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Introduction


Lively discussions often ascending (or descending depending on the point of view) into heated debates have raged for generations. The topic? Who are the greatest athletes in American sports history? And who belongs atop the list of every individual sport?

Names of the all-time greats are spoken with passion and reverence. But it can be legitimately claimed that only one city has boasted the best—those who top the list—in every major sport. And that is Boston. The greatest need not be mentioned in this introduction but sports fans anywhere and everywhere know who they are. Their identities are obvious.

The task here, however, was painstaking. Questions abound when choosing the top 50 athletes to have ever graced a Boston uniform. After all, contrasting baseball players to football players to hockey players to basketball players is far more complicated than comparing apples to oranges. The athletic requirements for each sport differ greatly. Statistics in one have no similarity to that of another. And how does one judge, for instance, a baseball star of the 1940s to a gridiron great of the 2010s?

The answer to the latter question? You don’t. One must rank athletes based on dominance during the era in which they competed. Modern athletes are indeed bigger, stronger, faster. That does not mean they are better. Their clear advantages in more sophisticated, year-round training and coaching methods, in-depth statistical analyses that break down opponent tendencies, and financial motivations make any other comparison approaches unfair.

My motivation was to spur fun discussion. Surely most will disagree with at least a few of my selections and rankings. That is unavoidable and even welcome. But what nobody should question is ranker objectivity.

Among the other aspects of these rankings to consider includes the number of players from each team that earned a spot on this list. The Red Sox have the most not only because of the number of tremendous athletes who played for them but also because they have been around the longest—since the American League was born in 1901. Sprinkle in a couple who played baseball for other Boston teams and the explanation becomes obvious. The Patriots have the fewest among those ranked not only because they were born in 1960 but because until Tom Brady ushered in a dynasty, the club had not employed an abundance of players worthy of a ranking among the top 50 Boston athletes of all time.

So read about what made the greatest great with a bonus ranking of the finest athletes ever born in or near Boston. Learn about how their upbringing and the honing of their skills at lower levels affected their careers. Gain knowledge of the critical moments during which the athletes of old rose to the occasion or remember when those in your lifetimes shined and made you happy to be a fan of theirs and their teams.

Don’t forget . . . just like the sports themselves, ranking is only a game.




Chapter 1
 Bill Russell


“The Secretary of Defense”



[image: ]

Bill Russell. Wikimedia Commons, photographer unknown




Essentials


	Sport: Basketball

	Born: February 12, 1934

	Died: July 31, 2022

	Years Active: 1956–1969

	Years with Boston: 1956–1969

	Position: Center





Know the Career Numbers


	15.1 Points per game

	22.5 Rebounds per game

	133.6 Defensive WAR

	11 NBA championships

	5 Most Valuable Player awards

	12 All-Star selections





Why Russell Is No. 1

Mere statistics cannot do justice to the impact Russell made on the Celtics, the NBA, and basketball. He was simply the most powerful defensive force in league history and perhaps ever in the annals of American team sports. Russell proved the significance of the less glamorous aspect of the game, defending with ferocity, switching onto ballhandlers with athleticism previously unfathomable among centers, blocking shots, and rebounding better than any of his contemporaries. He was the ultimate winner as those annual Celtics championships attest. Only Montreal Canadiens Hall of Famer Henri (The Rocket) Richard matches his 11 titles among all four major team sport athletes.

Russell did not compile the best numbers among those listed here, because those that traditionally shine the brightest in all sports are offensive. He could have scored more, but he recognized the talents of teammates such as Bob Cousy, Bill Sharman, Tom Heinsohn, Sam Jones, and John Havlicek throughout his career. Russell was the man in the middle, a tremendous passer who understood the value of finding open teammates in an offense of constant motion. His selflessness was a key component to team success, particularly in the postseason against the individual brilliance of archrival Wilt Chamberlain.



All about Russell before Boston

The power of William Felton Russell extended far beyond the basketball court. His parents instilled in him that strength while growing up in West Monroe, Louisiana, where he was born. The most bigoted and violent representatives of the Jim Crow South who frightened millions of African Americans into subservience—4,673 were lynched from 1882 to 1936—could not prevent his folks from earning advanced degrees and standing up to terror. His father was attacked by a gun-wielding assailant who refused to wait behind white customers at a gas station. Russell’s mother was called a racial slur by a local sheriff for wearing a dress deemed too elegant for a Black woman. Such incidents filled the young Russell with indignation and a strong racial consciousness that spurred action into the civil rights movement and battle for Black power in the late 1950s and 1960s.

The family escaped the oppressive environment of the racist South for Oakland, which resulted in Russell playing basketball for McClymond High School. He performed clumsily and ineffectively, but his size earned him a scholarship to the University of San Francisco. He sprouted to six feet nine inches while gaining coordination, mobility, and skills that transformed him into the most dominant player in the college game. He paired with guard and future Celtics teammate K. C. Jones to transform the Dons into a national power. They won 56 consecutive games and successive NCAA titles. Russell averaged 20.7 points and 20.3 rebounds per game in three seasons, piquing the interest of Boston coach and general manager Red Auerbach. His teams had for six seasons proven to be playoff quality but not championship caliber. Auerbach felt the missing piece was a dominating big man to team with the Hall of Fame backcourt duo of Cousy and Sharman.

NBA history would have changed dramatically had the Rochester Royals, who owned the first pick in the 1956 draft, not already employed star center Maurice Stokes. They provided a path to Auerbach, whose team was selecting too low to snag Russell. So did the Hawks, who had the second choice and was willing to talk trade. The Celtics swapped undersized All-Star center and local St. Louis hero Ed Macauley and even tossed in talented Cliff Hagan for the rights to draft Russell. The deal resulted in the 1958 title for St. Louis and a dynasty for Boston. The Celtics snagged K. C. Jones and Heinsohn in perhaps the greatest draft haul ever for any franchise.

Russell bounced no basketball for Boston until 16 games into the regular season. He remained obligated to the US Olympic team in the process of winning the gold medal in Melbourne.



In a Celtics Uniform and Beyond

Russell adapted to the NBA immediately. The greatest defensive force in basketball history was about to turn the Celtics into a machine. He led the league with 19.6 rebounds a game as a rookie. His impact proved all-pervasive on both ends of the court. His intimidation as a shot-blocker limited opponents offensively, and his rebounding and passing launched the fast-break for which Auerbach and his team became legendary. It allowed nearly eight points fewer per 100 possessions than it had the year before. Teammates even began funneling those they guarded toward Russell, who boasted an unparalleled ability to slide over and cover guards and forwards from the center position. The half-court attack also revolved around Russell and his passing to cutters from the post.

That the Celtics won their first championship after drafting Russell is unsurprising. His 32 rebounds in a double-overtime Game 7 showdown in the finals against Macauley, Hagan, and the Hawks helped clinch the 1957 crown in what many claim to be the greatest battle in NBA history.

Russell’s playing career was highlighted by brilliant playoff series and single-game performances, particularly one-on-one against the offensive juggernaut Chamberlain in arguably the most storied individual rivalry ever in American sport. Some argue it was no rivalry despite Wilt the Stilt stuffing stat sheets because Russell perennially emerged victorious. Others assert the Celtics won because they had a better team and system. No matter the viewpoint their fabled on-court battles continue to spark debates six decades later. The greatness of Chamberlain can be affirmed through numbers. That of Russell was unrelated to statistics. Rather, it was his defensive domination, intimidation, ability to make his teammates better, and overall effect on the game that could never be cited in a box score.

The result was the annual achievement of the ultimate goal. Russell was the most important cog on teams that captured 11 championships in 13 seasons. His brilliance played an integral role in clinching those crowns. He saved his best for last every year. Even Chamberlain recognized his superiority when asked who was better.

“I pick him as the No. 1 center of all time because he was a complete, complete basketball player,” Chamberlain said. “I’ll pick Bill over me because he also helped his team a lot more than maybe I could have helped my team to win. Sometimes the pure power of you makes you more individualistic. I have said this before, Wilt Chamberlain on the Boston Celtics would not have been the same. Sometimes, less is better, that’s how I view it. . . . You can’t ask for more from that position.”1

So educated and tuned had Russell become with the Celtics’ style and so inspirational had he grown as a leader that Auerbach installed him as his coaching successor in 1966. It would be another nine years before a major American sports franchise (the 1975 Cleveland Indians when they named Frank Robinson as manager) hired another African American to head a team. Russell guided the Celtics to successive championships, including an upset of Chamberlain, West, Baylor, and the heavily favored Lakers in 1969 in his last series as a player, after which he also retired as a coach.

Most athletes, including superstars, fade from memory when they hang up their sneakers. Russell’s impact grew. His status as a role model gained greater strength through his words and deeds. He continued to speak out on civil rights, having participated in 1967 in a famous summit along with other prominent Black athletes to further Black entrepreneurship. He spent decades as an NBA analyst on game telecasts. Most importantly he established himself as the personification of grace, good nature, and humility.



His Greatest Game

Russell’s most epic performance was Game 7 of the 1962 NBA Finals against all-time greats Jerry West, Elgin Baylor, and the Los Angeles Lakers. He scored 30 points and a mind-numbing 40 rebounds in a 110–107 overtime victory. His 19 rebounds in the fourth quarter remain a league record that might never be broken.



Side Story

Russell was heavily involved in the civil rights movement in the early 1960s. When a hotel restaurant in Louisville refused to serve the Black players before an exhibition game in 1961, Russell led a strike of the game. His white teammates did play. Bob Cousy later admitted shame for participating. Russell attended the March on Washington in 1963 and turned down an invitation to sit onstage with Martin Luther King.2



What Russell Said

“The most important measure of how good a game I played was how much better I’d made my teammates play.”3



What Was Said about Russell

“Bill Russell, the man, is someone who stood up for the rights and dignity of all men. He marched with (Dr. Martin Luther) King; he stood by (Muhammed) Ali. When a restaurant refused to serve the black Celtics, he refused to play in the scheduled game. He endured insults and vandalism, but he kept on focusing on making the teammates who he loved better players and made possible the success of so many who would follow.” —President Barack Obama4






Chapter 2
 Tom Brady


“The GOAT”
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Tom Brady in 2019. Wikimedia Commons, All Pro Reels




Essentials


	Sport: Football

	Born: August 3, 1977

	Years Active: 2000–2022

	Years with New England: 2000–2019

	Position: Quarterback





Know the Career Numbers


	89,214 Yards passing

	649 Passing touchdowns

	212 Interceptions

	7 Super Bowl championships

	5 Super Bowl Most Valuable Player awards

	3 Most Valuable Player awards

	15 Pro Bowl selections





Why Brady Is No. 2

The debate is over. Lively discussions featuring opinions about the greatest quarterback in NFL history once filled living rooms and bars across America. Was it Johnny Unitas? Joe Montana? But no more. By the third decade of the 21st century it had been greatly acknowledged that it was Tom Brady. He had become the accepted GOAT—greatest of all time.

The reasoning was all-encompassing. It was his accuracy, that rare ability to consistently hit receivers between the numbers and in stride, resulting in critical yards after catch. It was his penchant for rising to the occasion. Teams that gave Brady one minute to drive downfield for the winning score regretted it. It was his leadership. The respect he earned from coaches and teammates was unmatched among quarterbacks in his generation. It was his talent for making his receivers better. Those who might have forged decent careers on other teams gained superstardom with the Patriots. Does anyone truly believe Julian Edelman would have averaged 1,000 yards receiving over five full seasons with anyone else throwing him the ball?

So why is the greatest quarterback ever in the most popular American sport not No. 1? Because Russell not only revolutionized basketball but played his position with far greater athleticism. But take nothing away from Brady. He ended the debate.



All about Brady before New England

Unsurprisingly given his future fiery demeanor on the football field, Brady came from a highly driven family. He was born and raised in San Mateo, California, the youngest of four siblings. His three sisters were passionate athletes who infused in him a competitive spirit and pushed him to maximize his talents. His interest in the NFL emerged early in his youth for good reason. He rooted for the perennial Super Bowl champion San Francisco 49ers in their heyday behind the quarterbacking brilliance of Joe Montana and Steve Young and the GOAT of their own—wide receiver Jerry Rice. Brady attended every home game.

When he wasn’t watching football he was playing it at recess and after school. Brady was an altar boy at St. Gregory’s Elementary School but did not play quarterback like one. He gained a keen appreciation for the mental, emotional, and physical toughness required to excel. Rather than shy away from such challenges he embraced them. They made him love playing football even more.

Brady was no can’t miss prospect. He did not earn the starting job at all-boys, all-Catholic Junipero Serra High School until his junior year. He compiled impressive but not overwhelming statistics, completing 53 percent of his passes for 3,702 yards and 31 touchdowns in two seasons. However his skills motivated the University of Michigan to offer him a scholarship. He accepted it despite having been recruited by the Montreal Expos after he had proven himself as a talented catcher on the baseball team.

Brady spoke often about overcoming the odds throughout his career as an underdog. His college career proved it. He was again forced to wait until his junior year to become a starter (future NFL standout Brian Griese owned that role his sophomore year). When he did take the reins neither his athleticism nor numbers inspired scouts to turn cartwheels over his potential. He averaged 15 touchdowns and eight interceptions as the Wolverines twice fell short of national championship contention.

Those who expressed shock and indignation over the 2000 NFL draft snubs were likely not surprised then. The report released after the scouting combine read as follows: “Poor build, skinny, lacks great physical stature and strength, and gets knocked down easily.”1

That analysis motivated Brady throughout his career. He spoke often about being more motivated by criticism than praise. He seethed as one player after another slid off the board while he waited. And waited. Six quarterbacks were among the 198 players taken before him. The Patriots finally snagged Brady in the sixth round. He soon made the critics eat their words.



In a Patriots Uniform and Beyond

Brady talked about relegation after landing and keeping the starting quarterback job for the Patriots in 2001. He lamented the role of the backup, holding a clipboard on the sidelines, feeling distant from teammates, and having no role in the outcome of games. He spoke from experience. Brady played backup for two years at Michigan and again as a rookie with New England.

That status proved temporary. Something was happening with the Patriots. It revolved around veteran starter Drew Bledsoe. His starting job seemed tenuous heading into 2001. He had not performed as well the previous two years as he had as a three-time Pro Bowler in the mid-1990s. His touchdown totals were falling. His interception numbers were rising. And the team was losing. Their 5–11 record in 2000 was their worst since 1992.

So Bledsoe was on thin ice before Jets linebacker Mo Lewis caused an ankle injury and severely damaged his lung on a hard hit in Game 2 of the 2001 season. But there is an unwritten rule in team sports. That is, you don’t lose your job due to injury. The addendum? You don’t lose it unless your backup is Tom Brady. Second-year coach Bill Belichick handed him the reins. And he never let go. Soon Bledsoe was slinging the pigskin for Buffalo.

The 24-year-old Brady was a game manager. He had yet to blossom into the prolific passing machine of his heyday. But he won. He guided the Patriots to enough scoring drives to allow their stifling defense to clinch victories. They won 11 of 14 behind Brady as Belichick refused to reinstate Bledsoe upon his return to health, emphasizing that owner Robert Kraft was paying him to do what was best for the team. The formula resulted in the first Super Bowl triumph in franchise history. Brady tossed just one touchdown pass in the postseason but had established one trait that remained throughout his career. He was a winner. And a Pro Bowler selection. It would become an annual achievement.

So would title contention. Brady led the Patriots to the playoffs every year but one from 2003 to 2019. His regular-season quarterback record during that stretch was an absurd 199–54. His run of eight Super Bowl appearances in 17 years was unprecedented. Though his greatness could never be defined by sheer numbers, it seemed his statistics became more startling every season. He became the first NFL quarterback to throw 50 touchdown passes in 2007. He exceeded 5,000 yards passing in 2011. He emerged that year as the first quarterback to lead a team to a 16–0 record and won both MVP and Player of the Year honors.

He saved his best for last. There was his five-completion drive culminating in a game-winning field goal to beat Carolina in Super Bowl XXXVIII. And his four-touchdown performance to overcome Seattle in Super Bowl XLIX. And his outrageous comeback from a 28–3 deficit to stun Atlanta in Super Bowl LI. One cannot cite such longstanding brilliance and claim a pinnacle. But if there was one that was it. His teammates expressed wonderment over the leadership and unflagging confidence Brady displayed during that harrowing defeat of the Falcons.

“He’s laser-focused, and the entire time, there wasn’t a time where we looked at Tom like he knew this thing was over,” marveled Patriots receiver Chris Hogan after the game. “There wasn’t a doubt in my mind. We have one of the best quarterbacks that ever played the game.”2

One of the best? By that time the argument was over. That Brady was the greatest quarterback in NFL history was widely accepted by then. Some debated who was more responsible for the team’s unparalleled success—Brady or Belichick. But it did not matter. The problem was not between Brady and his coach. A fractured relationship with the organization, which refused to commit to keeping him until he reached his goal of playing until age 45, caused his departure to Tampa Bay. That refusal backfired when he won his seventh Super Bowl in 2021 while the Patriots continued to search for their franchise quarterback and had begun to collapse.

Brady finally retired after the 2022 season. Though he ended his career with the Buccaneers he would always be remembered wearing a Patriots unform.



His Greatest Game

Brady kicked off the playoffs in style after his outrageous 2011 regular season. He threw for 363 yards and six touchdown passes in a 45–10 pounding of Denver. Included were three scoring strikes to tight end and new favorite target Rob Gronkowski. His 137.6 quarterback rating in the game was the second best of his playoff career, exceeded only by the 141.4 he achieved when he completed 26 of 28 passes with three touchdowns and no interceptions in beating Jacksonville three years earlier. OK, let’s call it a toss-up.



Side Story

Brady was far more than a football player. He was a pop culture icon, perhaps the most well-known athlete of his generation. He hosted Saturday Night Live in 2005 and voiced himself in an episode of The Simpsons that same year. He also appeared in an episode of Entourage in 2009 and in the Entourage movie in 2015.



What Brady Said

“A lot of times I find that people who are blessed with the most talent don’t ever develop that attitude, and the ones who aren’t blessed in that way are the most competitive and have the biggest heart.”3



What Was Said about Brady

“It’s different when you play him. It’s not just that you put him on a pedestal and say, ‘This is the greatest of all time,’ it’s that this guy is a competitor who can beat you in so many different ways and understands the game at a totally different level. I caught myself rewatching some of the stuff he’s done over the years, and it’s remarkable how he knows how to find the vulnerable spots, how he knows how to find the perfect play.” —Pittsburgh Steelers defensive end Cam Heyward4





Chapter 3
 Bobby Orr


“The Godfather”



[image: ]

Bobby Orr scoring during the 1970 Stanley Cup finals. Wikimedia Commons, Djcz




Essentials


	Sport: Hockey

	Born: March 20, 1948

	Years Active: 1966–1979

	Years with Boston: 1966–1976

	Position: Defenseman





Know the Career Numbers


	888 Points

	264 Goals

	624 Assists

	574 Plus/minus

	125.1 Offensive WAR

	3 Hart Memorial Trophies (MVP)

	8 Norris Trophies (Top Defender)

	2 Stanley Cup championships

	9 All-Star selections





Why Orr Is No. 3

Just as Bill Russell revolutionized the center position in basketball, Bobby Orr revolutionized the defenseman position in hockey. Russell did it with defense. Orr did it with offense. Defensemen before Orr focused almost solely on defending. Their forays into offensive playmakers or goal scorers were often the result of fluky puck slides and fortunate positioning. Their mindset was to clear the puck and allow their offensive teammates to take over. Orr rushed up the ice to join the attack. He assisted and scored by design. He did so brilliantly, even leading the NHL twice in points during an amazing six-year run of 100 or more. And he still managed to skate back into position to defend effectively enough to win the Norris Trophy every season from 1968 to 1975.

An athlete of Orr’s credentials might have landed atop a list of the greatest in other cities but the best of Boston outclasses most. That he ranks higher than Williams and Bird speaks volumes of his impact. It is rare when the arrival of any athlete spurs an epic franchise turnaround but that of Orr transformed the Bruins from perennial patsies to title contenders, though the May 1967 acquisitions of Phil Esposito and Ken Hodge in a steal of a deal with Chicago certainly helped. They had been the worst team in hockey for nearly a decade before Orr arrived. Within five years the Bruins were two-time Stanley Cup champions.



All about Orr before Boston

Orr would never have graced the ice with his greatness had he not survived sickness at birth. He recovered to display his talent at an early age and soon made his mark. He grew up in the hockey hotbed of Ontario, where his fast-skating, prolific-scoring father Doug had made the Orr name a local legend. Bobby was small as a youth, but his dad groomed him to play forward to take advantage of his speed and puck-handling abilities. Former NHL defenseman Bucko McDonald, who coached Orr in the late 1950s, foresaw his potential in that position. McDonald was a hockey prophet. He envisioned Orr combining offense and defense and encouraged him in that pursuit.

Despite a lack of size—just 5-foot-6, 135 pounds at age 14—Orr began receiving attention from NHL teams even before he hit his teenage years. Taking the lead was Boston, which arranged for him to play with its Junior A hockey affiliate in Oshawa while living at home. He attended no practices but performed well enough in games against much older competition to earn second-team all-league honors. He had become a wunderkind. Despite playing defense with Oshawa he had emerged as a scoring machine. He averaged more than a point per game in his first two full seasons and finished his last year with a ridiculous 38 goals and 56 assists for an average of two points per game.

Orr was still just 18. That was the minimum legal age to play at the highest level. His first professional contract was also the first negotiated by an agent. He immediately became the highest-paid player in NHL history. He was worth it. The Bruins believed he was ready. And he was. The league would never be the same.



In a Bruins Uniform and Beyond

It was the debut of dreams. Orr played his first NHL games at the Boston Garden against the Red Wings and legend Gordie Howe. His impressive performance already had fans and the media talking Calder Trophy as the rookie of the year. He blocked shots, checked with authority, and moved opposing players away from the net. Orr even assisted on a goal in a 6–2 victory. And though such triumphs remained rare for a Bruins team that had still not awakened from its decade-long doldrums, the seeds had been planted for a swift and complete turnaround.

Orr indeed won top rookie honors and even made the all-NHL second team. He placed second in defenseman scoring and displayed an amazing combination of skating creativity and physicality. The ice was his canvas. Critics were unused to an aggressive offensive mindset, and that play style from a defenseman was called reckless. They considered him too daring and claimed his full-speed forays beyond the blue line would eventually wear him down and weaken his defensive effectiveness. They believed his body could not sustain the regular-season grind. They felt vindicated when Orr injured his knee on a mad rush to the offensive end as a rookie. Knee problems did eventually shorten his career. In those 10 seasons with Boston, he established himself as arguably the greatest all-around player in NHL history.

That declaration had been widely spoken before Orr hit his mid-20s. It was no wonder he had already signed the league’s first million-dollar contract. Among those who echoed his praises was Bruins coach Tom Johnson. “Bobby has all the tricky moves, the fakes and blocks that excite the experts,” he told Sports Illustrated, which selected Orr its Sportsman of the Year in 1970. “He does things that no other hockey player can do, and a lot of people just take it for granted. But he also does the things that excite the newcomer: the rink-long rushes, the hard body checks and that whistling slap shot of his. He has the quality of directing the attention to himself. He runs things. The puck is on his stick half the time. If you’re looking at your first hockey game—and lots of people are nowadays—all you do is watch Orr and you catch on fast.”1

The numbers became absurd. Orr led the league in assists in five of six years from 1970 to 1975 missing out only in 1973 after losing six weeks after knee surgery. He topped the list in plus/minus six times, including a plus-124 in 1971 that remains an NHL record. He played arguably the most critical role in transforming the Bruins from doormat to champion.

Orr performed brilliantly in 1970 to lead the team to its first Stanley Cup crown since 1941. He scored nine goals and added 11 assists in just 14 playoff games. His dominance keyed that of his team. Boston swept both the semifinals against Chicago and finals against St. Louis. Orr scored five points in the championship round. Included was the Cup clincher—his legendary “flying goal” 40 seconds into overtime in Game 4. His defense helped the Bruins hold the Blues to just seven total goals in the series. Two years later Orr tallied eight points in a finals defeat of the Rangers, tying Esposito and Hodge for team honors. No other Boston defenseman scored more than one. Orr copped the Conn Smythe Trophy for top Stanley Cup performer in both those seasons.

Knee problems indeed cut his career short. Orr signed with Chicago as a free agent in 1976 and quickly faded away. He played just 36 games over his last three years.

Orr struggled financially post-retirement. He was drowning in debt and was forced to sell off much of what he owned. He returned to Boston and rebuilt his life. He worked as a scout for several teams before becoming a player agent and eventually president of the Orr Hockey Group agency, which was acquired by the Wasserman Media Group in 2018. Always one to support charitable endeavors and work with youth, Orr coached a group of junior Canadian Hockey League players in an annual game featuring its premier prospects.



His Greatest Game

Orr took four shots on goal at the Garden against the Rangers on November 15, 1973. He scored on three of them. He added four assists for a career-high seven points in a 10–2 victory. That was the sixth of nine hat tricks Orr registered during his career. That is the most for any defenseman in NHL history.



Side Story

The only major world competition in which Orr suited up was the 1976 Canada Cup. He performed to his standards, winning MVP of the event and helping the team to the championship. He tied Denis Potvin as the highest point scorer for Canada.2



What Orr Said

“The love and passion I had for the game was my key. I never had that taken out of me by my parents or a silly coach.”3



What Was Said about Orr

“If Bobby has a problem, it’s just that he has no fear. No fear whatever. If nothing else will do, I swear he’ll use his head to block a shot. He’s already been hurt bad and he’ll keep on getting hurt. But that’s his style. He won’t change. He won’t play it safe.” —Bruins goaltender Gerry Cheevers4





Chapter 4
 Ted Williams


“The Splendid Splinter”
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Ted Williams baseball card from 1954. Heritage Auctions, Bowman Gum




Essentials


	Sport: Baseball

	Born: August 30, 1918

	Died: July 5, 2002

	Years Active: 1939–1942, 1946–1960

	Years with Boston: 1939–1942, 1946–1960

	Position: Left field





Know the Career Numbers


	.344 Batting average

	521 Home runs

	.482 On-base percentage

	2,021 Walks

	.634 Slugging percentage

	1.116 OPS

	125.1 Offensive WAR

	0 World Series championships

	1 American League pennant

	2 Most Valuable Player awards

	19 All-Star selections





Why Williams Is No. 4

Is the player generally acknowledged as the finest pure hitter in baseball history a mere fourth on this list? Several factors weigh into the equation.

One is athleticism. The sport simply does not require the same consistent and continuous level of athleticism required for those competing in football, basketball, and hockey.

A second is that greatly due to the Yankees dynasty that lasted from 1923 to 1964, Williams never won a World Series championship. When he faced his lone opportunity in 1946, he was stifled by the St. Louis shift and batted a mere .200.

Yet another was the competition. Bill Russell remains the most dominant defensive force to ever lace up a pair of sneakers in the NBA and a champion of champions. Tom Brady is generally in the modern era as the greatest quarterback ever with more Super Bowl rings than any other. Bobby Orr revolutionized the defenseman position with his offensive brilliance.

Adding to the reasoning for what some might consider a surprising placement of fourth among all-time Boston athletes was that Williams was neither a premier fielder nor a baserunner. Though the Gold Glove Award honoring defensive excellence was not rewarded in Major League Baseball until 1957—three years before he retired—modern analytics indicate he remained a poor defender throughout his career. He compiled a negative Defensive WAR (wins above replacement) in each of his 17 full years (he missed complete or partial campaigns to fight in World War II and the Korean War). He stole a mere 24 bases in those seasons combined. Yet none of these shortcomings should significantly detract from his legacy.

Williams felt a passion for hitting unmatched in baseball history. His unrivaled diligence to maximize his already incredible hitting talent led to legendary practice sessions that ended with limp arms and bloody hands. Though all claims about athletes are subjective, one cannot go wrong contending that Williams was the greatest pure hitter the sport had ever produced.

The numbers bear it out. Though icons such as Ty Cobb and Rogers Hornsby finished their careers with higher batting averages, both played at least some of their careers in the dead-ball era, one far more conducive to slapping base hits around the diamond. The .344 average compiled by Williams remains the best among those who played their entire careers in the live-ball era. He might have even broken Babe Ruth’s career record of 715 home runs had he not lost five seasons to World War II and the Korean War.



All about Williams before Boston

Born in San Diego as the son of a photographer and former US Cavalry soldier and Mexican American mother, Williams received little parental supervision. He spent much of his time playing baseball with his younger brother Danny at the North Park Playground. His talent caught the attention of playground manager Rod Luscomb, who groomed his talent and helped transform him into a wunderkind.

What many don’t know is that Williams proved equally effective on the mound as at the plate










In a Red Sox Uniform and Beyond



















His Greatest Game
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