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FOREWORD

A drian Dater has captured the drama of a hockey rivalry that matches the best of sports rivalries, and he has gone to great lengths to capture the feelings of the legendary players involved with this special rivalry—Hall of Famers from each team like Ray Bourque, Larry Murphy, Paul Coffey, Patrick Roy, and future Hall of Famers like Peter Forsberg, Joe Sakic, Steve Yzerman, Nick Lidstrom, Chris Chelios, and Brett Hull, along with many others.

In the seven playoff seasons from 1996 to 2002, the Colorado Avalanche and the Detroit Red Wings battled each other five times to compete for hockey’s greatest prize, the Stanley Cup. The two teams’ regular-season games were epic struggles that drew the highest television ratings, and when the NHL had a national TV broadcast, their games were always first choice on the requests.

Dater delves into the controversy of the Avalanche’s illegal visitors’ bench, as well as the Claude Lemieux–Kris Draper incident, and the goaltender battles between Patrick Roy and Mike Vernon, Chris Osgood, and Dominik Hasek. These incidents and many others resulted in heated exchanges between Avalanche coach Marc Crawford and me. In all my 30-plus years in the NHL, I had never before witnessed media battles like those that resulted from this on-ice rivalry.

The action on the ice was second to none, and while both teams enjoyed sold-out arenas for all of their games, the games between each other caused a ticket frenzy never before seen. I think what made the rivalry so special was that the comparative strength of each franchise was so similar and the prize to the winner was so special. Any sport would dream of a rivalry so bitter, yet for the most part healthy, and this book captures all the exciting battles both on and off the ice. It is a must-read for all hockey followers.

Scotty Bowman
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“A Car Crash in Slow Motion”

As a boy growing up in Toronto, Kris Draper loved those distortion mirrors, the kind at amusement parks and circuses.

A husky kid with red hair and freckles, Draper liked how the fun mirrors made him look a little slimmer. A tilt of the head, a step to the side, and he went from short and squat to tall and athletic looking.

On May 29, 1996, Draper looked into a mirror inside the visitors’ dressing room of Denver’s McNichols Sports Arena—and gasped. Please let this be another distortion mirror, Draper thought. No way—no way—could this be his real face.

His right cheek looked like it was stuffed with 10 cans of Skoal. His right eye, rapidly swelling shut, had as many colors as a Jackson Pollock painting. His nose looked like a piece of wadded-up newspaper, his jaw like somebody had moved it a couple inches to the left. I’ve turned into Frankenstein, Draper thought.

A defensive-oriented center in his third season with the Detroit Red Wings, Draper had no idea who had done this to him. Playing a loose puck along the boards by the Red Wings’ bench, Draper had his head down, a no-no in the sport of hockey. But Draper knew he needed to use all of his body for better positioning to get control of the puck.

Getting control of that puck, he knew, could make the difference in getting his team a victory it had to have. Despite setting a National Hockey League record with 62 victories in the 1995–96 regular season, despite entering the playoffs as prohibitive favorites to win their first Stanley Cup since 1955, the Red Wings entered Game 6 of the 1996 Western Conference finals down three games to two to the Colorado Avalanche.

A franchise that had been known as the Quebec Nordiques for the previous 23 seasons, first in the old World Hockey Association and then in the NHL, the Avalanche played in a city scorned by Original Six hockey markets such as Detroit: scorned for losing its first NHL team, the Colorado Rockies, which left town to become the New Jersey Devils in 1982.

Those same Devils had beaten the Red Wings for the Stanley Cup the year before, sweeping them in four humiliating games. A trash-talking right wing named Claude Lemieux was the hero for New Jersey, winning the Conn Smythe Trophy as the playoffs’ most valuable player.

A contract dispute with the Devils led to Lemieux’s trade to the Avalanche on October 3, 1995, and here he was again leading his team to an upset series win over Detroit.

Not if Draper could help it—which is why he was determined to get that puck for his team, trailing 1-0 with time running out in the first period. Get the puck to a teammate, get a quick goal, and she’s all tied up. Go on to get the win, and it’s back to friendly Joe Louis Arena for Game 7, where it would be advantage, Red Wings. That was the plan, anyway.

But then, with 5:53 showing on the clock, a deep, sickly thud sounded on the ice. As he was skating backward slightly to make his way to the bench, the 185-pound Draper’s head was driven into the top edge of the boards, face first, by a 220-pound man skating at roughly 25 mph from behind. The man was Lemieux.

Sitting right in front of Draper was close friend and teammate Darren McCarty, a third-year forward known for his toughness and occasional scoring touch.

“I mean, it was right in front of me,” McCarty recalled, “and all I can remember was thinking I’m about to watch a car crash in slow motion, and I can’t believe it’s happening. I could see Lemieux coming from 20 feet away, and I kept waiting for him to slow up. I kept thinking, ‘He’s going to stop, right?’ ”

Wrong.

“Heyyyyy!” McCarty yelled.

McCarty was immediately sickened by what he saw of Draper’s face. “You could see it cave inward,” he said.

By then, Lemieux had already turned and skated away. Referee Bill McCreary, respected by players as probably the NHL’s best, whistled to halt play.

Players from both benches leaned over to see the ice rapidly turning the color of Draper’s uniform. Lying facedown, gripping his face with his gloves, Draper was conscious but knew he was in big trouble. He could taste his own blood. It felt like his neck might have snapped in two. He couldn’t move his jaw to talk.

“I remember trying to get up. And I knew things didn’t feel right,” Draper recalled nearly 10 years later.

Red Wings trainer John Wharton immediately jumped the boards to aid Draper. Wharton was often teased by opponents for his many trips onto the ice—more TV time was what he wanted, the kidding went—but there was no laughing this time. The partisan Avalanche crowd was silent.

Able to stand after a few minutes, Draper was led off the ice with Wharton pressing a white towel to his face. The towel had turned mostly red by the time they crossed the ice to the visiting team’s entrance.

Lying on a table in the small visitors’ dressing room, the ceiling, to Draper’s barely focused eyes, seemed to be spinning. Blood continued to seep from his mouth and right eye socket. For several chilling moments, Draper thought he’d already lost the eye. The career he had worked so hard for, the one that seemed to have little hope when the Wings obtained him for just a [image: image]1 waiver fee after he was dumped by the Winnipeg Jets in 1993, might already be over. Several NHL players had had their careers shortened when they lost the use of an eye. Most of them might have avoided the fate had they worn a protective visor. Lemieux wore such a “shield,” and, like most players who did, was ridiculed for it. Real men don’t wear shields, most Canadian NHLers—including Draper—believed. Now he wasn’t so sure.

On the ice, Lemieux was assessed a five-minute match penalty by McCreary, which meant his automatic ejection from the game. Believing McCreary’s call to be unfair, Lemieux made a showy, petulant exit, slamming the door built into the boards behind the north-side net in the aging arena.

Red Wings defenseman Paul Coffey tied the game on the ensuing power play, and everybody on the team knew Draper was tough enough to get back in the game and help them win. When he regained full consciousness in the dressing room, the first thing Draper did was look for his gloves.

“I just felt I was going to be able to get up and go out and play, finish the game,” said Draper, who did not know until the next day, when he watched a replay from his hospital room, that it was Lemieux who had hit him. “That’s the one thing I remember, just: ‘OK, grab my gloves and let’s get back out there.’ ”

But while the Red Wings took the ice for the second period of a 1-1 game, team doctor David Collon gently informed Draper his season was over. Just looking at his face was enough to know that; never mind the X-rays. They would eventually show broken bones to Draper’s nose, jaw, cheekbone, and, possibly, right eye socket. Five teeth were bent inward toward his throat. A total of 40 stitches were needed to close cuts around his eye and inside his mouth. Dr. Collon knew Draper’s jaw would probably need to be wired shut.

Detroit captain Steve Yzerman was the only Wings player to get a look at Draper between periods. Not until after the game did Draper’s other teammates get a look. Immediately, the disappointment of losing the game, 4-1, turned to rage for some. Red Wings veteran forward Dino Ciccarelli and goalie Chris Osgood were the most vocal—particularly when they realized they had already shaken the hand of Lemieux in the traditional series-ending procession at center ice.

Ciccarelli, no stranger to controversy in his career, including a previous stint in jail for assault, would utter one of the more famous quotes in one of the most famous rivalries in hockey history: “I can’t believe I shook this guy’s frickin’ hand. We lost and I’m pissed off. But to see Kris Draper’s face makes me sick. I didn’t see his face until after the game, but his face is turned sideways. If the league doesn’t do something about that . . . I mean that’s ridiculous. He could have broken his frickin’ neck.”

Down the hallway, in the jubilant Avalanche dressing room, Lemieux stood in a hot-off-the-presses Western Conference Championship T-shirt, drinking a beer and high-fiving teammates. A first-year beat reporter for the Denver Post—covering my first NHL team ever—I stood in that dressing room and immediately posed a question to Lemieux about Draper.

“Are you sorry about the hit on Draper?” I asked. “Apparently his injuries are pretty bad.”

“Nobody wants to see a player get injured. I didn’t try to hurt him, and I’m sorry he’s hurt,” Lemieux said.

That was as close as Lemieux would get to an apology. There was no asking about the extent of Draper’s injuries. No asking where he might be in the building for a quick visit. When some Detroit reporters pressed Lemieux about the incident, the two-time Stanley Cup champion and son of a blue-collar truck driver from Mont Laurier, Quebec, took a familiar adversarial posture.

“I don’t want to waste my time talking about Detroit,” he said. “They were beaten for the second year in a row. I try to hit everybody as hard as I can, just like everybody tries to hit me as hard as they can. Everything is always vicious about us, and not them. At worst, I thought it should have been a two-minute penalty. I think that was going to be his first call, but then [McCreary] saw blood and decided to change his mind.”

With that, Lemieux took a long last drink of his beer, crumpled the can, and tossed it in the trash. That’s the end of it, Lemieux seemed to say with the gesture. No more questions about that. Move on.

Not by a long shot.

Osgood, the second-year Wings goalie who had been bested by Colorado’s Patrick Roy, had to fight himself not to storm the Avs dressing room looking for Lemieux.

Osgood issued the first of many threats Lemieux would receive the next few months—many of them, from fans via fax and hang-up phone calls, threatening death.

“Our players aren’t going to forget it. When he comes back to play the Wings next year, he’d better be ready. We’ll be waiting for him,” Osgood said.

This wasn’t the first time in the series somebody wanted to physically go after Lemieux.

Lemieux was suspended for Game 4, following a Game 3 incident in which he reared back and threw a punch to the back of the head of Detroit’s Slava Kozlov. That was in retaliation for Kozlov’s previously unpenalized sucker punch to Colorado defenseman Adam Foote, which drove his face into the glass and drew a cut that needed 18 stitches.

“I told ‘Footie,’ when he got up and I saw his face, I said, ‘We’ll get him back,’ ” said Lemieux, foreshadowing in reverse the events that would take place three games later.

After Game 3, a 6-4 Detroit victory, Lemieux walked out of the south entrance to McNichols with his wife, Debbie, and baby son, Brendan—named in honor of Brendan Shanahan, Lemieux’s good friend and former teammate in New Jersey.

To get to the player parking lot, the Lemieuxs had to walk past the idling Detroit team bus. Through the bus’s open doorway, Lemieux heard what sounded like an older man’s voice yelling his way.

“Lemieux, you gutless son of a bitch, nice sucker punch,” the voice said from the front. “I hope the league suspends your ass.”

Lemieux instantly knew the voice to be none other than that of legendary Red Wings coach Scotty Bowman.

“Pardon me?” said a stunned Lemieux, who walked onto the first inside step of the bus to confront Bowman.

For Lemieux, this was a first. Hockey has always been a vicious sport, but one held together by a tenuous code of moral conduct off the ice. When a game ends, tradition holds that any beefs can wait to be settled until the next game. When the game’s over, it’s over—no matter the injustice that might have happened on the ice. Players who tried to punch each other’s lights out in a hockey game were likely to shake hands and have a laugh afterward. “That’s hockey, eh?” as the Canadian saying goes.

This, however—confronting a player carrying a baby in his arms, next to his wife—was not hockey.

Lemieux heard “Get the fuck out of here” from some members of the Wings before heatedly telling Bowman, “I would expect better out of you. I’m with my family here, have some class.”

“Fuck off, cocksucker,” was returned in chorus upon Lemieux’s exit.

The next day, prior to a practice, Lemieux walked through the same doorway into the arena. The first person he saw was Bowman, talking quietly with Colorado general manager Pierre Lacroix.

“Hey Scotty, if you want to talk, it’s time to talk now. I don’t have my kid now, and you don’t have your entire bus behind you,” Lemieux said, inching closer to the 62-year-old Bowman, a former junior player in the Montreal system whose playing career was partially derailed by a head injury suffered from a high stick by Jean-Guy Talbot in a 1951 game.

Bowman didn’t want to continue the matter. “He just buried his head and walked away,” Lemieux said.

Lemieux, sure enough, was suspended one game by NHL director of hockey operations Brian Burke. Convinced that Bowman’s parking-lot tirade and griping about Lemieux in the media had something to do with Burke’s decision, Avalanche coach Marc Crawford felt he had to return Bowman’s “mind game” with one of his own.

A former fringe player with the Vancouver Canucks, at 35 Crawford was in just his second year as an NHL head coach—on paper, no match for the six-time Stanley Cup champion Bowman. But Crawford had a media savvy beyond his baby face and anchorman-stiff hairstyle.

Asked about the suspension in a morning press conference at McNichols, Crawford turned the subject back around to Bowman and the metal plate he was long rumored to have in his head as a result of his junior injury. (The rumor was untrue.)

“Scotty Bowman, he’s notorious for taking an incidental factor in a game and trying to create a lot of focus around that. He does it by planting questions in the media; he does it by trying to create an awful lot of controversy,” Crawford said. “He’s a great thinker, but he thinks so much that you even get the plate in his head causing interference on our headsets during the game.”

Crawford’s wife, Helene, scolded her husband for the remarks, even telling Sports Illustrated it was a good thing he and the team were staying in a Denver hotel for the series—a playoff hockey tradition—because he wouldn’t have “gotten any” that night at home.

After Lemieux’s hit on Draper, not even Crawford believed a suspension wouldn’t be coming his way.

“Claude plays the game hard, and he probably deserved the penalties,” Crawford said after his team knocked out the supposedly invincible Red Wings. “But tonight’s not the night to talk about it.”

The day after Game 6, Lemieux knew a suspension for the upcoming Stanley Cup Finals against the Florida Panthers was a strong possibility. If anything would be a killer for Lemieux, it would be sitting out a Finals game. He was already gaining a reputation as hockey’s Reggie Jackson, a Mr. October in June. He loved the pressure of big games and the boos from enemy rinks. Entering the 1996 Finals, Lemieux already had 52 goals in 136 career playoff games, with one Conn Smythe Trophy and three overtime game-winning goals with the Montreal Canadiens.

Lemieux tried to make a deal with Burke: In exchange for letting him play every game of the Finals, Lemieux would sit out half of the following regular season without pay.

No dice. “They turned me down,” Lemieux said. “It was a big commitment on my part. That’s how bad I want to play in the playoffs.”

Lemieux was suspended for the first two games of the Finals, both won by the Avalanche. Supporters of Draper were outraged at what they said was a light sentence. Lemieux returned for Game 3, and scored Colorado’s first goal in a 3-2 victory. Two nights later, in the sweaty, packed visitors’ dressing room at Miami Arena, Lemieux took a long drink of champagne from the silver Cup for the third time in his career.

Having been promised by Lacroix before the season that his current four-year, [image: image]5.2 million contract would be ripped up for a richer one if things went well, Lemieux was the king of the world.

“Thank you, Father Pete,” Lemieux said, hugging Lacroix.

About a thousand miles away, Draper lay in a room at Michigan’s Henry Ford Hospital. While Lemieux sipped sweet bubbly from the Cup, Draper sucked down the last of his ground-up meal through a straw into a mouth that would stay wired shut for five weeks.

The 1995–96 NHL season may have ended that night, but the nastiest and best-played rivalry in pro sports for the next six years was only just beginning.


[image: image]

Hockeytown and a Cow Town

It was the best rivalry of its time in pro sports, and it never should have happened.

To look at the confluence of events that had to come about for there to be any rivalry between the Red Wings and the Avalanche is to be staggered by the unlikelihood of it all.

What were the odds a team in its first year in a new city, one that previously had only six years of NHL history at all, would in months emerge as the most hated team in the league to an Original Six franchise?

What were the odds a player who had won a playoff MVP trophy with a championship team—who had been with that team for years—would suddenly want out?

What were the odds that a team in one of the best hockey markets in North America, in a Canadian city not far from where the sport was invented, would suddenly find itself 1,996 miles away in the western United States?

What were the odds the most beloved player in the most celebrated and rabid hockey city of all would have a blow-up with his coach and, four days later, be on a plane to Denver, Colorado?

However long the odds, all these things happened. And here’s the kicker: the Red Wings were in many ways indirectly responsible for much of how the Avalanche team of 1995–96 and beyond was built.

[image: image]

If Detroit had played to its capabilities in the 1995 Stanley Cup Finals against the New Jersey Devils, Claude Lemieux never would have won the Conn Smythe, and never would have tried to get out of the four-year, [image: image]5.2 million contract he had verbally agreed to with Devils general manager Lou Lamoriello earlier that season.

Lemieux’s MVP award and the Devils’ triumph were about the only things that went right for him in 1995. The start of the 1994–95 NHL season was wiped out by a lockout by the owners, which meant players weren’t getting paid. Lemieux at that time needed money.

He was in the middle of a divorce from Carol, his wife of seven years. For Lemieux, the divorce was painful and expensive. When play resumed, the distractions of the divorce played a part in Lemieux’s worst regular-season performance of his career. In a shortened 48-game season, he scored just six goals in 45 games played. In 1991–92, he had scored 41 goals in 74 games for the Devils.

With steep alimony and child-support payments to make, Lemieux approached Lamoriello about a new contract. A former coach and player at Providence College, the short, balding Lamoriello was a soft-spoken but hard-boiled man who could be a ruthless negotiator.

Still, Lamoriello liked Lemieux as a player. He got better as the games got bigger, and he was still only 29. The season before, Lemieux was outstanding in a long Devils playoff run. So, about a month before the playoffs he gave Lemieux what at the time was a pretty fair offer—four years and [image: image]5.2 million. The average NHL player salary in 1994–95 was [image: image]733,000, and Lemieux would be making nearly twice that.

In the midst of a terrible season statistically, Lemieux agreed to the deal. Trouble was, he never actually signed it. Somehow, his signature on the official hard copy of the contract wasn’t there. No big deal, both parties thought. They’d get around to it.

The Devils made it into the 1995 playoffs as the fifth seed in the Eastern Conference. After a somewhat mediocre regular season, the Devils suddenly got hot, beating Boston and Pittsburgh fairly easily in the first two playoff rounds, then ousting Philadelphia in the conference finals. Lemieux iced a rubber Game 5 in the Philly series with a big, booming slap shot from the right side against Flyers goalie Ron Hextall in a 2-2 game with 45 seconds left in regulation.

But the Devils didn’t have a chance against the mighty Red Wings, at least not to the pundits, most of whom predicted a sweep. And it was—in New Jersey’s favor. Lemieux scored the game-winning goal in a 2-1 Game 1 Devils victory in Detroit and scored another goal in Game 3. He finished the playoffs with 13 goals in 20 games for a Devils team that won a record 10 playoff road games.

When the playoffs ended and the Devils finished their Stanley Cup parade around the parking lot of Brendan Byrne Arena, Lemieux was in no hurry to sign the contract hard copy. He was a playoff MVP, the NHL’s Mr. Clutch. Show me more money, he said. Lamoriello wasn’t too worried, because he had not only the verbal commitment from Lemieux but his signature to an earlier faxed copy of the deal. Lemieux consulted his agent, Boston-based Steve Freyer, who also handled Bruins superstar Ray Bourque. The deal appeared valid, but Lemieux believed since he’d only signed a faxed copy, it wasn’t.

He fired Freyer in unhappiness over the deal, later hiring Howard Silber, the brother-in-law of his second wife, Debbie. While in the Bahamas on his honeymoon, Lemieux told the Devils he wanted a better contract or he’d declare himself a Group V unrestricted free agent—which he would have been entitled to do because he was a 10-year pro and making just under the league average. That flimsy piece of fax paper was not a legal document, Lemieux convinced himself. Besides, it was smudged, hard to read.

Nonsense, said Lamoriello, and on September 19, 1995, the case headed to arbitration.

“Call it a Conn job,” Devils beat writer Rich Chere wrote about Lemieux’s gambit for the Newark Star-Ledger.

Still, Lemieux believed NHL arbitrator George Nicolau would rule in his favor, partly because another NHL player, Red Wings goalie Mike Vernon, had lost in a similar case—only in reverse.

“Vernon had received a fax offer from Detroit before the Finals, and he hadn’t signed it and hadn’t agreed to it,” Lemieux recalled. “All of a sudden, they lose four straight and he signs the fax copy of the contract and says to Detroit, ‘OK I’ll take the offer.’ Obviously, his leverage had gone down. Well, his case gets thrown out by the arbitrator [Nicolau], and the arbitrator says, ‘Unless we have an original copy of the contract with all the five copies, whatever, of the signed contract between the player and the team, that contract is not valid.’ ”

Years later, Vernon said Lemieux was only partly right.

“We had the faxed copy, and the arbitrator just ignored it. Fax copy will hold in a court of law. But arbitration is different. I counted several times when the other side lied. It’s a he-said, she-said kind of thing,” Vernon said. “A fax is a done deal. That’s why [Lemieux] lost, and I lost on several other issues I guess. I got the offer at the start of the playoffs, game day, and I told Kenny Holland ‘can we talk about this tomorrow?’ I guess that’s what they considered as being a ‘no.’

“Eventually, I was a free agent. They came back and said they wanted me to be the new goalie. I sat down with the new president and signed a contract. I said, ‘Well, I want to get what I deserve.’ And they said, it would make [Red Wings owner] Mr. Ilitch look bad, and I said, ‘Well, you’ve made Mr. Vernon look really bad.’ I said, ‘Well, do a signing bonus over here for this amount of money and I’ll take this amount of money here.’ So, I did take a little less, but I got what I wanted over here. So, I got what I wanted.”

On September 29 Nicolau’s verdict came in: Lemieux’s deal was binding.

“That was [Nicolau’s] last case,” Lemieux said. “They made that basically one-page deal, verbal agreement, valid. I wasn’t too happy.”

A stubborn Lemieux told Lamoriello he was through with the Devils, that he wanted a trade. Lamoriello told Lemieux he would try, but Lemieux never suggested Colorado, home of the newly relocated Avalanche, as his desired location. Ironically, Lemieux had recently spent some time at the Edwards, Colorado, vacation ranch of Devils owner Dr. John J. McMullen, and marveled at the state’s beauty. Still, Lemieux didn’t know anything about the Avalanche, other than that the team used to be the Quebec Nordiques.

Lemieux thought he would go to another Eastern Conference team, or maybe to the team he’d just beaten, Detroit. A coach like Scotty Bowman would want a winner like him, right?

But it just so happened that during training camp of the Avalanche’s inaugural season, 1995–96, Colorado GM Pierre Lacroix also had a holdout veteran forward who wanted either more money or a trade. His name was Wendel Clark, a player similar in style and size to Lemieux. The mustachioed Clark had been a centerpiece to Lacroix’s first big trade with the Nordiques in 1994, coming from Toronto in a deal that sent Mats Sundin to the Leafs.

Clark had a good season for the Nordiques in 1995, but felt the [image: image]1.05 million (Canadian funds) he was due the next year on his contract wasn’t good enough and wanted to renegotiate. Lacroix, a hardheaded, take-it-or-leave-it negotiator who spent nearly 21 years on the other side of the table as a player agent, refused.

A nasty standoff ensued. Clark’s powerful Toronto-based agent, Don Meehan, disparaged Lacroix in the papers. After the Avs won the Stanley Cup in 1996, Meehan was quoted saying the Zamboni driver could have won the Cup with as much young talent as Lacroix inherited in Quebec. The two would stay enemies for several years.

Finally, on October 3, 1995, the Devils, Avalanche, and New York Islanders swung a three-way deal that sent Clark to the Islanders, forward Steve Thomas to the Devils, and Lemieux to Colorado. Technically, Lemieux was traded by the Islanders to Colorado, as he was initially dealt to New York for Thomas.

“I was an Islander for about 15 seconds,” Lemieux said.

Lemieux would get two days of skating in before Colorado’s first game of the season at McNichols Arena. The opponent?

The Detroit Red Wings, of course.

[image: image]

On October 6, 1995, the NHL made its return to Denver following a 13-year absence. On May 7, 1982, McMullen, along with Brendan Byrne and John C. Whitehead, bought the Colorado Rockies for [image: image]8.5 million and moved them to New Jersey.

The Rockies had spent six miserable seasons in Denver, after a previous stint as the Kansas City Scouts. The franchise was plagued by an ownership group, led by Jack Vickers, Peter Gilbert, and Arthur Imperatore, that didn’t want to be patient for its young talent to develop. Rising stars such as Barry Beck, Rob Ramage, and Wilf Paiement were hastily traded for older, bigger-name players who had seen better days.

In 1979 the team hired Don Cherry away from the Boston Bruins as head coach. Cherry, who would later find greater fame and fortune as a bombastic personality during the CBC’s Hockey Night in Canada broadcasts, guided Colorado to a 19-48-13 record and was fired after one season.

The Rockies’ best season was a 22-45-13 record in 1980–81. The team was so bad that it became best known for two personalities that never played a game. One was a wild-haired, trash-talking fan named Crazy George, who taunted opponents by their bench and clanged a cowbell that reverberated throughout the usually half-empty McNichols Arena.

The other was British glam-rock singer Gary Glitter, whose song “Rock and Roll, Part 2” became the team anthem after goals were scored. The song went on to become a staple in sports arenas throughout the world, with its familiar “Hey!” chorus.

The Denver of 1976–82 was nothing like the city it would become in the 1990s. Largely dependent on the oil and gas industries, a terrible economic slump gripped the city in the Rockies’ years when the prices of both commodities went south.

Despite having a lousy team and a poor economy, Denver’s hockey fans were ridiculed when the team moved. “Denver isn’t a good hockey town” became a catchphrase around the league, especially in Original Six markets such as Detroit. It seemed dubious that the NHL would ever consider a return.

But starting around 1990, the economic fortunes of the city began changing rapidly. The beginnings of the American hightech revolution had some roots in Denver, with telecommunications companies such as US West heralding new businesses that attracted thousands of upwardly mobile young professionals. Once a moribund collection of dirty, empty buildings, downtown Denver soon was transformed into a collection of sleek condominium lofts overlooking busy microbreweries, restaurants, and dot-com startups.

Thousands of twentysomethings from around the country looked at Denver as an attractive place to start a new life. People like me.

In 1991, at 26 years of age, I was laid off from my [image: image]6-perhour job as a proofreader and part-time sportswriter at the Concord (NH) Monitor. I lived in my folks’ basement, with no car, as I had totaled my baby blue Ford Fairmont a couple of years before on a Massachusetts highway. I relied on rides from friends and my mother to get to work—not exactly what instills a young man with macho pride. Now, along with no car, I had no job. Now what?

I had visited a friend from Colorado the year before and instantly was wowed by Denver’s big, wide-open spaces, jagged mountain skyline, and milder winter weather. I remember thinking, This is a place I could live some day if I had to. Well, here was my moment of truth: What better time than now to make the move, to go west as a young man?

Without a job lined up, out I came to Denver on May 15, 1991. Purely coincidentally, my best friend from New Hampshire, Chris Spaulding, and his then girlfriend, Debbie, had moved to Denver a few months before. They agreed to take me on as a subletter to their small two-bedroom apartment that, with the rent split three ways, cost me just [image: image]160 a month. I didn’t care that I had no gainful employment; it felt invigorating being in a new place where nobody knew who I was. I was tired of the Cheers theme-song life. In Denver I could be anybody I wanted to be, unlike back home where everybody knew my name—and baggage.

After six months of working temp jobs ranging from a bill collector for a trash company to a guy who signed people in to take tours of an open house, I started sending form letters to sports reporters at Denver’s two daily newspapers, the Denver Post and Rocky Mountain News. Only two responded with phone calls—Norm Clarke of the News and Natalie Meisler of the Post—which shows you the kind of class they had. I was a nobody, sending in bland letters that read the same to everybody who got them. I had a journalism degree from New Hampshire’s Keene State College, but only 12 “clips” of part-time sportswriting experience at the Monitor. Being a sports-writer was something I never thought I’d actually ever be able to do for a living, but it was a pipe dream I wasn’t ready to give up on. I grew up reading the Boston Globe’s sports section from cover to cover, which was a great education in the art of good sportswriting. My writing hero was Bob Ryan, the longtime Globe writer and columnist. I can still recite some of his best passages, including one in which he paraphrased a line from the Beatles’ “For The Benefit of Mr. Kite” to describe the heroics of Gerald Henderson and Greg Kite in a Boston Celtics playoff game.

(In 2001 I finally got the chance to meet Ryan, in the elevator at the Pepsi Center in Denver. The trouble was, the Avalanche had just won the Stanley Cup, and I was frazzled over the stories I had to write. The combination of pending work and nervousness about being with the man himself meant I choked after shaking his hand; I got all tongue-tied and barely spit out a “Nice to meet you.”)

I’d recently taken a course in Denver about how to get a job in the field you want, which instructed job seekers to call a “decision maker” and ask to meet with him or her for just 10 minutes. Don’t come right out and ask for a job, the instructor said—that’s too threatening and looks too desperate. Just ask the person the question: How can I get to be in your shoes someday, and how did it happen for you? The purpose is to flatter the decision maker, get him to talk about his own past glories. Maybe he’ll feel flattered enough to reciprocate with some kind of lead, or maybe a job offer itself. The key, though, was to get the meeting face to face, not over the phone. There was some statistic they pumped into our job-seeking brains, I remember, that you had about an 800 percent higher chance of getting a job by actually meeting with the decision maker as opposed to only talking over the phone or sending resumes cold.

To my surprise Neil Devlin, the high school sports editor of the Post, agreed to meet with me. On a winter night where I nervously overdressed and stuttered, we did, and he sent me on my way, thanking me for coming but saying he had no current openings. I thought it was back to the bill collection agencies for me, or else one of them would come calling me for the overdue electric bill. But a week later, the phone rang. It was Devlin on the line. Would I be interested in taking high school sports scores over the phone, he asked? It would only be [image: image]7 an hour, a couple nights a week, and no benefits.

I practically leapt through the phone. I knew this was the rock-bottom job
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