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Foreword

When I was a kid, like most Canadian boys my age, I played hockey—on the ice and in the street. And every Saturday night, my dad and I would religiously watch Hockey Night in Canada.

It wasn’t long before I realized it takes more than talent to make it to the NHL. Which is why my favourite players were more than just “good”—they all had passion and drive.

They were great teammates; you could tell from the way they carried themselves on the bench. But it was also clear they were respected by their opponents and the referees.

Of all the superstars I admired, one stood out more than the others: Guy Lafleur, probably the most electrifying player ever to have worn the Montréal Canadiens jersey.

Beyond his athletic prowess—skating, shooting, reading the play—Guy Lafleur possessed a rare quality that gave him an edge throughout his career: his razor-sharp instinct. Even he could never quite explain, after the fact, what prompted his split-second decisions. Players like that like to improvise, and with Guy more often than not the puck would end up in the opposing net.

Instinct and anticipation are two important qualities I developed by paying close attention to Guy Lafleur. From a distance, at first.

Then, in 1981, I had the immense privilege of playing with him in the Canada Cup. I was twenty years old and blown away to find myself in a locker room with my idols. Guy went out of his way to welcome me to the team and, I’m proud to say, took me under his wing.

I learned so much from watching the man even I called the Flower. He taught me the importance of always bringing your A game, even when you’re at the top of your sport. He also taught me how to act like a professional, showing up early and ready to work hard at practices and games, to give the fans a show they wouldn’t soon forget.

You could tell that Guy was proud to represent his country, a team of hardworking guys, and no matter if he was wearing the Team Canada jersey or the Montreal Canadiens one, he had a healthy obsession for winning. He was a true champion.

Watching Guy, I also learned what it meant to be an idol to your fans—how to become one, how to act like one. You can’t buy the fan love and admiration, you have to earn it. After that encounter in the locker room in 1981, my idol became my mentor. And he may have been a man of few words, but as far as mentors go, he was a shining example for a kid just starting out in his pro hockey career.

After the Canada Cup, he went back to the Canadiens and I returned to the Oilers. But that tournament had a lasting effect on me. You learn from being around the best in the business and like Guy in the ’70s I wanted to win Cups!

The years flew by, and before I knew it, the Flower shocked the world of hockey by announcing his retirement. I thought to myself, Wow that’s way too young—we’re all going to miss him!

Then in 1988 Guy shocked the world of hockey again by announcing his comeback at thirty-seven years of age, only a few weeks after being inducted into the Hall of Fame. Only three players in the history of the game have done so: Gordie Howe, Guy, and Mario Lemieux.

On February 27, 1989, I was playing for the LA Kings, and we were at the famous Madison Square Garden, to face the Rangers and Guy Lafleur. I was excited to see him on the ice and you could tell that he was as passionate as ever and having fun. It was nice to see him make peace with hockey. The Rangers beat us 6–4. What was so remarkable is that Guy scored a hat trick that night. All competition aside, I was very proud for him.

After Guy’s third goal the New York fans were ecstatic and on their feet, showing their love and respect for that remarkable athlete. Before the game was to resume, I took my time skating to the face-off circle. And once I was there, I asked the referee to take a little time, too, before dropping the puck—so that Guy and his fans could savour the moment.

I know it wasn’t much, but those few moments of pure bliss were my humble way of saying “thank you” to Guy “the Flower” Lafleur, gone far too soon…

—Wayne Gretzky





Preface

Like the vast majority of boys my age, I played hockey in the street. I also got to play this wonderful sport on rinks in my neighbourhood of Pont-Viau, Laval, in countless arenas. We pictured ourselves as players for the Montreal Canadiens, especially its stars of the 1970s. Most of my friends were Guy Lafleur, powering their way towards the defenceman that I already was.

I often watched the Canadiens games on Hockey Night in Canada, always appreciating the flamboyant aspects of Guy Lafleur’s game: his fluid skating, his stunning fakes, his devastating shot, and his unique ability to thwart his opponents. I was fascinated with the passion he brought to his sport—his intensity was absolutely undeniable.

Watching him play, I learned, unconsciously, what it meant to have a work ethic. Another lesson I learned early on would subsequently prove enormously useful for me, be it in the ranks of the minor leagues or wearing the colours of the Québec Nordiques, the Tampa Bay Lightning, or the LA Kings: It’s possible to have a serious career in the NHL while still hanging on to the joy of “playing” a game.


Guy Lafleur and me

In 1984, the year Guy retired from hockey for the first time, I still hadn’t made the leap to the NHL, and so I never met him while he was playing for the Canadiens. In my wildest dreams, I never could have imagined he would return to the game to play with the Rangers. And wilder still, that later on he and I would be teammates on the Nordiques for two years.

Throughout my career, from my days in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League to the NHL, I had the privilege to play alongside many players who became legends, among them Mario Lemieux on the Laval Voisins and Wayne Gretzky on the LA Kings. But I played with only one teammate who was already a member of the Hockey Hall of Fame when he set foot in the Québec Nordiques dressing room—an athlete who granted us players our requests for autographs and to pose for photos: Flower!

I hold on to precious memories of this mentor, who led much more by example than anything he said. Even as he neared the end of his thirties, he still acted like a rambunctious kid on the ice during practices. Among the things I’ll never forget: his humility and his generosity. Whether it was with his teammates or the fans, Guy had a gift for making us feel important. Not to mention his deadpan humour and his booming laugh!



Guy Lafleur and us

When Pierre Gince approached me to be the coauthor of this book, I was pleasantly surprised, and honoured, too. Pierre and I know each other from our previous professional lives and I was sure that our complementary strengths would make for an excellent partnership.

Just a few weeks after Guy Lafleur’s passing, which had shaken up the entire hockey world, we threw ourselves headlong into this adventure, with an intensity taken from Flower’s own playbook. Over the space of several months, we had the privilege of talking with forty-one different people, each sharing stories about “their” Guy Lafleur, very often with great emotion. Their words have been edited with a light touch to ensure a smooth reading experience, but the emotions remain fully intact. We thank every one of them for their candour and their trust.

As you probably know, and as you’ll read in these pages, “the Flower” was the whole package: authentic, multifaceted, and as consistent as he was disruptive. So don’t be surprised to see him described, time and again, as an intense athlete who was always the first player in the dressing room and on the ice for practices. From peewee level up to the NHL, his teammates speak of a player who was well respected and admired. And he was an inexhaustible source for journalists, who hung on his every word. Guy was equally recognized as someone with an unlimited availability for his fans and a citizen who made an outsized contribution to society.

Our contributors relate all these qualities in their own words, drawing from memory. For once, “what happens in the dressing room doesn’t stay in the dressing room”—enjoy!

There will be some inconsistencies among the accounts from time to time, which is to be expected, since everyone’s memories are different, and some of our contributors are looking back on events that happened several decades in the past. No matter—what ultimately counts is the authentic bond each one shared with Guy.



Guy Lafleur and… you

This book was conceived as a series of forty-one complementary profiles. They will enrich what you have observed from afar, or perhaps from up close—getting an autograph or a photo, or chatting with him. Collectively, these interviews allow us to get to know the real Guy in all his glory, both on the ice and off.

I truly hope that, as you read Lafleur: The Legend, you will be as delighted and moved as Pierre and I were in bringing this collection together.

—Steven Finn








Pierrette Chartrand-Lafleur

Born in Fossmill, Ontario, in 1931, Pierrette Chartrand-Lafleur is Guy Lafleur’s mother. Since 1939, she has lived in the city of Thurso, Quebec. While raising her five children, she held down different jobs in businesses and factories in the area and was an active volunteer at the local arena.

Note: Guy Lafleur’s four sisters contributed to this interview granted by their mother.


Tell us about your son.

Guy was born in 1951, after Suzanne, and before Gisèle, Lise, and Lucie. He was sweet and shy as a child, although he did like to play pranks on his sisters!

He enjoyed going to Sainte-Famille school; he was in his element there. Réjean and I were firm with our children, telling them, “If you want to participate in extracurricular activities, your studies have to come first.” So Guy was allowed to play hockey, since he was doing well at school.

It was no surprise that he loved hockey. When his grandfather Lafleur listened to Canadiens matches on the radio, silence was expected in the household. Whenever he could, my husband liked to relax in front of our black-and-white TV during the regular season and the playoffs. Guy would sit near him and watch, too. Sadly, his grandfather Lafleur died when Guy was a teenager, so he never got the chance to see the great heights his grandson achieved.

My husband made a big skating rink at the side of the house. He also built a slide, because the girls often preferred to play on that, using cardboard for sleds. As for Guy, he started skating by the time he was five. For Christmas we bought him a brown leather helmet, a Canadiens sweater, hockey pants, socks, pads, and skates. He learned to skate using a chair to push himself across the ice. It wasn’t long before he began playing hockey in our yard, joined by cousins and friends in the area: Jacques Massie, Pierre Letang, Guy Laramée, Michel Paillé, Peter Simpson, and a few others. The Massies, whose house was behind ours, also had a rink.

On Saturday and Sunday mornings, Guy was awake very early. He must have been about seven when he started going by himself to the arena, which was very close to our house. Everyone else in the family was still asleep. Sometimes I had the impression that he went to bed wearing all of his gear. In the wintertime, he always had a smile on his face when he went outside.

Mr. Jean-Paul Meloche was the caretaker at the arena, and he lived there. He was not allowed to let kids come in outside of the official hours—however, he turned a blind eye with Guy, who knew an entrance where he could sneak inside. Even when it was still dark out, Guy would tirelessly practise his shots on the net and off the boards. The noise would wake up Mr. Meloche, but because he liked Guy and admired his perseverance, he let him continue. Mr. Meloche and Brother Léo Jacques were Guy’s coaches at the mosquito level. They travelled with the team to Ottawa and also as far as Kingston, as well as the peewee tournament in Québec City.

When Guy started out in Mosquito, we didn’t go to his games, since his father was working a lot of the time, and I had four other children to take care of at home. So we didn’t realize just how talented he was. It was a man from the parish who said to my husband one day, “You’ve got to come and see your boy play—he’s going to impress you, too!”

Even back then, Guy had a much harder shot than most players his age. Some of the goaltenders would scoot behind the net to avoid his shots!

Once, at a tournament in Rockland, a parent on the opposing team claimed Guy was too old to be playing Mosquito, because of all the goals he was scoring. A copy of his baptismal certificate in Hull had to be obtained to put the matter to rest.



Was the Quebec International Pee-Wee Hockey Tournament a big moment in Guy’s life?

Oh yes! That tournament was very important for Guy—and for me, too!

For the first of the three years he played in the tournament, he was still Mosquito age. Thurso didn’t have enough players to form a team, so Guy was recruited to play on a peewee team in Rockland, Ontario, since his reputation as a good player was well-known.

When Guy went to play in tournaments in Rockland, and also when he had to join his temporary team to go to Québec City, I went with him across the Outaouais River on cross-country skis. Picture it: the three of us—Jean-Marc Lalonde, Guy, and me—on skis carrying all of his baggage and equipment! The snow stuck to our skis and it was quite awkward.

At one point I was afraid I’d fall and slip under the ice. On the other riverbank, some parents were waiting to pick up Mr. Lalonde and Guy and drive them to the tournament in Québec City. It was snowing quite a lot—I seem to remember it took them ten hours to get to their destination. My husband and I and some other parents travelled there to see the finals. It felt quite strange to be cheering for Rockland.



How did he develop his talent as a hockey player?

He practised constantly! As an adolescent, Guy spent his summers working on building his strength. My husband made weights and dumbbells for him, and he did a lot of running. He went to work for a nearby farmer, Jean-Marc Perras. He also delivered cases of Labatt 50 beer to grocery stores and dépanneurs in the region. All of it helped make him get stronger.

It was when Guy was playing at the junior level that my husband and I started thinking he might make hockey his career. I have to say, not a day went by in Thurso without someone suggesting that to us. But I don’t ever remember Guy saying in so many words “One day, I’m going to play in the NHL.” As determined as he was, he was also reserved. He didn’t say much.



Tell us about when Guy left home to live in Québec City.

He was still a few weeks shy of his fifteenth birthday when he left for Québec City. I was sad, for sure. I’d hear certain songs on the radio and tears would come to my eyes.

My husband fully encouraged Guy to do everything possible to realize his dream to have a career in hockey. For Réjean, there was no question that Guy should give up on this experience in Québec. Even though we didn’t have a car, Réjean would leave his job at the mill in the middle of the afternoon to get a ride with Normand Chouinard, a teacher in Thurso. They drove to Québec, or to other arenas, just to see Guy play, arriving right as the games were starting. Then they would drive back home. My husband would sleep for an hour or two and then report for work at 7:00 a.m.

There were two things I was sure of: that Guy loved hockey enough to make great sacrifices but also that he really missed us. When he realized Friday was approaching, he would call me to say, “Come and see me on the weekend.” My husband and I would go to Québec City with Normand, spend some time with Guy, go to his game, and return home on Sunday evening. We usually stayed in a motel, although there was one time, during the Carnaval, when everything was booked up and we had to sleep in Normand’s car.

At first, Guy billeted with a family, along with two other teammates. He had to sleep on a couch with his feet hanging over the end. When he started making inquiries about another place to stay, someone told him, “Go over to the bowling alley in the Limoilou neighbourhood and ask for Madame Baribeau. She takes boarders.” They got along very well right from the start, and she made up a very nice room for him. Guy was in such a rush to move that he went straight over with his suitcase and rang the doorbell. Madame Baribeau was taken by surprise—she hadn’t been expecting him for two or three days!

Guy was allowed to eat for free at the Cendrillon restaurant, and to bring guests. Among those he invited was Madame Baribeau, to thank her for what she did for him. He also invited me and Réjean and our girls.



On a memorable day in 1971, Guy officially became part of the great Canadiens family. Tell us about that.

Guy was nervous on the morning he was drafted—more nervous than I’d ever seen him. And you could understand why!

He was driving the beautiful car that the Remparts had given him. We arrived in Montreal and I never understood how we managed to find ourselves in front of Saint Joseph’s Oratory! Finally, we found our way to the Queen Elizabeth Hotel. We had just enough time to park before we entered the ballroom to hear Guy’s name announced!

Now that we were there, my husband and I lost Guy in the haze. Between the Canadiens bosses and the press, they weren’t letting him go! It was a new phase for him—and for us, too. It was a great source of pride for our family. Imagine: Just a few years before, Guy was watching Canadiens matches on TV with his father, and now he would be on the team. I can still see the tears in my husband’s eyes.

When we returned to Thurso, a parade was held in Guy’s honour!



What are your memories of his early days with the Canadiens?

He was working just as hard as he always had. Jean Béliveau had retired and the media were saying that Guy would take his place. They were big shoes to fill, but I don’t think it bothered Guy.

When he first arrived in Montreal, Guy lived with the Béliveau family. He was proud of that, since Jean Béliveau was his first childhood idol. That’s why Guy wore his number 4 in Québec City.

Réjean still didn’t have a car, but very often Guy would give us tickets for his games at the Forum. My husband never had any problem finding someone who could give him a ride, take in a hockey game, and meet Guy afterwards.



After several years of dominating in the NHL, Guy slowed down. And things ended badly between him and the Canadiens. What do you know about that time?

Guy was hardly getting any playing time; he was unhappy. The Canadiens “dumped” him. It was very painful for me. Before he retired, he came to the house. He always sat at the end of the table, right where you’re sitting. We were all there—my husband, my daughters, my sons-in-law, me. He said to us, “Soon, I’m going to have my own box at the Forum. Will you come?” We said yes, of course. Then he added, “Even if I’m not playing?” Someone replied, “You’re not injured, so why wouldn’t you be playing?” Guy didn’t answer.

I always thought that he had come to Thurso to let us know that he was going to retire, but he hadn’t been able to say it outright. In the end, we learned the news during a televised press conference.



Were you surprised when he came out of retirement?

Guy had felt rejected by the Canadiens organization. It was much too early for him to stop playing, and that’s why he was bored, spinning his wheels. I remember him spending his time cleaning his car—with baby shampoo!

I was surprised when he came back to the NHL after several years away. My husband could tell he was unhappy and told him, “Why don’t you come back and play for another team?” Finally, he tried and he succeeded. When he came to tell me he was going to New York, it was already in the papers—it all happened quite fast. But I was happy just to see the smile back on his face.

After that, for the next three years when he played for New York and Québec, we found it strange to be cheering for a team other than the Canadiens. But obviously, we cheered for Guy’s team!

One evening, after a Rangers game at the Forum, my daughters and I were waiting outside the dressing room door. I turned around and saw that Céline Dion and René Angélil were there, too. I introduced myself and asked them which player they had come to see. Céline replied, “Well, come on—we’re here to see Guy!” Just as if it was as natural for them to be there as his family members.

When he took his retirement in Québec City, the time was right. I felt that he was at peace.



Did fame change him?

No. Probably because it was a gradual process. After playing in the peewee tournament, Guy wasn’t just a member of the family anymore. The public adopted him. Once he joined the Canadiens, he became the son of every parent in Quebec—everyone’s brother, everyone’s friend.

His first car was the one the Québec Remparts gave him. From then on, he always bought himself very nice cars. Whenever he came home—from the age of eighteen and right up until the end—people would see a car they thought might be his and would knock on our door to ask for an autograph and a photo. It never let up, at all hours, and often during mealtimes. He always said yes! Sometimes it would be people he’d known since his childhood in Thurso; other times, very often, they’d be strangers. It was all the same for Guy.

For a long time, he’d come by car to visit, but later, it would be by helicopter. Now that was impressive. We would go to his landing spot at the municipal garage, a five-minute walk from our house. Whenever a helicopter flew over Thurso, people knew that it was either the Sûreté du Québec or Guy! He would make passes over the house. People would come to the garage when they saw him coming in, and quite often he would go back up in the air with them because he liked them!




Which particularly memorable anecdotes could you share with us?

Oh my God, I have so many!

My husband was a welder at the Thurso pulp mill. When Guy was playing for the Canadiens, Réjean’s boss would make him come to work just so that he couldn’t go to the Forum. When Guy found out, he was shocked and he told reporters about it. The story went around the company, and it never happened again.

One evening, during a series against Boston, we were outside near the Forum with Guy, who was signing autographs. Nearby, there was a bus full of Bruins supporters—one of them opened a window and threw a beer on Guy. My husband felt the insult more than my son! Réjean got on the bus and asked, “Qui a fait ça?” [Who did that?] No one said a word. He could have gotten beaten up, but luckily, he came out of the situation safe and sound.

One summer, Guy came to the house and brought the Stanley Cup. He had given us advance notice and we’d told one person, who told another, and so on. So many people from Thurso and the surrounding area came to our yard. Guy washed the trophy with dish soap and cleaned it off with our garden hose! He made a special trip that day just so that “his people” in Thurso could share in his happiness.



What was your relationship like over the years?

He was my son. I loved him. That didn’t stop me from giving him some straight talk sometimes.

Guy began smoking when he started playing in the NHL. I spent so much of my time saying to him and his father, “Stop smoking, for goodness’ sake—you’re going to get cancer!” They didn’t listen to me. I made them smoke outside, whatever the season. They didn’t like it but that was my rule. My husband died far too young, of lung cancer. And I said to Guy, “You have to stop smoking or you’re going to end up like your father.”

No matter how much time passed and how famous he got, he was “our Guy.” We were family. Whenever he had a bit of time to himself or was having any problems, he’d call me in the morning and say, “I’m coming to Thurso.” We’d simply spend time together—often, just the two of us. I would make him cabbage rolls, his favourite dish.

Guy also had a wonderful relationship with his father, which made me happy. Neither of them spoke very much, but they understood each other. When his father was dying, they shared some private moments, and I never found out what they spoke about. Which is as it should be.

I always found it difficult to learn news about Guy on TV or in the newspapers. Or to hear all sorts of things that weren’t true.

I remember that I had been warned ahead of time about his big car accident. However, it was impossible to avoid seeing the endless stream of images on the television. As well, when [his son] Mark had difficulties, it was painful for me to see the televised images of the two of them, Mark and Guy, at the courthouse. One day, he came to visit me to talk about Mark. I can still see him sitting at his place at the kitchen table. I don’t remember him saying a word—he was just crying.



What was his greatest quality?

Guy gave everything to everybody. He didn’t hold anything back for himself. I even think it was his greatest failing.

I remember something that happened after he’d played in an NHL All-Star Game. At some point later, we went out to a restaurant as a family. He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out the ring that all of the players had received. He said, “Does anybody want it?” I quickly asked him for it, because I didn’t want him to just give it away. After he died, I gave the ring to his son Martin, along with the one he received after winning the Stanley Cup.



What were your last moments with Guy?

My memories of his last year are very sad.

When my daughters and I went to visit him at his place, or at the end, at the palliative care home, he didn’t talk much. But he paid close attention to us, and had tears in his eyes when we left.

It’s still hard to look back on those days.

The last time I saw Guy, it was a Wednesday afternoon. That same night, when I went to bed, I said to my husband, up there, “That’s enough. Come get your boy. He can’t suffer anymore.” And he heard me, because Guy died in the night between Thursday and Friday.



After Guy’s death, how did you process the enormous wave of love from the public?

I was really overwhelmed, like any mother would be. And I was surprised by all the love the public still had for him. I knew he was very much loved, but never knew just how much.

The media featured countless photos of Guy giving autographs, and a huge number of people of all ages were wearing his number 10 sweater. Many people related how Guy had phoned them to cheer them up during an illness, or how they’d got to meet him at this or that place. It was a great comfort.

For days on end, the people in Thurso could speak about nothing but Guy. Here at the house, many brought flowers. They left them between the two doors, along with sympathy cards. Often, they were from people I knew, but complete strangers also left flowers and letters at my house and at my daughters’. Letters would arrive in the mail addressed to “The Lafleur Family, Thurso, Quebec,” full of stories of the beautiful moments they’d experienced because of Guy. We even received a letter from California! We were very touched.

I have a portion of Guy’s ashes in a small urn. When it is my time to go, I would like for Guy to be buried by my side.



How would you like people to remember him?

I hope they will remember him as a really good guy, always available for his fans. He was genuine.






Jacques Massie

Born in Thurso, Quebec, in 1952, Jacques Massie was Guy’s neighbour. Both of their fathers built and maintained backyard ice rinks where the boys in the area would pretend to be Maurice Richard, Jean Béliveau, and the other greats who played for the Canadiens. On two occasions, he was Guy’s teammate at the Quebec International Pee-Wee Hockey Tournament.


What is your earliest memory of Guy Lafleur?

You could say we knew each other since birth. Guy was born September 20, 1951, and I came along the next year, on May 20. My parents’ property backed onto the Lafleurs’, and there was no fence. Our fathers both built ice rinks and we were always spending time at each other’s houses.

In Thurso, our teachers were the Brothers of Christian Instruction at Sainte-Famille school. The brothers had two religions: Catholicism and hockey. They were extremely dedicated in taking care of the school’s ice rink and showing us how to play.

From when he was very small—even before peewee—Guy was much better than anyone else on the ice. But never, absolutely never, did he say anything like “It’s because of me that we’re winning.” He had a blast playing. It was like that for him his whole life, even in the NHL.




What was Guy’s attitude towards school?

I wouldn’t try to convince anyone that he liked school better than hockey. But Guy’s parents were strict: If he wanted to play hockey as much as he wanted to at school or in our yards, he had to be serious about his studies.



When did you play peewee with him?

In 1963 and 1964, the two years when Thurso was able to send a team to the Québec tournament.

Going to Québec City from Thurso might as well have been the other end of the world. To get together a travel team took a lot of organizing—and money. We went door-to-door with our parents and volunteers. A huge thermometer, eight feet tall, was set up in front of the church to show our progress as we worked to achieve our ambitious goal of more than $1,000. And it was met! Our coaches, Jean-Paul Meloche and Brother Léo Jacques, were incredible. When we got to Québec City, local families welcomed us into their homes.

In 1964, it was Guy’s third and final time to play in the tournament. The other teams were wary of him, and the fans were wild with joy to see him again. The Colisée de Québec had thousands more spectators than usual whenever Thurso was playing. We had trouble seeing each other on the ice with all the cigarette smoke in the air. For our semifinal game on the Saturday, we needed a police escort to enter and leave the Colisée, because there were so many people who wanted to get close to Guy.

That was the moment when the media in Québec and Outaouais and even in Montreal started to take notice of him.

When he was in peewee, Guy often played on bantam and midget teams in Thurso, and he did well. In minor hockey in Thurso—and in many places in Quebec—the two best players on any team wore the numbers 9 and 4 of Maurice Richard and Jean Béliveau. Guy wore 4 and I wore 9. He was already playing right wing and I was centre. For the forty-five minutes of a game, he could play up to forty-three!



After high school, Guy left for Québec City. Tell us about that.

Guy had both the talent and the determination to have a career in the NHL, so everyone in Thurso knew that Guy would need to move to a big city to play. His parents decided on Québec, first with the Aces, then with the Remparts. Guy already loved it there.

Mr. Lafleur worked as a welder in Thurso. He had five children and no car. During the school year, they had a boarder, Normand Chouinard, who was a teacher. He stayed in Guy’s bedroom. Normand also had a car! He drove thousands upon thousands of kilometres in his Javelin so that he could take Mr. Lafleur to Guy’s games in Québec City or other places the juniors played. They’d drive to the game and go straight back home, and both of them went off to work early the next day: one to the factory and the other to school.

Guy was quite young when he got his driver’s licence but his father still didn’t have a car. In the summers, when Guy was back from Québec, Normand would often lend him his. Guy was always grateful to his father and Normand for their unwavering support.

Normand also paid particular attention to Guy’s studies. When Guy returned from Québec after the end of the season, Normand would quiz him on what he’d been learning. He wanted Guy to study for a few more weeks before starting his vacation in earnest. For two summers, in May and June, Normand gave me ten dollars a week to help Guy study certain subjects, especially French and math. It was a lot of money back then. I took the responsibility seriously and Guy was fairly motivated, too. But in June, at the end of the school year, he’d had just about enough!



Tell us about the first time you saw him wearing the Canadiens uniform.

There are no words to describe how proud I was. It was Saturday, October 9, 1971, for a game at the Montreal Forum against the Rangers. That was the first time Guy played in the Canadiens uniform. In those days, the television broadcasts showed only the second half of the games. That was a drag, but it was better than nothing. The streets of Thurso were totally deserted—everyone was watching Guy! He didn’t score any goals, and the game ended in a 4–4 tie.



What sort of career did you imagine he’d have?

Everyone from anywhere near Thurso was convinced Guy would become one of the best players in the NHL, along with Marcel Dionne, who we often played against in tournaments. The problem was that Guy barely got any ice time for his first three seasons. Once they gave him the chance, he became the Guy Lafleur the fans had been waiting for.

He had always been intensely focused on what he knew how to do better than anyone else: deftly and speedily moving the puck, and putting it in the net! The same went for how he played in the NHL.

During the playoff series in the 1970s, Pierre Bouchard told Guy, “You score, we’ll take care of the rest.” One year, John Wensink of the Bruins said to reporters, “Guy Lafleur better have eyes in the back of his head, because I’m going to cut his ears off.” I wasn’t able to follow the game live, but the next day as I drove to work, I tuned into the radio to find out what happened. Guy scored two goals and two assists and the Canadiens had won 4–2! I was so proud of my old buddy.



Were you surprised when he retired at the age of thirty-three?

No, because Jacques Lemaire was playing him for nine minutes a game! And with Guy, it was all or nothing: He couldn’t imagine being stuck in a system where he wasn’t able to give the game his all. He was no longer at the very top, but he wasn’t getting ice time. So he left.

When he visited Thurso during his retirement, it was obvious he was bored. The fire of hockey was still burning inside of him. I wasn’t surprised when he returned to the game, because he loved it. And he proved that he shouldn’t have been pushed to retire at thirty-three.

I was very happy to see him play with the Rangers. During the time of the rivalry between the Canadiens and the Nordiques I hated Michel Bergeron. But I changed my opinion because he and Guy were happy together, and that continued in Québec the following year.



Did you gradually lose touch with each other?

I wouldn’t say that. During the summers when Guy was in juniors, he spent just about all of his time in Thurso. The summer I was seventeen, he came over to my parents’ house and said, “I spoke with Maurice Filion and you’re coming to the Remparts training camp.” I loved my experience there—all three days of it! Guy had been kind to get me the invitation.

Afterwards, during the time he was playing for the Canadiens, he made regular brief trips to Thurso to see his parents and his sisters. He and I would catch up every so often.

I remember one time in the 1970s, he came to stay overnight at his parents’. The next day he saw my father outside. He walked over to chat with him and they went to have a beer together. Even though he’d become the best hockey player in the world, Guy stayed the little guy from Thurso, plain and simple.

In May 1978, he brought the Stanley Cup to Thurso, rolling around in his trunk! He just wanted to bring joy to the people who knew him. When he spotted me in the crowd, he motioned for me to step aside with my partner, Louise, and my daughter, Marie-Claude. We chatted for a bit and took photos, which our family still treasures.

The year 1986 marked Thurso’s one hundredth anniversary. On November 8, Guy skated in the local arena for the first time since the 1960s. We brought together all of the players who’d represented our village at the Quebec International Pee-Wee Hockey Tournament, wearing a replica sweater for the occasion. That day we played against the NHL Legends team, and luckily, Guy was playing for Thurso, wearing number 4. I think we had even more fun than in 1963!

And, of course, he came to Thurso in 2013 for the unveiling of his bronze statue; Geoff Molson and Chris Nilan were also with him. Once again, when Guy saw me in the crowd, he went out of his way to come and talk with me. I sensed that he wanted to share his pride with me, as if it were the pride of all of Thurso.



Tell us about some unforgettable moments.

One day in the spring, when we were at the Saint-Michel high school in Buckingham, Guy showed up to class wearing Bermuda shorts, which were strictly forbidden. Even back then, Guy and other people’s rules didn’t get along—just like Guy and his coaches’ game plans!

Guy always loved to drive fast. In Normand Chouinard’s Javelin, I remember him driving me to Buckingham to get my high school diploma, pedal to the metal, 160 kilometres an hour in the passing lane. Guy was reckless—but he was a very good driver.

The saddest moment I experienced relating to Guy was in February 2008. I was in Florida and had been playing golf with my brother-in-law. We were having a beer when the news came on the TV and we heard the anchor Pierre Bruneau say the words “arrest warrant for Guy Lafleur.” We were very upset. In the end, matters were taken much too far. Guy defended his son Mark, like any good father would have done in his place.



What were your last moments with him?

During the last year of his life, Guy didn’t visit Thurso nearly as often. Even though everyone in the province knew things were going less and less well for him, I found it upsetting to see him in a TV interview dressed in a bathrobe and without a single hair on his head.

When I heard about his death on TV, I was in shock. I’d just lost my brother. He was a model of success and pride. My childhood passed before my eyes like a sped-up movie, all the moments I shared with Guy. I cried like a child, probably more than when we were children. Then I went to play golf, as I’d planned—and I wore our peewee team’s replica sweater.

Thanks to the television broadcast, I got to attend the funeral remotely. It did me good to hear his son Martin and other people talk about him. When the fans cried “Guy! Guy! Guy!” at the end, with hundreds wearing his sweater, it moved me to tears.



What is his legacy?

Just as impressive as anything Guy did on the ice was all that he did to please his fans and help people.

He showed us that it doesn’t matter whether you’re tired or not, you have to give your time to others. To our families, of course, but he was also very present for total strangers.

He was more than an ambassador for the Canadiens—he was one for hockey, all over the world. And definitely one for Thurso!






Marcel Dionne

Born in Drummondville, Quebec, in 1951, Marcel Dionne is one of the all-time highest scorers in the NHL. During the 1971 draft, Dionne, the highest scorer in the Ontario Hockey League, was drafted second in the first round by the Detroit Red Wings, immediately after Guy Lafleur. After Detroit, the centre would go on to play in Los Angeles and New York. In 1988–89, he and Guy Lafleur were teammates on the Rangers.

Marcel Dionne’s name was never engraved on the Stanley Cup, but the Kings retired his number 16 and he was inducted into the Hockey Hall of Fame in 1992.


What is your earliest memory of Guy Lafleur?

I saw him play and played against him in peewee, bantam, midget, and junior levels. When he was still in peewee, he had the shooting ability of the best players in midget. Of course, goalie equipment was not as advanced back then as it is today. I saw goaltenders who were so fearful of Guy’s shots that they’d prepare to face him by stuffing sections of phone books underneath their pads!

In the Junior A league, Guy played in Québec City and I was on the Drummondville Rangers. We were the same age, both born in 1951. We were aware of each other, but we weren’t yet on speaking terms.

In 1969, after my first year with the St. Catharines Black Hawks, I wanted him to come play for us. Several junior teams in Quebec and Ontario wanted him, including mine. I went to meet him at his parents’ house in Thurso. I sang the praises of our organization and told him he could learn English quickly, like I had. But he chose Québec because he liked the city, and because the Remparts gave him $10,000—a real fortune at the time—and a car.

Our teams played against each other in the 1971 Memorial Cup. The Remparts won—that was a tough loss.

Year after year, in minor and then junior hockey, Guy just kept getting better. He was dominant on all of the teams he played for, but not necessarily from day one. With the Canadiens, he needed some time.

I couldn’t have predicted when he came to juniors that he’d become one of the best players in the world. Just like I never could have imagined the career I would end up having.



Tell us about the 1971 draft.

Guy and I were the two first choices in the NHL draft that year: him for Montreal, me for Detroit.

Draft day wasn’t like it is these days, with the stands full of family, friends, the players’ agents, and media from all over North America. It was always held at the Queen Elizabeth Hotel in Montreal, and there weren’t many people in attendance. My parents didn’t come, and even I didn’t want to be there! But I went, because the Red Wings management insisted.

Right up until the last minute, the Red Wings made every effort to exchange their second pick for the Canadiens’ first choice, because they, too, wanted Lafleur. So when the NHL’s president, Clarence Campbell, said into the microphone, “The first draft of the 1971 selection…,” the Canadiens’ general manager, Sam Pollock, asked for a time-out. But the hockey men just laughed, knowing full well that Montreal wanted Guy no matter what.



Did you consider yourselves rivals?

Not at all, and for a simple reason: We were completely different players. We were proud to compete against each other, but I never sensed we had a rivalry. Quite the opposite—there was great respect between us.

On the ice we had nothing in common. First of all, he played right wing and I was centre. Guy had an extraordinary shot, while I really liked to handle the puck. We didn’t have the same skating style, either. In the NHL, there was just one Guy Lafleur and just one Marcel Dionne. Setting aside comparisons, we both managed to have pretty decent success in our careers!

It wasn’t Guy I compared myself to, but players more in my mould, such as Henri Richard, Yvan Cournoyer, Stan Mikita, and Dave Keon. I wanted to learn fast what they did to be able to have a lasting impact. As far as I could tell, it came down to one factor: the relentlessness of the work they put in, every time they hit the ice.



In your day, what was the relationship between professional hockey and money?

It was very different; there was no balance of power. The owners of the teams had the upper hand. One reason was that salaries weren’t made public, as they are today.

With the arrival of the World Hockey Association in the early 1970s, the balance of power began to shift. Up until then, Gordie Howe had played twenty-five years in the NHL and hadn’t made money. It was the same for Guy Lafleur and most of the other great players.

In 1975, my contract with Detroit ended. There were some NHL teams, including the Canadiens, who wanted me to sign with them, as well as the Oilers in the WHA. Making the most of the bidding war, I signed with the LA Kings at $300,000 a year.

The Canadiens, who were regularly winning Stanley Cups at the time, offered me peanuts. Sam Pollock said, “Take it or leave it.” I left it—even though I would’ve loved to have played with Guy and the Canadiens. It’s very prestigious to have your name on the Stanley Cup, but it doesn’t put money in the bank for you during your career, and especially not afterwards.

Guy and I started discussing our contracts not long after we got to the NHL—what we liked and what we didn’t. And he had some regrets. I was much more in tune with the business aspects of our careers than he was. And we also had quite different approaches. For example, in 1971 I insisted on signing a one-year contract so that my value would go up the following year, assuming everything would work out. As for Guy, he signed a three-year contract






Were you surprised by his retirement, and then by his return to the game?





You played together on Team Canada and on the Rangers. What was he like as a teammate?





What was his greatest quality?









He must have had some faults…





What were your last moments with him?





What is his legacy?
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