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Dedication

To all of the players I have coached, my assistant coaches and trainers who were always in the background, but there for me, and the scouts, who continually supplied the Ottawa 67’s with great talent and great kids.

—Brian Kilrea



To Mom and Dad for … everything. And to Bill Patterson and Brian Smith, who introduced me to Killer and his great stories.

—James Duthie
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Foreword
By Don Cherry

I was sitting in this bar, at the Empire Hotel, in Springfield, Mass. It was 1959. I was two years into my time with Eddie Shore in Springfield, the Siberia of hockey. I was miserable. Shore hated me. I was one of the guys who wouldn’t argue with him, or suck up to him. I would just stare at him in my demented way. And he hated that.

So there’s this new rookie on the team, and he looks about 13 years old. And he was sitting there in the Empire, saying how great he thought Shore was; how he thought he seemed like a wonderful coach. And I said, “If you say Shore is wonderful one more time, your head is going through that wall!”

That was the first time I met Brian Kilrea.

Outside of my family, I have had three great friends for my life: Whitey Smith, a paratrooper named Mel Price and Brian Kilrea.

I don’t know why we hit it off back in Springfield. I guess we were the same. We were Irish; we liked having the odd drink, and a good time. And we were both rebels, I guess.

We didn’t agree on Eddie Shore, that’s for sure. Brian will tell you all the stories about that lunatic in this book, but no matter what he says, he loved Shore. I mean, Brian knew he was crazy, but he also thought he was a genius. Brian loved Shore, and Shore loved Brian. He skated and held his stick exactly the way Shore wanted his players to skate—knees bent, back straight. It was uncanny. And everything I did was the exact opposite of what Shore wanted!

Brian is the sharpest guy I ever met. That’s why I always knew he was going to make a great coach.

One time, back in the Shore days, we were playing Euchre on the bus. I was always Brian’s partner, and he carried me. He was the best Euchre player of all time. We were playing against Red Armstrong and Tom McCarthy. We played all the way from Rochester to Hershey, seven hours. We weren’t foolin’ around. This was serious stuff, dog eat dog. So we get there, and we’re not done playin’. We say, “We’ll meet you in Vince’s Bar for the big showdown for $10.”

Now, we got $4 a day in meal money. So think about it, a $10 card game was big money!

When I get there, Brian’s already been there a while, and he’s had two beers. I got really mad at him. I needed him to be sharp with $10 on the line! So we’re playing for a while, and then Brian says to Red Armstrong, “You reneged. You had a heart.” Red says, “No, I didn’t!” Brian says, “Yes, you did. Third hand back. Count them.” And, of course, he was right. He had caught Armstrong, and he wasn’t going to say anything about it if we won, but we were losing, so he got him. So much for him not being sharp after the two beers. I yelled, “Another beer for Brian!”

It was the same with pool. He was so good at pool, when he was 15 (and he looked about 11), this guy would pick him up Saturday mornings and take him to the pool halls to hustle. He’d never lose.

Gerry Cheevers, the Boston Bruins and Rochester goalie, was really good at pool, too. He used to beat everybody. Gerry was a show-off. He’d put cigarettes between his teeth and stuff like that. When he beat you, he’d really rub it in. One time, when we were with Rochester, we were just sitting around watching Cheevers show off. I wanted Brian to play him, teach him a lesson. Finally, Cheevers asks him. Brian says, “I don’t really play too much.” Hustlin’ him. So they play, and he lets Gerry beat him by one shot. Then they put up five bucks, and Brian runs the table! Never missed a shot!

Cheevers was steamin’ mad. He looked at me, “You dirty …” Because I had set it up, and I was laughing. Brian wouldn’t have done that himself, but I wanted him to, just to get Gerry.

Brian was so good at pool that when he was playing junior in Hamilton, he was taking all the other guys’ money. So Jimmy Skinner, the coach, calls him in and says, “What do you wanna be? You wanna be a pool player or a hockey player?”

Well, Brian wanted to be a hockey player. And you know what? I never saw him play pool again. And I’m telling you, he could have been a professional, he was so good.

He was a good hockey player, too. Never lost a face-off. Never. And he was a magician with the puck. He could dish it. Anyone who played on his line always ended up with 30 or 40 goals.

But he was a better coach. I knew that from the first time I brought him into my hockey schools. He put his heart and soul into it. And he was really tough. He could really give it to guys. People think he’s all lovey-dovey because of the way he talks in interviews. Not true. He had no mercy.

One time we were doing the Prospects Game together, and as the guys were ready to come back on the ice, one guy, my first-round pick in Mississauga, went to take a piss, instead of doing it during the intermission like everybody else. Well, Brian just gave it to him! This was a Prospects Game! But he treated it just like any other game. There’s no foolin’ around.

If you did what you were told with Brian, you were fine. But if you were a wise guy, look out. He had this one guy in Ottawa who came in to see him, and he said, “I want to move. I don’t like the lady I’m living with.” So Brian said, “Okay, come back this afternoon.”

So the kid comes back, and Brian says, “Well, I moved you.” The kid says, “Where?”

“To Owen Sound.”

He traded him!

Brian Kilrea is the best junior hockey coach of all time. And he would have been coach of the year in the NHL, if he had the chance. Just like me.

The other thing he’s great at is tellin’ stories. Brian is a storyteller deluxe. This book’s a beauty, and I know you are gonna love it.


Preface
By James Duthie

I met Brian Kilrea on my very first day in this business. He was screaming. More like bellowing, actually.

It was winter, 1989. I was in my final year of journalism at Carleton University, and was starting a one-week work placement at CJOH, the local CTV station in Ottawa. We were supposed to be learning how to do television news that week, but all I really wanted to cover was sports. (I would end up getting hired by the station, and spending the first five years of my career as a news reporter there.) These were the days before TSN and the other sports networks were a big deal, so I had grown up getting my sports fix from Brian Smith and Bill Patterson, the two long-time CJOH sportscasters.

On that first day, which most interns spend fetching coffee for the staff, I begged Bill to let me tag along with him as he went to shoot a story on the Ottawa 67’s, Killer’s team.

I had followed the 67’s since I was a kid. Every few Fridays, my Dad would take me down to the Ottawa Civic Centre to watch them. And come playoff time, I’d curl up in my captain’s bed (don’t giggle, captain’s beds were very big when I was nine), listening to their games on the radio. I worshipped a defenceman named Steve Marengere. The team used to sell buttons with the players’ faces on them. Marengere’s mug lived on the collar of my ski jacket for three full winters.

Brian Kilrea was already an icon in Ottawa back then. The Senators hadn’t been reborn yet, and the football team, the Rough Riders, was a little short on heroes (this tends to happen when you go 3-13 every season).

Killer was the city’s best-known sports figure. I had watched him coach, and seen him countless times on TV, but I had never met the man until Bill led me into the Civic Centre that day.

I walk through the doors and hear this booming voice unleashing an endless stream of … err … colorful instructions … to his players. Killer spots Bill and stops in mid-profanity. He skates right over and, smiling ear-to-ear, says “Hey, Billy! Whadya need today?”

He had gone from purple-faced tirade to cheerful greeting in a nanosecond. That was Killer, I’d soon realize. He hadn’t really been angry. This was just the way he got his message across to the players.

He shook my hand that day, wished me well, told me I was learning from the best (which I was—Bill would become a mentor and dear friend), and went back to work.

“Move the puck! Move the puck! Move the !#*@in’ puck!”

By the way, the use of those symbols from the top line of my keyboard represents one of the quandaries of this book. Killer, when he coached, was known for his Crayola-box use of language. If they ever film The Brian Kilrea Story, HBO will be the only TV option.

“I remember this one game we lost 7-2,” says Brian Patafie, the 67’s athletic trainer. “I came home and my wife asked, ‘What did Killer say after the game?’ I said, ‘Do you want me to include all the expletives?’ She said, ‘No.’ So I said, ‘He didn’t say anything.’

Thus, the odd word in this book will be altered or omitted. Or we’ll use more of those helpful symbols (#*!), and you can use your imagination. When the word is truly necessary to tell the story, we’ll leave it in.

I’ve been fortunate enough to know Brian Kilrea for my entire two decades in broadcasting and sports writing.

In 1995, Brian Smith, the Ottawa sportscaster who was also Killer’s former teammate, was shot to death leaving our TV station. I moved into the sports department to replace him. It was a horrible time, and not the way I wanted to get my break in the business. From day one Killer told me not to worry about why I was there—just to relax, be myself and do the job. He would give similar advice to sportscaster Terry Marcotte a few years later when Terry replaced Bill Patterson, who died of a heart attack. Brian and Billy were the guys who first introduced me to Killer’s great stories. They would tell them over and over, in their cubicles at the back of the newsroom, laughing louder every time.

I would end up interviewing Killer countless times during my stay in Ottawa. After moving to TSN, I’d call him every Christmas to get insight into the Ontario Hockey League players on Canada’s World Junior Team. And we’d run into each other every November at the Hockey Hall of Fame Induction Ceremony.

When Killer was set to retire from coaching in the spring of 2009, we went to Ottawa to do a feature story on him for TSN. As the camera crew was setting up the lights and microphones, Killer started telling some of the tales about his playing and coaching days. I was falling off my stool. I figured it was time to get all the stories in a book.

This is that book. It is the result of hours spent in Killer’s basement in Ottawa—just the two of us, the odd Molson Ex and a little red tape recorder.

My part was simple. I’d listen to his stories, transcribe them, and interview some of the other main characters. Their words will pop up, here and there, throughout the book.

This is not an autobiography. It is simply Killer telling tales, the same way he would if you sat with him in a bar for a couple of hours. Don’t try to make sense out of the order of the chapters. Killer does not talk chronologically. He jumps back and forth between decades, between his playing and coaching days. The book will do the same.

I can’t thank Brian and his wife Judy enough for their patience and hospitality during all those long interview sessions, and my countless phone calls that followed.

Brian Kilrea played professional hockey for 15 years, winning three Calder Cups and scoring the first goal in the history of the Los Angeles Kings. He coached the Ottawa 67’s for 32 years, winning a record 1193 games, two Memorial Cups and four Canadian Hockey League Coach of the Year Awards. That award now bears his name.

Killer is one of the last true originals in the game. And his stories are classics. I know you’ll have as much fun reading them, as I did listening.

James Duthie, 2010


1
They Call Me … Gig?

Long before I was Killer, I was Gig.

When I was born in 1934, there was a comic strip in the paper with a baby named Giggles. Well, I guess I was a happy baby, always smiling and giggling, so my Mom and Dad called me Giggles. Pretty soon that was shortened to Giggy. And then it became Gig.

I was never Brian. I was always Gig. Even today, friends who have known me for a long time call me Gig.

I learned a lesson when I started coaching. People in the stands would yell, “Hey, Kilrea!” I’d look up and they’d usually say, “You’re nothing but a no-good, lousy …” You know where I’m going. So ever since, when someone yells my name, I don’t look up. Unless they say, “Hey, Gig!” Then I look, because I know it’s a friend.

When I was just out of junior, Detroit was going to send me to one of their farm teams in Troy, Ohio. Nellie Podolski was the coach and he was telling one of his best players, Stevie Gabor, that the team was getting this guy named “Kill-ree” or “Kill-ray” or “Kill-something.” Stevie took one look at me and said to Nellie, “If that’s the Killer you’re getting, we’re in trouble. That’s one baby-faced Killer!”

That was it. From then on, I was Killer.

JD: I guess we could have called the book They Call Me Gig. But that doesn’t have quite the same ring, does it?


2
Cigars, Anne Murray and Polar Bears

Move the puck!

I’ve been teaching them that since day one in coaching. When you have a guy open ahead of you, get it to him. Move the !*#&in’ puck! It’s pretty simple.

So this one night in 1990, we’re playing at home and Chris Snell, a talented forward, gets the puck and has a guy wide open. But he decides to deke. He dekes one guy. Still won’t pass. He dekes another guy. Won’t pass. By now, the first guy he deked has come back and he hits Snell and steals the puck. Boom, boom, bing! They go up to the other end and score. It happens fast. Snell is still on the ice, and he’s watched them put the puck in the net, so he stays down, writhing in pain. He’s acting like he’s really hurt, and that’s why he lost the puck.

Our trainer goes to jump on the ice, and I stop him.

“Stay here,” I say. “Let him be.”

Snell keeps peeking over, but no one is coming. He’s alone out there, in front of the whole crowd.

After a minute, the referee comes over and says, “You have a player down over there. Aren’t you going to send your trainer out?” I say to the ref, “Nope. He’s not hurt. If you want to go over and tell him to get off the ice, go ahead. Just let him know I’ll be waiting for him here.”

Finally, after a few minutes, Snell realizes no trainer is coming to help him. So he gingerly gets up and slowly skates to the bench like he’s in agony. I say to Bert O’Brien, my assistant coach, “He stays on the bench.”

Well, within a couple of minutes we get a power play. Now trust me, Chris Snell knows how to run a power play. He’s always out there for us. He tells Bert he’s okay, so Bert says, “Snell’s ready to go.”

I say, “That’s good, Bert. You tell him he isn’t going anywhere. I’ll see him in the dressing room.”

Let’s just say Snell heard about it. Loudly. You don’t come up with fictitious injuries and try to play the sympathy card on my hockey team.

Chris was a good kid and a good player. But he had to be taught a lesson that day. He learned. The hard way.

I coached hockey the same way for more than 30 years. I’m a pretty simple guy, really. I don’t like change.

Like music, for example. I love Anne Murray. From day one, I just loved all of her songs. It started with “Snowbird,” and “You Needed Me,” and just went from there. I don’t know all the names of the songs, but I could sing them all to you. Every word. I had one tape with all of her best on it that I played on every bus trip the 67’s went on. When it would end, I’d just start it over again. I’d mix in some Nana Mouskouri once in a while, but mostly it was Anne Murray.

Oh sure, the players would get tired of it. You’d hear them from the back, “Not Anne Murray again! We’re sick of this, Coach!” But I didn’t care. Guys would try to play their own music. They’d put on the loudest heavy metal song they could find. Not a chance on my bus. I’d yell, “Turn it down or turn it off, those are your only choices!”

I bet there are a lot of former Ottawa 67’s who know the words to every Anne Murray song—like it or not.

Andrew Cassels (Ottawa 67’s forward, 1986–89): As soon as that bus would leave the Civic Centre, this old 1980s boom box would start blaring his Anne Murray cassette tape. He would sit back with his cigar and sing along. When I was a rookie, I had to sit about three rows behind him. There was no escaping it. It was torture. Anne Murray still haunts me.

Mike Peca (Ottawa 67’s forward, 1991–94): I didn’t mind it too much. It reminded me of being at my grandmother’s house.

I guess Anne heard about me enjoying her music, because I got to meet her at one of her concerts at the National Arts Centre. What a thrill. I mean, Anne Murray meets kings and queens! She sent me an autographed book and signed a CD for my wife Judy. We still listen to the CD, but in the car. Now that I’m just a general manager, and off the bus trips, the players won’t get the pleasure of nine hours of Anne Murray on the way to Sudbury. I’m sure they’re pretty devastated about that.

I love cigars, too. After every win, I like to smoke a cigar. Okay, losses too. And ties, when we used to have ties.

I don’t inhale, I just enjoy the taste. I smoke the Don Tomas #2 from Honduras. When I was playing in the States, you could never get Cubans, so Don Tomas is the one I stuck with. You can’t smoke on the buses anymore, so I’d have one before I got on. Every single game. Like I said, I don’t like change.

I enjoy a Molson or two after games as well. Though you can’t bring beer on the buses anymore either. You see why I gave up coaching?!?

Back in the day, we’d measure the length of bus trips based on beer. Is this a six-pack trip? Or a 12? You didn’t want to run out 50 miles before you hit town. My great friend Don Cherry invented the way to keep beer cold on buses when we played together in Springfield. He’d put it in a pillowcase and hang it out the window. Beer gets pretty cold on winter bus trips in the northeast. Don has made a lot of great contributions to hockey. That was one of his finest.

I don’t have a lot of passions besides hockey, sports and my family. But I do love polar bears.

I saw a documentary when I was young, and I was fascinated. But I didn’t have the desire to collect polar bear stuff until after I started playing hockey. First, someone gave me a picture. And then another one. Now I have polar bears all over my office down at the rink, and upstairs in the cupboards at my house.

What a great animal. They are so strong and fearless. I just respect them for surviving those tough northern conditions. Their little ones look like cute little puppies, and yet they grow to be so fearsome, so ferocious.

We went to Churchill, Manitoba, a few years ago, just to see them. We rode in a tundra buggy and saw 18 polar bears. They’d look up at you, but just walk on, absolutely fearless.

They are survivors. I guess I can relate to them. Hockey players have to be that way: tough survivour. Guys like Don (Cherry) and me, we were survivour. You play for Eddie Shore for eight years (you’ll read about that later in the book), you have to be a survivor.

And there’s no doubt, I like hockey players who are tough. As long as they’re not dumb when they try to be tough.

We had a kid on the 67’s named Mike Hodgins (1975–76). One night against Toronto, Mike took about four penalties in one period and they scored on three of them. So in the dressing room between periods, I walk in and I know I’m going to get him. But as a coach, my theory was always to yell at somebody else first or second, then get the guy you really wanted to get third or fourth. So I get on this guy and I get on that guy, and Mike is all pumped up, sitting on the edge of his seat, saying, “C’mon guys, we gotta get going out there! Let’s go!” This is the guy who took all the penalties and got us down 4-1 in the first place!

I finally get to Mike, and he’s all pumped up, and I say, “Guys, I want you all to look at Mike here. You see him? You see the passion and enthusiasm he’s showing?” And now you can see Mike is excited even more because he thinks I’m about to praise him in front of the whole team. “You see Mike? Well, I tell you. He’s only 17. And if he keeps this up, if he continues to improve, in three years from now … (dramatic pause) … He’ll be 20!” And I walked out.

Well, the room just burst out laughing. Poor Mike, he thought he was The Man until that moment.

We came back and won that game, too. I’ve always found humour helps players relax. You can’t keep going in that room period after period trying to give inspirational pep talks. If you keep telling them, “This is a huge period and you can’t make any mistakes,” they’ll just keep making more mistakes.

I’ve always had fun with my players, but I have rules. And you don’t want to break them, which brings me back to Mike.

We’re having a practice one day and I’m explaining a forechecking drill we’re about to do. I tell them I’m going to shoot the puck in, and have the defenceman go get it, and I want the forward to angle, so he’s pushing the defenceman where you want him to go, so he runs out of space. As I’m talking and explaining this, Mike has his back turned to me, and starts talking to Doug Wilson, our star defenceman. Mike is a short, stocky guy and Doug is tall. So Doug is looking at me over Mike, and listening to me, not Mike.

So I say, “Hey, Mike, I guess you know what I want done in this drill?” He says, “Yeah, I know.” So I shoot back, “Okay, why don’t you demonstrate it for us. Doug, I’m going to shoot the puck in your corner and Mike, you go do what I told you guys to do.”

I shoot the puck, Doug goes and gets it, and Mike goes in towards Doug then circles behind the net and comes right out in front and stops, looking at Doug from about 30 feet away! Doug is standing in the corner laughing, but I can tell all the other players are leery, wondering if I’m going to snap.

Well, I say, “Perfect, Mike! Great job! You have just demonstrated the exact opposite of what I wanted done!” Now I’m laughing, everyone is laughing, with one exception: Mike. He says, “I can’t take this any longer, I’m getting out of here.”

I say, “Mike, just cool down. You’re the one who didn’t listen. You are the guy who turned his back on me when I was talking, so just cool down and take it for what it is. You enlightened everyone.”

But Mike wasn’t cooling down. He says, “Yeah. Well, I’m leaving.”

“Okay, Mike,” I say. “But just understand this. The door swings one way. I’m going to suggest you skate around with the guys and settle down, because if you skate off, you aren’t coming back.”

Mike didn’t take my advice. He skated off the ice and left. I continued with practice and, as soon as it was over, I called Orval Tessier, the coach of the Cornwall Royals.

“Orval, I know you’ve been trying to get Mike Hodgins for a while. If you still want him, you can have him. All I want back is what I drafted him for.” Orval says, “Sounds good, you got a deal.”

I try to call Mike at his house, but there is no answer. But a half hour later, I get a call in my office from Mike Buchanan, who is Mike’s grandfather. Now, I knew Mr. Buchanan, and I liked him. I knew his two sons, who played hockey here in Ottawa at St. Mike’s.

Mr. Buchanan says, “I hear you had a little trouble with Mike today. Well, I can guarantee you it won’t happen again.”

“Well, Mr. Buchanan, I can guarantee it, too, because I just traded him to Cornwall. When you see him, ask him to come and get his skates.”

“Oh.” (Long pause.)

The lesson had to be taught, so the next time my players heard, “That door swings one way,” they listened and passed it on.

I liked Mike. In fact, he would call me later from Cornwall, promising to never say another word if I would get him back. As a matter of fact, he’s still a friend of mine today.

I’m really not that much of a stickler with rules. I try to treat the players like men. But sometimes, you just have to make a statement.

Like I said, I’m a simple guy. Same music, same beer, same cigar, same polar bears, same rules. And I’m not going to change.

Mike Hodgins (Ottawa 67’s forward, 1975–76): The moment the words “fuck off” came out of my mouth, and I couldn’t put them back in, I knew I was done. I could see it in Killer’s face. I regretted it the second it happened.

Truthfully, it killed my dream that day he traded me. Every kid has the dream. Every kid thinks they are going to be better than they are. When I got traded to Cornwall, I realized I wasn’t special; I wasn’t going to be a hockey player.

But he taught me a great lesson. And I use it to this day in my work. You’re a team player or you’re not. I wasn’t a team player back then, and Killer did what was best for the 20 other guys on that team by getting rid of me.

Brian Kilrea was the fairest individual that I ever played for. He has a knack, if you allow it to happen, to teach you how to conduct the rest of your life. He doesn’t give a shit if you’re going to be a hockey player or a janitor or what you are going to be. The majority of his players become firemen or businessmen or something else. They don’t become hockey players. He knew I wasn’t going to be a hockey player. There have been 1,000 young men he’s coached who he knew weren’t going to play pro hockey. Yet he didn’t treat them any differently than he did the Dougie Wilsons, Bobby Smiths or Peter Lees.

I wish people knew how much he did for people who didn’t become hockey players. That, to me, is more a measure of the man than the 100 or so players he’s sent to the NHL. If I went to his door tomorrow looking for help, I know he’d open it.

JD: Mike Hodgins still lives in Ottawa. He is the finance manager for a large car dealership.


3
Somewhere There’s a Hero

We were heading down the corridor to our dressing room at the Ottawa Civic Centre when Matt Zultek pulled me aside. He says to me, “Coach, I’m so nervous. I’m just so nervous!” He was almost shaking. It was the end of the third period of the 1999 Memorial Cup Final. We had just blown a 4-1 lead against Calgary, right in our own rink, and were now tied 5-5. We were going to sudden-death overtime. One goal wins the biggest prize in junior hockey. So I say to Matt, “Listen, I’m nervous, too. Didn’t you hear me on the bench? I called the name of a guy who hasn’t played for me in two years! We’re all nervous!”

It wasn’t true. I didn’t really call out some old player’s name by mistake, though I used to do that a lot. I was just trying to calm the kid down. He was about to play the biggest period of hockey in his life. I couldn’t have him scared.

When I went into the dressing room, the kids seemed okay. It was quiet, but they looked pretty confident. They weren’t in shock or anything. I wasn’t going to give them some big long speech. So I just looked at them and said, “Somewhere in this room, there’s a hero.”

And I walked out.

That was a special year. We knew we had a good team, and there was a
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