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Prologue



Stellicktricity is the term I have used to describe the phone-in portions of my shows on the Toronto sports radio station The Fan 590 and on the NHL Home Ice XM/Sirius network.

I like the term because it emphasizes fun: though professional sports has become a big business, we should never lose sight of the fun. Being a sports fan involves no heavy lifting, we are not attempting to split the atom, and one sports fan's passionate and insightful opinions are just as good as another's.

I have been extremely fortunate to have been involved in the game for over 35 years, beginning with a chance to work Leafs game nights in the Maple Leaf Gardens press box in 1975, when I was still a high school student at Georges Vanier Secondary School in North York.

Because of that job, I had an opportunity to work part-time in the Maple Leafs executive offices in 1977 while attending the University of Toronto. I began working full-time for the Leafs in 1979 as an assistant to the general manager. I still hold the distinction of being named the youngest general manager in NHL history when in April, 1988, at the age of 30, I assumed that position with the Maple Leafs. I like to joke that 16 months later I also became the youngest ex-general manager in NHL history when I left the Leafs to work with the New York Rangers for a brief time.

I never even dreamed of the possibility of working for the Toronto Maple Leafs or any other NHL team when I was a young boy. I did harbour dreams of actually playing in the NHL, though that was tempered by my mostly house-league-calibre career as a player.

To be involved in sports media was my ultimate fantasy, however. I would devour the Globe & Mail sports section first thing in the morning before anyone else was up. I would do the same thing in the afternoon when the Toronto Star was delivered, and also try my best to find a Toronto Sun box, so I could read all three papers' sports sections from stem to stern.

I listened each morning to the 8:00 a.m. newscast on CKEY radio at 590 AM, so I wouldn't miss the start of Jim Hunt's morning sports report. Twenty or so years later, I would be broadcasting on that same frequency, which would by then belong to Canada's all-sports radio station, The Fan 590. Jim Hunt was among those whom I would work with on-air at The Fan from time to time.

I have enjoyed my involvement with The Fan 590 since it launched in September 1992. I hosted a show called The Big Show in the afternoons for 11 years and then partnered with Don Landry to co-host the Morning Show for six years. Most recently I have hosted the Blue & White Tonight pre-game show for Toronto Maple Leafs games.

Through it all, it has been a pleasure to talk sports, whether with our loyal listeners or with some of the biggest names in the sports world. My number one sports topic and passion remains the Maple Leafs, as it has been for all of my life. It is an unshakable addiction. When someone I don't know recognizes me and opens with a line that includes “I know you are tired of talking about this, but . . .” I assure them I never get tired talking about our shared passion.

After 35 years in the business, I believe I've figured out what people like to hear from me when it comes to the Leafs and the NHL. They like to hear stories. Fun stories, not just the ones laden with statistical analysis or controversy. They like to hear what really happened behind the scenes—what it was like to actually be there.

They like to hear about the people in hockey, and I love to talk about them, the great friends that I have been so fortunate to meet and in some cases work with.

I appreciate the opportunity to share.





Chapter 1

Draft Day Scouting Highs and Lows

The Entry Draft kicks off the season each year and provides a key opportunity for teams to augment their rosters. Here's a look at noteworthy picks.

The average hockey fan is intrigued about what goes on at the draft tables of NHL teams on draft day. It's a day of optimism for all 30 NHL teams, the one day they can honestly say that they feel they have improved their teams with the addition of new young players. That enthusiasm can be dampened somewhat a few months later as training camp begins, but draft day is one that leaves all NHL teams in great spirits.

So, what are the last-minute discussions and arguments that determine if a team ends up with a Mario Lemieux, a Claude Lemieux, or a Jocelyn Lemieux? One was a superstar, one a quality player, and one a journeyman.

The 1987 Entry Draft was the first to be hosted by an American city. Mike Ilitch had brought the Entry Draft and NHL meetings to Detroit; Joe Louis Arena would be the site of the actual draft. It was an enthusiastic crowd that immersed themselves in the opportunity to see the top junior and college talent connect with their first NHL destination.

They cheered loudly as the Red Wings made their selection in the first round, 11th overall, and took defenceman Yves Racine from Longueuil, of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. It was a few hours later, as the Red Wings were about to make their second-round pick, 32nd overall, that the Joe Louis crowd became even more opinionated. The loud chant of “Adam, Adam” enveloped the building as Red Wings fans clamoured for the hometown boy to be picked by his home team. Detroit native Adam Burt was a defenceman with the North Bay Centennials, of the Ontario Junior League.

The Red Wings ignored the advice of their newest, most vocal “scouts” and selected Gord Kruppke, a defenceman from Prince Albert, of the Western Junior Hockey League. Kruppke was welcomed to the Red Wings organization with a mixed reaction from the hometown crowd—thunderous booing competed with the cheers. When Adam Burt was selected nine picks later by the Hartford Whalers, he received an ovation far surpassing Kruppke's welcome to the Red Wings and comparable to the top selections in the first round.

Hindsight would prove that the Red Wings' management would have fared better had they listened to the crowd. Adam Burt played a steady 11 years as a valued member of the Carolina Hurricanes' defence corps before brief stints in Philadelphia and Atlanta during the final two years of his NHL career. Gord Kruppke became a career minor-leaguer who played in only 23 NHL games with the Detroit Red Wings.

That 1987 draft in Detroit also stands out for its humorous moments. One such moment involved Gilles Leger, the assistant general manager of the Quebec Nordiques. He had a unique fashion sense, and on that particular day he wore a white jacket, one befitting a struggling Bohemian artist. Although draft day is one of the busiest days of the year for the scouting staff, the coaching staff have plenty of idle time—they're just there to greet the players. Bob McCammon, a member of the Vancouver Canucks' coaching staff, grabbed a similar looking white jacket from one of the many food and beverage servers. Putting on the jacket, he headed toward the Quebec Nordiques' table, cleaning up empty cups and garbage as he went. Speaking loudly in the direction of Leger, he said, “Quit goofing off and get up and help clear the tables.” This brought no shortage of laughter from everyone within earshot—McCammon and Leger were two of the best liked and most respected NHL executives.

Then there was the time one of the NHL teams used the phone sitting on their draft table to successfully pull off the oldest prank in the books. They ordered 10 pizzas from Domino's Pizza, the archrival and fierce competitor of Mike Ilitch and his Little Caesars franchises. The pizzas were delivered to the Red Wings' draft table on the floor of Joe Louis Arena. Even Mike Ilitch had to laugh at the practical joke. I never did find out if they tipped the Domino's delivery guy. I do think a couple of the Red Wings management team did actually partake of a slice or two from the Little Caesars archrival!

Management and scouts always lobby hard for their favourites, but the best last-minute argument I witnessed was at the Toronto Maple Leafs' draft table. Unfortunately, it didn't work out well for the blue and white in the long run, and their mistake ended up helping the Colorado Avalanche win two Stanley Cups. I was seated at the Leafs' table in Joe Louis Arena as we waited to make the seventh overall selection. (The one upside to all those losing seasons in the 1980s was that we were always one of the first teams to draft!) The Leafs entourage included President Harold Ballard, General Manager Gerry McNamara, Head Coach John Brophy, Chief Scout Floyd Smith, and me, then the assistant general manager. Other members of the scouting staff, coaching staff, and front office filled out the remaining seats at our table, about 16 of us altogether.

The first six selections of the Entry Draft went as forecast: Pierre Turgeon to Buffalo, Brendan Shanahan to New Jersey, Glen Wesley to Boston, Wayne McBean to Los Angeles, Chris Joseph to Pittsburgh, and Dave Archibald to Minnesota. This left our target for the seventh position still available—defenceman Luke Richardson from the Peterborough Petes was our consensus pick. It seemed like it would be quick and easy—until Floyd Smith derailed us at the last second. Smith felt strongly that a young centre named Joe Sakic from the Swift Current Broncos was far and away the best player available.

John Brophy was apoplectic. He wanted size and toughness, and Richardson could provide that to his defence corps. Brophy wanted no part of another smallish centre when the Leafs already had Russ Courtnall, Dan Daoust, Ed Olczyk, and Tom Fergus—none of whom was known for their physical prowess. Besides, Brophy felt the pick had already been decided and that no further debate was warranted.

The conversation between Smith and Brophy, who at the time weren't on the best of terms anyway, grew louder and even a bit mean-spirited. A defiant Floyd Smith was adamant in his opinion about Sakic. John Brophy's face turned beet red with anger, and it seemed as if he was going to explode. Brophy knew he had a trump card in his favour: he was a favourite of Ballard's and that would carry some clout as the Leafs owner watched the escalating argument with interest. We used our time out as the heated debate continued. After a few minutes, it was time to make the pick. Gerry McNamara made the final decision, sticking with the original plan: Luke Richardson was drafted by the Leafs.

One might wonder why Floyd Smith waited until what seemed like the last second to make his passionate argument. Well, Smith had made his case in scouts meetings before the draft, but we had opted to focus on a defenceman, and Richardson was the consensus pick. Smith waited at the draft table, hoping that Richardson would be picked by one of the six other teams ahead of us, which would have given him a stronger case for drafting Sakic.

As it was, Joe Sakic was selected by the Quebec Nordiques with their second first-round pick (15th overall). They had used their ninth overall pick to choose Bryan Fogarty from Kingston. And the rest is history. While Richardson had a solid NHL career, Sakic retired with 1,641 points (625 goals, 1,016 assists) in his 20 seasons and no doubt will be inducted into the Hall of Fame as soon as he's eligible.

I always give Floyd Smith credit for sticking to his convictions and fighting the good fight. Unfortunately for Leafs fans that year, he didn't win the argument.
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There have been instances where a team has been “stuck” with a player who wasn't their first choice, but ultimately things worked out rather well. The Boston Bruins' 1979 selection might just be the best example of a Plan B you'll find anywhere.

The year 1979 was the year of the NHL-WHA (National Hockey League—World Hockey Association) merger, which meant that the draft had to wait until final details were worked out. Once the merger was finalized, the new NHL grew to include Edmonton, Winnipeg, Quebec, and Hartford. The delay pushed back the draft into July. And because of these unusual events, it was held by conference call, with the 21 NHL teams using their offices or a hotel suite as their home base. This gave an impersonal feel to what was usually the most personal of events. But, for that year only, NHL teams were in their own little sphere.

Although the Boston Bruins had finished the season in first place in the Adams Division and had made it to the NHL semifinals, they held the eighth overall selection. This was because their general manager, Harry Sinden, had traded goaltender Ron Grahame to the Los Angeles Kings for that position a year earlier.

While the Kings staff sat in Los Angeles, quietly lamenting what they had given up, the Bruins staff were almost giddy about the prospect of drafting a player they felt would have a true impact on their defence and who they hoped would still be available at eighth overall.

That coveted player wasn't selected in the first five selections, and now only the Chicago Black Hawks (known as the Blackhawks before 1986) stood in the way of Boston being able to select this potential franchise player who could single-handedly change the team's fortunes. Those on the conference line then heard Black Hawks general manager Bob Pulford announce in his distinctive drone the selection of Keith Brown from the Portland Winterhawks.

After a second of disbelief, there was anger and disappointment in the Bruins' room. A few fists pounded the table loudly, and one scout threw his binder against the wall in frustration. They had come so close to being able to draft the franchise player they had held in such high esteem.

But they had to compose themselves and get back to business. Because they'd been so focused on Brown, they had not thought too much about a Plan B. They decided to stick with selecting a defenceman, and after a short debate, announced the player they had chosen as their runner-up: Raymond Bourque from Verdun.

It turned out that they had selected their franchise player after all; it just happened through unexpected circumstances.

Raymond Bourque entered the Hall of Fame in 2004 as the epitome of a franchise player, while Keith Brown was a solid presence on the Chicago Black Hawks' defence for 14 seasons. He finished his NHL career with two seasons with the Florida Panthers and retired in 1995 after playing in 876 NHL regular-season games.

Bourque's statistics don't tell the full story. Though a different personality than Bobby Orr, he filled the superstar-defenceman void Orr had left. He won the Calder Trophy as the NHL's Rookie of the Year in 1980. He was named to the NHL First All-Star team on a remarkable 13 occasions and to the NHL Second All-Star team six times. He won the Norris Trophy as the best defenceman five times (1987, 1988, 1990, 1991, and 1994).

I had the opportunity to chat with Bourque at a Raleigh, North Carolina—area hotel at the time of the 2004 NHL Draft, along with my colleague Nick Kypreos of Sportsnet. Bourque looked like a normal-sized guy—until you looked closely and saw the thickness of his legs and chest. Kypreos spoke for all NHL players of his time when he said, “When he hit you, it was like running into a fire hydrant. You never forgot the feeling of taking a Ray Bourque hit.”

And Ron Grahame, the goalie who had been the catalyst for the Bourque trade, lasted four very ordinary seasons with the Los Angeles Kings. As another twist in the tale, years later, his son John Grahame would be drafted by the Bruins in 1994, going on to spend six seasons in the Bruins organization.

Like the movie The Accidental Tourist, Raymond Bourque was in some ways The Accidental Franchise Player.
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The 1979 NHL Entry Draft would have been very different with the inclusion of one more player: a young player named Wayne Gretzky was 18 years old and this was the year he was eligible for the draft. However, one provision of the NHL-WHA merger a few weeks earlier had been that each of the four WHA teams got to keep their rights to two players of their choice from their roster. Typically, veterans were protected, but the Oilers wisely made Gretzky one of their protected players. This was really a no-brainer, as Gretzky had starred as a 17-year-old with 110 points (46 goals, 64 assists) in his one season in the World Hockey Association.

If it weren't for that provision, we could envision that Gretzky would have been the first overall selection by the Colorado Rockies, meaning his first-ever NHL coach would have been none other than Don Cherry. Can you imagine weekly Coach's Corner segments with the man who coached not only Bobby Orr but also Wayne Gretzky? Or maybe Gretzky would have brought so much success to the Colorado Rockies that Cherry would have remained an NHL coach for life and never entered the world of broadcasting. This would have been the scenario had the Edmonton Oilers not taken the most logical action and made Wayne Gretzky one of their two protected skaters.

With the 1979 Entry Draft being “Gretzky-less,” Colorado's first overall pick was Rob Ramage. The St. Louis Blues had the second overall pick. If Gretzky had been eligible, it is likely Ramage would have been drafted by the St. Louis Blues. As it was, Ramage was traded by Colorado to the St. Louis Blues three years later, and that was where he enjoyed his best NHL seasons.

And who is to say what the trickle-down effect would have been had Gretzky been included? There would have been at least a decent chance that the much-coveted Keith Brown would still have been available when the Bruins selected eighth. Would that have meant that the next team would have drafted Raymond Bourque? We will never know the answer to that question, but we do know that the next team in the order was the Toronto Maple Leafs, who used the ninth overall pick for Laurie Boschman, from the Brandon Wheat Kings.

Boschman had a solid NHL career with 577 points (229 goals, 348 assists) in 1,009 career NHL regular-season games with Toronto, Edmonton, Winnipeg, New Jersey, and Ottawa. Nevertheless, Leafs fans are left to wonder about what could have been if Wayne Gretzky had entered the draft as scheduled. He would have obviously gone to Don Cherry and his Colorado Rockies. This might have left Ray Bourque available to be drafted by the Toronto Maple Leafs.
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“Where's Gerry? This contract is just bullshit!” was how the red-headed man with fiery eyes and an obvious temper greeted me when I delivered an NHL player's contract to his room at the Sheraton hotel in downtown Montreal during the 1986 NHL Entry Draft.

The contract was for a late-round pick named Cliff Abrecht, who had an outside chance at best of making it to the NHL and wasn't a sure thing for the American Hockey League either. His player agent, whom I had never met before, was Bob Goodenow. I handed Goodenow the envelope containing Abrecht's contract and told him that he could get hold of Leafs general manager Gerry McNamara at our hotel if he wanted to talk further.

“Geez, this Goodenow guy is all riled up about a contract that he had already agreed to; he must be something to negotiate with,” I thought as I left him. Abrecht did end up signing that contract, though he never established himself in the American Hockey League or even came close to the NHL.

I had very little to do with Goodenow over the next two years as I continued to work in the Leafs front office. About a month after I became the Leafs' general manager, in April 1988, I sent out qualifying NHL contract offers to all Leafs-affiliated players where required. We had selected a goaltender named Dean Anderson in the now-discarded NHL Supplemental Draft, another player who was a long shot to make the NHL. I sent Anderson a minimal qualifying offer.

About a week later, Anderson's agent called to advise me that he didn't think much of the contract offer and was prepared to have his client take our team to arbitration. It was Bob Goodenow. I recalled our meeting two years earlier, and his angry eyes as he bristled at me. I braced myself for the verbal onslaught that was to come but was pleasantly surprised when his demeanour changed after I told him that we had sent out only a minimal offer to retain his client's rights for our team and that we would begin negotiating further in good faith. The month of July was a quiet month, good for negotiating any player contractual business. While my negotiation with agent Don Meehan over his client Wendel Clark's new contract was getting a bit testy, it was a different story with the talks with Bob Goodenow. It was a different man I was dealing with now—he was nothing like he had been during our brief initial meeting.

We had maybe three conversations in total. He was visiting his mother in rural Michigan, where he usually spent a week or so each summer doing odd jobs to help her out. When I called, he would take a break from his chores and we would talk about Anderson's contract, everything else in the world of sports, and just life itself. Goodenow was then a passionate Tigers fan and so talked about his baseball team and their rivalry with the Blue Jays, as well as his concern for the health and welfare of Tigers manager Sparky Anderson. Through these chats we amicably came to terms on the other Anderson, and Dean Anderson signed an NHL contract with the Toronto Maple Leafs.

A little over a year later, my professional life changed when I resigned as the general manager of the Toronto Maple Leafs on August 11, 1989, and three days later was hired as the assistant general manager of the New York Rangers.

On a Friday in late October 1989, I made my first trip to Flint, Michigan, where the Flint Spirits, the top minor league affiliate for the New York Rangers, played in the International Hockey League. It was my first in-person glimpse of Rangers' prospects like Mike Richter, Peter Laviolette, and others doing battle. A few NHL scouts, a few media people, and at least one player agent were part of the spirited crowd of about five thousand that night: Bob Goodenow had made the 90-minute drive from Detroit to watch his client Kevin Miller play for our Flint team.

After the game, Flint GM Don Waddell took me to the best watering hole in the area, the Grand Blanc Inn, where we were soon joined by Goodenow. This happened a few times during the season, and in this very relaxed environment, I again found a very different man from the public Goodenow. Yet, over the next 20 years, the public would continue to see that fire that remains a large part of the Goodenow persona.

An ongoing conversation these evenings was the upcoming contract negotiation of Brett Hull, Goodenow's most significant client. Hull was in the process of playing out his option with the St. Louis Blues, and Goodenow continually talked about the price escalating for Hull's next contract. Back then, playing out your option was not often the best contractual move for a player to make. The player would become a restricted free agent at the end of the season, and other NHL teams had been reluctant in the past to sign these players, given the significant compensation that was usually required in the form of players and/or draft selections. Goodenow was confident that Hull was going to be the exception to that unspoken rule and that there would be no shortage of suitors from the other NHL teams (he felt Detroit was one possibility). Hull was worth the risk of whatever compensation might be required.

Goodenow cut his teeth on this deal, taking on NHL owners with a firm, hardline stance, becoming a guy who was used to doing whatever it took to get his way. Hull (and Goodenow) ended up playing their cards perfectly by having Hull play out his option, forcing the Blues to sign Hull to a hefty new contract that made him one of the very few players drawing a million-dollar salary. Interestingly, Hull had originally been a client of Brian Burke, now the president and general manager of the Toronto Maple Leafs. Burke was a player agent until 1987, when he became a member of management with the Vancouver Canucks.

A few months before the Hull deal was completed, Bob Goodenow's career took a somewhat surprising turn in a meeting room at the Westin William Penn in Pittsburgh, during the weekend of the NHL All-Star Game in January 1990. That meeting was about who would be named the new deputy director of the NHL Players' Association under Alan Eagleson. The thinking was that whoever was chosen would become the next executive director. Goodenow's was one of five names on the final shortlist, along with fellow player agents Anton Thun and Steve Bartlett, lawyer Kevin O'Shea, and businessman Lyman MacInnis. One rumour was that Gerry Meehan had discussed the possibility of leaving his post as general manager of the Buffalo Sabres to take the NHLPA post, but the Sabres' owners would not give their blessing.

I saw Goodenow in the hotel lobby on the Saturday afternoon, the day before the game. He thought his meeting with the NHLPA selection committee had gone well. He told me that he planned to head back to Detroit later that night if he didn't get the job—he wasn't going to stay for the game the next day. The next morning I learned that Goodenow had been selected for the job. I was pleased for him, yet a bit surprised by the news, as the general perception was that he had more of an outside chance than some of the other contenders. As I was heading out of the Westin William Penn to make the short walk over to the Civic Arena for the All-Star Game that afternoon, I bumped into him and stopped to offer my congratulations.

The jubilant Goodenow could hardly contain his excitement, but did have one question. “Where can I get a ticket for the game?” He really had been expecting to be home in Detroit by puck drop. He knew I could direct him to a contact, but as luck would have it, I could go even one better: I happened to have an extra ticket and had been looking for someone who was in need of one. I had had no idea that the seat would end up being filled by a person who would soon become one of the most powerful and influential men—for better or worse—in the world of hockey for the next two decades.

At the first intermission, I ran into Steve Dryden of the Hockey News. “Any idea where Bob Goodenow is?” Dryden asked, wondering aloud where the subject of the big hockey story of the day was. “I can do one better, not only do I know where he is but I'll go get him to talk to you,” I replied to a surprised Dryden, and went back to our seats to fetch Goodenow. Though he wasn't always media friendly, on this occasion he was, agreeing to talk to Dryden. As I led him up the steps to the concourse, a number of other media had joined Dryden, and an informal press conference took place as the puck dropped for the second period. I watched the last two periods without Goodenow. That was the beginning of his new life, his new career, and a new way of doing business for the NHLPA.

Goodenow became a great friend to me over the next two decades. We would meet for lunch a couple of times a year, and, reminiscent of the Grand Blanc Inn days, occasionally at a watering hole to talk about life and hockey. He brought unparalleled success to the cause of the NHL players and their association, and he was a chief architect of the NHL lockout in the 2004—05 season.

But the job took its toll—Goodenow thinks of his 15-year run as leader of the NHLPA as the equivalent of 30 years in any other position. Now, though, he enjoys a more relaxed and anonymous life between Michigan and Florida. But even today, when talking about the business of hockey over the phone, his voice rises an octave or two, and in my mind's eye I can see the fire in his eyes.
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Strength down the middle, from the goaltender to the centre, is the credo of most successful NHL teams. These are the two key positions on the team. What should have ranked as the greatest example ever of strength and depth at the centre ice position for the Toronto Maple Leafs existed for about two weeks in the summer of 1996, but unfortunately proved not to be anything beyond that, as the team never got the opportunity to hit the ice intact.

After two successful playoff runs in 1993 and 1994, the Leafs had not enjoyed anywhere near the same success the following two seasons. But they did have veteran star centre 33-year-old Doug Gilmour and a young star centre in 25-year-old Mats Sundin, both of whom gave significant strength down the middle. And Cliff Fletcher was about to dwarf those two big names with an even bigger and greater name.

My wife, Lisa, and I were among the hundreds of guests at Wendel Clark's wedding in Saskatoon on June 26, 1996. We were seated at a table with Leafs general manager Cliff Fletcher and his companion and future wife, Linda; Leafs assistant general manager Bill Watters and his wife, Naddie; and Fletcher's administrative assistant, Shelly Usher, and her boyfriend at the time, Gord Miller of TSN. Fletcher quickly won the friendly “what's-new?” contest among the eight of us. Fletcher could barely contain his enthusiasm about his piece of breaking news: the anticipated landing of Wayne Gretzky in a Toronto Maple Leafs uniform.

Wayne Gretzky had finished the season with the St. Louis Blues after joining them in a mid-season trade with the Los Angeles Kings. The Great One was an unrestricted free agent and at 35 years of age was looking to come home and finish his NHL career as a Maple Leaf. He was willing to play for a salary in the $3.5 million range, less than other teams like the New York Rangers were offering, and less than half of the top bid from the Vancouver Canucks.

The exciting and shocking news made an already enjoyable evening even more enjoyable. Denise and Wendel Clark put on a fun, first-class event with a down-home and personal feel that reflected Wendel's small-town Canadian roots. NHL players like Joe Sakic, Doug Gilmour, Tie Domi, Kirk Muller, Kelly Chase, and Dave Ellett mixed easily with the other guests. The only hint that NHL players were among the guests was a small note on the wedding program asking that no autographs be requested.

One of the more memorable moments was when Wendel's father, Les, had a special dance with his mother, Wendel's grandmother. Wendel's parents, Les (who died in 2009) and Alma, remain two of my all-time favourite people. I was also surprised that the main entree was salmon (which was delicious), as I was expecting a big slab of beef, given Clark's dietary habits when he joined the Leafs. Denise, it seemed, had influenced Wendel's healthier diet.

Heading back to Toronto the next day, I thought about the pleasant time we had enjoyed. I also looked forward to what I understood was about to unfold in Toronto. Wayne Gretzky would formally become an unrestricted free agent about a week later, on July 1. Gretzky, Gilmour, and Sundin: strength down the middle, unlike in any other period in the history of the Toronto Maple Leafs.

Arriving back home from the wedding was like coming back to reality, and for Cliff Fletcher, that reality was of a fiscal sort. The unthinkable, or maybe the thinkable but certainly the unfortunate, happened: money reared its ugly head. Almost 25 years earlier, owner Harold Ballard had been unable or perhaps just unwilling to pay enough to keep the likes of Bernie Parent, Jim Harrison and Rick Ley, so let them jump to the World Hockey Association. Now, once again, a cash crunch was going to cost the Leafs. And this time, it cost them a chance at the Great One.

A few weeks earlier, Fletcher had witnessed Wendel and Denise Clark say, “I do.” Now, owner Steve Stavro gave Fletcher a “No, you don't” when it came to signing Gretzky. Stavro was feeling the pressure to find funds for the building of the new Air Canada Centre and had grudgingly paid funds to the charities that were benefactors of Harold Ballard's will. As the executor of Harold Ballard's will, Stavro had successfully used this power to gain control of the Toronto Maple Leaf hockey team. The millions in cash that he had to pay to the charities was financed by Maple Leaf Gardens Ltd., which meant mostly him. The top man in the Leafs ownership structure, he struggled daily to keep financially solvent and keep his position as top man. Even a reasonable $3.5 million was too rich for his bleeding finances.

Stavro would continue to struggle with his finances and later lose control at the top of the Leafs ownership structure to the wealthier Larry Tanenbaum (with the Ontario Teachers' Pension Plan remaining the top equity partner). With the powers he had gained from being Ballard's executor, Stavro had established a structure whereby he retained the most power at Maple Leaf Gardens Ltd. (later known as Maple Leaf Sports and Entertainment) even though he wasn't the top equity stakes holder.

Ultimately, Stavro lost his power in the boardroom, but in early July 1996, it was the Leafs and their fans who lost out on the chance to acquire Wayne Gretzky. Just three years later, the new ownership structure (and no longer cash-poor) Maple Leaf Sports and Entertainment paid Lenny Wilkens what was the going NBA rate of $5 million per season to coach the Toronto Raptors of the National Basketball Association. The owners of the Toronto Maple Leafs now had money to spend, but it was three years too late for Cliff Fletcher and his grand plan.
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How can anyone possibly put a positive spin on the way in which Darryl Sittler left the Toronto Maple Leafs in 1982 and what little the Leafs got back in return? Well, I doubt I can explain the unexplainable, but I believe I can soften the blow.

Not to go over all the not-so-pleasant details of why Sittler left in the first place, but the Leafs captain, their best forward and future Hall of Famer, had been continually at odds with Leafs general manager George “Punch” Imlach from the moment Imlach began his second reign as GM in 1979.

Three years later, even though Imlach had been fired months earlier, it was mutually decided that too many hard feelings remained and it was best if the Leafs and the 31-year-old Sittler parted company. Sittler had a no-trade clause in his NHL contract and consented to being traded to just two other NHL teams, the Philadelphia Flyers and the Minnesota North Stars, so the Leafs knew they lacked the leverage to get fair market value for Sittler in a trade. And that is precisely what happened on January 20, 1982, when Sittler was traded to Philadelphia for two prospects, Rich Costello and Ken Strong, and a second-round draft choice in the 1982 draft. That draft selection was used to select Peter Ihnacak from Czechoslovakia.

How can one possibly make this deal look any better for the Leafs? The fact is that the Leafs had two consecutive selections in the second round. Their own pick was 24th overall, while the pick they had acquired from Philadelphia (which originally had belonged to Hartford) was 25th overall. The 25-year-old Ihnacak was the Leafs' target all along, and the Leafs were, quite frankly, worried whether he would still be available in the second round. For the other second-round pick, they would see what was available and decide on that selection at the draft table.

The thinking was that Ihnacak was ready, and old enough, to break into the NHL immediately and possibly pick up where Sittler left off (at least to some degree) as a top NHL centre. For this reason, the Leafs used the pick they acquired from Philadelphia to select Ihnacak, in the hopes that it would make the Sittler trade to Philadelphia look better in the eyes of hockey revisionists. Ihnacak would have his best season that first year, 1982—83, with 66 points (28 goals, 38 assists), but would ultimately have a seven-year NHL journeyman career.

Who did the Leafs choose with their 24th pick? None other than Gary Leeman, who the Leafs drafted from the Regina Pats. Although the course of his career was somewhat volatile, he did score at least 30 goals on three occasions and became the second Leaf in team history to score 50 goals when he scored 51 in 1989–90.

Ultimately, Leeman's greatest value came two years after his 51-goal season, when he was the key component (from the Calgary Flames' point of view) in a 10-player blockbuster trade with the Leafs that saw Leeman and four others head to Calgary while Doug Gilmour and four others headed to Toronto. Now that trade is difficult for anyone from Calgary to put a positive spin on.

So, Darryl Sittler to Philadelphia for Rich Costello, Ken Strong, and Gary Leeman—and, ultimately, Doug Gilmour! Isn't that a tad better? Well, that might be a bit of a stretch, but it is true.
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Okay, fact or fiction? On the surface it was a pretty simple trade involving one of the Sudbury Five (Randy Carlyle, Ron Duguay, Dave Farrish, Rod Schutt, and Dale McCourt—all from the Sudbury area). Montreal traded Rod Schutt to the Pittsburgh Penguins on October 18, 1978, in exchange for a first-round pick in the 1981 Entry Draft. A little less than three years later, the Canadiens would use that pick (seventh overall) to select Mark Hunter.

At the time of the trade, Schutt had played two years with the Canadiens organization but, except for two NHL games, had played with the Nova Scotia Voyageurs in the American Hockey League. At the start of the 1978–79 season, he was ticketed for Nova Scotia once again. A first-round pick seemed a bit of a steep price for Pittsburgh to pay, even though Schutt did become a 20-goal scorer twice in his six seasons with the Penguins. Urban myth has it that one person who signed off on the trade on behalf of Pittsburgh was under the impression that it was Steve Shutt, not Rod Schutt, who they were acquiring. Steve Shutt had slipped to “just” 49 goals the previous year with the Canadiens, after scoring 60 the year before that. As nice a guy as Rod Schutt is, apparently it was a nightmare for one Penguins executive when he met his newest player, Shutt . . . uh, that is, Schutt. I can just hear him muttering to himself, “Oh, shit!”





Chapter 2

Fun and Games

THE GAMES WITHIN THE GAMES

Put a bunch of guys together, pay them to play a game they love, and there are bound to be high spirits and shenanigans from time to time. Even in the NHL— boys will be boys!

I've always viewed Eddie Olczyk as one of the really bright students of the game of hockey when he was playing, coaching, and, especially, as a broadcaster. He joined the Toronto Maple Leafs via a trade from the Chicago Blackhawks in 1986, and his hockey smarts and thirst for knowledge about the game were immediately apparent. Morning skates, he would watch the opposing team and quickly absorb the line combinations and other subtleties of their game. He was our first active player to have a satellite dish installed at his home in Unionville, just north of Toronto, to feed his insatiable appetite for all the NHL action.

Al Iafrate was our first-round pick in 1984 and, in hindsight, we rushed him to the NHL too early at the age of 18 to begin his career as a Leaf that year. Talking to Iafrate this past year in a radio interview, he stated the obvious: that he regrets missing a year playing in the Ontario Hockey League (with Belleville, which had his rights) to grow up and mature more both on and off the ice. He was a player with natural skills and a great sense of humour but was unfairly viewed as a loose cannon personality-wise. He was bright in his own way, but he wasn't a student of the game like Olczyk was.

Olczyk was selected third overall in the first round in 1984, one ahead of Iafrate's selection, by the Chicago Black Hawks. He was traded to the Toronto Maple Leafs in 1987 along with Al Secord in exchange for Rick Vaive, Steve Thomas, and Bob McGill. More mature than Iafrate, Olczyk scored 20 goals his rookie season with the Black Hawks in 1984–85 and was far readier to accelerate his development to the NHL.

In the year leading up to Olczyk and Iafrate being the two top Americans selected in the 1984 NHL Draft, the two had been teammates on the U.S. Olympic team and ultimately played in the 1984 Winter Olympics in Yugoslavia. Warming up for the Winter Olympics, the U.S. team had a challenging schedule of games facing professional and college teams, as well as some international games. Being just 17, and the two youngest players on the team, Iafrate and Olczyk saw stretches of very limited ice action. This gave them an opportunity to use their creativity off the ice while still sitting on the Team USA bench. They were both still students, just teenage kids, and in an attempt to alleviate boredom, they developed a game within the game: Clock Poker. Each time the clock stopped for a whistle, the digit of the last second was the card for either Olczyk or Iafrate. Next whistle, the other player would get the card. Their goal was to make a pair, three
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