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			Prologue

			In a nation where one of the principal preoccupations is hockey talk, with gossip, prejudices, truth and untruth inextricably mixed, hockey broadcasters—The Boys of Saturday Night—know more about the pro game, past, present and future, than most. It’s not only what they see and hear covering games in 21 cities for more than nine months of the year. In the average week during the season a professional broadcaster with a home satellite has a choice of watching something close to three dozen NHL games. When Don Cherry gets off a zinger about this player or that, this team or that, you can be sure it is not hearsay. He’s seen it. He’ll stay up until two in the morning or later to get the end of a game on the Pacific coast, and if that means he misses some other game he wants to see, he often can get it on a repeat that night or the next morning. Besides Hockey Night games on the CBC, on the Global network, or The Sports Network on cable, anyone with a satellite dish and the appropriate de-scrambler, if necessary, can get anything on several U.S. all-sports networks and even some that are televised in only one local market.

			To take one representative period, from March 24 to March 31, 1990, there were 41 NHL games, almost all available somewhere on satellite. When the playoffs started April 4, there was hockey on television almost every night for six weeks.

			In covering all that hockey, a special relationship develops between at least some of the broadcasters and the hockey players, coaches, managers, trainers and other personnel. They’re all in the same game, one way or another. When Harry Neale was fired as coach of Detroit Red Wings in 1986, two of the Sutter brothers skated up the next time they saw him and, calling him Mr. Neale, said they were sorry. Most players know what it is to be fired, or traded, or sent down, and can relate to someone else it has happened to.

			And when broadcast crews come into a rink several hours before game time, it’s to a sort of private hockey world, with a limited number of initiates. To follow one specific pair, Bob Cole and Harry Neale: One February night when Pittsburgh was in Toronto they went straight from the production meeting ending at around six and headed out through the all-but-empty rink toward the broadcast booth to go over their notes on the people they’d be watching; but also they picked up a few impressions along the way, seeing things the fans didn’t see. That night, for instance, all-star Pittsburgh defenseman Paul Coffey was taking his ease dressed in undershirt, shorts and not much else in a gold seat at Maple Leaf Gardens, chatting with Leaf assistant coach Garry Lariviere; they’d been teammates with Edmonton a few years earlier. Neale stopped and got into the conversation. Back near the players’ benches Ron MacLean was talking to Wendel Clark. In the open area outside the visiting team’s dressing room under the stands, Randy Hillier and Mario Lemieux—still healthy then—and others, half-dressed, were customizing their sticks, while a few feet away facing the necessary hot lights, visiting broadcaster Jiggs MacDonald was taping his own opening. Players, broadcasters and all the rest exchanged opinions, gossip and real news. Trainers who have been around forever were doing their pregame tasks.

			Coaches have been fired, players traded, promoted, sent down. A chance conversation might make an item on the broadcast that night or another night; the participants are in a little world of their own, before a game, after a game, between games, while riding the same aircraft, staying sometimes in the same hotels. They know, and have critical or kindly opinions about, this official or that. It all hangs out.

			Even for broadcasters who travel across the continent it’s a tight little ship, much more so than the relationship, say, between active coaches in the league. Harry Neale and Scotty Bowman live not far from one another in East Amherst, a suburb of Buffalo. They do the same job for Hockey Night, providing commentary and analysis, Neale a regular in Toronto and Bowman in Montreal, working the same game only sometimes when Montreal plays Toronto and the crews are mixed. When they were rival coaches in the NHL, they would, of course, seldom have occasion to speak to each other. Now, they are colleagues, able to share a familiarity not possible before.

			“We’re good friends now,” Neale says, “but when you coach against Scotty, you’re the enemy. There’s no friends. He was always one of those guys who was looking for an edge somehow, and he didn’t care whether it offended you—that was the game he had to win tonight.”

			Now that both are rated among the best color men in the game, they rarely work in the same place at the same time, but talk in person or by phone two or three times a week. Maybe Bowman is coming up to a game involving a team whose game Neale had done a few days earlier. Or vice versa. In such cases they’ll compare notes on everything useful to broadcasters—how certain individuals are playing, how the team is playing, balance, weaknesses, strengths. It’s all part of the preparation by two men, former coaches, each with pride in doing well whatever they do—Bowman with his Stanley Cups in Montreal, Neale, rarely having had the same quality of gunners, once coming close with Vancouver. Long in hockey, new in friendship, from time to time they see sides of one another that they didn’t know existed.

			“I’ll never forget one time last year [spring 1989],” Neale relates. “Scotty had been out west, including Calgary and Edmonton, about four games in six nights, and you usually get good games when you go out west, and we’re chatting and he says, ‘You know, Harry, Calgary’s not going to win—they’re not going to win the cup.’

			“I say, ‘Well, what about Edmonton?’

			“‘No. Not this year.’

			“‘Well, what about Philly?’

			“‘No.’

			“Finally we’d gone through about five teams that he’s saying haven’t got a chance and I say, ‘Scotty, at the end of May they’re going to give that cup to somebody, whether you like it or not.’”

			That year, Calgary proved Scotty wrong. Neale did not rub it in.

			So, witty or serious, salty or tame, the mix is there, bringing us night after night for two-thirds of the year what we want to see and hear: who won, who scored, the ever changing state of the game.

			Star players, coaches, managers, owners, referees and just about everyone else in the game have had books written about them. This one is about the broadcasters, and the men and women who work out of microphone and camera range, to deliver hockey to air, on time, excitingly, rousingly, sometimes even grammatically. The Boys of Saturday Night.

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			“The Truck”

			
Does this mean my mother has to stay up until two o’clock in the morning to see my name in the credits?
—voice in The Truck during pregame run-through

			At three o’clock one Saturday afternoon in the 1989–90 hockey season a big vehicle that looks like a semi-trailer but that hockey-television people know as The Truck, or more formally as The Mobile, is parked on the south side of Wood Street near Church in downtown Toronto—as close as it can get to the north wall of Maple Leaf Gardens, where a hockey game will begin at eight that evening. The downtown street is heavy with traffic and the south sidewalk is crowded but not blocked by The Truck; around it cold concrete, junk-food wrappers blowing in the cold wind, the gawking of curious passersby, the distant sound of ticket scalpers crying, “Extras! Who’s got extras?”

			About halfway along the narrow passage between The Truck and the old hockey temple’s yellowish brick wall, people who look as if they work for a living move up and down a set of portable steps to get in or out of the vehicle. On this particular night The Truck has the Global Television Network logo on its side. The Global equipment is rented by CBC from time to time when the CBC’s own truck is working elsewhere. The internal configuration differs slightly between the two—a row of six intent people facing the monitor rack in the CBC truck, two rows of three people in the Global—but functions and staffing are the same. Starting roughly five hours before game time and revving up from there, hockey television’s intense pregame activity rises to an excitement not easy to convey fully without the sound effects and music and kibitzing and a few f-words.

			Up a few steps, through a door into The Truck. To the left a few feet is the crowded tape room where isolation director Paul McKeigan holds sway over technicians tending four tape machines. To the right of the door and between a row of hanging parkas, leaning people and stray bits of apparatus, a small crowded room is filled with what looks like two tightly packed rows of occupied triple seats in a bargain aircraft. All are facing the monitor rack. Six youngish people are in the seats. They intently face a wall of ever changing monitors displaying pictures and emitting sounds.

			Their starting lineup in row one, left to right, is producer Mark Askin, director Terry Maskell and the duty switcher (who punches the buttons). In row two are Chyron operator (the person in charge of electronic titles) Jerry Preston; statistician Ron Harrison, Jr., whose father is executive producer of hockey games in Toronto and Los Angeles this night and working a football playoff in Calgary the next day; and production assistant Karen Lapointe, new to this job but a veteran of other shows.

			Behind a glass wall to their rear is audio man Julien Bergeron, wearing earphones connecting him to Mark Askin, who is calling the shots.

			As he does so, the urgent chorus of sounds in the room is of voices overlapping not only one another but also words and music from the monitors. The crew is running through all those segments that can be shot, honed and refined in advance for tonight’s unusual two-city doubleheader (Toronto and Los Angeles). These segments include scripted intros and voice-overs to pretaped features, throws to standby games, throws to commentators, throws to commercials, throws to intermission interviews or out-of-town score updates, and to a form of the advertising art designed especially for regions where plugging beer on TV is forbidden and therefore the beer-and-girls-and-guys dreamland of your normal beer commercial is extinct, giving way to something no doubt much, much nicer. Producer Askin at the extreme left of The Truck’s front row calls, “Okay, cue up the no-beer opening!” And a good deal later, “Cue up the no-beer closing.”

			But this day we’re not at the no-beer part yet. One monitor shows a few scalpers working the wet pavement in front of the Gardens, one a lanky man with the cuffs on his drooping jeans wet from the slush. He is loudly crying, “Leaf tickets! Leaf tickets! Who needs tickets?” (He might have been given a few bucks to persuade him to use those lines exclusively, due to the fact that the more standard cry of “Who needs a pair?” would not be specific enough to be in keeping with the intricacies of this item’s script.)

			Think of six pairs of eyes plus Julien Bergeron’s ears all concentrating on the screens. Each of those present is watching or hearing or speaking his or her own specialty, so while voices individually make sense to someone, the overall sound comes off like a contrapuntal chorus, impractical to explain succinctly:

			“Perfect!”

			“Okay, thanks!”

			“I’m thinkin’ this does need . . .”

			“So I’ll just use five there . . .”

			They’re all watching the ticket-scalping scene. Producer Askin is thinking aloud along with each few seconds of film and sound: “As soon as he says, ‘Who needs tickets?’ we go to the VTR. Sneak the music in there. So let the natural sound tell itself, Julie. Actually, now go in! The package! Right. So we just gotta get it out. Take my count and take it out. Okay?”

			Production assistant Lapointe: “Just there, five seconds to green, to blue.” (Each color denotes a different tape machine.)

			Askin on his microphone to Bergeron: “Okay. Now Julie, the music you’re using, does it have a hard in? So we could try it. Have it come in hard at the transition ’cause it’ll make more sense. . . .”

			Jumble of voices. Instructions to re-cue. An occasional loud cackle of laughter.

			Isolation director Paul McKeigan has recently become a father, and once when he makes a mild fluff a voice calls, “That’s all the kids you can have, Paul. Being a father is getting your head all screwed up.” His work both in The Truck run-through and in a production meeting to come later emphasizes his importance to the on-air product. Being intuitive is an advantage for an isolation director. One of his jobs is to anticipate, sometimes on his own and sometimes following the script, when the play-by-play commentary can be complemented by a few feet isolating this player or that involved in a goal, a fight, a scoring streak, or something else in the game. Whenever the commentator or play-by-play man speaks of, say, Gary Leeman, Jimmy Carson, John Kordic, Steve Yzerman or anyone else involved, McKeigan will have a few seconds of action ready, featuring that player. The switcher in The Truck will cut it in on cue.

			Askin: “Stand by, everybody! Wait for my cue, Chris, please.” This to Chris Cuthbert, tonight’s broadcast host, who is doing the voice-overs. “Okay, stand by to roll green.”

			Voices, Askin and Lapointe, in unison: “Three, two to green, one. Roll green. Two, one. Up on green . . .”

			Lapointe: “Five to blue. Four, three . . .”

			Askin: “Roll blue . . .”

			Lapointe: “Two, one . . .”

			Askin: “Music cue. Cue!”

			From the monitor, as the picture leaves the scalper crying “Leaf tickets!”, Chris Cuthbert’s voice-over is vibrant, urgent, picking up instantly on the ticket-scalping scene just shown. What he’s doing is selling excitement.

			“Tonight the hottest ticket in town is one scalpers can’t sell because we have your seats reserved! First at front row in Maple Leaf Gardens in Toronto as American star Jimmy Carson makes his first Canadian appearance as a Red Wing!” The screen shows Carson donning a Detroit Red Wing sweater.

			“Later you have a box seat—” we see Larry Robinson pulling on a Los Angeles Kings’ sweater “—waiting at the Great Western Forum in Los Angeles, California. Larry Robinson dons his new sweater against his old team for the first time as the Kings entertain the Canadiens. It’s a double feature! Tonight! From Toronto and Los Angeles! On Molson Hockey Night in Canada on CBC!”

			Blare of music, a few seconds of reflective silence, then Askin: “Okay, now let’s mix the openings, which will be, ah . . . item one will obviously play back off the red, I guess?”

			“You got it.”

			“Paul, this is the one that’s coming off, this is the one that’s gonna go over to Co-Ord, correct?” Co-Ord is the CBC studio a block away that handles cutting in commercials, promos, other set pieces.

			Brief comments back and forth, then Askin: “Let’s play back what we just did and we’ll go right into the opening . . . Now [to Cuthbert] do you want a count to the music or do you like not having a count in your ear? Do you want to just read the music yourself?”

			“No, no, it doesn’t matter, whatever. Maybe we should just . . . Could I just see it once, make sure?”

			“Yeah, sure. . . . Paul, can you give us a playback of the Molson Canadian opening, please?” Burst of music. “Here it comes. . . .” Portentous voice (that’s the best kind): “The following is a live presentation of CBC Sports. . . .”

			And so it goes, nearly two hours of run-throughs of what could be checked and double-checked and refined to the ultimate in bang-bang crispness toward the time when the real unscripted and unscriptable action on the ice begins. One of the final jobs is to record the credits which, tonight, will appear only at the end of the Montreal-Los Angeles game, which immediately follows the Toronto game.

			Mournful unidentified voice: “Does this mean my mother has to stay up until two o’clock in the morning to see my name in the credits?”

			This was only a slightly out-of-routine night for Hockey Night in Canada. The difference was strictly the doubleheader, not the total volume of games. With 21 teams in the National Hockey League, it is possible to play 10 games in one night across the United States and Canada, but that happens rarely—only twice in the 1989–90 season. It is also theoretically possible in one night to televise seven games, one for each Canadian franchise whether the teams play at home or in the United States.

			No more than three of those on anyone Saturday night would be on the CBC network; the others on Global Television, TSN (The Sports Network) or on individual local stations—such as when, for instance, Edmonton at New York, produced and with on-air staff by Molstar Communications, is seen only in Alberta and by those elsewhere who can pick it up from Madison Square Garden on satellite dishes.

			This night five of the league’s eight games involved Canadian teams, the doubleheader on CBC national, the others regional. What made the doubleheader possible was the three time zones between the most easterly (Toronto) and most westerly (Los Angeles) games.

			At about 5:00 P.M. Askin and some of those in The Truck, plus others concerned with the on-air, as well as the technical side of the broadcast, gathered for a production meeting in the Gardens intermission studio. This takes place at ice level and across a wide corridor from the Toronto team’s dressing room. Everyone present at the production meeting was armed with a copy of the 11-page script. On the cover page’s distribution list appeared, if you were looking for it, an indication of a fact of life in the NHL: in accordance with the contract outlining conditions of the sale of broadcast rights, copies of each show’s script go routinely to owners and senior executives of the teams concerned.

			Among those on this night’s list were Leafs’ owner Harold Ballard, general manager Floyd Smith, coach Doug Carpenter, rink public-address announcer Paul Morris, publicist Bob Stellick, and timer’s bench boss Joe Lamantia.

			Don’t think these worthies don’t read the script with care. If someone in authority isn’t happy with one or more of the on-air people listed, feeling that this or that individual in the talent list has been too negative or overly critical lately, or is just a plain mealy-mouthed little snitch, they instruct Molstar Communications, which produces the shows, to give the guy the bum’s rush.

			That right of the club owner has been there forever. Still, when it makes headlines, as happens from time to time, it is greeted with reactions ranging from ho-hum (those in the know) to outrage (some writers and editorialists previously unaware that free speech does not extend to hockey broadcasts). Over the years there have been many instances, some never reported, of clubs controlling the broadcasts or segments thereof, and banning use of gents they considered to be unfriendly. Frequently the exercising of this right has caused some potentially lively television to be lost to the hockey world. In the late 1970s when Leaf coach Punch Imlach didn’t want team captain Darryl Sittler interviewed on a show originating from Toronto, Sittler was bumped. The same happened with an intermission show called “Showdown,” on which Imlach had refused to allow Sittler and goalie Mike Palmateer to appear. The club’s contractual right to censor gave Imlach the power to ban it from Toronto television, which he did—so “Showdown” had to originate from Montreal that season and was not seen in Toronto.

			In later years when Harold Ballard didn’t appreciate the outspoken work of broadcast pros Brian McFarlane, Dave Hodge or Pat Marsden, these offenders were ruled off. Those who cry out against such interference with the right of free speech historically cry out in vain; they have never won yet.

			The most notorious example of this kind of censorship happened in 1959. In the season semifinal between Chicago and Montreal there was a riotous ending to one game in Chicago. Bobby Hull had been tripped in the dying moments and referee Red Storey didn’t call it. The fans were still screaming bloody murder and some on the Chicago bench were giving the choke sign when, with 82 seconds left to play, Claude Provost scored the winning goal for Montreal. Beer cans, money and at least one chair were thrown at Storey. Two fans jumped over the boards to go after him and were fended off, bleeding, when Montreal’s Doug Harvey swung his stick in Storey’s defense. The demonstration lasted 20 minutes. It was one of the most referee-threatening contests ever played in the NHL.

			At the height of the uproar Storey considered calling the game and appealed for help, advice, support, anything, from NHL president Clarence Campbell, who was watching from rinkside. Campbell had nothing to offer. Storey finished the game. That night he didn’t sleep much. The next day when he read the newspapers he found that Campbell not only failed to recommend Storey for a bravery medal, but strongly criticized him—one of the league’s best and most senior referees—for losing control and even adding to the danger of the situation by the way he had acted. Storey then loudly vowed that he would never referee another game for Campbell, and he blasted Campbell for throwing him to the wolves.

			However, both showed up a day or two later in Boston where Leafs and Boston were involved in the NHL’s other semifinal. In the lobby of the hotel where the hockey press and most other hockey people were staying, Storey had a large audience as he colorfully described the Chicago scene and the outcome of his appeal late in the game for Campbell’s support.

			“When you went to him, what did he say?”

			“He was too scared to say anything. His face looked like what you see when you lift the lid of a coffin. Then the next day in the papers he blasts me—the guy on the firing line.”

			Question from a writer then with Hockey Night in Canada: “Would you come on the TV intermission tonight and describe what happened?”

			“I sure would!” Storey said.

			At the Hockey Night in Canada production meeting later that afternoon in a suite in the same hotel, the proposal was made to interview Storey as part of the game coverage. The wild finish in Chicago was front-page news wherever hockey was played. Now, Campbell and Storey were in the same Boston hotel, Storey willing to talk on television, and Campbell not answering the phone in his room, and even—for a while—ignoring knocks on his hotel-room door. How about Storey as an intermission guest?

			There was a discussion. The television people were gung-ho all the way. But sitting in at that production meeting was Ken Reardon, a former star player and by then an executive with Montreal Canadiens. He was at the production meeting to represent the league and its owners. Some of those present believe that when the proposal was made to use Storey on television that night, Reardon phoned, not Campbell, but Conn Smythe of the Leafs in Toronto, Frank Selke of the Canadiens in Montreal, or both.

			Whoever gave the thumbs-down, the answer was no. The good name of hockey was felt to be at stake. Storey had a rough tongue. Hockey couldn’t prevent him from talking to reporters, but they could prevent him from laying out the facts and his opinions to a national audience on hockey television. Which they did.

			On this night in the 1989–90 season, 30 years after Red Storey was forbidden his big chance to be hockey’s good-guy sheriff in a television intermission shootout, there was nothing in the lineup to object to. Several of this evening’s broadcasters—Chris Cuthbert, Bob Cole, Scotty Bowman, Don Cherry, Harry Neale and Ron MacLean—have been known to have sharp tongues, but when criticism is called for, they, except Cherry, are inclined to use needles rather than sledgehammers to get the job done. They don’t see it as a badge of honor to get fired for knocking the product that, in truth, they love.

			At this afternoon’s meeting in the studio set, the sounds were mainly of pages turning as Askin quickly read through the entire 11-page script, which described every off-ice element of that night’s Toronto broadcast. His reading was in detail not only for technical reasons, so that everyone would either understand or ask for clarification, but also to let the on-air people know everything they might have to handle. Chris Cuthbert, who as the show’s host had the function of keeping it all knitted together, was there along with Bob Cole, who would do the Toronto play-by-play, and Scotty Bowman, the color man.

			Askin began by detailing the opening segments, as seen and checked earlier in The Truck.

			Then: “Chris, we’ll come down to you on camera, welcoming us. You’ll have about 50 seconds for your live on-camera between the benches. The only add-in there will have the current Norris [division] standings and other games played, as well as the points, okay? Off [that] you’ll throw upstairs to Bob and Scotty.” Again, live upstairs: “Thanks, Chris.” Several players had been listed tentatively in the script as possible subjects for live comments from upstairs. “On the Leafs, scratch Ed Olczyk and Gary Leeman, you’ll talk about Allan Bester. On the Wings it’ll be Steve Yzerman, so scratch Jimmy Carson. Off the end of the live piece upstairs, which we will rehearse, we go one through four [numbered items in the script], and Coley [Bob Cole] will throw off to commercial one with the cue stated.”

			Out of commercial one the script then called for a throw to Chris Cuthbert in the studio, whom Askin instructed, “Look down to F [this item in the script read ‘Possible Leaf-Wing memories from the past’]. You’ll have about a minute before you throw upstairs to Bob and Scotty for the drop of the puck. . . .”

			Askin went painstakingly through every promo, commercial, live on-camera segment and interlude for the entire 11 pages. The only thing that couldn’t be scripted, of course, was the live action on the ice and the player interviews. Thus the foreseeable was covered, the unforeseeable left to Cole’s play-by-play, Bowman’s color comments and the players themselves.

			When the production meeting ended, those present moved off separately or in small groups for an hour or so, some for dinner. Cole and Bowman walked through the empty Gardens to the escalators that would take them up two levels, then the stairs the rest of the way to the gondola, where they would go through the lineups player by player, study their notes, get ready.

			Not present at that meeting, because they were working the Los Angeles game, were Don Cherry, the presiding iconoclast of “Coach’s Corner,” and Ron MacLean, whose gadfly role in the Cherry segment keeps the great man moving from one controversial pronouncement to another. Part of Cherry’s arsenal of the unexpected is that while most weeks they discuss possible subjects—and sometimes get to none of them—they do not actually rehearse. This leaves them open to tackle, if they wish, something that happened 10 minutes earlier. Cherry gets ready by thinking of what might come up, and what kind of a shot from the hip he’Il take if it does. His ammunition is frequently not quite what the head of CBC Sports or other erudite citizens would like him to use, but that fact alone gets wide public approval, and not only from the yahoo constituency.

			Still, there are dissenters.

			

		

	
		
			
			Chapter 2

			Hockey or Show Biz?

			The way they’re doing hockey right now, it’s almost like show biz, which to me is wrong. It’s not show biz—hockey is hockey.
—George Retzlaff, CBC’s first hockey czar

			This would make a good text for a half-day seminar at the CBC’s annual Lake Couchiching festival of bigdome viewing with alarm—if only for the excitement that would be engendered as Don Cherry dealt with the rush of behavioral scientists who’d promised their kids they’d get his autograph and also let them know firsthand what Cherry was really like.

			Cherry and his straight man, Ron MacLean, are precisely what Retzlaff is talking about. When Cherry gets going on what he’d do to foreigners stealing our fish from under the noses of those grand people in Newfoundland, or puts on his amazing act of being simultaneously lugubrious and fiercely nationalistic about how Canadian junior hockey players are being robbed of their birthright by foreigners—who are possibly on sabbatical from stealing our fish—it is show biz all right, and anyone who really wants to hear about the hockey game in progress is often plumb out of luck.

			There are counterarguments, of course: that some people—I keep hearing that these are mainly women—who won’t budge from their steam irons to listen to anybody else talking hockey, will drop everything for the intermission’s three and a half minutes with Cherry and MacLean. In some rare instances, in fact, Cherry is not the main attraction.

			Hockey Night’s executive producer Ron Harrison says his wife hears Cherry, all right, it’s hard not to, but she really watches MacLean.

			“Look at his face!” she’ll say, as MacLean struggles vainly to remain expressionless at Cherry’s verbal barrage while at the same time trying to figure out what he’ll say to both leaven the more outrageous opinions and stir up others.

			“It used to be that in ‘Coach’s Corner’ we’d come in close on Cherry as a one-shot,” Ron Harrison says. “But when Cherry couldn’t see someone else on his monitor he had the feeling that he was just talking to himself, and he didn’t like that. That’s why we pull back and make it a two-shot.”

			And thus, in addition to Cherry, let people see how MacLean reacts to it all.

			In his criticism of the show-biz trend, old pro Retzlaff does not dispute the appeal. But he would rather see and hear the interplay of three or four knowledgeable hockey men, maybe including Cherry, discussing the big plays, good and bad, of the on-ice action that preceded the intermission. That format actually was tried from 1952 to 1957, converting the old radio “Hot Stove League” to television. But it didn’t work, because while the participants could be themselves on radio, once they were on a set with an actual hot stove and cameras and floor directors and all the paraphernalia of television, they could not be themselves, or even fake it. They weren’t actors; they were hockey men. The idea was stubbornly given a good run before it was dropped.

			In the 1980s on American television a program called “Sportswriters” was introduced, featuring sportswriters—mainly old guys in shirt sleeves, some smoking cigars, who argued and yelled at each other over sports issues of the moment in boxing, hockey, racing, football, baseball, golf, any target of opportunity; Retzlaff, if he still ran hockey, would want that approach—to give viewers a lively discussion of the game, not necessarily without laughs, but featuring lively critics in the old style that once prevailed—which might also turn out to be show biz.

			That being said, Cherry is a genuine wonder of hockey TV. His persona, understood by all and nurtured by his references to his minor-league past, is that of a blue-collar guy who made so little money as a player in the minors that he had to work in construction every summer to keep bread on the table. He sometimes refers to himself as a beer-hall guy, and talks as if he is addressing the folks in a noisy beer hall where, unlike those responsible for his conduct at the CBC, nobody gets a sick headache if he says “nothin’” or “nothink.”

			Indeed, before Cherry’s name disappeared from the NHL Guide’s active-player list in 1970 when he was 36, the beer-hall sites in question could be guessed at by the number of clubs he played for. One was Boston Bruins; he played one game for the Bruins against Montreal Canadiens in the playoffs of 1955 when he was 21, chalking up no goals, no assists, no penalty minutes. He tends to make jokes about this; meets a fan, laughs and says, “Here’s a guy says he saw me play in the NHL!”

			The fact is he had earned his tryout at the top honestly, with a good record as a defenseman with Hershey in the American Hockey League: 63 games, seven goals, 13 assists and 125 penalty minutes. Many NHLers have made the big time on less. If NHL expansion had come a few years earlier than it did, Cherry no doubt would have played those years in the enlarged NHL, when an experienced tough defenseman standing five-foot-eleven and weighing 180 pounds would have made a place for sure. But in 1955 when he had gone to Boston’s camp in the fall with his hopes high, he was up against Doug Mohns, Leo Boivin, Fern Flaman, Bob Armstrong and Bill Quackenbush. Didn’t make it. One game in the bigs was it. He went back to the minors, and it was in long-ago Hershey, Pennsylvania, in the season of 1955–56 that he met a tiny and beautiful Italian Catholic girl named Rosemarie “Tootsie” Martini. He asked her if she’d come some night and watch him play and when she said yes, he pressed a couple of tickets into her hand.

			“It was the first game I’d ever seen,” she told Tom Slater of the Toronto Star after Cherry had become famous. “About two minutes into it, Don was in a brawl. I said, ‘These Canadians are barbarians.’”

			Some weeks later when Cherry was dragged up the front walk of Rose’s home for the mandatory meeting with her parents, “I was beautiful,” Cherry said. “I had stitches on my forehead, my eyes were a mess. What an impression.”

			They were married on March 21, 1956, although Rose said her mother still thought that there was nothing but wild Indians in Canada “and Don hadn’t helped to change that much.”

			Leaving Hershey two seasons later, his next stop was with Eddie Shore in what was called the Siberia of hockey, Springfield, Massachusetts, also in the AHL. Then Three Rivers in the old Eastern Professional Hockey League, Kitchener—Waterloo in the same league, Springfield again, Sudbury in the EPHL and Spokane in the Western Hockey League. In all this traveling he’d moved around NHL farm systems a bit, from Boston to Detroit and then to Montreal. Sam Pollock, Montreal’s resident genius, decided in the spring of 1962 that he needed some muscle to protect his smallish forwards. According to Cherry’s own self-deprecatory memoir, Grapes, Montreal got Cherry for two rolls of tape and a jockstrap.

			One night he went out for a few beers with a goalie named Claude Dufour. The next day Pollock called him in and said he had plans for Cherry in the Montreal organization, but that a club rule banned drinking. Would Cherry promise to observe that rule? Cherry politely declined on the grounds that he liked beer and didn’t want to promise to give it up. Pollock thanked him and asked him to come the next morning for his ticket. When Cherry reported in, Pollock asked, “How would you like to go to Washington?”

			Cherry thought that would be great—not far from Hershey, Rose’s hometown. He phoned and told her that there they’d be, right in the nation’s capital, and if he couldn’t play for Montreal, Washington would certainly be okay. It was not until he inspected his ticket that he found it was for Spokane, Washington.

			After Spokane it was into the Leaf farm system: Rochester, Tulsa in the Central Professional Hockey League, then Rochester again, where he also coached, successfully. It was as a coach that he finally got back to the big league: Boston Bruins from 1974 to 1979, and Colorado Rockies in 1979–80. After Colorado fired him, he began to turn up regularly on CHCH-TV Hamilton’s mid-week games, especially when Boston played Toronto.

			H. E. “Ted” Hough, head of Hockey Night from the early 1960s to the late 1980s, through various MacLaren Advertising Company Ltd. subsidiaries—Videotape Productions, Maple Leaf Sports Productions and finally Canadian Sports Network—recalled his first sighting of Cherry on hockey TV. At the time, 1980 or 1981, CSN had been helping the NHL with an ad-hoc network of televised afternoon games in the United States, supplying the production people or recommending the on-air talent. In command of CSN’s participation was producer Don Wallace. Wallace’s budget for the U.S. games was fairly small, and he had also been asked to use commentators who were known to American fans. Cherry’s long career in the minors, backed by coaching in Boston and Colorado, fitted those requirements. He’d often been interviewed by the press and on television, and had a reputation for saying what he thought, which hadn’t always been popular with his superiors or officials of other clubs. Wallace figured he had a good slot for Cherry: Boston at Buffalo, where Cherry’s former Boston and Rochester connections might strike some sparks.

			“I didn’t think Cherry was very good that first time I saw him,” Hough confessed. “I winced at a number of his comments because I was a good friend of the Buffalo people, especially Dave Forman, who was Buffalo’s vice president in charge of everything, a man I dealt with a lot.

			“Lo and behold, the next day Dave called me. The first thing he said was, ‘I thought you were a friend!’

			“I said, ‘I thought I was, too. What’s wrong?’

			“‘How did you let that bleep-bleep Cherry on the air for that game yesterday? I thought you were producing it for the NHL, not against it.’”

			The beef, of course, was that Cherry was being Cherry, even that early on. He knocked the product. According to Hough, Forman stormed, “I don’t want him ever coming out of Buffalo again!”

			Forman was not the only person Cherry offended in those days. That didn’t matter much—executive producer Ralph Mellanby was bringing him along slowly. Ron Harrison was a Hockey Night director then, working under both Mellanby and Wallace. “In those real early days we’d use Cherry as a color analyst and he was brutal,” said Harrison. “He would say exactly what he thought, and as color man he was on the entire show. That was too much. Partly it was inexperience, but it was also Cherry—and now that he’s only on the one segment of the show, ‘Coach’s Corner,’ of course that very individual approach is what makes him so good.”

			Ted Hough, another Cherry booster: “He added a breath of fresh air to what was becoming a pretty dull and predictable telecast. He’s hockey’s Dizzy Dean.”

			CBC functionaries used to protest angrily the way Cherry mistreated the English language on the grounds that his grammar and syntax might cause irreparable harm to impressionable young minds. Such protests have diminished somewhat in the face of Cherry’s present eminence: the most recognizable person on Hockey Night and one of the most recognizable in the whole country. And so it came to pass that within a few years, assessing an upcoming hockey TV season, it was fairly common to read headlines such as this one in
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