound trumpets! Let our bloody colours wave! And wither victory, or else a grave.”

Central Red Army (in Russian, Tsentral’naya Krasnaya Armiya), so named because of its affiliation with the Red Army military, is one of the legendary teams in the history of sport. No hockey team, not even Original Six royalty like the Montreal Canadiens, is as decorated as Central Red Army. Beginning in 1948, two years after the club was founded and up through its meeting with the Flyers, the Red Army rampaged to nineteen Soviet championships, was runner-up on eight other occasions, and skated to nine USSR Cups and six European Cups. Playing NHL stars for the first time in the 1972 Summit Series, the Soviets were in charge until a controversial slashing penalty by the Flyers’ Bobby Clarke and a late goal in the deciding game in Moscow gave Team Canada the narrowest of victories. The Russians’ revenge came two years later when they routed a squad of World Hockey Association stars, including Bobby Hull and an aging Gordie Howe, in the 1974 Summit Series, winning the eight-game series, 4–1–3.

By 1976, the Soviets stood astride the hockey world like a goliath. Sending a chill down the collective spine of North American hockey players, coaches, owners, and fans was the ominous Russian phrase “Russkiye idut”—“The Russians are coming.” By extension they represented the Communist political system, and to many outside the Soviet Union, acrobatic goalie Vladislav Tretiak; electrifying winger Valeri Kharlamov, idolized by future star Evgeni Malkin; flashy forward Aleksandr Maltsev, the hero of Alex Ovechkin; and punishing defenseman Valeri Vasiliev, tough as a Soviet T-34 tank, were nothing less than a Red Menace. Enlisted in the Soviet military, the players had one job: to train, practice, and play hockey. The Russians were reputed to be the world’s preeminent players, and on May 30, 1975, the Soviet government announced it was sending its two top teams—Central Red Army and Soviet Wings—to North America for a post-Christmas tour of eight NHL cities. The official Soviet party line, espoused by Wings coach Boris Kulagin—a taskmaster considered to be the Russian version of Vince Lombardi—was that the games would be “friendlies.”

Despite claiming these games were exhibitions, the Soviets added ringers to their Red Army team, raiding Moscow Dynamo for Vasiliev and Maltsev and SKA Leningrad for forward Slava Solodukhin. The Wings were likewise fortified, receiving a forward line from Spartak Moscow that included Aleksandr Yakushev (who was Hull’s choice as the best left winger in the world), Vladimir Shadrin, and Viktor Shalimov, along with defenseman Sergei Glukhov. It was clear that unlike the title of the 1963 James Bond film, these Soviets were not arriving “From Russia with Love.”

Celebrating its Bicentennial, the United States braced for the Soviet invasion. So did the NHL, and no team more than the Flyers of Philadelphia, the birthplace of American democracy. Flyers assistant coach and former all-star defenseman Barry Ashbee stated that a game against the Soviets would not be just another exhibition. The Russians were preparing for the Olympics, he noted, and playing the pros would get them primed. Ashbee said the series meant a lot to the NHL as well. “The 1972 Series was a great eight games, and these eight games will be even better,” he told reporters. “The matchups of an NHL club, not an all-star or national team, against their individual clubs will be very interesting. I know all the coaches in the league are looking forward to the chance to beat them—everybody wants to beat the best.”

After seven games in Super Series ’76, the best is what the Soviets appeared to be. Relying on precision passing and buzz saw skating, the Russians lit up NHL clubs like Katyusha rockets. The Red Army proved particularly impressive, frustrating Phil Esposito and the New York Rangers, 7–3, at Madison Square Garden and beating the Bobby Orr-less Bruins, 5–2, at Boston Garden. Its lone non-win was a thrilling 3–3 final against Scotty Bowman’s Canadiens in the Montreal Forum. The game ranks as one of the greatest ever, and with much of the NHL landscape now scorched earth, the Red Army rolled into Philadelphia for the finale of Super Series ’76. Awaiting them were the Broad Street Bullies, reviled by the rest of the NHL as an outlaw band of brawlers, but suddenly called upon to defend the league’s honor. It was an unfamiliar position for an outfit derided by hockey’s old guard as heathens who had stormed the citadel and seized the game’s Holy Grail—Lord Stanley’s cherished chalice—the past two years.

“The Soviet Union game was a classic,” Flyers Hall of Fame winger Bill Barber says. “North America was on the shoulders of the Flyers for that game.”

Bossed by Clarke and emboldened by enforcers Dupont, Dave “The Hammer” Schultz, Bob “Hound” Kelly and Don “Big Bird” Saleski, the ferocious Flyers had first gained notoriety three years earlier. Their nickname was coined by Philadelphia Bulletin scribe Jack Chevalier and headline writer Pete Cafone on January 3, 1973, following a bloody beat down of the Flames in Atlanta.

“The image of the fightin’ Flyers is spreading gradually around the NHL, and people are dreaming up wild nicknames,” Chevalier wrote. “They’re the Mean Machine, the Blue Line Banditos, and Freddy’s Philistines.” On the flight back to Philadelphia, Chevalier had a moment of inspiration. Calling the Bulletin newsroom, he asked that his “Blue Line Banditos” reference be changed to the “Bullies of Broad Street.” Cafone seized on the phrase and wrote the accompanying headline for the next day’s edition: “Broad Street Bullies Muscle Atlanta.”

As the gritty Bullies battled to consecutive Cup titles, Shero’s system of organized mayhem enraged the league. His club went after opponents in waves and pounded them into submission. The Flyers elevated fighting to a tactic, embracing Conn Smythe’s maxim: “If you can’t beat ’em in the alley, you can’t beat ’em on the ice.” Their slam-bam style scarred—and scared—opponents. Former Maple Leaf muscleman Borje Salming once said that if a modern NHL team played like the Bullies, their players would be suspended for life. A former boxer who won lightweight and middleweight titles, Shero didn’t apologize for his team: “If we can, we’ll intimidate our rivals. We try to soften them up, then pounce on them. There are a lot of ways to play this game. Our way works.”

Schultz, the Flyers’ top bully boy and Public Enemy No. 1 in the eyes of opposing players and fans, glamorized his goon role. Fans in opposing cities held up placards reading “Flyers: Animals on Skates.” Life-sized dummies dressed in Flyers jerseys were hung in effigy in NHL arenas. When the Bullies arrived in enemy cities, newspaper columnists warned readers to hide their women and children—the barbarians were at the gates. Yet confronted now with a Soviet steamroller, North America suddenly rallied behind the Broad Street Bullies. “It was their all-star team against our regular franchises, and they were winning,” Flyers founder and chairman Ed Snider said. “They came in here and we were the defending Stanley Cup champions. We were the team everybody was hoping would finally beat these sons of bitches.”

Sports and politics became so intertwined it was impossible to separate the two. The Cold War was white hot, and the Bullies saw deep meaning in their battle with the Russians. This faceoff with the Soviets, Clarke said at the time, was all about defeating the Communist lifestyle. A goodwill banquet before the game was fraught with tension. Jimmy Watson recalled “daggers” being stared by both squads. This game, he thought, represented nothing less than the free world versus the Communist Bloc. Inside the Spectrum on game day, technicians and broadcasters of the Canadian Broadcasting Company prepared for a massive viewing audience. Ralph Mellanby, executive producer of Hockey Night in Canada, picked the Flyers–Red Army game as the highlight of Super Series ’76 and had four additional cameras installed inside the Spectrum. CBC sportscasters Bob Cole and Dick Irvin Jr., the voices of the venerated broadcast, would be joined in the booth by New York Islanders star defenseman Denis Potvin. Potvin had played against the Soviet Wings the night before in the Nassau Coliseum, the Russians winning, 2–1, over an Islanders squad boasting Bryan Trottier, Clark Gillies, Bobby Nystrom, and other members of a budding dynasty.

Irvin arrived in Philadelphia on the eve of the game and was struck by the excitement in the city. “The Philadelphia fans were wild,” he says. “Their attitude was anti-Russian.” The following day, as the clock ticked toward the 1:05 p.m. EST face-off, an estimated 250 million people were tuning in, including 150 million in the Soviet Union, where the time was fast approaching 9 p.m. Flyers announcer Gene Hart, who would be doing the national broadcast with Rangers announcer Marv Albert, thought there had never been a hockey game, other than a Stanley Cup Game 7 or Olympic final, that created as much interest as this one. Fred Cusick, for forty years the voice of the Bruins, summarized the collision of conflicting styles that captured the imagination of so many: “The Russians came over, nobody had ever seen that kind of hockey. The Broad Street Bullies, nobody had ever seen anything like that before.”

The Red Army and the Flyers represented two distinctly different and unique ways of interpreting the same sport. European hockey was less linear than the North American approach. The Soviet style was based on blurring speed and intricate passing. Hockey as played by the Flyers was an immense physical struggle, an ancient siege. They loved to hit and fight for the puck along the boards, in the corners, and in front of the nets. What everyone was waiting to see was how the Red Army and the Broad Street Bullies would cope with each other’s tactics. “In the Russians and Flyers,” New York Times hockey writer Gerald Eskenazi noted, “the fan has the two classic examples of the different ways the game can be played.” Writer Larry Bortstein believed the encounter would provide a stark contrast in strategy: “The Flyers play a hitting game that seems to crowd out the opposition by sheer force. The Russians play a skating and passing game that works best in the larger European rinks.”

East and West believed this game to be war by proxy. Back in the USSR, politburo members tuned into renowned Russian announcer Nikolai Ozerov’s broadcast from the Spectrum. A young KGB agent named Vladimir Putin was intensely interested in the outcome. At his home in Moscow, thirteen-year-old Arthur Chidlovski stared transfixed at the televised sight of the Soviet champions on the same ice as the NHL champions. He had persuaded his mother to allow him to stay up to watch a sports spectacle that had no precedent. The extraordinary event would lead him to become a historian of Russian hockey. “Everybody in Russia watched that game,” Chidlovski recalls. “It was huge.”

From his seat in the press box high above the Spectrum ice, Philadelphia Inquirer columnist Bill Lyon noted the nearly overwhelming intensity and noise inside the building. “It was howling, yowling chaos,” Lyon remembered. “It was the height of the Cold War, and the mighty Red Machine was invincible. It had dominated the hockey world for decades.” And the Flyers? “The rest of hockey detested them,” stated Lyon. But the NHL now had to rely on the Bullies to rescue the league. The Flyers’ intensity ratcheted up when NHL president Clarence Campbell made a surprise trip to their locker room before the opening period.

“Boys,” Campbell told the Bullies, “you have got to win this game.”

The Bullies sneered. “He didn’t even want to be on the ice with us after we won the Stanley Cup the previous two years,” Joe Watson says. “But he came into our dressing room before we played the Russians and told us we had to win this game—at all costs.” The Flyers responded to the NHL president in a manner true to the Bullies’ belligerent ways. “We told him to get the hell out!” Joe Watson says. “We knew what we had to do.”

What the Stanley Cup champions had to do was play the game of their lives. But they wouldn’t do it for Campbell. “Campbell hated us,” defenseman Larry Goodenough says. “I was startled when he came in and made his speech. We didn’t need it. We hated to lose anyway, and we wanted to win this game so much. We were charged up.”

Jimmy Watson looked around at the faces of teammates who had won Stanley Cups but never faced a challenge like the Red Army. He looked at Clarke, who in Jimmy’s opinion was one of the best leaders not only in the NHL but in all sports. Jimmy knew that Clarkie, as teammates called their captain, didn’t always do the talking; sometimes Jimmy would exhort his teammates: “Let’s go, boys! We can do it!” Clarke talked to teammates when he needed to. More often he led by example. “What a great example he set,” says Goodenough. “He was the best leader I’ve ever seen in hockey.”

Jimmy Watson would see Clarke half-dressed in his white, orange, and black unform as much as two hours before a game. A diabetic, Clarke had gone through his pregame ritual—dissolving three spoonsful of sugar into a Coca-Cola—and sat in front of his locker getting himself focused to play. The captain had a fear—not a physical fear, but a fear of losing. The Russians, Clarke knew, were hard men, “real tough sons of bitches.” Jimmy looked at his brother Joe, at Barber, at Rick “Hawk” MacLeish, at Terry Crisp, at fellow defenseman Ed Van Impe, with whom he would be paired to slow the Soviets’ top line of the Mercury-quick Kharlamov, feisty Boris Mikhailov, and Maltsev, a forward Clarke remembered from the 1972 Summit Series and considered the best he ever faced. Jimmy went right on down the row of Flyer faces—Schultz, who Jimmy credited with giving the Bullies courage; Saleski; Goodenough; Orest Kindrachuk. Jimmy knew they all wanted to prove that the Soviets weren’t hockey supermen.

The Flyers didn’t like the Russians and believed the Red Army didn’t respect them. Hadn’t Soviet players stated that the Flyers were “much inferior” to Montreal? Goodenough had seen the Soviets watch them practice and laugh. The Bullies seethed. This game, Kelly thought, is “going to be a war.” It would be the final war waged in Super Series ’76, and in Philadelphia it felt like Armageddon. The Broad Street Bullies, perceived by purists as malcontents, miscreants, misfits, and delinquents from Devil’s Island, were ready for the Russians. “The boys were a little quiet in the locker room before that game,” Goodenough remembers. “I wanted to get on the ice and get that first hit in. Then I could just play hockey.”

Writing in Pravda, the official newspaper of the Soviet Union’s Communist Party, Russian correspondent Alexander Pumpyansky stated that the final game between the Red Army and the Flyers, “with the help of tendentious propaganda, was built up as not only the culmination of the tournament but as a game that would stand for the whole tournament.”

As referee Lloyd Gilmour skated to center ice to drop the first puck between Clarke and Maltsev, both sides knew this was something special. The throbbing intensity inside the Spectrum was proof of that. This was a collision not just of great hockey teams, but of ideologies and politics; the Red Army was told, presumably by Soviet officials, that it would be “very bad” for them not to win. “There was so much involved that it became more than a hockey game,” Dupont recalls. “We couldn’t let them go back to Russia saying they were better than us. We had to beat them.”

Jimmy Watson thought there was no way the Flyers were going to lose this game. Dupont believed the Broad Street Bullies were ready to die on the ice to defeat the Red Army. Preparing for the faceoff at center ice, Maltsev stared at Clarke and saw a gap-toothed grin: a half-smile, half-sneer that may have reflected NHL referee-in-chief Scotty Morrison’s message to the Flyers before the game. Knowing the fearsome reputation of Russia’s Red Machine (Krasnaya Mashina), the NHL brass, desperate for victory, made a startling decision.

“Boys,” Morrison told the Bullies, “we’re going to let you play your game.”










Chapter 1‌‌‌


Broad Street Bullies

They hailed from various points of the frozen North—Flin Flon, Manitoba; Trois-Rivières, Quebec; Smithers, British Columbia; Waldheim, Saskatchewan; Callandar, Ontario.

Long before they skated indoors in historic arenas, they spent their youths on frozen ponds. Snowbanks predated the wooden boards of the indoor rinks; snow shovels cleared the ice rather than Zamboni machines. The air they breathed was brittle. Subzero cold stung their lungs and great clouds of steamy vapor accompanied their movements on icy sheets that sparkled like diamonds when lit by the winter sun.

The games they played in these enchanted settings were more than sport; they were something of a spiritual experience. They would happily spend an hour shoveling snow freshly fallen in the overnight to reveal the clear, crystalline ice of their local lake. They would grab their skates, hockey sticks, and woolen winter hats and play until the sun set behind the great green pines that cast dramatic shadows across white, wintry landscapes.

Such is the soul of the sport beloved by Canadians. Their ponds predate the great indoor ice rinks of the National Hockey League. Glamour games were played inside the Montreal Forum and Maple Leaf Gardens, Madison Square Garden and Boston Garden, Detroit’s Olympia Stadium and Chicago Stadium, but the roots of hockey remained firmly planted in the great outdoors.

“When you’re six, seven years old and you’re skating on a frozen lake, it’s the longest breakaway you’ve ever seen, and it’s always Game 7 of the Stanley Cup Finals,” Broad Street Bullies defenseman Larry Goodenough says. “That’s where the dream begins.”

The dream ran thick in the blood of North American boys whose goal was to don the sweater of an NHL club. So, too, did the frequent and sometimes violent body contact of a fast, physical sport. Nowhere was the game played with as much violence as in Philadelphia in the 1970s, and at the height of the Broad Street Bullies’ reign, Flyers captain Bobby Clarke delivered a chilling message to the rest of the NHL: If you’re going to beat us, you’re going to pay a price.

Many NHL players weren’t willing to pay the price that beating the Bullies demanded. Lancaster, Pennsylvania, sportswriter Jeff Young once called the City of Brotherly Love the “City of Brotherly Shove,” and in 1976 it seemed to mirror the place Frank Sinatra sang of in “This Town”—“a love-you town, shove-you town, and push you ’round-town.” Opponents arriving at the Spectrum sometimes developed the infamous “Philadelphia Flu.” It was an illness that afflicted even the most red-blooded rink rats. Arriving at the Spectrum, opponents felt as if they were arriving at the gates of hell. “It’s unique what the Spectrum was like in those years,” former Philadelphia Inquirer sports columnist Bill Lyon recalled. “A lot of players dreaded it and developed mysterious maladies.”

Burly Bullies defenseman Andre “Moose” Dupont chuckles at the memory of opposing players coming down with the dreaded Philly Flu. “They got a little shy,” the Moose says. From his seat in Section 82, Flyers fan and author Dana T. Graf noted in 1975 that the Spectrum had become a “House of Horrors” for opponents. “Teams trekking into town,” he wrote, “do so very warily.” They were concerned, said Graf, “not with winning but with surviving.”

Dave “The Hammer” Schultz remarked, in Ross Bernstein’s book The Code: The Unwritten Rules of Fighting and Retaliation in the NHL, that the Flyers were proud that opponents were struck with the Philly Flu, since it indicated they were intimidated. The Hammer heard stories that opponents would laugh and joke on their team bus from the Philadelphia airport, but as the bus approached the Walt Whitman Bridge, the entire team would fall silent as the grave. The Flyers joked that as opponents arrived at the arena and the driver turned off the engine, the bus kept shaking. The Philly Flu was no joke to the rest of the league, even to physical players from the NHL’s rough-and-tumble past, like Glen Sonmor, a battler for the New York Rangers in the early 1950s. Sonmor said the Philly Flu was real and that opponents didn’t want to play the Bullies. The Flyers, he stated, “won with fear and opposing players were truly scared of them.”

Outfitted in burnt orange and black uniforms and brandishing bristling mustaches and long locks, the Flyers were imposing, visually and physically. NHL referee Ray “Scampy” Scapinello heard about the Philadelphia Flu, and while he wasn’t sure if anyone ever claimed illness or injury to avoid playing in Philadelphia, he was certain they at least thought about it. Scapinello thought the Spectrum’s visiting locker room was the quietest in sports, due to nerves. The Bullies’ harsh treatment extended to referees. “Just drop the puck!” Clarke would growl at Scapinello in a faceoff circle. “Nobody came here to watch you!” Says defenseman Jimmy Watson, “We were a tough, hard-nosed team. Nothing wrong with that.”

Center Bill Clement remembers that the Bullies didn’t care what anyone thought. “We were like masked marauders,” he says. “We rode into town, beat the hell out of their team, drank their beer, and rode out of town. The Broad Street Bullies intimidated with fists and sticks. Teams that do the intimidating are hated, and that hatred is never forgiven.” Intimidation through aggression was a big gun in the Bullies’ arsenal, but it wasn’t their only weapon. The two-time Stanley Cup champions also boasted top talent: Clarke, left winger Bill Barber, goalie Bernie Parent, and head coach Fred Shero are enshrined in the Hockey Hall of Fame.

Tutored by the great Jacques Plante, Parent was the league’s best goalie in 1973–1974 and 1974–1975, winning the Vezina Trophy as the NHL’s top goaltender and the Conn Smythe Trophy as the Stanley Cup playoffs’ Most Valuable Player both seasons. “When Bernie got to Toronto, Plante taught him so much,” recalls Clement. “Bernie was the missing piece for us.”

Many NHL historians consider Parent’s performances from 1973 to 1975 as the best back-to-back campaigns ever produced by an NHL goalie. Legendary NHL broadcaster Dick Irvin Jr. says he’s never seen a goalie put together better back-to-back seasons. Parent punctuated both years with Stanley Cup–clinching shutouts of Hall of Famers Bobby Orr, Phil Esposito, and the “Big, Bad Bruins” in 1974 and Buffalo’s famed “French Connection” line of Hall of Famer Gil Perreault and All-Stars René Robert and Rick Martin in 1975. As backstop for the Bullies, Parent was an invaluable member of the Flyers. The greatest goalie in team annals and one of the best in NHL history, Bernie’s bravura performances allowed the Bullies to play their style, since Clarke, Schultz, and company knew Parent would provide the equalizer in shorthanded situations created by the Bullies’ battles.

Flyers fans knew it as well, and it became common in Philadelphia and surrounding communities to state that “only the Lord saves more than Bernie Parent.” The phrase became so favored in Philadelphia during the Bullies’ glory years that it was fashioned into a popular bumper sticker. Thunderous chants of “Ber-nie!” filled the Spectrum as Parent’s play proved pivotal to the Flyers becoming the first expansion team to claim Lord Stanley’s Cup and barging their way to a second consecutive Cup in 1975.

Parent was part of a nucleus that included talent both homegrown and imported. Winger Reggie Leach was of the latter variety. Nicknamed the “Riverton Rifle” for his rapid release and unerring accuracy, Leach led the Stanley Cup champs in goals in 1975, with 45, and was considered by opponents in a poll to have one of the NHL’s best slapshots, estimated at 100 miles per hour. His backhanders could be just as difficult to defend against, and he intimidated defenses as he brought the puck past the blue line.

Born in Riverton, Manitoba, to teenage parents, Leach grew up in an atmosphere of alcoholism and poverty. Several members of Reggie’s household died young due to alcohol-related issues. Before Reggie was born, his father left to work in the mines; his mother, a Cree Indian, soon left as well, leaving Reggie to be raised by his grandparents. Like Parent, Leach found playing hockey to be his passion. Leach proved so proficient he was tabbed at age thirteen to play alongside adults on a semipro club. Not long after, he became a member of the best junior hockey club in Manitoba, the Flin Flon Bombers. He became wingman to Bombers’ center Bobby Clarke, and after Leach spent time with the Bruins and Oakland Seals, it was Clarke who is said to have urged the Flyers to trade for his former linemate one week after Philadelphia claimed its first Stanley Cup.

Joining Clarke and Barber on the Flyers’ first line, Leach struggled in the early stages of the 1974–1975 season. Shero was critical of Leach’s lack of intensity and his play in the Bullies’ defensive zone. Compounding the difficulties was the Rifle’s surprisingly popgun attack, netting five goals in the season’s first six weeks. Admonished by Shero and Clarke, Leach knew his NHL career hung in the balance. Taking dead aim on defenses, the Rifle shot bullseyes. Scoring 40 goals in the next 60 games, Leach helped propel the Bullies back into the playoffs. Reggie was a key factor in the Flyers’ run to a second Stanley Cup, lighting the lamp eight more times in the postseason. The Rifle would be even more deadly in 1975–1976. As the Soviet Red Army team prepared to storm North America, Leach was enjoying a campaign that would see him lead the NHL in goals with a career-high 61 while posting another career best with 91 points.

The LCB Line—Leach, Clarke, and Barber—left opponents woozy. Leach’s flame-belching blasts and bewildering backhanders blended beautifully with Clarke’s competitiveness and tireless intensity and Barber’s all-around skills. The LCB Line ranked as one of the most electric in the sport, along with the Sabres’ French Connection line of Perreault, Martin, and Robert; the Montreal Canadiens’ Dynasty Line of Steve Shutt, Guy Lafleur, and Jacques Lemaire; the World Hockey Association’s Winnipeg Jets’ Hot Line of Anders Hedberg, Bobby Hull, and Ulf Nilsson; and the Red Army’s Valeri Kharlamov, Vladimir Petrov, and Boris Mikhailov.

Leach’s penchant for producing goals in flurries prompted Philadelphia Bulletin sportswriter Jack Chevalier to give him the “Riverton Rifle” nickname. While Leach’s linemate Barber was never bestowed as catchy a moniker, the words used to describe his play are just as meaningful. He was called a “model of consistency” and “all-around player” whose skills proved a perfect complement to Leach and Clarke. Clarke would dig the puck out of the corners, Barber would set up the play, and Leach would redirect the rubber past the goalie.

Like Clarke, Barber played his entire career with the Flyers. One of six Flyers to have his jersey number retired, Barber’s 420 goals remained a franchise record until Claude Giroux eclipsed it on December 30, 2021. An eight-time NHL All-Star, Barber earned league honors every season from 1974–1975 through 1981–1982. Growing up in Callander, Ontario, Barber benefited from his family’s love for the game. Bill and his four brothers played on a backyard rink built by their father. Lights were strung so the Barber boys could play night games.

Barber idolized Detroit Red Wings great Gordie Howe and attended Howe’s hockey camps during the summer. The experience helped Barber become a star centering the top scoring line for the Kitchener Rangers in the Ontario Hockey Association. Selected seventh (his eventual uniform number) by the Flyers in the first round of the 1972 NHL Entry Draft, Barber was assigned to Philadelphia’s American Hockey League (AHL) team, the Richmond Robins. Scoring 9 goals in his first 11 games with the Robins earned Barber a call-up to the Flyers. Switched from center to left wing by Shero, Barber initially teamed with Rick “Hawk” MacLeish and Gary Dornhoefer on the second scoring line before he was bumped to the top scoring line with Clarke and “Cowboy” Bill Flett.

Flyers assistant coach Mike Nykoluk said at the time that Barber owned the attributes the club was seeking: “poise, a hard shot, a smart sense with the puck, strength, and good skating ability.” At 6-foot-1 and 195 pounds, Barber was big enough to battle for the puck while still being quick enough to outskate opponents. He produced 64 points (30 goals, 34 assists) his rookie season and finished second to Steve Vickers of the New York Rangers in the Calder Trophy voting for Rookie of the Year. Barber contributed to the Flyers reaching the Stanley Cup semifinals, and his 69 points (34 goals, 35 assists) the following season helped boost the Bullies to their first championship. In 1974–1975 Barber upped his points total to 71, and as the Flyers prepared to square off with the Soviets, he was on his way to enjoying his greatest NHL season, with a career-best 112 points, in which he recorded 50 goals and 62 assists.

The Flyers had snipers up and down their lineup ready to greet Red Army goalie Vladislav Tretiak. Second-line center MacLeish ranked second to the Rifle on the Flyers’ list of goal scorers in 1974–1975, with 38, and was said to own the best wrist shot on the team. Centers Orest Kindrachuk and Mel Bridgman and wingers Dornhoefer and Ross Lonsberry added scoring depth to a lineup whose eventual 348 goals dwarfed the league average of 273. Even enforcers like Schultz and Don Saleski were capable of scoring 20 goals in a season, as the Hammer did in 1973–1974 and “Big Bird” did in 1975–1976. As the Flyers prepared for the Soviets, their celebrated LCB Line was in the process of setting an NHL record for goals in a season with 141. Clarke was on his way to claiming his second straight—and third overall—Hart Trophy as the league’s MVP. It was enough to propel the Flyers to the best record (51–13–16) in franchise history.

The Bullies were an enigmatic team fronted by an enigmatic coach—Freddy “The Fog” Shero. It was a nickname Shero detested, but it was attributed to him due to his detached personality and quirky quotes—“People generally get what’s coming to them, unless it has been mailed”—and because his famous “system” was beyond the grasp of many of his fellow coaches. “People know the fighting of the Flyers, but St. Louis and Boston were fighting, too,” says Fred’s son Ray, an NHL executive. “The Flyers had an image, but they had good players. I’m sure he was proud to say that he was a true ‘player’s coach.’ His players wanted to play for him. They played hard for him, and they won.”

The Flyers won because Shero developed a systemized approach that saw his squad working in cohesive five-man units, a strategy he borrowed from the father of Soviet hockey, Anatoly Tarasov. “I figured if the Russians could use complete five-man units with defensemen who were used to a certain forward line, we could,” Shero told Hockey Pictorial magazine in 1977. “Then it dawned on me to make everyone on the team be able to drop into any of those positions. Everyone became interchangeable, based on the center or the defense combination.”

Once he grasped Tarasov’s methods, Shero built a system based not on ad-lib shooting but on finely honed units employing a disciplined approach to defensive hockey. NHL writer Frank Orr detailed the Shero system in a 1976 edition of Hockey Illustrated magazine: “The defensemen stand up at the blue line, the back-checking wingers turn opposition attacks towards the middle of the ice and the team never is outnumbered in its own zone. The Flyers have set patterns to working the puck out of their own zone and forechecking it in the attacking zone.”

In addition, the Flyers became the first NHL team to employ a full-time assistant coach (Nykoluk) and the first to undergo in-season conditioning, study game films, and have a regular morning skate—revolutionary ideas at the time, now long since adopted by every NHL club. From a technical standpoint, the Shero system was less mysterious than the man whose name it bore. It involved three main parts: forechecking in the opponent’s end, a five-man system of interchangeable players, and physical play. The basic tenets were a calculated use of physicality and disciplined positional play.

As there are four corners in a rink and two pits, one in front of each net, Shero knew that to win


















Earle: “Kelly bumped behind the net by Korab, Kelly scores!”


Hart: “The Hound does it again! Arf, arf!”
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