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Dedication

For my parents, Lila and Ron. 

Throughout my nomadic childhood spent in several towns, the compass my parents used reflected two norths, one true, one magnetic. That leads me to a thought about fixed positions. Mom and Dad placed very little emphasis on agreement. With their blessing, I was free to inquire, to be wrong and to be sorry. The thought of them is thought itself. 








Prologue

The first man to ever successfully put into words exactly what a big hockey game really means was Phil Esposito at the September 1972 Summit Series between Canada and the USSR. Fresh off the ice in Vancouver after losing 5–3 in Game Four, taking the series to 2–1 for the Soviets, Esposito, his curly black hair stuck to his head thanks to the gallons of sweat he poured into the game, sent an important message home to all of us.

To the people across Canada, we tried, we gave it our best, and to the people that boo us, all of us guys are really disheartened and we’re disillusioned, and we’re disappointed at . . . some of the Canadian fans—I’m not saying all of them . . . We’re trying, but hell, I mean . . . they got a good team, and let’s face facts. But it doesn’t mean that we’re not giving it our 150 per cent, because we certainly are . . . Every one of us guys, thirty-five guys that came out and played for Team Canada, we did it because we love our country, and not for any other reason, no other reason . . . They can throw anything they want out the window. We came because we love Canada. And even though we play in the United States, and we earn money in the United States, Canada is still our home, and that’s the only reason we come. And I don’t think it’s fair that we should be booed.

After that little pep talk, and thanks to Paul Henderson, Canada came out and won the series. They held their flank on the Russian front. And then, thirty years later in Salt Lake City, Utah, Canada was off to another slow start—hammered by Sweden, they barely beat Germany and then tied the Czechs, their record 1–1–1. When Theo Fleury was levelled in front of the net by Czech player Roman Hamrlík, it was the last straw for the Great One, and he did something he rarely does. He went public.

“You talk about we’re not a skating team, we can’t move the puck, we have no finesse. That’s crazy. We outskated them into the ground, third period. There should have been four or five penalties, blatant penalties. And [there] should have been two or three suspensions. Am I hot? Yes, I’m hot, ’cause I’m tired of people taking shots at Canadian hockey. When we do it, we’re hooligans. When Europeans do it, it’s okay because they’re not tough or they’re not dirty. That’s a crock of crap.”

The team would end up with a gold medal for the first time in fifty years. And at those same Olympics, the Canadian women’s team won gold for the first time ever. As she came off the ice after the win, Hayley Wickenheiser, the undisputed face of Canadian hockey, was more than a little fired up. “You know what? The Americans had our flag on the floor of their dressing room, and now I want to know if they want us to sign it! I am so happy!”

It’s usually hard to put these feelings into words, but Esposito, Gretzky, and Wickenheiser are the best of the best. They embody the Canadian spirit—play fair, play to win and don’t mess with our hockey.
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It’s God Calling, He Wants Us to Win Tonight

Mike Babcock had just been fired by the Moose Jaw Warriors. Although still in his twenties, he had been general manager and head coach of the struggling Western Hockey League team. It was tough to coach in Moose Jaw because the team was community-owned, and many of the owners wanted to have a say. In 1993, Babcock was all but drummed out of hockey and had lined up a job as an accountant in Strasbourg, Saskatchewan. And then he got a call from Peter Anholt, coach of the Red Deer Rebels (he’s now the GM and head coach of the Lethbridge Hurricanes). Anholt told him the University of Lethbridge was looking for a head coach.

Mike tells a story in his book, Leave No Doubt, about some advice that John Chomay, one of his professors at McGill, gave him. At the end of Mike’s teaching practicum, Chomay told Mike he was going to give him the highest mark he’d ever given one of his Faculty of Education students, but it came with “an obligation to live up to my potential.”

In my view, the grade Mike got at McGill along with Chomay’s comment stuck with him. He knew he could be in a better place than where he was in his career at that point. He could not leave all the hard work he had done behind. He could not quit hockey. He had to give it one more shot.
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Mike Babcock came in to coach the University of Lethbridge Pronghorns on August 10, 1993. He interviewed all the assistant coaches, including young Trevor Keeper, who is now the coach of the Red Deer College Kings. In his meeting with Trevor, Mike grilled him about the players on the team. He wanted a sense of where the team would finish in the upcoming season. Former coach Dave Adolph had set the table. He started the program just four years earlier, and the Pronghorns were improving. They’d gone from 1–25–2 in 1989–90 to 9–16–1 in 1992–93. 

Mike was determined to turn the team around. It was his last shot. He’d put in all that effort at McGill, and then as a player coach in the UK. And then he’d coached in Red Deer with the Rebels and after that, Moose Jaw. There was just too much to lose. Of course, nobody could have predicted what was about to happen that year.

Later that summer, Mike called Parry Shockey, a guy he’d met at a coaching clinic in Calgary. He said, “Hey, Shocks, I don’t know if you know this, but I just got in to Lethbridge and I need an assistant coach. I don’t have a bunch of money, but I need somebody that I trust. Will you come and do it?” Parry agreed, but when he got to Lethbridge, he discovered it was a little crowded—Mike had kept the three assistant coaches from the previous year.

At the end of every period of a Lethbridge game, Mike would ask each of the assistant coaches to tell him one positive and one negative thing the team had done. There was no time for hesitation. It was, “What didn’t you like? Okay, good. Next guy? What did you like? What didn’t you like? Good. Okay, get out of the way. Next guy?” Mike doesn’t live in a world of black and white—he lives in a world of plus/minus. But his system is not goals for and against, which is the convention. Mike’s plus/minus philosophy is to ask, when you move the puck—the minute you pass it, shoot it, dump it, whatever—what happens next? If something good happens next, you get a plus. If something bad happens next, you get a minus. Anywhere on the ice, any situation. That’s his system.

After talking to the coaches and looking over the talent, Mike realized the Pronghorns had a pretty good team, but they had a record of losing close games. Two years earlier, the Pronghorns had lost fifteen games by only one goal. Mike was going to have to figure out how to stop that.

The Pronghorns played in the Canada West conference of the Canadian Intercollegiate Athletics Union (now the CIS—Canadian Interuniversity Sport). It’s a highly respected level of hockey, but playing in the National Hockey League isn’t the goal for most of the players. A few of the Pronghorns’ best players were not interested in playing Mike’s way, and so they left, which thinned out the ranks. Mike told Quentin Taylor, a reporter for the U of L’s Meliorist, “After the first practice, I almost went home and cried.”

He couldn’t come up with twenty-six players, but he had twenty-two character guys. The Horns didn’t have the depth of a school like the University of Calgary, but they did have some key players. Jarret Zukiwsky had played for Mike when he coached the Moose Jaw Warriors, and so he understood how important it was to be part of the team. Jarret was a big, strong kid from the Pincher Creek area. A fiery competitor, he had enough talent to play pro and would go on to win the Canada West rookie of the year award. Parry Shockey saw that in some ways, Jarret was like Mike. “They both had an edge and walked a fine line between arrogance and confidence.”

When Jarret played for Mike in Moose Jaw, one day after a rookie party the guys kept messing up the drills. So Mike took the nets and pucks off the ice, lined the team up and blew the whistle. They were skating lines. After a minute or two, he yelled, “Okay, who had one beer last night? You can stop. Two beers? Okay, enough. Four beers . . . take a break.” Guys were dropping off and standing at the boards, just watching. At six beers, there were only about four guys left, including Jarret. And then, all of a sudden, Mike said, “Okay, stop. You guys are fine—off the ice. The rest of you liars line up!”

Jarret went into the dressing room so tired he could barely unlace his skates. He had a long shower and then headed back to the ice to see what was going on. Mike had thrown a few buckets and garbage barrels out on the ice, and he had the guys who had  dropped out early still doing lines. From that day forward, every time the team had a drill like that, nobody quit skating lines until everybody quit skating lines.

Some people make fun of ghost rosters—when a coach puts together a team before he knows his players. “We need this type of player and that type of player, playing with this type of guy or that type of guy.” But Mike wanted four solid lines—two scoring lines and two checking lines. It makes for a versatile team, and there is less envy in the dressing room. Fewer guys will be jealous of ice time when they have set roles and responsibilities.

In Lethbridge, the veteran captain, Cregg Nicol, was rawboned and tough. In the two previous years, Cregg was on the first two lines as a scoring centreman, and he had just come back from the Detroit Red Wings’ camp. Mike made him the centre on the Horns’ third line. It was a checking, penalty-killing line—not the most glamorous position. Cregg, a team guy to the core, bought in immediately.

But most of the team had played together for four years, and so at the outset they weren’t sure about all the changes. Every team has two leaders, a captain and a straw boss. Mike’s straw boss was going to be someone he knew and trusted, and Jarret was that guy. But Jarret ruffled feathers right away when he questioned the players’ work ethic. The first day of practice, one of the veterans was cheating on a drill. Jarret went up to him and said, “Why are you cheating? You’re one of the fastest guys on the team.”

Cregg intervened, calling over, “Hey! Just ’cause you played for Mike in Moose Jaw doesn’t mean you get a say.” Jarret looked at Cregg and said, “Look, you guys have won eff all. You’ve never even made the playoffs. We can’t be taking shortcuts.” Cregg registered the remark. He knew Jarret was right.

James Moller was a guy with NHL bloodlines, the younger brother of Randy, who played for the Florida Panthers, and Mike, who played with the Buffalo Sabres and the Edmonton Oilers. There was almost a ten-year difference between James and his brothers, but they always made sure to include him when they hung out at the house with their friends—the Sutter boys, future NHLers Kelly Kisio and Glen Wesley, and minor pros Doug Rigler and Graham Parsons.

Mike saw uncapped ability in James—raw talent that really hadn’t been refined. Under Mike, it got developed. James was a forward, like his older brother Mike, who was a prolific goal scorer and point producer, so Babcock immediately took that pressure off. He put James on the third line with Cregg and told him, “You are going to block shots and kill penalties.” He gave James a purpose on the team, and James excelled in the role. 

Mike made a similar adjustment on the fly seventeen years later, early in the Vancouver Olympic Games. Canada was not doing well. They were set to play a key game against Russia in the quarter-finals, so Mike told Jonathan Toews, a big, tough number-one centre on every team he ever played for, a guy used to power-play time, that he was not going to be used on the power play or in offensive situations. Instead, Toews would centre the third line—a checking line. Mike put him with Rick Nash, a Rocket Richard–type goal-scoring leader. He told Nash he wanted him to use his size and speed to check Alexander Ovechkin, who was the key to a Russian victory. And then he filled out the line with Mike Richards, probably the smartest checking forward in the league. He created a matchup line out of three top-flight offensive superstars.

The Horns’ twenty-four-year-old alternate captain, Trevor Ellerman, had played junior. He was a tremendous athlete and could golf like a pro. Under Dave Adolph, Trevor had played on the first line with his two buddies Greg Gatto and Dana McKechnie, but early in the year, Mike made Perry Neufeld, a skilled two-way centre, his first-line centre and put Ellerman on his left wing and Jarret across on the right.

Trevor had come back to the U of L for one more year just to play hockey and score a ton of points, and now Mike was messing with his plans. At the end of practice, Trevor confronted him. “What’s the deal, Coach?” Mike told Trevor he had split the players up so the team would have two good lines. Trevor shook his head in disgust. He sure as hell didn’t see it. Mike said, “Try it out.” Their first game together, the new line got five points. 

And then there were the goalies, Derek Babe and Trevor Kruger. Trevor had played goal for the Swift Current Broncos and won a Memorial Cup. He was an unorthodox, tremendously athletic goaltender with a Dominik Hašek style of play. But he was on the small side, so he was passed over. Trevor was a free spirit. Mike worked with him, giving him the boundaries he needed. Mike told him, “If you step outside those boundaries, then you don’t play.” Trevor lived within them. He knew when he could party, and he knew when he had to play. A year earlier, Derek Babe had alternated in net with Trevor, but when Mike made Derek the backup he didn’t complain. 

Mike took no prisoners. It didn’t matter whether it was the captain or a walk-on, everyone was held accountable. It started in one of the first exhibition games. Trevor Ellerman was maybe the best scorer on the team, but he wasn’t performing. However, Mike could smell that, deep down, Trevor was driven to win. So he went to Trevor and said, “You need to be accountable defensively. Let’s focus on always being on the right side of the puck, and let’s see some backchecking.” Trevor blew him off—“Yeah, yeah, okay. Whatever.” Later in the game, Mike had him serve a bench minor. When it was over, Mike told him to go back on. Trevor threw out a little attitude. He got up slowly, hit the ice and stretched, as if to say, “I’m cold from sitting out,” so Mike threw him back on the bench and he didn’t play another shift that game. Mike made it clear—“I’m going to coach this team, and you are not, okay?” Mike had to make a statement early, and when he did, it was a turning point for the team.

The season opener was in Manitoba against the Bisons. Friday night, the student paper reported that the Horns “completely dominated, winning 5–1.” Trevor Ellerman recalls that the next night they played well but then threw the game away.

Mike worked with each player, breaking down the opposition’s plays and talking about their tendencies. And he had a knack for putting the guys in the right frame of mind. He’d look around and if he saw that someone was uptight or nervous, he’d give him a friendly jab. When the guys hit the ice, they were always amazed to find the game exactly as Mike had predicted. 

Winning tight games is a strength Mike would become known for. It would define him as a coach. In the 2010 Vancouver Olympics, Canada beat Slovakia 3–2 in a semifinal nail-biter and went on to win the gold against the US in overtime 3–2. The same thing happened in 2014 in Sochi on the team’s way to the gold medal game against Sweden. Canada won the quarter-final over Latvia 2–1 and beat the Americans in the semifinal 1–0 before defeating the Swedes. Over Mike’s tenure as head coach in Detroit from 2005 to 2015, the Red Wings won an average of almost fifty games a year—475 wins over ten seasons. Everybody thinks these were 10–1 romps, but the truth is they were often one-goal games. And it all started in Lethbridge. 

Two weeks later, Lethbridge was on the road again, in Brandon to play the Bobcats. The Bobcats’ home record against the Horns was 12–3–1. But Saturday night the Horns swept, beating the Bobcats 6–5 in overtime. It was a huge, emotional win for the Pronghorns, knocking the one-goal-loss monkey off their backs. And they followed it up with a 9–6 victory on Sunday.

The whole team could see the chemistry between Ellerman and Zukiwsky. Over the season, they each averaged more than two points a game. Zukiwsky managed to lead the Canada West conference in goals despite being, as he put it, “the most benched player in the whole league.” Mike wanted Jarret to play aggressively, but when he could see Zukiwsky getting to the point where he was ready to either get into a fight or take a dumb penalty, Mike would slap him on the bench to rein him in. 

The Horns swept the UBC Thunderbirds and then the University of Alberta Golden Bears at home. They’d never beaten the Bears like that. The Horns moved into first place, and the team started to believe.

At the end of November, they faced the University of Saskatchewan Huskies and their old coach, Dave Adolph. Mike and Dave had played hockey together at the U of S, so they were friendly competitors. The Horns won two overtime games and were ranked number one in the country. They had finally found a way to win the close ones.

Lethbridge ended the season with a record of 19–7–2. They were not easy wins—tons of bullets were dodged. In the conference semifinals, they faced the Regina Cougars. Regina was the only team that had beat them twice in a row all year. Canada West was a much tougher league than those in the east, so the Horns felt if they made it out alive they’d have a chance at the championship. 

They lost right out of the gate, 5–4, a one-goal defeat. Having never been in the playoffs, they weren’t ready for the intensity level and the speed. The loss brought doubt. Would the Horns be haunted forever by a losing mentality? 

The next night Regina scored early, and the Cougars kept the 1–0 lead all the way into the third period until Jarret shot one in under the crossbar. It hit the mesh and bounced out, but the goal light came on. The play continued for a few seconds until the linesman blew his whistle. Regina objected, but the officials ruled it a goal. The Horns scored on a power play in the second overtime, and the series was tied at 1–1.

Emotions ran high. Cougars head coach Bill Liskowich, still upset about the tying goal, stepped out onto the ice and was suspended for the final game of the series the next night. 

The third game between Lethbridge and Regina was tied at three after regulation. In the dressing room between the first and second overtime periods, Mike could see that the guys were just vibrating with nerves. He came in to talk to the boys about pressure. He spoke about all the hard work they’d put in all year and how they had earned the right to feel confident about their preparation. There was no room for . . . the phone rang.

The landline was in the trainers’ room at the other end of the dressing room. The team had two trainers, Don Matern and Dwayne (Dewy) Monteith. Dewy was a roofer by day. He’d been around forever, and he was all things—stick boy, trainer, skate sharpener, you name it. He ran to answer the phone. Mike took a breath, but he was steamed. He yelled out, “Who the eff is calling here right now?” Dewy, who had picked up the phone, yelled back, “It’s God calling. He wants us to win tonight!” The tension broke and the team relaxed. When they went back out, Perry Neufeld tapped in a centring pass from Jarret Zukiwsky, and they took the series. 

Up next were the University of Calgary Dinosaurs, a very tough team. The Horns took the first game in a squeaker, 2–1 in overtime. U of C came back and won the next game 3–2. In his pregame speech before the tiebreaker, Mike continued to focus on matchups and pairings. He looked James Moller square in the eye and gave him a mission—shut down the Dinos’ best line, Greg Suchan, Sean Krakiwsky and Tracey Katelnikoff. Make sure to pressure those guys—no time and space . . . and then the phone rang. The guys all laughed and cheered, “It’s God calling, he wants us to win tonight!” Just ahead of his speech, Mike had given Trevor Keeper a quarter for the pay phone down the hall.

The score was 1–1 late into the third, and then with six minutes left, Ellerman picked up a rebound and flipped it off his backhand. The Horns were on their way to the University Cup.

The papers said the Acadia Axemen had an unbeatable squad. Head coach Tom Coolen was quoted as saying, “I think that if we play our game, we’ll be all right.” The Lethbridge Herald reported that they were “licking their chops,” they were “fearsome” and  they had “clobbered Dalhousie.” Ellerman said the Horns read all the hype. If the Axemen were overconfident, that was a good thing. Later, he told the Meliorist, “We played up the role. But deep down we knew we were there for a reason.”

In their single-game, sudden-death semifinal, the Horns got swarmed in the first ten minutes. The Axemen scored a pair of fluky goals and built a quick 3–1 lead. Ellerman’s line went out on the ice seven minutes in. Ellerman knew the big stage was making the team feel that they were in over their heads. From the bench, Mike shot him a look that said, “Should I call a timeout?” Trevor shook his head no. That would show weakness. Instead, he turned to his line and said, “Let’s win this shift.” By the end of the first period, the score was 4–3—for the Horns. 

At the start of the third, Lethbridge was up 7–5, but Acadia kept up the pressure, outshooting them 18–8. Thanks to Kruger, the Horns were still in it, but as Babcock told the Lethbridge Herald, “Holy mackerel, there were a few fire drills out there.”

The game ended 9–6 for the Horns, with Ellerman scoring three goals and adding three assists. The Pronghorns were through to the final against the Guelph Gryphons, scheduled for  two nights later. During the season, Trevor Kruger and Trevor Ellerman would head out for a couple of beers after practice on the night before a game. Mike didn’t acknowledge the activity, but he seemed okay with it. After practice on the off-day between the semifinal and the final against Guelph, Mike pulled Trevor Kruger aside, handed him a twenty-dollar bill and told him to go out for a couple of beers.

Before the final, Mike warned the boys to stay disciplined. All year, Mike had focused on their specialty teams, and the Horns had the top power play in the league. Perry Neufeld and solid defenseman Travis Kelln each scored early goals with the man advantage, and Guelph never got back into it. The Horns won 5–2.

As he held the trophy high, big D Johnny Curran yelled out, “This is for all the fans in Lethbridge who took a boot-lickin’ all those years supporting the Pronghorns!”

Today, when Trevor Ellerman watches Mike being interviewed after games, he hears him say things like “We gotta be on our toes. We gotta keep the motor running.” He gets a kick out of knowing that Mike has said the same things to NHLers like future Hall of Famer Pavel Datsyuk that he once told the Horns. Ellerman is forever grateful. “Once, he was our coach and helped us climb to the greatest heights. He said it was his most amazing feat ever, to take this group who had never made the playoffs and win the championship, and he did it in ten months.” But Mike told the Toronto Chronicle Herald what he told everyone else. “I didn’t do it. I set out a standard, and the players lived up to it.”
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Me Blue, You Blue

From 1980 to 1984, Gerry James was the coach of the Yorkton Terriers, the midget team that a young Trevor Keeper played for in Saskatchewan. Gerry tried to talk Trevor’s teammate, defenceman Wendel Clark, into staying, but they lost him to Notre Dame.

In his youth, Gerry had been a pretty tough stay-at-home defenceman for the Toronto Maple Leafs in the winter and an all-star running back for the Winnipeg Blue Bombers in the summer and fall. At that time, the kids had no clue about his CFL background. Trevor didn’t find out until Gerry missed a couple of practices to attend his Canadian Football Hall of Fame induction.

Gerry didn’t talk a lot, but he had presence. After training camp that fall, Trevor was nervous when he walked into the coach’s office for a one-on-one. Gerry asked him how big he was. Trevor was about 162 pounds, but he answered, “About 175.”

Gerry laughed. “Is that with rocks in your pockets?

Gerry’s eighty years old now. A couple of years ago, he was watching television when he saw a story about the research into sports concussions being conducted at London Health Sciences Centre at Western University in southern Ontario. In the 1950s and ’60s, there were only two tests for concussions—“What’s the score?” and “How many fingers am I holding up?”

Gerry never wore a helmet at any point in his hockey career, and he played football with only rudimentary head protection. Gerry phoned the centre and not only agreed to donate his brain after death to the institute, but offered to be part of the testing. The doctors were ecstatic.

Gerry flew down to Western, and for two full days they did all kinds of tests—an MRI, puzzles, psychological testing. The MRI showed evidence of numerous concussions, but there are no obvious effects so far. His wife, Marg, and he have been married sixty years, and she says he came through with flying colours, above average for his age. Mind you, she says if she asks him to take out the garbage, he forgets immediately.
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Gerry’s dad was Dynamite Eddie James, a star running back in the ’30s. But Gerry never got to know Eddie very well. It’s a tragic story.

Eddie James received training in Winnipeg with the Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry and then went to Europe to fight in World War II in 1939. He was a dispatch rider, a motorcycle messenger. The infantry units used couriers to take urgent messages back and forth. It was a dangerous job.

Gerry didn’t see his dad during his formative years, ages five to eleven, so when Eddie returned in 1945, he was a stranger. Eddie drank a lot before he went overseas, and back at home it got worse. He couldn’t keep a regular job. Gerry felt upset and ashamed of the way people treated Eddie. He wasn’t a bum—he was a war hero and a football great.

When Eddie got deep into the bottle, he’d get so worked up he’d come at Gerry’s mother, Moira, with his fists, and Gerry remembers jumping on his dad’s back to hold him off.

Moira’s life was misery, and so when Gerry was fourteen she finally left Eddie and filed for divorce. No one in the neighbourhood got divorced back then. Gerry rarely saw Eddie after that. One Christmas, when Gerry was twenty-three, the family invited him over for dinner, but a week before, Eddie checked into Notre Dame Hospital for surgery. Gerry wanted to go visit him but didn’t. He was afraid, although he wasn’t sure of what. And then Eddie died suddenly, on Boxing Day, 1958.

Eddie had never thrown a ball with Gerry or shown any interest in helping him in sports, but sports came easily to the boy. In fact, it’s all Gerry wanted to do. He loved listening to Foster Hewitt on Hockey Night in Canada and he loved the Bomber broadcasts. Gerry rarely saw his dad and missed him terribly, so he’d constantly pore over Eddie’s scrapbooks. He memorized his dad’s stats and knew all the players he played with. He wanted to impress Eddie, get his attention, so he decided he was going to be a Winnipeg Blue Bomber and a Toronto Maple Leaf someday.

Gerry’s brother Donald was four years older and not a lot of fun to be around. Gerry took a lot of beatings when he was little. When he was in grade school, Gerry would escape on an old bike he’d been given. It was basically a frame, a chain and two wheels, no fenders, but to Gerry it was a treasure. It gave him freedom. Every morning, he got up at five o’clock, hopped on his bike and delivered the Winnipeg Citizen even through January blizzards that buried houses and cars. Riding a bike through icy, rutted streets in Winnipeg helped him develop really good legs and upper-body muscles. In the summer, Winnipeg’s forty-degree heat made it difficult to breathe if you were standing still, so Gerry rode fast to catch the breeze and get away from the mosquitos.

Moira worked in the garment industry as a secretary. She allowed Gerry to keep the money from his paper route. He needed it—he was always famished. The cheapest meat in those days was liver. And he hated liver. He’d try to get it down, but it would come right back up. Some days, he’d sit at the table for two hours, until Moira wasn’t looking, and then his dogs, Oscar and Skipper, got fed.

Moira was a great cook. She used to make the best cinnamon buns anyone ever tasted, and she would sell them in the neighbourhood. While they were cooling, she’d tell Gerry, “Don’t you touch those cinnamon buns.” They were tough to resist, but he never did. Using his paper money, he’d fill up on sweets—chocolate bars, turnovers and licorice—from the local confectionery.

The boys were a handful and Moira had to work, so the summer that Eddie left, Gerry stayed with Moira’s brother, Uncle Pat, in Grenfell, Saskatchewan, where he had a John Deere service centre. Gerry loved hanging with his uncle and learning how to fix engines. Grenfell is just fifteen miles south of Crooked Lake Provincial Park, near the Qu’Appelle Valley, where Moira’s family had a cottage. Donald came to visit, and the minute they laid eyes on each other, the boys started to argue. Uncle Pat told them to take it outside. They thrashed around in the gravel and stubble. Gerry had grown a few inches that year and so he managed to hold Donald down and land a few good punches. It was their last fistfight.

Gerry had grown into a terrific athlete with incredible hand-eye coordination. When he bowled for the first time, he threw strike after strike. Kelvin High picked him to represent them in a city speedskating competition. All the athletes showed up in tights and skates. Gerry wore a plaid shirt, jeans and a pair of hockey skates. They started him on the inside lane, and he wasn’t sure of the rules, but thanks to a couple of good body checks, no one passed him. He took home the gold medal that day. Gerry liked baseball too and played for the Sir John Franklin community team. He was the league’s best pitcher. One of the headlines in the local newspaper during the season that year reads, GERRY JAMES SENSATIONAL. The story began, “Gerry James entered local baseball’s Hall of Fame Friday night with a brilliant no-hit, no-run game as Sir John Franklin racked up its 11th victory in Bantam leagues competition.” The next year, Gerry joined the Kelvin High football team, and that’s when he found the sport he loved best.

Gerry and his buddy Jack Robertson couldn’t afford tickets to the Bomber games, so they’d climb the forty-foot wall under the scoreboard at Osborne Stadium and sit on top to watch the games. Security would order them down, but Gerry and Jack would stay put, because they knew none of the guards wanted to climb up to get them.

When Gerry was fourteen years old and playing his last year of bantam hockey, he was spotted by a Toronto Maple Leaf scout named Squib Walker. It was around Christmastime. After the game, Squib patted him on the back and said, “That was a good game there, Gerry. Buy your mother a Christmas present.” They shook hands, and Squib walked away, leaving Gerry to discover a twenty-dollar bill in his palm.

As a midget, Gerry showed remarkable endurance and often played a full sixty minutes on defence. He was so tough, his buddies started calling him Jesse James. In 1950–51, with Moira negotiating for him, Gerry signed a C form, which gave the Toronto Maple Leafs control over his professional rights. He was paid one hundred dollars, and so he was disqualified from college teams. It didn’t matter—Gerry wasn’t much of a scholar.

That spring, the Winnipeg Monarchs, a Leaf-sponsored Junior A team, was on its way to the Memorial Cup final against the Eastern Canadian champions, the Barrie Flyers, and they called Gerry up as a spare defenceman. Barrie had a strong team that included future NHLers Jim Morrison, Leo Labine, Réal Chevrefils, Jerry Toppazzini and Doug Mohns. They swept the series 4–0, but the Leafs were impressed by Gerry’s play so they asked him to come to Toronto.

With Moira’s support, Gerry enrolled at Runnymede Collegiate Institute in Toronto and moved into a mansion in the Mount Pleasant neighbourhood with Toronto Marlboro manager Stafford Smythe’s mother-in-law. It was like living in Downton Abbey. The family met in the parlour and dressed for dinner. Gerry was lost when they sat down to eat—he didn’t know which fork to pick up. The family was kind, but they were gentry, and the food portions left him starving, so he moved out and billeted.

At sixteen, Gerry was almost six feet tall and 185 pounds. He became a football star at Runnymede, averaging twelve points a game. The coach, Hal Brown, told a reporter, “For years, I haven’t had a boy any better than James and I doubt you’ll see many better in high school. They call us a one-man team.” In one game, with less than two minutes left, Gerry took a York Memorial kickoff behind his own goal line and ran it out 125 yards to score the winning touchdown.

The Winnipeg Blue Bombers sent him a letter inviting him to spring camp in 1952. He was thrilled but didn’t want to quit school, so instead he attended the team’s main camp that summer. He was fully expecting to get cut, but they kept him, offering him fifty dollars a week to play. He couldn’t believe his luck. The money was good, but it was even better to play with his heroes, players like Tom Casey, Indian Jack Jacobs, Bud Tinsley and Dick Huffman. As far as Gerry was concerned, Huffman was one of the best defensive/offensive tackles in the history of the team.

Gerry moved back to Winnipeg that July, and every day he jumped on his trusty old bike to make it to practice.

Gerry had just turned nineteen, his second year of pro, when the Bombers won the western championship and met up with the Hamilton Tiger-Cats at Toronto’s Varsity Stadium, before a crowd of twenty-seven thousand, in the 1953 Grey Cup game. The Bombers had flown him back from Toronto to sub in for fullback Lorne Benson, who was injured. Gerry scored the only Winnipeg touchdown in a 12–6 defeat. He also rushed for 167 yards in the game, more than any other player.

Gerry had long admired Indian Jack Jacobs, who he says doesn’t get enough credit for the Bombers’ success in the 1950s. Indian Jack was miserable to the rookies, but Gerry didn’t care—Indian Jack was a competitor, just a fantastic athlete. He won the Manitoba amateur golf championship one year, and in football he could do everything—punt, play defence (he was a cornerback) and quarterback the team’s offence. But Indian Jack had very small hands, so he couldn’t throw a wet football. He had to palm the ball, and it was raining during the 1953 Grey Cup game.

Back in Toronto as a forward with the 1953–54 Marlies, Gerry played a tough game while putting up some points. They went all the way to the Ontario Hockey Association Junior A finals against the St. Catharines TeePees and were down 3–0 in the series when Gerry helped turn the tide. The Marlboros fought their way back to a seventh game, which they lost 5–3.

Hap Day, the Leafs’ assistant general manager, offered Gerry a pro contract, but Gerry wanted to play for the Bombers again that summer and he wanted to win the Memorial Cup, so he turned down the offer. Gerry had another stellar season as a Blue Bomber in 1954, winning the first-ever Schenley Award for the most outstanding Canadian player, but Edmonton was the western team that went to the Grey Cup.

Meanwhile, Gerry and his high school sweetheart, Marg, got married. They had a small, quiet wedding in the chapel of a Winnipeg church. She was seventeen and Gerry was nineteen.

Turk Broda took over as Marlies coach midway through the 1954–55 season. He and Gerry had a pretty good relationship because Turk was easy-going. Gerry says Turk more or less took direction from his superiors, so he was able to be friendly with the players. Fifty years ago, practices were basically just shinny, with no drills. He remembers that for power plays, the coach just put the best players on the ice and said, “Go ahead, play.”

In January, Gerry took a puck high on his cheekbone. He watched the end of the game and then was rushed to the hospital. The doctors wanted to save his eye, so he was confined to bed and ordered not to move for ten days. His face was so swollen that his new wife looked in and then walked right past his hospital room—she didn’t recognize him. Gerry was back on the ice less than a month later. He’d lost part of his sight in his right eye, but he says it didn’t affect his hockey at all because he was a right winger, so the play was usually on the left, the side of his good eye.

That year, the Marlboros beat St. Catharines and went on to defeat the Quebec Frontenacs to reach the Memorial Cup final against Regina. The Pats won the first game, so the Marlies got more physical. Regina changed its style of play to match, and that was the team’s downfall. The Marlies took the next four games and brought home the Memorial Cup.

The next year, Gerry moved up to the NHL, and for the next couple of years he played for both the Leafs and the Blue Bombers. While Toronto struggled, Winnipeg won Grey Cups in 1958, ’59, ’61 and ’62. Gerry was on all four of those teams. In 1959–60, under coach Punch Imlach, the Leafs wound up in the Stanley Cup final. Gerry liked playing for Punch—he said what he wanted to say, and he didn’t sugarcoat it. Gerry says the team lost a few guys because a lot of players couldn’t handle the truth and left.

Gerry also really liked Tim Horton. Tim had a terrible problem with his eyesight as well. Tim’s vision was so bad, he couldn’t see his toes. He wore contact lenses—big ones that covered the whites of the eyes as well as the corneas. Gerry says that’s why, whenever Tim got into a fight, instead of standing back and trading punches, he would grab the guy in a bear hug and choke him out. Tim Horton was incredibly strong. He had washboard abs and never worked out a day in his life. Gerry so admired Tim that, when he sustained a shoulder injury and went in for therapy and the trainer asked him, “What do you want to develop?” Gerry said, “I want a build like Tim Horton’s.” The trainer said, “Forget it.”

In the 1960 Stanley Cup semifinals against Detroit, Gerry and Horton collided at full speed. They fell over each other and the Red Wings scored. In football, Gerry had been taught to meet force with force, and so rather than trying to get out of Tim’s way, he had checked him. The next day in practice, they were both wearing blue jerseys. Tim skated over and said, “Me blue, you blue—we’re on the same team,” meaning, “For God’s sake, don’t hit me again.” Bert Olmstead was on the left wing, playing on a line with Bob Pulford that was assigned to check Gordie Howe’s line. At the end of his pregame speech, Punch said, “Pulford’s line will start, and if Olmstead comes off, James, you go out and take his place, but if you hit anybody, try and hit somebody on the other team.”

The Leafs went on to win over Detroit in six games but lost to Montreal in the final. Gerry is one of only two players in history to play in both the Stanley Cup final and the Grey Cup.

Dick Huffman died in 1992, but Gerry met up with him in 1987 at Dick’s Canadian Football Hall of Fame induction. Dick asked Gerry if he remembered Shea’s Brewery next to Osborne Stadium. He told Gerry that his dad, Eddie, as a former football superstar, was always welcome in the courtesy room up front where they served free beer. Eddie and Dick would drink together there after practice on occasion. Dick said that, one day, Eddie asked him a favour. “My kid is trying out with the Bombers. If he makes it, do you want to kind of keep an eye on him? He’s kind of a brash kid and might get into some trouble with the vets.”

Dick said, “Sure.”

Gerry reflected back on the times when he might have been shooting his mouth off, like in the dressing room after a game when he’d had a few too many pops. It was true—Dick was always around, leaning against a doorway or somewhere in the background, arms crossed, watching, listening. Now he knew why.

He realized he hadn’t gone to see Eddie in the hospital because there was just too much hurt there, and it had always been one of his life’s great regrets, but knowing that Eddie gave a damn took some of the sting out of the bite.
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