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Explanation of
Illustrations

 


Photos on the cover, except
the class photo, all taken by my dad.

 


Top left: November 1958,
one month short of my sixth birthday, typical pose. Note the fresh
scar above my right eye.

 


Top right: August 1956,
three years and eight months, Lake Nipissing at our backyard in
Ferris, Ontario.

 


Middle: 1957-1958 academic
year, kindergarten class at Dr. Carruthers Public School, 380
McPhail Street, North Bay, Ontario. I am seventh from left in the
first row.

 


Bottom left: August 1956:
Tuffy and I at the house in Ferris.

 


Bottom right: January 1957,
four years and one month, east side of 659 Baywood Road, outside
the living room. Note the vacant expanse of woods in the
north.

 


Between Chapters 3 and
4:

 


Caricature by Amy Calvarese
Beeman (1953-2013), drawn from life in 1970 when I was seventeen.
This is the most accurate depiction of me ever.
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 My Life as a Sports Fan

 


At the age when kids become
aware of sports - in my case from three to eight and a half - I was
living in North Bay, Ontario. There was only one TV station, CKGN,
which changed to CFCH in 1960. It broadcast a little of everything:
CBC programming, local programming, BBC shows, American shows, and
a lot of sports.

 


We got our first TV in 1958
when I was five. My first love among sports was hockey. Saturday
night was - and still is - Hockey Night in
Canada. My parents usually let me stay up
to watch the whole game, although I sometimes had to beg to stay up
a few minutes longer to see who the "three stars" were.

 


Since there were only six
teams in the National Hockey League (NHL), it was easy to learn the
names and stats of all the players on all the teams. Our sources
were hockey trading cards that we got with bubble gum and the
sports sections of the local newspaper, the Daily Nugget (now called the
North Bay Nugget), and
the Sunday Globe and
Mail. Nearly everyone I knew in North Bay
was a fan of the Toronto Maple Leafs, so of course we were most
familiar with those players.

 


Under the so-called
"apprentice system," which existed until 1967, any kid in Canada
who played hockey at any level had to commit to a certain NHL team,
so that, if he ever got good enough to play in the NHL, he would be
owned by that team. The system was organized geographically.
Because the North Bay area was ruled by the Maple Leafs, when my
dad signed me up to play, he had to sign away my rights too, so, at
the age of six, I became the property of the Leafs. We kids were
proud of this affiliation.

 


There were also a few fans
of the Chicago Blackhawks, mainly because of Kenny Wharram, a North
Bay native who played his entire career with the Blackhawks from
1951 to 1969. No one liked the Boston Bruins, the Detroit Red
Wings, the Montréal Canadiens, or the New York Rangers - except
naturally the few French Canadians in North Bay preferred the
Canadiens, the archrival of the Leafs.

 


Our broad and readily
achieved knowledge of all the players in the NHL was a great
advantage. Say, for instance, a bunch of us were in a playground
conversation comparing goalies. We could all speak from positions
of expertise, given that we only had six sets of facts to remember.
Of the six goalies in this conversation, Terry Sawchuk, Gump
Worsley, Glenn Hall, Jacques Plante, Johnny Bower, and Don Simmons,
only Simmons of the then-lowly Bruins is not in the Hockey Hall of Fame. The
general quality of hockey across the NHL was very high in those
days.

 


We kids each had a favorite
player. Mine was Toronto Maple Leafs left winger Frank Mahovlich, #
27. Besides Mahovlich and Bower, nine other Leafs from that era are
also in the Hall of Fame: George Armstrong, Tim Horton, Allan
Stanley, Bert Olmstead, Bob Pulford, Dick Duff, Red Kelly, Dave
Keon, and coach Punch Imlach. The Canadiens from the same era only
have eight besides Plante: Maurice "Rocket" Richard, Henri "Pocket
Rocket" Richard, Bernie "Boom Boom" Geoffrion, Doug Harvey, Dickie
Moore, Jean Béliveau, Tom Johnson, and coach Toe Blake.

 


In June 1961 we moved to
Montréal. All the kids there were Canadiens fans and they made fun
of the new kid - me - who was a Leafs fan. This was not pleasant,
but I held my ground. I played Tykes hockey as third string left
defense. I was a terrible skater. The high point of my career was
when I sat two minutes in the penalty box for deliberately tripping
the star of the other team to prevent him from scoring. That was
the only time my teammates cheered me. All of them were owned by
the Canadiens under the apprentice system. Maybe because I was
owned by the Leafs or maybe because I was a bad hockey player, my
teammates harassed, bullied, and physically abused me. I quit at
the end of the 1961-1962 season and never played organized hockey
again. But I never stopped loving hockey.

 


One night my dad took me to
the Montréal Forum when the Leafs were in town. I do not remember
who won the game, but attending a professional sporting event for
the first time was a delightful experience.

 


In November 1962 we moved
to Duluth, Minnesota. Even though Duluth is a northern city with
much interest in hockey, mostly at the college level, NHL games on
TV were then a rarity. My attention shifted toward baseball and
especially football (but more on them below).

 


In June 1964 we moved to
Kennett Square, Pennsylvania, a western suburb of Philadelphia.
Again there was little or no NHL hockey on TV. I nearly forgot
about hockey. Then, in 1967, the Original Six suddenly became
twelve! Among the expansion teams were the Philadelphia Flyers. I
was very excited to be able to watch the NHL on TV after the
five-year hiatus. But this excitement soon turned to
disappointment. Flyers games were broadcast on UHF TV channel 48,
WKBS, with play-by-play called by Stu Nahan, a local children's
show host, "Captain Philadelphia," who had been pressed into
service alongside Gene Hart, a New Jersey high school referee and
history teacher who knew about as much about hockey as your average
American in the 1960s. They were awful and so were the
Flyers.

 


The Original Six crushed
the New Six. The mismatches were palpable. These games were like
professionals playing against amateurs - which is essentially what
they were for the next few years. I imagine that games in the late
1960s between Original Six teams were just as good as they had been
in the late 1950s and early 1960s, but I did not see those games.
We had access only to the Flyers on TV. When the Flyers played an
Original Six team, the contest was lopsided and the result was
predictable. When they played another expansion team, it was just
bad hockey. The expansion teams simply were not good enough to play
in the NHL. Going instantly from six to twelve was too much too
soon. Six to eight at first, then gradually working up to twelve
would have made more sense.

 


Even worse about the Flyers
than their initial lack of adequate skill was their brutal style of
play. Hockey is a violent sport with a lot of hard hitting. That's
OK - to a point. The main idea of hockey is to skate well, pass
well, stickhandle well, shoot well, check well, etc.; or, in other
words, to use athletic talents and skills with as much grace and
efficiency as possible to put the puck in the net - or keep it out,
as the case may be. But the Flyers would just beat opponents up.
They were goons, not skillful skaters. Their soon acquired
nickname, "The Broad Street Bullies," was well-deserved. In my
view, it was a mark of dishonor.

 


Nevertheless, my dad became
a Flyers fan. He attended quite a few games at the Spectrum, but he
could not convince me to go with him. I could not stand the Flyers.
Even to this day, now that the 32 NHL teams - mainly because of the
influx of sufficient numbers of world-class non-Canadian players
besides just Stan Mikita - have achieved a level of parity and
quality comparable to what existed among the Original Six in the
late 1950s and early 1960s, I still root for any Original Six team
against any expansion team. When two expansion teams play each
other, I usually don't care who wins. Still a steadfast Leafs fan,
I root for the Original Six in this order: Leafs, Blackhawks,
Canadiens, Bruins, Rangers, Red Wings.

 


In September 1970 I became
a student at Bowdoin College, which, among many other things, was
well-known in New England for its hockey team. In the four years I
was there, I attended every home game, seeing them high and seeing
them low, and celebrating or suffering right along with them. In
those days there was no such thing as a "student section," so I
usually arrived early in order to get a rinkside seat between the
blue lines. I knew most of the guys on the team after my sophomore
year, and my acquaintance or friendship with them only intensified
the feeling. I cheered my ass off:

 


Akalaka ching

Akalaka chow

Akalaka ching ching chow
chow chow

Boomalaka
boomalaka

Sis boom bah

Polar Bears! Polar
Bears!

Rah rah rah

 


I have not seen the Polar
Bears play at home in Brunswick, Maine, since I was a student, but
whenever they are on the road within an hour or two drive of my
house, I try to go to the game.

 


For me, the main attraction
of college hockey is that there is zero tolerance for fighting.
Unlike many hockey fans, I never want to see fights, but just an
exhibition of skills. That's why I love to watch consummate skaters
like Guy Lafleur, no matter what team they are on. I do not bother
with minor league hockey at all - it is full of fights. Sometimes
its very purpose seems to be to have fights rather than to play
hockey. There are goons on the ice and goons in the stands. On the
other hand, college hockey players who fight not only get major
misconduct penalties, but also might get disciplined subsequently
by their school and perhaps even suspended from or kicked off their
team. The quality of college play is approximately that of junior
hockey in the Canadian Hockey League (CHL), but the games are much
easier to enjoy, given the strictures against fighting.

 


*

 


My earliest baseball memory
is the 1960 World Series on TV, in which the Pittsburgh Pirates
upset the heavily favored New York Yankees on the strength of Bill
Mazeroski's dramatic home run in the bottom of the ninth inning of
the seventh game. The entire family was ecstatic! My dad had grown
up in Pittsburgh, had gone bird-hunting with Honus Wagner, and was
a lifelong die-hard Pirates fan. My mom had grown up in Albany, New
York, as a Brooklyn Dodgers fan, and reluctantly remained loyal to
them when they moved to Los Angeles in 1958. Her dad, who had grown
up on a farm near Binghamton, New York, loved baseball but disliked
New York City and everything about it, and for some reason became a
Baltimore Orioles fan after the St. Louis Browns moved east to
become the Orioles in 1954. Everyone in my extended family hated
the Yankees - even if we liked and admired some of their individual
players, such as Yogi Berra. Who could hate Yogi?

 


Baseball was my mom's
favorite sport and she understood it very well. She taught me its
basics and - later - its nuances. She loved pitchers' duels, slick
fielding, sharp defense, and the subtle strategy of managers'
decisions - the more subtle the better - but she disdained home
runs, hotdogging, and dominant offense. She especially loved close
games and told me often that she would rather see a final score of
1-0 than 10-8. She thought that an ideal game would be about 3-2,
with all the runs coming in the late innings and both pitchers
throwing complete games.

 


When the Pirates were on
TV, I would root for them, unless they were playing the Dodgers.
When the Dodgers were on TV, I would root for them, unless they
were playing the Pirates. When the Pirates and Dodgers played each
other, I would not take sides but would just absorb my parents'
banter.

 


In spring 1963, having
moved from Canada to Minnesota, I was finally able to choose a team
of my own without deferring to either parent: the Twins. Even
though none of the three of us cared for the American League very
much, becoming a Twins fan in this time and place was an easy
choice. It was a great era for the Twins with stars like Harmon
Killebrew, Zoilo Versalles, Tony Oliva, Rich Rollins, Jim Kaat, and
Camilo Pascual. Indeed, the 1960s was a great era for Major League
Baseball (MLB) in general with stars like Roberto Clemente, Bob
Gibson, Sandy Koufax, Hank Aaron, Juan Marichal, Carl Yastrzemski,
Willie McCovey, Mickey Mantle, Pete Rose, Whitey Ford, Lou Brock,
Tim McCarver, and Frank Robinson. By about 1965 or 1966, in the
absence of hockey, baseball had become my favorite
sport.

 


When we moved to
southeastern Pennsylvania in 1964 I welcomed the chance to become,
at last, a fan of a local National League team. That summer, just
as I was becoming a Phillies fan, they were in the middle of a
World Series chase which would end badly for them with a historic
choke in September. I rooted for the Cardinals in that World Series
but remained - to my parents' amusement and dismay - a Phillies
fan. Both of my parents scorned the Phillies. My mom called them
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