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Dedication

For every current and former professional hockey player who is hurting and feels voiceless and abandoned





Epigraph

“If you want to be loved, journalism is a poor career choice.”
—Bob Simon, CBS News correspondent
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Prologue

Daybreak was hours away on a humid morning in July 2018 when Trevor Kidd and I climbed into his pickup truck and headed out in search of a ghost.

We were unlikely travelling companions. I was a former newspaper reporter learning the craft of television production, and Kidd was a burly former professional athlete who had played more than a dozen years as a goalie in the National Hockey League. He hadn’t played in the NHL in 14 years, and in retirement he had tried his hand in sports media as a Winnipeg Jets game analyst on TSN radio and TV broadcasts. When he wasn’t following the Jets, Kidd retreated to his trailer in Kenora, Ontario, with his wife, Tiffany, and their daughters, Taylor, Kennedy and Emerson, boating and barbecuing in the summer and ice fishing and snowmobiling in the winter.

Kidd and I had spoken for the first time on the phone a few weeks earlier. He said his friends had told him that the former NHL player Joe Murphy was wandering Kenora’s streets during the daytime before retreating to the bush after dusk to sleep on the forest floor.

 Kidd was skeptical. He had met Murphy in January 2014 during an alumni game organized by former Edmonton Oilers star Glenn Anderson in Fort McMurray, Alberta. He remembered Murphy as eccentric, based on the brief time they had spent together, but he still wondered whether his friends were mistaken. How could a former first-overall NHL draft pick be living on the streets?

Kidd was nervous. He told me he wasn’t sure what he would say to Murphy if we found him.

“I’m just gonna approach him and just start with hello and introduce myself. I’ll just start with that, really nothing more than that. See how he is doing. I think I’ll get a feel for—whether it be appearance, body language—how he’s doing and just start there. To me, there’s a brotherhood here. You’ve played in the league . . .”

I remembered parts of Murphy’s hockey story. He had been a speedster who led Michigan State to a US collegiate national championship before the Detroit Red Wings selected him with the No. 1 pick in the 1986 NHL entry draft. I remembered Murphy playing for more than a decade in the NHL.

Yet, while other players maintained at least a modest public profile in retirement, signing autographs at card shows and appearing at alumni events, Murphy had disappeared since playing in his final NHL game in 2001.

During the quiet, anxious drive from Winnipeg to Kenora, as we passed forests and streams and pointy outcroppings of rock, Kidd and I struggled to process what we had been told.

What happened to Murphy?

It’s possible that I was more prepared than Kidd to accept at face value what his friends had told him. I had spent years documenting the struggles of former NHL players. I had heard from the  exhausted, grief-addled families of players who were coming to terms with the prospect that their sons and husbands might have a horrible disease with no known cure.

In 2016, I interviewed Mike Peluso and Dan LaCouture, former players who said their lives were in ruins. Both of them told me they had repeatedly suffered concussions while playing in the NHL and had been cleared by team doctors to return to the ice while they were still suffering symptoms of those injuries.

A one-time fighter whose NHL teams included the New Jersey Devils, Peluso couldn’t recall my name five minutes after we met. He told me that he didn’t call for help anymore after suffering seizures because he couldn’t afford the cost of an ambulance. He shared that he had contemplated suicide many times and had once filled a candy bowl with prescription medication, but changed his mind at the last moment when he realized no one would be left to care for his dog, Coors.

LaCouture, a gritty New Englander who played for the Boston Bruins and New York Rangers, was going through a divorce from his wife, Bridey, when I met him. The couple had two children. LaCouture didn’t understand why he would so often fly into an uncontrollable rage and become moody, depressed and forgetful. Bridey said her husband had changed since they had first met. He was a different person.

LaCouture told me about his fight at Madison Square Garden on January 5, 2004, against Calgary Flames defenceman Robyn Regehr. LaCouture fell backwards after he was hit by Regehr and was knocked unconscious when his head slammed into the ice. In the hours after his injury, LaCouture said he was not taken for a precautionary CAT scan, nor for an MRI. He said he wasn’t even sent to a neurologist for an exam.

The Rangers stitched LaCouture up and sent him home with  some painkillers. He told me he’d had 17 or 18 concussions while playing in the NHL and he wondered how much the quality of care he received following those injuries had to do with his current problems.

Months before Kidd and I met, I had also reported the story of Matt Johnson, a former enforcer with the Minnesota Wild who was homeless in Santa Monica, California.

Johnson’s family explained that Matt had become addicted to painkillers after being prescribed so many by NHL team doctors. They were bewildered and grief-stricken, and while they wanted Johnson to come home, they were also afraid of what he might do if he did make his way back to the family farm in Ontario’s Niagara region.

Johnson’s father, Lee, shared that when his son had lived at home a few years earlier, he would creep into his parents’ bedroom and stare at them as they slept. Lee and his wife, Brenda, were so unsettled by the behaviour that they installed a lock on their bedroom door.

Was Murphy’s story a similar one, or had other factors led to his decline?

In November 2013, a group of former NHL players joined a lawsuit that was filed in US District Court in Minneapolis. The players, Joe Murphy included, alleged that the NHL had not done enough to safeguard the long-term health of players who suffered brain trauma during games and had ignored medical research about the long-term implications of repeated blows to the head.

The litigation set off a venomous years-long legal battle that tarnished the NHL’s image and its relationship with its former stars. Players wrote first-person accounts of their health problems in major  newspapers. They wrote about suffering from memory loss, confusion, dramatic mood swings, poor judgment, anxiety and depression. The NHL argued in court filings that players didn’t have the mental capacity to write their own stories and were being manipulated by greedy attorneys. The league alleged that players waited too long to file their claims and that, thanks to the publicly available information about concussions, players should have “put two and two together” about the consequences of repeated brain trauma.

Some former players worried that their behavioural changes might indicate they were suffering from neurological disorders such as chronic traumatic encephalopathy, or CTE, a brain-withering disease linked to repeated head trauma that was first diagnosed in 2005 by Dr. Bennet Omalu, a forensic pathologist who worked in the Allegheny County coroner’s office in Pittsburgh. CTE can only be diagnosed posthumously. The disease’s calling card is a distinct tangle of brain protein called tau that collects in the brain’s dense forest of folds and swirls.

The NHL had a major crisis on its hands.

Former players Derek Boogaard, Bob Probert, Wade Belak, Zarley Zalapski, Todd Ewen, Jeff Parker and Steve Montador all died young after showing symptoms of CTE. One-time NHL players Larry Zeidel, Reggie Fleming and Rick Martin—who were 86, 73 and 59, respectively, when they died—were also posthumously diagnosed with CTE.

There were other cases in the hockey world.

A Boston researcher, Dr. Ann McKee, announced in August 2017 that she had found CTE in the brains of four former junior hockey players. All four—none of whom advanced to the NHL—had committed suicide before the age of 30.

Drew Mulligan was among them. A native of Hebron, Connecticut, Mulligan killed himself in February 2016 at the age of 22. He had played junior hockey with the Tier III Empire Junior Hockey League’s Springfield Pics in West Springfield, Massachusetts, and had suffered at least six documented concussions from playing hockey.

In April 2019, the family of former University of Minnesota–Duluth hockey player Andrew Carroll announced that the former team captain had tested positive for CTE. Later that year, the family of one-time NHL player and coach Dan Maloney would reveal that he, too, had been posthumously diagnosed with CTE.

While some families, such as the Mulligans, contacted Dr. McKee and her colleagues, in other cases McKee’s colleagues reached out in the hours after the deaths of former athletes were publicly reported. They made the delicate request for a potential donor’s brain, eyes and spinal column, to examine them for signs of CTE.

But even as the number of positive tests for CTE increased within the hockey world, the NHL shrugged off the science.

The league claimed in court documents filed in 2014 that the medical establishment’s knowledge of CTE was in its infancy. It ignored repeated requests to publicly address the players’ allegations and refused to engage in a debate about what, if anything, the NHL had done to explore the connection between repeated concussions and long-term brain illnesses.

The anecdotal evidence about the league’s collective attitude towards brain injuries was concerning. Consider the attitude of Toronto Maple Leafs coach Mike Babcock.

In February 2016, during a press conference with media to mark his 1,000th game as an NHL head coach, Babcock was asked for his views on player brain injuries. While many doctors would say that a concussed player would have no better judgment about returning to play than a drunk driver would have about getting behind the wheel, Babcock said he preferred to leave it to players to decide when they were ready to get back on the ice.

“I think when a player says he’s okay to play and keeps playing, he’s okay to play,” Babcock was quoted saying in a February 5, 2016, story in the Toronto Star. “I put an unbelievable amount of duress on my poor trainer when he’s taking some player off the ice who should be killing the next penalty. You have no idea how kind I am during that interaction. . . . On our team, when someone is unconscious or dazed or looks like they’re supposed to go to—what do they call it?—the dark room or whatever, I mean, some of these things aren’t even anything. They’re going to a dark room? I don’t quite get that.”

It wasn’t as if alarming stories weren’t making the rounds to every corner of the hockey world. Only weeks after Babcock shared his skepticism about removing players with possible concussions from games, Ottawa Senators forward Clarke MacArthur shared in a March 28, 2016, story in the Ottawa Sun that, after he was diagnosed with a concussion, he had used toothpicks for weeks at a time to keep his eyelids pried open. MacArthur couldn’t focus on anything, including his 10-month-old son, for more than five minutes at a time.

At about the same time as Babcock and MacArthur shared dramatically different concussion narratives, my colleagues at TSN and CTV News agreed that we should try to better understand what the NHL was saying behind the scenes about brain injuries.

Through a lawyer based in Minneapolis, CTV News asked the judge overseeing the concussion lawsuit against the league to unseal thousands of pages of internal NHL documents, including photocopied letters, meeting minutes and emails. While the NHL argued in a court filing that the records weren’t relevant and that their release would embarrass some league officials who had used crude language, US District Court judge Susan Richard Nelson agreed the records were in the public interest. When publicly disclosed, those documents set off a firestorm of controversy.

Some NHL executives—former players themselves—wrote in emails that they should turn a deaf ear to medical experts. Most doctors had never thrown a bodycheck, never taken nor received a pass, never played the game, they said. Their message was that “hockey people” would manage the NHL’s troubles.

One string of internal NHL emails, sent in 2009 after Chicago Blackhawks forward Martin Havlat had returned to action in the playoffs two days after being levelled and left unconscious on the ice after a hit by Detroit’s Niklas Kronwall, highlighted the concerns an unidentified NHL team doctor had raised about the “situational ethics” involved with clearing players to return to the ice after brain injuries.

“I am once again disappointed in my colleagues in the NHLTPS [National Hockey League Team Physicians Society],” the doctor wrote in an email to Willem Meeuwisse, a Calgary-based doctor who consulted to the NHL. “We all sit around and talk and talk about concussion management. Then it’s the playoffs, someone suffers an obvious loss of consciousness and is back playing in less than 48 hours.”

Even today, more than a decade after that troubling email was sent to Meeuwisse, the NHL’s player safety record remains suspect.

The league has been celebrated by many in the hockey media for introducing concussion protocols that include so-called spotters in each NHL arena whose duties include watching players on the ice and communicating with team trainers when anyone shows obvious signs of concussion.

But how much credibility can a program claim when the identities of those spotters remain a closely guarded secret?

When a player’s head slams hard onto the ice or rink boards and they hold their head, their knees buckle or they stumble and struggle to maintain their balance during the final minutes of a close, must-win game, who makes the final call allowing them to remain on the ice?

Why hasn’t the NHL followed the National Football League’s lead and hired qualified neurologists who have no affiliation with any team to attend games and given them the final say over players continuing in a game after a brain injury?

In May 2019, following a government hearing in Ottawa, I asked NHL commissioner Gary Bettman whether disclosing the identities of spotters might add credibility, accountability and transparency to its program. He dodged the question before pivoting to other reporters and asking whether they had anything they wanted to discuss. They were happy to shift the conversation to the Ottawa Senators’ ownership troubles and a new NHL expansion team coming to Seattle.

When Bettman sat down to testify in Ottawa, posing for photos with members of Parliament before giving his testimony, it had been 14 years since Omalu announced in July 2005 that he had discovered CTE in the brain of Mike Webster, a former NFL star who had died three months earlier of a reported heart attack at the age of 50. Webster, a lineman with the Pittsburgh Steelers, had suffered thousands of blows to the head during his career and had been living alone in a trailer parked by a river before his death. Webster was in so much pain that he had bought a Taser gun and used it on his stomach or thigh—he would zap himself unconscious to get to sleep.

“Why had no one ever found this [brain] damage before?” Omalu wrote in his autobiography, Truth Doesn’t Have a Side. “There is only one reason: no one else had ever looked for it. No one wanted to know the truth! If they had, they would have discovered it years, perhaps decades, before I ever met Mike Webster. Mike Webster was the first case, but . . . he was not the last. Over the past decade and a half, more and more brains of football players have been studied, and CTE has been found to be widespread. And it is not only in the brains of football players, but in the brains of other athletes who play high-impact, high-contact sports like wrestling, ice hockey, boxing, mixed martial arts and rugby.”

The NFL, Omalu wrote, had sponsored some medical research in the past, studies that alleged there was no reason for fans to be concerned, even after watching players wobble and stumble after hard hits, wincing while they held their heads in their hands, sometimes even staggering to the wrong team’s sideline.

“The NFL . . . told fans everywhere exactly what they wanted to hear . . . we can watch and enjoy without guilt,” Omalu wrote. “The games will go on. We should all sit back and enjoy.”

As Kidd and I drove towards Kenora, I reflected on the possibility that Murphy might not be willing to cooperate. If that had been the case, if he had wanted to avoid discussing some uncomfortable truths, we would have turned the cameras off.

We found Murphy sitting at a roadside picnic table outside of a convenience store.

He wore a tight lime-green long-sleeved shirt and baggy blue jeans cut off at the knees. A women’s silk scarf knotted in the front doubled as a belt. Murphy was 51 but looked a decade older. His face was deeply tanned and there was white crust in the corners of his chapped lips. His hair was buzzed short, down to the scalp in some uneven patches, and blue ink covered his arms and legs, as if a pen had exploded and he’d rubbed the ink all over his limbs.

Murphy said he was pleased to share his story. He laughed as he remembered the good times, the time spent with his grandparents, tense playoff games in junior, the NCAA and the NHL, the nights of fun with teammates. And he also wanted to hold the NHL to account. He told me he wanted his own experiences to serve as a formative warning to current and future NHL stars: find your voice, be accountable, demand better from your players’ union, and don’t be afraid after suffering injuries to tell a team doctor or trainer, “No, I can’t play,” or insist on a second medical opinion.

The fame and fortune that come with life as a professional athlete can vanish in an instant. The distance between NHL stardom and an unforgiving forest floor isn’t as far as you might think.
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“Just a Kid Growing Up”

As a boy, Joe Murphy had National Hockey League–patterned sheets on his bed and matching drapes in the windows of his bedroom. He collected hockey cards, which he bound together with rubber bands. He drew a chalk outline of a hockey goal on the basement wall of his family’s home in Newmarket, Ontario, and practised firing tennis and hard plastic orange hockey balls into the top corners.

When his parents brought him to Newmarket’s Memorial Arena on an autumn day in 1971, a few months before his fifth birthday, Murphy circled the rink alongside dozens of other first-timers, some wobbling, ankles bent at odd angles, some using sticks or orange cones to prop themselves up on the ice. Murphy skated with confidence, a wide smile on his face. As he would explain many times in future years, skating was what he was put on Earth to do. His parents, Patrick and Jane, watched with a grin and a wave from the stands.

The Murphys were typical hockey parents who juggled the demands and stresses of a young, growing family alongside their work. Patrick—Paddy or Pat to his friends—was an engineer, educated at the Ryerson Institute of Technology (now Ryerson University) in Toronto. Jane had attended teachers’ college.

After getting married in Westport, Ontario, Paddy and Jane moved to London, Ontario, where Joseph Patrick Murphy was born on October 16, 1967, at St. Joseph’s Hospital. He was their third child, after Cathy and Tom, and was followed by their fourth, Maryjane. Almost immediately after Joe’s birth, his maternal grandmother, Bernice Helen, began knitting him sleepers, hats and scarves, many in black and yellow, the colours of the Boston Bruins, her favourite NHL team.

When Joe was six months old, his parents moved to Newmarket, north of Toronto. Their house on Roywood Crescent was a modest one in side-split style with tan brick, a brown shingled roof and a pool in the backyard. Streets in this Newmarket neighbourhood are quiet and peaceful, close to public parks and bike trails, and perfect for road hockey. A green hydro box on the curb of a house across the street from the Murphys’ served as home base for daily games of “chase” for local youngsters.

“This was a great neighbourhood to raise a family, and the Murphys were just about the best neighbours,” said Joe Kearns, a retired Newmarket police officer who still lives with his wife, Debby, next door to the Murphys’ old home on Roywood. “We barbecued and had drinks with them all the time. There were mornings we’d be swimming in their pool even before they were up and out of the house. They were just the best people.”

Games of road hockey were played out in front of the Murphy home in all seasons, drawing dozens of boys and girls from around the block. Geoff Sarjeant, who lived two doors down from the Murphys, was often the goalie, and he was a particularly good one. Years later, Sarjeant would go on to play eight games in the NHL, four each with the St. Louis Blues and San Jose Sharks. “Even back then, playing road hockey,” Sarjeant recalled, “I had to have my eyes wide open when Joe was shooting because he could fire that ball.”

“Any time I came home from work, he was in the street, playing hockey,” Joe’s father, Patrick, told the St. Louis Post-Dispatch in an August 18, 1996, article. “I can remember in winter, there he was, with frozen mitts, standing in the street shooting the puck. He really got into street hockey. At a young age, he was about six or seven, he was playing with eight-, nine- and 10-year-olds. They’d come to the door and say, ‘Can Joe come out and play?’”

In 1972, at the age of five, Murphy began playing recreational house league hockey. The following summer, Patrick dropped off his son for a week-long session at Hockey Opportunity Camp, a lakeside retreat near Sundridge, Ontario, a few kilometres west of Algonquin Provincial Park. While there were nightly campfires in the shadows of pine, spruce and cedar and daily swim sessions in Bernard Lake, there were also hours of drills on the camp’s ice rink. “The others there were nine years older than I was,” Murphy remembered one autumn day in 2018. “I was there a couple of weeks and I liked it. I was thankful I got to go to hockey school. But I did cry a little bit. I pissed my bed. The guys in the room got mad and I was so little, they’d fight with me.”

Pat Murphy eyed a blooming talent, so he also enrolled his son in power skating instruction for several summers at a week-long camp in Parry Sound, Ontario, that was promoted by hockey superstar Bobby Orr. “Bobby didn’t do any instructing, but he did come and pose for pictures with all of the campers on the last day,” Murphy said. “There was a beautiful little lake near the arena. We took a picture by a rock there. I kept that photo in a frame for a long time. I don’t know where that photo is now.”

He attended a camp run by former NHL coach Roger Neilson at least four times, and he remembered still another week spent at a camp at Trinity College School in Port Hope, Ontario, run by one-time NHL player Howie Meeker. “There was good food at that one,” Murphy said. “I still remember a really good passing drill at that camp. And I got a plaque. I had the room of the day for keeping a clean room. That was exciting.”

He also briefly attended soccer camp. “The goalie kicked me in the face when I was going for a ball in the crease on the first day,” Murphy said. “My dad said, ‘Get in the car, we’re done.’”

When he turned nine, Murphy was selected to play on Allied Heat Treating, a Newmarket travelling rep hockey team. In a team photo taken that season, Murphy stands in the middle row, almost dead centre among his 13 teammates. He wears an assistant captain’s black A on his red Newmarket jersey. His dark brown hair, cut to cover his ears, is still damp and sweaty. He has a broad, toothy smile, the smile of a nine-year-old who knows no problems.

“He made hockey look effortless,” remembered Cathy Murphy, Joe’s older sister. “He was a natural. Faster than most. Better shot than everybody. He would say to me, ‘Cathy, when you come to the games, you bring me good luck. I always get a hat trick.’ And every time he scored a goal, he’d get a box of cereal [from his parents]. We weren’t allowed sugared cereal, so he would get the box of sugared cereal, and he’d share it with all of us.”

Allied practised once or twice a week, played twice and travelled throughout Ontario and in the US for tournaments. In 1978, Murphy’s name began to regularly appear in game summaries of the local paper, the Newmarket Era, as one of his team’s leading scorers.

Merv Witherow, the principal of a local high school, was Allied’s first coach. He was kind, stoic and mellow, the sort of coach who patted his players on the shoulder after they made a mistake on the ice and whispered encouragement to do better on the next shift. But minor hockey can be a political minefield. Witherow was pushed aside by a group of parents who thought their children would perform better under a firmer hand. “Merv was a great coach, but he got ousted,” said Shawn Fairbarn, who played with Murphy on the Allied team. “It’s minor hockey. Those sorts of coups happen all the time.”

The team was handed over to Peter Rust, a government worker who had survived the London Blitz and moved to Canada in 1950 as a 21-year-old. Shortly after he arrived in Newmarket, Rust learned to skate so he could be involved coaching his son Donald.

“Donald was a miracle child,” Rust’s daughter Carol recalled. “As a baby, he survived open-heart surgery at Toronto’s Hospital for Sick Children in 1953, and he wanted to play hockey. Dad coached him up until he was 12, and then Donald had to stop playing because, with his medical condition, he was so much smaller than the other players. But Dad had fallen in love with hockey and kept coaching other people’s kids until, one year, he got Joe Murphy. Dad always said coaching Joe was his crowning achievement.” Under Coach Rust, Allied developed into one of the best rep teams in the country.

Many of its players would skate together for the better part of a decade. After tournament wins in the small Ontario cities of Orillia and Owen Sound, Allied won a Major Atom Silver Stick tournament in January 1978 in the cross-border cities of Port Huron, Michigan, and Sarnia, Ontario, defeating teams of 10-year-olds from throughout the American Midwest and Ontario. The following month, Allied beat Orillia, 3–2, in the final of their own minor hockey association’s tournament.

Murphy, by this point, already knew he wanted a career in professional hockey. And in 1974, he went with his mother to his first NHL game, the Maple Leafs versus the Bruins at Toronto’s Maple Leaf Gardens. “We took the subway after her work and I was wearing a black and gold sweater my grandma made,” he remembered. “We were in the greens. We walked into the arena and I immediately was looking for Bobby Orr on the ice. I remember pulling my mom’s arm and saying, ‘He’s right there. He’s so close.’ Amazing night.”

When Murphy began playing rep hockey, his father, Pat, became an assistant coach. In later years, when he wasn’t behind the bench, he took up a regular position along the ice.

“Patrick hung over the boards,” said Gary Fairbarn, Shawn’s father. “Just an expression, but the point is he was always there, always involved. He watched Joe closely and was always pushing him to be better.”

Murphy was an above-average rep player, a strong skater who could dodge and weave from end to end and wrist the puck top shelf in the net. “That was some team we had,” recalled Dewane Smalley, who played on the Allied rep team for eight years. “Joe was maybe the third-best player on the team.”

Rust’s team was chockablock with gifted players and served to illustrate a sports truism: the best preteen player on the ice rarely blossoms into the best adult player.

Murphy’s early years with his three siblings and his parents seemed to be out of a storybook. Patrick worked into the evening many nights, and Jane drove Joe to the arena for hockey practices. In an era before smart phones and electronics at the dinner table, the Murphys often ate together as a family. Joe was comfortable taking centre stage. He shared sports stories and oddball bits of trivia, and sometimes offered more reflective statements. “Words are the most important thing,” he would say at the dinner table. “The words you speak can either hurt you or they can build you up. Just remember words.”

Jane was a skilled cook. Her specialty was chicken cordon bleu, a family favourite, and holidays, especially Christmas, were a special time. “I remember one year, I got a blue Quebec Nordiques jersey,” Joe recalled, sitting on a dock in Kenora. “That jersey was such a rich blue.”

He loved the closeness of weekends with his extended family. At his mother’s family home in Westport, his grandmother, Bernice Helen, would settle into an easy chair with her grandson at her side and tune the TV to Hockey Night in Canada. Joe would make her crack up with his impressions of broadcasters Dick Irvin Jr. and Danny Gallivan. “I remember the 1976 playoffs, Boston against Philadelphia,” he told me. “Philly won in five games to get to the finals. Me and my grandma watched that one together. I wore a homemade sweater she knit for me, a little Bruins jersey with Bobby Orr’s No. 4 on the back.”

“We watched a lot of Toronto games. The Leafs had a good couple of teams back then. The Palmateer team, they lost in seven, but beat the Islanders. We watched Eddie Shack, Tiger Williams. Borje Salming. He’s good. He carried them. He was their best player. They don’t make the playoffs without him. I remember in between periods, my grandma Helen would play goalie with me. I’d have a wool ball or something. I’d try to fire it between her feet at the bottom of the chair. She’d try to stop me, but I could fire it by her, yeah.”

In the summer, when he wasn’t attending hockey camps, Murphy retreated to his grandparents’ home and wedged himself into a chair next to his grandpa Joe. “We listened to doubleheaders on the radio. Pittsburgh Pirates games would come in, and the Expos. They’d fade in and out on the radio. I never left his side. He’d be on the couch, and I’d be right beside him. I’d fall asleep with him there next to me after about six innings.”

Murphy visited his paternal grandparents in Sudbury in February 1980. His grandpa Thomas barely got out of his chair. He was riveted to the TV, watching the Winter Olympics play out in Lake Placid, New York. It was Canada’s first Olympic hockey tournament since 1968. Canada hadn’t participated in hockey at the previous two Winter Olympics because of a disagreement over the use of pro athletes at the world hockey championships. The Canadian team at Lake Placid was led by future NHL stars Randy Gregg and Glenn Anderson, who would be teammates of Joe’s with the Edmonton Oilers in a decade’s time. But the Canadians couldn’t keep pace with strong teams from the US and the Soviet Union.

“When Canada got knocked out, we decided to cheer for the US,” Murphy said. “I remember the US playing the Russians in the Miracle on Ice game. It was terrific. The Americans finally beat Finland for the gold medal after that semifinal miracle game. My grandfather kept saying to me, ‘Work on your game and you can get to this level, too.’ It was one of the greatest times of my life, watching Mike Eruzione and Jim Craig in net. I could go through the whole team. The goaltenders played awesome. They were all college guys playing against professional teams.”

When they weren’t tuned in to the hockey, Murphy and his granddad were captivated by the American speed-skating star Eric Heiden, who would win five gold medals—in the 500-, 1,000-, 1,500-, 5,000- and 10,000-metre races.

“Grandpa says to me, ‘We’re going to find out what he’s doing, what his secret is to going so fast,’” Murphy remembered.

Tom did his research and discovered Heiden had trained using a long board coated with wax that was called a slide board. He used it to practise his lateral skating strides, pushing off from side to side, away from the rink. “One day that spring, Grandpa comes down to Newmarket and puts one up in our backyard, builds an Eric Heiden board. Just said to me, ‘You gotta keep strong.’”

In 1982, when Murphy was 14, his father, Patrick, made an announcement to the family. He was being transferred by Chevron Canada to the West Coast. The family was moving to North Vancouver.

The Murphys found a two-storey home with brown cedar shakes in a tidy neighbourhood in North Vancouver and settled in. Murphy, then 15, was enrolled in Grade 10 at Handsworth Secondary School and took a particular interest in gym class and drama.

“That time in BC was the best time in my life,” Murphy said, reflecting on his high school years. “I think if I didn’t become a hockey player, I could have become an actor. I like performing. In high school, I did a performance and had to kiss a girl for it. I could have gotten used to that job.”

Dave Tomlinson sat in front of Murphy during one of his first days at Handsworth. Murphy tapped Tomlinson on the shoulder. “You know anywhere good to play hockey?” he asked.

Tomlinson was a year behind Murphy, a star forward with the hockey team at the North Shore Winter Club, a North Vancouver sports club with hockey rinks and racquetball, squash and basketball courts. Tomlinson invited Murphy to a team practice. It would only take a few moments on the ice before Murphy was offered a roster spot.

“Joe was heads and tails better than anyone on the ice,” said Tomlinson, who went on to play at Boston University and then suited up for 42 games in the NHL with the Toronto Maple Leafs, Winnipeg Jets and Florida Panthers. “He could do whatever he wanted with the puck. Joe turned heads even in practice. He would set up in the offensive end, along the boards, with the puck near the hash marks, and a defenceman would come at him. Joe sometimes would do nothing—he wouldn’t make a move. He’d just look at the defenceman and the D would peel off without touching him. The defenceman must have thought Joe wasn’t making a move right then because he saw something they didn’t and he was about to blow past. The defenceman didn’t want to get beat and look bad, so he played it safe and just retreated. The confidence that took was really something. Joe was so strong on the puck and so confident, and at 15. Watching him then reminds me of watching Joe Thornton in his prime.”

The two boys also practised together.

“We’d be free Friday nights and we’d go to the rink and there would be some open ice on the smaller rink and we’d work out, just the two of us, for an hour and a half or two hours on moves, trying to deke each other, practising on changing speeds, on toe drags, just working at getting better. Then we’d finish up, get dressed and go back to Murph’s house for a best-of-12 chess match. We’d be up until 2 a.m.”

Fitness became a regular part of Murphy’s routine. He fell in love with squash and racquetball at the North Shore club. He became a regular at Vancouver’s Seymour Golf and Country Club during the summers, and most evenings when he wasn’t at the rink, he’d jog down the steeply sloped streets of North Vancouver from his home to the Tomlinsons’, and then back up the same stretch of hills again, a 20-minute run to his friend’s place, 40 minutes for the return trip.

Murphy would stop by the home of another teammate, John Shaw, a lanky defenceman with a mop of curly dirty blond hair who sprouted to 6-foot-4 by the time he was 16. Shaw’s older brother Bobby was an 11th-round selection of the Winnipeg Jets in the NHL entry draft in 1982, and he passed along tips to his brother and Joe about gaining muscle and getting in better shape.

“We had a weight set in the basement before it became popular,” John Shaw recalled. “Bobby would help us learn how to lift properly with different exercises. We spent hours in the basement, lifting weights and listening to music. We had a great hi-fi system with big speakers, and we’d crank it. The Who would come on and Joe would be like, ‘Shawsy, what are they saying?’”

Shaw would recite the lyrics and the teenagers would laugh and sing along.

Murphy’s father would arrive home some evenings with tickets to Canucks games. It turned out to be a good time to follow the team. In those days, the Canucks played at the 15,000-seat Pacific Coliseum, which during the club’s lean years was so quiet, the fans so subdued, that players compared it to what it might be like to play a game in the Vancouver Public Library. Fans sitting in the stands could sometimes hear the players having conversations on the ice. But in the spring of 1982, as the Murphys settled into their new neighbourhood, the Canucks went on a run.

In Quebec City, during a March 20 game, Canucks coach Harry Neale charged into the stands to confront a fan who had taken a swipe at one of his players. While the league suspended Neale, the incident became a bonding moment for the Canucks, who would advance to the playoffs and knock off Calgary, Los Angeles and Chicago, setting up a Stanley Cup final series against the New York Islanders.

Though they lost to New York in the final, the Canucks were once again a hot ticket, and Joe and his dad would hang around the players’ exit after games, hoping he might get an autograph. “I remember waiting an hour and a half to get [Wayne] Gretzky’s autograph,” Joe recalled.

The Murphys loved the close-knit North Shore families. The team’s hockey moms designed their own custom red sweaters in the team colours, and for away games, families often travelled together, enjoying the beauty of BC’s Okanagan Valley and the hockey experience. The players’ fathers gathered in a common party room at hotels, watching wrestling together on Saturday mornings, trading stories of their own youth, passing around Molson Canadian stubbies.

During one road trip to Saskatchewan that was designated as a “moms only” trip and fell on St. Patrick’s Day, Jane Murphy arranged for pitchers of green beer to be distributed on the team bus. Carol Ann Rawson, whose son Scott also played for North Shore, bought enough food and prepared meals for all of the families when they were on the road. “I charged $5 for a meal with wine and $6 without,” Rawson recalled with a laugh. “We were such a close group.”

On the ice, wearing the team’s white and red jerseys and full-length black Cooperalls, Murphy’s skating was sublime and his instincts uncanny. Away from the rink, he had a natural charisma, confidence and sense of humour that made teenaged girls and boys and adults alike want to be around him.

“Joe kept everybody loose,” said Grant Kerr, a sportswriter with the Canadian Press wire service who was an assistant coach on the North Shore hockey team. “He pulled stunts on the coaches, early-morning wake-up calls. He’d get the hotel to page you because there was someone to see you in the lobby, but there was really nobody there. It was harmless stuff, made you laugh—just a kid growing up.”

Murphy flourished with the North Shore team. As a 15-year-old midget, he would score 115 goals and 214 points in 65 games. Of course, points alone don’t guarantee future success for any amateur player. At age 12, Wayne Gretzky had 105 goals, while at the same age, his younger brother Keith, who was drafted by the Buffalo Sabres but never made it to the NHL, had 115.

There was a buzz when Murphy jumped over the boards for a shift. Fans leaned forward in their seats, waiting to see what he would do next. “He was Gretzky-like in his perception of the ice,” said Scott Rawson, Murphy’s linemate at North Shore and later with the Penticton Knights junior hockey team. “He always had his head up. He’d find open spaces. I didn’t have to put the puck on his stick. He’s a guy you’d just put the puck to an area and he’d get there. And he sure had a great shot and a knack for putting the puck in the net.”

Expectations can weigh on a young phenom, particularly when the goals and points reach a level where people begin to root against you. As a 10-year-old in Brantford, Ontario, Wayne Gretzky scored 378 goals in 69 games and won the scoring race by 238 goals. Not everyone celebrated the blossoming star. In his 1990 memoir, Gretzky wrote that scoring so many goals as a preteen was life-altering.

“Those 378 goals were the beginning of the end for me in Brantford,” Gretzky wrote in his 1990 autobiography.

The remarkable season put him in the glare of the national news media. He started being called “the Great Gretzky.” At tournaments, organizers hung posters featuring the 10-year-old as a draw for spectators. The scrutiny became so overwhelming that Gretzky traded his team jacket with that of his goalie to avoid some of the attention. Some parents growled that Gretzky was a puck hog. Some would even attend games with stopwatches and record Gretzky’s time with the puck.

“Once, at a big tournament in my own arena in Brantford,” Gretzky wrote, “I got booed when I was introduced. That’s tough to take when you’re 10 years old.”

For Murphy, pressure would come a few years later. Scouts and coaches of Canadian major junior teams and US college programs began showing up to see him play in games at the North Shore Winter Club arena in Vancouver and on the road in such BC cities as Maple Ridge, White Rock and Langley.

Rick Kozuback was among the coaches who coveted Joe. A fresh graduate of the University of Alberta’s teaching program, Kozuback had arrived in Penticton, British Columbia, in 1975. He taught phys. ed. at the local high school, and in 1980 he became one of the assistant coaches of the Penticton Knights of the BC Junior Hockey League. After two seasons, a local car dealer named Chris Parker, who owned the Knights, bought a Western Hockey League franchise in nearby Kelowna, and sold the Knights to Kozuback and his brother-in-law Nick Iannone for about $25,000. The 1982–83 season was Kozuback’s first as head coach.

Penticton was a quiet town of 23,000 on the southern edge of Lake Okanagan in BC’s interior, a community where the neighbours all knew one another and offered a friendly warning to keep the pets inside when cougars would slink into town from the nearby mountains.

Months before the start of the 1982–83 season, Grant Kerr phoned Kozuback with a recruiting tip. Kozuback wanted a North Shore forward named Ally Cook to play for the Knights. Cook was widely considered to be the best midget player in British Columbia. Kerr suggested Cook might be more willing to try out for Penticton if Kozuback allowed his pal Brett Hull to tag along.

Hull’s hockey career was waning. He had been passed over in the Western Hockey League draft and was living on the West Coast with his mother after she had divorced Brett’s famous father, the hockey star Bobby Hull. Brett arrived in Penticton for training camp out of shape, weighing about 240 pounds.

“Brett showed up on the ice in a red hockey helmet, and after a few minutes his face was as red as that helmet was,” Kozuback remembered with a chuckle. “We wound up sending Ally home, but decided to have Brett stick around a bit longer. Maybe we felt a little sorry for Brett. He was going through a real tough time. He was with us for two years. His father never came once to see him play. One year, the father was paid to come to Penticton and play in a charity game with NHL old-timers on a Thursday night. We had a game the next night, on a Friday. He didn’t even stay the extra day.”

But after training camp during his first season in Penticton, something clicked for Hull and he was energized. The future Hockey Hall of Famer would go on to score 48 goals during his first season with the Knights and another 105 during the 1983–84 season.

Even as the future NHL star was breaking records with the Knights, Kozuback was planning for the future, visiting with the Murphy family in Vancouver, watching Murphy star for the North Shore Winter Club. Word was spreading about the 16-year-old. The WHL’s New Westminster Bruins invited him for training camp in the fall of 1983. During the North Shore club’s annual Christmas tournament midway through the 1983–84 season, Murphy was named an all-star for the second year in a row.

A lineup of scouts waited for an audience with the Murphys.

Kozuback repeatedly reminded Murphy and his parents that if they were concerned about Murphy’s education, the Knights were a means to that end. By that time, three former Knights had gone on to become captains of US university teams. Defenceman Dave Hardie and forward Dan Brennan were co-captains of the Colorado College Tigers. Lance Johnston was a co-captain of the Western Michigan University Broncos. Northern Michigan University alone had five former Penticton players: Morey Gare, Tony Savarin, Kevin Trach, Rod Poindexter and Dave Purmal.

The BC Junior Hockey League had “open borders,” meaning there was no player draft and prospects could sign with whichever team they chose. Murphy was courted aggressively by many BCJHL coaches, including both Kozuback and Murray “Muzz” MacPherson, the coach of the Burnaby Bluehawks, who had helped to develop a young Wayne Gretzky with the Ontario Hockey League’s Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds a few years earlier. “Today it may seem goofy, but in the old days, this was about the personal phone calls and personal letters,” Kozuback said. “I remember we sent Joe a Christmas card with our team picture. Maybe that made a difference.”

In May 1984, after winding up his 214-point season, Murphy committed to playing for Penticton. “It was such a big get,” Kozuback recalled. “We signed Joe that year and also a player named Dave Shields, who was the best midget player coming out of Alberta. We brought both of them in, as well as their families, for a press conference, something that was kind of unheard of at the time.”

The picturesque community of Penticton had a hockey pedigree. The Penticton Vees senior men’s team drew worldwide attention in March 1955, when they defeated Russia 5–0 in Krefeld, West Germany, to capture the world championship. And now, three decades on, a teenaged Joe Murphy was about to help put the BC city back in the national headlines.
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Proving Himself

The trip to Penticton from Vancouver takes about five hours on a winding two-lane highway that snakes through alpine towns and past climbing peaks and mountain-bike trails. You drive alongside the Coquihalla River, near abandoned gold mines in Hedley, and then through the apple and cherry orchards and vineyards of the Okanagan Valley. For a young hockey prospect reporting to his first junior team, there’s plenty of time during such a drive to contemplate his future.

One August afternoon in 1984, two months before his 17th birthday, Joe Murphy and his friend John Shaw packed their things into Murphy’s brown Ford Pinto and began the drive east from Vancouver. Their families had warned them to be careful. The picturesque highway could be full of surprises. During one road trip through the British Columbia Interior while Murphy was playing with the North Shore Winter Club, Patrick Murphy had to slam on the brakes as a herd of hundreds of elk galloped across the road in front of his car.

Murphy joined a Knights club that had won a provincial championship during the 1983–84 season but had struggled to stoke much interest in Penticton. “The paucity of fans during the regular season was a matter of real concern,” the Penticton Herald reported on August 21, 1984. “More than concern, it was a source of genuine puzzlement to the club in light of the kind of season they had. With a squad that put together one of the best records ever compiled by a Penticton team and was highlighted by an unbelievable record harvest by Brett Hull, the Knights should have been laughing at the gate.”

Perhaps the town “doesn’t want or need junior hockey,” the Herald suggested. Perhaps locals had bigger problems than contemplating junior hockey. The BC economy was convulsing, grappling with an unemployment rate that reached 15.6 percent in the summer of 1984, its highest mark since the 1930s. Financial analysts pointed a finger at the Social Credit provincial government. Analysts argued that public-sector layoffs during the summer of 1983 had shaken consumer confidence and slowed spending. In Penticton, logging and construction companies were shuttered. Fruit pickers couldn’t find steady work. Sawmills closed. Mobile home manufacturers, among the community’s largest employers, either closed or went through rounds of layoffs.

Amid a culture of thriftiness, the Knights were a no-frills business. They drove to away games in a second-hand school bus, its benches removed and replaced with individual coach seats. Rock music pulsed from a boom box playing cassette tapes, and foam mattresses were tossed on the floor when players wanted some sleep. A makeshift card table was often set up near the back of the bus—with money so scarce, the stakes were low. The Knights didn’t pay players or provide a per diem. Players had their meals covered on the road, and in Penticton, billet families fed them. The junior hockey lifestyle was a grind, but it was one that most players cherished.

Arriving in Penticton, Murphy unpacked his things in a basement bedroom in the home of Robin and Rosemary Greer. Robin was the shop teacher at Penticton Secondary School, while Rosemary was a registered nurse. The couple had immigrated to Canada in 1971 from Northern Ireland. Murphy was the second of a dozen Knights players they would billet through the years. “Joe was a good boy,” Rosemary Greer recalled. “I remember that he didn’t really [cherish] any of his belongings at all, except perhaps his hockey stick and a pair of fashionable white jeans. I cursed the hour he put those white jeans on. The skin comes off your knuckles trying to scrub the stains out.”

The Greers didn’t see much of Murphy. His parents would drive to Penticton with other families from the Vancouver area to watch most of the Knights’ home games. The group booked hotel rooms and paid for an extra room that was dubbed “the party room,” a gathering point for parents, players and billet families alike after games. The Murphys kept a sharp eye on their son, as did many parents. They were a close-knit group. The players’ moms contributed recipes that helped to fill a Knights cookbook sold to raise funds for the team.

Penticton’s 1984–85 season began with home and away games against their rival, the Summerland Buckaroos. The Knights won, 11–3, in the season opener in front of 1,000 fans and took a 6–5 decision the following evening. Murphy had one goal in the first game and two in the second. The Knights were undefeated with seven wins during the first month of the season. Murphy, who had a team-leading 17 points with 5 goals and 12 assists, had room to be creative on the ice, at least partly because coach Rick Kozuback had peppered his roster with enforcers—tough guys who protected their more skilled teammates.

“I remember talking to Kozy and we agreed we needed a real tough guy,” Knights assistant coach Nick Iannone recalled. “All of a sudden, I get this phone call from Burnaby. This guy says, ‘I’m coming to play for you guys.’ I’m like, ‘Who the hell are you?’ Well, you never met a scarier guy than James Burnett. He and I would have fights on the bench. Real fights. I’m punching him. He’s punching me. And after he’d say, ‘Thanks, Coach, I love it. That really gets me going.’”

Former Knights forward John DePourcq, who played that season with Murphy, said he remembered watching before one game as a teammate covertly poured gunpowder on the rubber mats beneath the Burnaby Bluehawks’ bench, in an effort to dull their skate blades. DePourcq said a Burnaby player had poured sand under the Knights bench in an earlier game.

Some Knights games had more in common with a street fight than a hockey game.

“I remember my first game in Revelstoke,” said DePourcq, who played three seasons for the Knights. “We drove there four hours and we go inside. Poor lighting, tough place to play. . . . We go out for a warm-up, and there’s almost a fight, guys start sticking each other. We go back in the dressing room. We’re getting ready for the game and hear yelling and screaming. I’m like, ‘What the fuck is going on out there?’ All of a sudden, our coach, Nick Iannone, comes running back in the dressing room. His tie is sideways, his hair and shirt are messed up. He hollers, ‘You bastards better be ready to go. I just ran in their dressing room and called them a bunch of pussies.’ That was how they motivated us in those days.”

Not everyone embraced the antics.

“I had a tough time,” John Shaw remembered. “We had a line brawl one game, and a few guys got hurt. The next game was against the Vernon Lakers. Well, right away there starts to be fights. I was on the bench and said to Kozuback, ‘Coach, we won’t have any players left.’ He just glares at me and screams, ‘You’re next, get out there.’”

By mid-November, Murphy and the Knights were surging and opposing coaches were bristling. BC Junior Hockey League president Les Jeboult told reporters the league was concerned about the Knights’ dominance, amid claims from other coaches that Penticton was running up the score on its opponents.

During a 13–3 win over the Merritt Centennials on November 16 and a 5–2 road victory over the Vernon Lakers two days later, Murphy had a combined 10 points, including a 5-goal game against Merritt. Through 18 games, he had 21 goals and 28 assists. “I thought that in the last four games, he’s played his best hockey all year,” Kozuback told the Herald in a November 19 story. “He’s worked really hard and he is being puck hungry and aggressive. His skills are evident. He’s a very skilled hockey player and now he’s doing all the other things that will make him a better all-around player.”

Murphy enjoyed life in Penticton. He smoked marijuana, a habit he had picked up with his buddies in North Vancouver, but he was discreet about it.

On and off the ice, Murphy continued to be a joker. “During one 6 a.m. practice, I got hit from behind by a teammate and fell into the end boards, knocking out all of my front teeth,” remembered John Shaw, Murphy’s friend from Vancouver. “I am so mad. If anybody said anything to me, I probably would have jumped them. Murph is sitting on the bench. He looks at me, asks what’s the matter and tells me to show him my teeth. I do, and he just breaks up, howling with laughter. Then I start laughing too. He’s the kind of guy, maybe the only guy on that team, who could get me laughing no matter the situation.”

Shaw was a regular victim of Murphy’s practical jokes. “He’d get me pretty good pretty often,” he said. “One time, he called me, pretending to be the
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