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PREFACE
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Peter Pocklington has been a public figure in Canada for more than 30 years and, in that time, volumes have been written and reported about him.

So when we chose to make him the topic for this book, we asked ourselves: what is there about Peter Pocklington that has not been written, not been reported?

The answer was striking in its simplicity: it was Peter Pocklington’s point of view.

Certainly, in the 20 years since Peter’s reputation fell into such remarkable disrepute, his critics have pretty well had a free hand to say whatever they wished about him, the vast majority of which has not been terribly flattering. For that, Peter deserves his share of the responsibility. He was usually hesitant to express his thinking or divulge his motives—and if, as a consequence, he was lambasted by the media, he usually responded in kind. A mutual distrust between Peter and the pundits took root and festered—and neither party was well-served as a result.

Yet, while he has often been portrayed as everything from a heartless scoundrel to a common criminal, we suspected there was another side to the man waiting to be explored. After all, there were too many anecdotal tales making the rounds that cast Peter as someone other than a scoundrel and a crook—tales that portrayed him as a daring community builder, unheralded philanthropist and bold entrepreneur.

If there was any truth to these stories, and that aspect of the man was to be brought to light, we were going to need his cooperation— and fortunately, he trusted us enough to provide it. And while we made the decision we were not going to shy away from some of the more unsavory aspects of Peter Pocklington’s life story, we were not going to build our book around them, either. After all, those negatives have been exhaustively documented over these past 20 or so years. Rather, we would strive to paint a more complete picture of the man—as much as that was possible—and be sure to include more than a few surprises as well.

In that pursuit, we chose to give Peter his own voice within these pages. The reader will find his narrative in columns that are typeset in narrower margins and smaller type size than the rest of the book. We trust the reader will not find it difficult to discern the difference, and Peter’s voice can be heard clearly in these verbatim passages.

We hope you enjoy the book.
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‘I consider Peter a friend, and I hope he feels the same way’

––––––––
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The Edmonton Oilers’ greatest player reflects on a happy time he thought would last forever. The fact that it didn’t does not change his feelings of affection for the man he came to think of as a second father.

––––––––
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August 9, 1988: my final day as an Edmonton Oiler. It was an emotional day for me, as anyone who saw the news conference knows. But it was really emotional for Peter Pocklington, too. This was a big thing he did, trading me to the Los Angeles Kings.

It was so big that when I flew back to Edmonton that day for the announcement, both Peter and Glen Sather told me one more time they would kill the deal to send me to L.A., if I wanted it killed. And I was this close—this close—to killing the deal.

I got to Edmonton that day and I started remembering how great it was, and I began to ask myself, “What are you thinking?” The reality was that had I killed the deal, had I remained an Oiler, I would probably have signed the contract extension Peter wanted me to sign, that afternoon. Peter would have said, “What do you want? I’ll give it to you,” because that’s the kind of guy he was. That’s the kind of guy he is. I know that because for 10 years of my life I could pick up the phone if I ever had a problem and call Peter and he was always very nice, very accommodating. He was like a father to me.

Peter never interfered with the team, but every now and then he’d come into the locker room, and he’d talk to the players. Well, he came in one day—I’ll never forget this as long as I live—and he said, “How are you feeling, Wayne?” I said, “I’m feeling good.” I’m getting dressed for the warmup and he said, “You think you can get three goals and seven points tonight?” What do you say when your owner says this? So I said, “Yeah, yeah I feel good.” So he said, “Okay, I’ll give you 10- to-1 odds on a hundred bucks.” All right. Again, what are you going to say? No?

Anyway, one of my teammates beside me said, “Hey Peter, can I have the same bet?” And Peter looked right at the kid and said, “Yeah, absolutely.” And the kid went, “Well, how many points?” And Peter said, “Same bet, right?”

And the kid went, “Hold on a sec, I’ve got 15 goals. I can’t have the same bet as Gretz.” And Peter looked at him and said, “Fifteen goals! Why do we still have you here?” And he walked away.

The whole room just fell over laughing. And I’m thinking, did he really mean that or was that just his way of saying, “You better get going”? I couldn’t figure it out. But I did get the three goals and the seven points that night.

Peter has always had a great mind. And he was really, well, eccentric. I mean, he loved having a chef in his office, a barber in his office and all those things. But his theory was this: if you have money and you don’t spend it, you might as well be poor.

But he did so many great things for Edmonton, business-wise, charity-wise. He was proud to be an Edmontonian. He liked living here, and he used to tell me he’d never leave. The problem is fans are passionate, whatever city they’re in. But Edmonton is smaller than New York or Chicago, and so they live and breathe the Edmonton Oilers. That’s their feel-good story, that’s what they do to relieve the pressures in their own lives, to cheer and root for the Oilers. So, the people in this town felt that he let them down. But the reality is it was a business decision.

It’s just that in the end, the business side of things kind of got carried away. At the time, there were a lot of things about the business of sports I didn’t grasp, because I was just a kid. Now that I’m on the other side of it, I totally understand. And I’m at peace with it.

Peter is tough. He’s a tough businessman, but he’s not a jerk. He’s a good person. He has to be a good person, because he married one of the nicest ladies in the world—and she wouldn’t marry a jerk. It’s as simple as that, you know what I mean?

Peter is the kind of guy that when things were going great, he sort of stayed in the background. But when things got tough, he was the first guy to get in the locker room, he would meet with the players, and it was all positive. He had this whole philosophy. When Peter would leave the room, I used to say, “We can fly!” because his theory in life was always so positive. The glass was always half full, never half empty. That’s how he lived his life. He still does.

It wasn’t just the day I left Edmonton that was emotional for me. I get that way just thinking about my 10 years in Edmonton, with Peter and Glen and my teammates and all the friends we made and the championships we won together. It was all good, you know. I wouldn’t trade it for the world. I wish it would have lasted another 20 years.

But I have no hard feelings whatsoever. I consider Peter a friend, and I hope he feels the same way.

Wayne Gretzky 

Edmonton, Alberta,

August 2007
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Part I
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‘For some reason, I wanted to be noticed’

––––––––
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Peter and Eva Pocklington go for dinner at their favourite restaurant, little suspecting that, by the time the evening is over, Peter will own part of a hockey team and Eva’s jewellery collection will be short one ring.

––––––––
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The pursuit of “the deal” has been Peter Pocklington’s mission in life for much of his 68 years. The deal is the cornerstone of the market- place, the trigger that allows free enterprise to flourish, its favours bestowed on those with unshakeable faith in its grace. If you happen to enjoy the art of crafting “the deal”—well, that’s just icing on the cake.

And Peter Pocklington—Peter Puck to his friends and detractors alike—does enjoy crafting the deal.

But here was a deal that seemed different. It beckoned to him in a way Peter hadn’t felt for years—in a way he hadn’t allowed himself to feel. Never fall in love with any deal, he often reminded himself. After all, he needed to be able to walk away if it didn’t ring the right bells. His head understood that, but this time his heart wasn’t sure it wanted to listen. If this deal was different, it was because he didn’t want to walk away.

Peter Pocklington, former owner of the Edmonton Oilers, the most successful hockey franchise of the modern age, wanted back in the game.

• • •
[image: image]


The date was Monday, June 19, 2006, a time of year when California’s Coachella Valley is very hot and very dry; hardly hockey weather. But hockey was very much on Peter’s mind that night.

For, in his heart, Peter knew his passion for hockey had been rekindled. On that June night, the Edmonton Oilers were one win away from capturing the Stanley Cup, just as they had five times before during the 22 seasons he had been their owner and patron. But this was the first time the team had come so close since those glory days—and damned if he didn’t miss being a part of it.

Peter hadn’t missed much about life as an NHL owner since he had stopped being one eight years earlier. It had become a job that was not for the faint of wallet. Nor was it much fun, even if you could afford it. Players’ salaries had risen dramatically through the 1990s and a labour dispute that wiped out much of the 1994–95 season didn’t fix the problem. Indeed, a new deal struck with the players only made the problem worse. By late in the decade, some owners were paying their players more money than their clubs were taking in— and the rest of their expenses were on top of that. It had reached the point that any owner who expected his team to be competitive had better be prepared to lose money—a lot of money.

Peter wasn’t that kind of owner. Nor was Edmonton the kind of town where there were a lot of wealthy individuals willing to be that kind of owner. Already, the league had evolved intoa partnership of “haves” and “have-nots.” The clubs in larger, more lucrative markets such as New York, Toronto or Detroit boasted player payrolls three to four times greater than those in small-market Edmonton, Pittsburgh or Buffalo.

By 2006, however, the economics had changed. The year before, the owners had locked out the players for an entire year, wiping out the 2004–05 season. The new collective bargaining agreement with the players that brought labour peace also restored a business discipline that the NHL had been sorely lacking. Financially, being an owner was beginning to make sense again. Hell, it might even be fun again. And for the first time in a very long time, Peter Pocklington allowed himself the luxury of wondering “what if?”—as well as remembering what once was.

• • •
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On that night, Peter drove his BMW southeast on U.S. Route 111 out of Palm Springs, past the gated neighbourhoods of Cathedral City, Rancho Mirage and Palm Desert, and into Indian Wells, the small but well-heeled desert oasis he and his wife Eva had been calling home since leaving Edmonton eight years earlier.

Those years had been good for him, good for his health. His closely trimmed hair and beard had long since turned white, but he was a tanned and fit 5-foot-9, and his blue eyes sparkled. His relaxed manner made it easy for him to get along with others, and that held him in good stead with people in the often-converging worlds of business, politics and entertainment. People have always taken a liking to Peter Pocklington, and for him, the feeling is mutual—most of the time, anyway.

He swung the Beemer south onto Cook Street, waved to the guard at the security checkpoint for the Vintage Club, then cruised along the picturesque, palm-lined boulevard. He turned east onto Vintage Drive, past the golf course, the manicured lawns and the desert homes of some of America’s elite, including Bill Gates and Lee Iacocca. He pulled into the parking garage for his condo.

A few minutes later, Peter poured himself a glass of vodka and soda, sank into his chair, reached for the remote and turned on the television. There, live from Raleigh, North Carolina, NBC was carrying game seven of the Stanley Cup Finals: the Oilers and the Carolina Hurricanes—winner takes all.

Against the backdrop of national anthems and pre-game chatter, Peter let his mind drift back to another night, a night that was laden with equal significance. In his mind’s eye, he could see his old buddy Nelson Skalbania lead a pack of reporters into the restaurant where he and Eva were dining. He smiled at the recollection. For it was on this night that car dealer Peter Pocklington became the owner of the Edmonton Oilers.

• • •
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As serendipity would have it, Peter and Eva were at the Steak Loft on Jasper Avenue on that October evening 30 years earlier. They were just settling in when Skalbania walked in, followed by 20 or so members of the local media. That captured Peter’s attention. “Holy shit, what goes on here?” he wondered. So, as was his manner, he asked.

“I got hooked into buying the Oilers,” mused Skalbania, who at that time wasn’t much more than an acquaintance. Skalbania made his home in Vancouver, but he did seem to spend a lot of time in Edmonton, making his fortune in real estate.

“Well,” said Peter impulsively, “sell me half.” On the spot, Skalbania agreed. He had good reason.

It was 1976, and the Oilers were about to embark on their fifth season in the World Hockey Association, an upstart league with designs on challenging the NHL for the North American hockey dollar. Up to that point, the club had been owned by a three-man partnership. The money man was Dr. Charles Allard, a surgeon who made his fortune in real estate and radio. Two years earlier, he had gained national prominence for launching the legendary Edmonton television station ITV, whose signal was broadcast by satellite to cable systems across the country—a rare thing for TV in those days. The other owners were Zane Feldman, the proprietor of Crosstown Motors, a Chrysler dealership in Edmonton, and “Wild” Bill Hunter, the club’s founder. Yet, while Allard’s and Feldman’s other businesses had been enormously successful, the Oilers had been hemorrhaging money from the get-go. By this point, they had compiled an accumulated debt of $1.6 million.

Skalbania certainly wasn’t looking to get into the hockey business. He had come to know Allard through North West Trust, a company owned by the Allard family that had been financing many of Skalbania’s real estate deals. Stories have circulated for years that Allard told Skalbania if they were going to continue doing business, Skalbania would have to agree to take over the Oilers and assume their debt.

Whatever the reason he came to own the Oilers, Skalbania knew enlisting a partner was a good idea. When he bought the club, he had asked Allard how much money he would need to run it. Allard said he’d lose no more than $300,000 that first year. Instead, Skalbania would lose $300,000 in the first week. “I thought, ‘Gosh, I think I need a partner,’” he says. “I figured the less you own of the club, the less money you lose.”

So if Peter wanted half the club, that was fine, but Peter would have to be good for half of the debt, too.

“We wrote out the deal on the back of a napkin,” Peter remembers. This was a time in Edmonton when handshakes often sealed deals, and due diligence was a rare thing. But Skalbania did ask for a gesture of goodwill. Peter looked at the 12-karat diamond his wife was wearing. “I pulled it off her finger and said, ‘Here’s the deposit,’” recalls Peter.

From that moment, Peter Puck became part of Skalbania’s news conference.

According to the Douglas Hunter book The Glory Barons, the ring was worth $150,000. But Peter insists Eva didn’t mind that it became part of her husband’s latest deal. “She knew she’d get a better one.”

There is some dispute about the remaining terms of the deal. Skalbania says Peter also turned over three Rolls Royce convertibles, including a vintage 1928 Phaeton used in the Robert Redford movie The Great Gatsby. Peter insists the Phaeton was the only car involved. In any event, Skalbania drove it back to Vancouver himself, despite its bad brakes and stiff gearbox. Four years later, his first wife would get the car as part of their divorce settlement—she got Eva Pocklington’s ring, too—and would later sell it. “Too bad. It was kind of a neat car,” Skalbania recalls. He says that six paintings, including works by Maurice Utrillo, A.Y. Jackson and Nicholas de Grandmaison were also part of the deal. Peter says that’s not the case. They do agree on the total value of the swap: $700,000, though Peter recalls assuming much of it as debt owed to the Bank of Montreal.

It was a lot of money for a business that had never so much as made a dime.

But Peter knew what he was buying. Certainly his business acumen concluded that, as a small-market club in a four-year-old rogue league, the Oilers weren’t such a great deal. But there was value in the name, value in the club as a going concern, value in the publicity the Oilers could generate for Peter Pocklington, his other businesses, and the city. And he knew it wouldn’t do “my crazy ego” any harm either. “I looked at it as, ‘Wow, what can I do with this?’” he says.

“For some reason, I wanted to be noticed.”

Peter would get noticed all right, especially once he bought out Skalbania. But being sole owner had its challenges, too. “Every game the Oilers played, it cost me 20 grand. The first year wasn’t much fun.”

The club’s fortunes did improve, albeit slowly, over the next two years. Then came the day in October 1978 when they would improve dramatically. Once again, Skalbania had a role to play, this time with an opportunity much more valuable than the one Peter so rashly seized in the Steak Loft.

By this point, Skalbania was the owner of the Racers, the WHA team in Indianapolis. His marquee player was a 17-year-old Wayne Gretzky.

“Indianapolis was going nowhere and Nelson said they were ready to hang him,” Peter recalls. Skalbania had taken a lot of season- ticket money but had run out of the cash needed to run the club. “Obviously, the fans weren’t too happy.”

Eight games into the season, Skalbania decided Gretzky would have to go if he was to generate the cash needed to keep the club afloat.

In the end, the cost for acquiring hockey’s future legend was around $400,000. “But that was the magic that turned Edmonton on,” Peter says.

Within a year, the Oilers—as well as the 

WHA teams in Hartford, Quebec City and Winnipeg—were playing in the NHL. Peter says that if it weren’t for Gretzky, none of it would have happened.

––––––––
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The NHL would have probably shoved us out. The Cincinnati team was going under, Indianapolis went under, Birmingham was in trouble. Nobody was doing well.

But once we had Gretzky, Edmonton really supported the Oilers in a big way—and the NHL saw the dollars we were taking in at the gate.

People were shocked. Our crowds were bigger than in Chicago. We were leading the league in attendance, up there with the New York Rangers.

I decided it wouldn’t be the last time Edmonton would shock the hockey world. From then on, it was a rocketship ride.
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Part II
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‘As a kid, I used to buy and sell apartments’

––––––––
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Owning the Oilers is the realization of a dream that began in London, Ontario, where the young Peter Pocklington grew up. Before the age of 30, Peter was well on his way to amassing a fortune.

––––––––
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Peter Pocklington developed his entrepreneurial flair for salesmanship at an early age—to hear his parents tell it, perhaps too early.

He was born to Basil and Eileen Pocklington in London, Ontario, on November 18, 1941, a time when mid-war rationing and hardship were common. Yet there was something uncommon about Peter’s early experiences. When he was five years old, while other kids were trading marbles and baseball cards, “I picked cherries and put them in jars with water, selling them to our neighbours as my mother’s preserves,” he wrote in his online biography. So enamoured was he with his newly discovered zeal for capitalism, he sold his Christmas presents to friends.

But the greatest influence on Peter’s early life came when he was 14, and he discovered the motivational teachings of legendary broadcaster Earl Nightingale. What he heard changed his life forever and set him on a course he follows to this day.

––––––––
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My dad brought home Earl’s record The Strangest Secret, recorded in 1956. I still have it.

I memorized the damn thing. It literally stated, “You become what you think about,” and gave examples. You had to write about the kind of person you wanted to be, and then keep it with you. Earl said that over a period of 30 days, you’d become what you thought about—and it works.

I pretty much figured I was part of the energy that we’re all granted—and away I went.

––––––––
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However as he grew older, and emboldened by his new outlook on life, Peter’s relationship with his father became more and more strained. “Well, my dad was an Englishman. You can always tell an Englishman, but you can’t tell him much,” Peter laughs.

Basil Pocklington was born in 1913, emigrated to Manitoba when he was 19, and went to work for the Bank of Montreal in Carberry, near Brandon. It was there he met Peter’s mother. They married and settled in London to raise a family—Peter and his sister, Nancy.

After a stint in the RCAF, Basil became the manager of the Dominion Life Insurance Company in London.

––––––––
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In later years, Dad and I got along well, but we didn’t when I was young, or at least I didn’t get along with him. He was brought up in a private school in England where youngsters were to be seen and not heard. It was a pretty structured society he was born into, and he tried to do the same with me.

Actually, I think something changed him. Up until I was five or six, he was really positive, and he really got me up on the stump. He’d let me spiel off about whatever was on my mind. But he turned negative and I don’t know what happened to him. He was no longer the confident, strong person I wish he could have been. He was smart, he was a real gentleman, he was honest, he was all the good things. He just didn’t have the derring-do to do the things that he wished he probably could have done.

––––––––
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In his adolescence, Peter also learned to develop a thick skin, something that would come in handy in later years.

––––––––
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The one good thing I learned when I was 12 is that school kids will talk about one another. And I finally came home one night after something happened and said to my mother, “You know, it doesn’t matter what people say. They’re going to say it anyway.” And from then on, I didn’t really care what people said. I can’t control them.

And years later, when the press used to tear me a new backside in Edmonton, you know, it bothered my wife. But I learned early on to let it go.

––––––––
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Peter soon discovered the car business was the best way to scratch his free-enterprise itch. “When he was 14, he traded his bicycle and $100 cash for a 1928 Model-A Roadster, then sold the Roadster for $500,” wrote Peter Gzowski in the April 1982 issue of Saturday Night magazine. “At 15, he went on holiday to his grandfather’s home in Carberry, and discovered that cars on the Prairies were in better shape than those that had been driven on the salted roads of Ontario.” Peter would find the cars, which were anywhere from 25 to 40 years old, behind the barns and in the farmyards that dotted southwestern Manitoba. He’d buy them for $25 each, ship them east by train, and sell them in Ontario for $500.

When he was 16, Peter sold the family automobile—while his dad was out of town.

––––––––
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It was a 1956 Olds 98, a great car, only two years old. In those days, dealers wanted $1,300 to trade up from a two-year-old car to a new one, but I got him a deal for an even grand, and had the new one delivered—a ’58 Olds. And when my dad took the train home from Toronto and saw the new car on the road, he damn near died.

––––––––
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At 17, Peter bought his first apartment building, a 16-unit complex. Of course, he wasn’t old enough to sign the legal papers, so he had his mother do it. “She already knew I was crazy,” he says.

It was about this time that there was also a parting of ways between Peter and his high school education. Peter was summoned to a meeting with his teachers where, he says, he was “fired from school.”

––––––––
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I’m not even sure I made it until the end of Grade 12—but I didn’t care what they thought. It was their system. Once I learned to read and write and think, I was done. I loved history, I always got 90 or 100 in history. And math. And I loved science. And English. To this day, I get upset with people who don’t speak properly in our language because your language is what you think in. But the rest of that crap was nuts.

––––––––
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Peter now says part of his problem was an undiagnosed case of dyslexia. But that did not diminish the expectations he had for himself. He became a voracious reader, a habit he continues to this day, as a way to educate himself. His curiosity about the world also nurtured a keen sense of wanderlust.

––––––––
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As a young man, in my dreams I always thought I was flying around. I would get up from my bed and fly to see places. I know that sounds nuts, but that’s how free a spirit I was, and still am. At night, I still dream that I can fly anywhere I want and see whatever I want. It’s a great feeling, which I love to be—a free spirit, as all of us are, if you believe it.

Most people, though, would tell me, “You’re fucking crazy.”

––––––––
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Crazy or not, Peter soon was making a career selling cars and real estate. Though he had mixed results with the latter in London, the former proved especially lucrative. Then one day in 1967, his mother saw an ad in the London Free Press, an opportunity she thought might hold her son’s interest: “Ford dealership for sale. Westown Motor Sales, Tilbury, Ontario.”

• • •
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Tilbury in those days was a small agricultural town of around 3,500 people—it hasn’t grown much since—located on Highway 401 between Chatham and Windsor. For Peter, it represented a golden business opportunity, and it was only a 75-minute drive from London.

He made the trip that same afternoon to meet with Westown’s owner, Bob Daigneault.

By the time Peter was done talking, Daigneault agreed to take $5,000 down and to hold a note for the rest: $20,000. Peter then negotiated a loan and a line of credit at the local Provincial Bank and paid off the balance. Daigneault then departed and suddenly, at the age of 25, Peter found himself the Ford Motor Company of Canada’s youngest dealer.

But that was okay because I just started selling cars. That little dealer- ship took off like crazy. Sales quadrupled. Ford didn’t know anything about it at first, so I was really selling cars under Bob’s franchise. It was four months before Ford gave me the dealership, but once they saw how many cars I was selling, they were pretty happy.

––––––––
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Peter adopted the Westown name. Two years later, he would take that name with him to nearby Chatham, population 35,000, when Ford offered him the dealership there.

––––––––
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I liked being a Ford dealer. It was fun. Ford must have thought this guy was doing something right, too. But Chatham was a tough little market. I suppose it was too small for my thinking, though I did fairly well there. But I liked Tilbury more. In Tilbury, I had no overhead.

And then I went to Edmonton where business was just exploding, and I became the biggest Ford dealer in the country. I was very successful.

––––––––
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Peter was so successful, he was selling 5,000 new cars and trucks a year. That’s roughly one every half-hour.

• • •
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The first time Peter saw Edmonton was in July of 1971. “It was hotter than hell,” he remembers. He stayed downtown at the Chateau Lacombe while he sized up his newest business opportunity, a dealership of some distinction called Shirley Ford.

Peter was Ford’s up-and-coming star and Ralph Shirley’s store offered him his ticket to the big time—and he took a liking to the town right away. “My first impression was of a sleepy little western city, ripe to take off in.”

And that’s exactly what happened. It would be Westown Ford’s phenomenal success that would provide him with the cash flow he needed five years later to buy Edmonton’s failing franchise in the World Hockey Association.

As it turns out, Peter’s decision to move west changed not only his own life’s course, but that of the city he would come to love—for both good and bad.

Peter Pocklington was all of 29 years old.
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Part III
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‘If you make me the coach, you’re going to lose your job’

––––––––
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The World Hockey Association has a well-earned reputation as a league where anything can happen, and often does—be it the result of crackpot coaches, eccentric players or anomalous owners. But it also provides the foundation Peter Pocklington needs to build a first-class hockey organization—and to charge Glen Sather with the responsibility for forging a championship team.

––––––––
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In Peter Pocklington’s first season as co-owner of the Edmonton Oilers, the team was going nowhere and impressing no one. There was, however, one bright light: the captain, Glen Sather.

After nine seasons and 658 games in the National Hockey League, Sather had joined the WHA’s Oilers for the 1976–77 campaign after his contract with the Minnesota North Stars expired. Evidently, coming back to the city where he had played his junior hockey was doing wonders for the man who earned the nickname “Slats” because of his gritty play: at the age of 32, Sather was having his most productive season ever, and was leading the team in scoring.

Sather might suggest that such a statistic was more a testament to the shallow pool of talent on the Oilers that season, but they did boast some veteran hands—Norm Ullman, Al Hamilton and Bob Nevin among them. Nevertheless, the team was floundering—11 games under .500. With only 18 games left to play, Peter told general manager and coach Bep Guidolin to hand over the coaching reins to Sather.

As Douglas Hunter states in The Glory Barons, Guidolin felt making Sather the coach meant someone other than him would take the heat for the team’s failures. It didn’t quite work out that way.

“When Bep gave me the news, I told him, ‘If you make me the coach, you’re going to lose your job,’” Sather remembers. “And he sort of laughed it off. But I had been around by then, I knew what was going on.”

The team responded under Sather, went 9–7–2 the rest of the season and squeaked into the playoffs three points ahead of the Calgary Cowboys. And just as Sather predicted, Peter fired Guidolin at season’s end. Larry Gordon was hired as the new general manager. By then, Peter had bought out Nelson Skalbania—who was headed for Indianapolis and the Racers—for half a million dollars.

Soon after, he called Sather into his office to appoint him his full-time coach, and an enduring friendship took root.

“When I went into Peter’s office, he had jeans on and a sports jacket, longer hair, beard—a progressive kind of guy. I liked him right away,” Sather remembers of their first encounter. “He had a good attitude—although he didn’t give me any more money to be the coach!”

But Sather was confident Peter Pocklington was a good fit for the Oilers. “Peter was exactly the kind of owner we needed, somebody who wasn’t afraid to take a chance. He was an upbeat, positive, aggressive kind of guy, and he had a great sense of humour. I liked being around him.”

Oilers play-by-play broadcaster Rod Phillips was equally impressed with the team’s new owner. “I remember thinking this [was] a really good move for the hockey team because Peter was dynamic. And he was really pumped about owning the team. He was a very likable guy, the minute you met him. Very personable and friendly and outgoing.”

From that point, Peter embarked on building an organization that would not only be elevated to the upper ranks of the WHA, but would one day become an elite franchise in the NHL. Because the hockey community is a small one, it didn’t take long for word of what was happening in Edmonton to get around. “The players that played under Peter for a lot of years—I guess it starts with the owner and it trickles down—liked to play in Edmonton,” says Phillips. “The Oilers have always been a very good organization, and highly regarded by the NHLPA. They treat the players very well.

“And that goes back to the WHA; nobody ever missed a paycheque. They always had good dressing rooms and the travel was always as good as it could be in those days when you were on commercial airlines and everything.

“Peter treated everybody well, even the front office staff. He was a very good owner.”

For his part, Peter was a big supporter of Glen Sather: “Glen was good, a great coach,” says Peter. “No question.” Sather was taking his cue from the Winnipeg Jets, who enjoyed much success in the WHA. Teams used to see a lot of each other during the course of a season, and as Sather watched from the bench, he studied the free-flow, speedy transition game the Jets employed, inspired by the play of their top line of Bobby Hull, Anders Hedberg and Ulf Nilsson. He knew from the way the Jets could shift quickly from defence to offence that he wanted the same from his Oilers.

“At the time, no one played that way,” Sather told Ed Willes in The Rebel League.

• • •
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The summer before the 1977–78 season also saw the first serious attempt at a merger with the National Hockey League. The plan was eminently reasonable, which of course is why it failed.

Six WHA teams—the Oilers, the Jets, Houston, New England, Quebec and Cincinnati—were to be admitted to the NHL. They would play in their own division for five years while slowly being integrated into the older league. The WHA’s owners thought they had a deal. But there were forces within the NHL—led by Toronto’s Harold Ballard, Chicago’s Bill Wirtz and Boston’s Paul Mooney—that had always opposed peace with the WHA. They rallied the troops and the merger failed by one vote.

In retrospect, the merger’s defeat was a fortuitous development for the Oilers. Determined to punish the NHL for its stubbornness, the WHA aggressively began to recruit underage players, including future superstar Wayne Gretzky. Had the WHA ceased to exist in 1977, he might never have come to Edmonton.

But it also gave Sather and Gordon, the new general manager, the time to begin building the team that would soon challenge for the WHA championship. They did so with players who would become familiar faces in Edmonton: Ron Chipperfield, who arrived from the Cowboys after they closed up shop; Paul Schmyr, who did the same when the San Diego Mariners failed; Brett Callighen and Blair McDonald, who a year later would become Gretzky’s linemates; and a draft choice who would become one of the most popular Oilers of all time, Dave Semenko.

• • •
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Twenty months later, Wayne Gretzky had emerged as the most exciting player in any league, a development that finally made the merger between the NHL and the WHA inevitable—no matter how bitterly Harold Ballard and his equally cranky cronies opposed it.

By this point, the WHA was on its last legs. Not only was the league down to six teams, but two of them, Cincinnati and Birmingham, were struggling to survive.

Gretzky admits a schedule that had each WHA team playing the others as many as 17 times was wearing thin on fans and players alike. “But the NHL had its own struggles, too,” he points out. “People kind of forget that. The NHL had some teams that were really hurting.”

In 1976, for instance, the expansion Kansas City Scouts moved to Denver after just two seasons and became the Colorado Rockies. In 1978, the Cleveland Barons, a team that had entered the league in the 1967 expansion as the California Seals, folded and merged with the Minnesota North Stars, who were also struggling at the gate.

The NHL had shrunk to 17 teams, but the turmoil was hardly over. Within another year, the Atlanta Flames would finally abandon the U.S. Deep South and move to Calgary. Two years after that, the Rockies would forgo Denver for suburban New Jersey. Professional hockey had sunk to its weakest point since the 1930s.

So it was with an instinct for self-preservation, as much as anything, that on March 22, 1979, the NHL board of governors finally agreed to accept four WHA teams into the fold: the Oilers, the Jets, the Quebec Nordiques and the New England Whalers.

It was the third time the merger had come toa vote, and it proved to be the charm. Not only had the NHL rejected the WHA proposal two years earlier, a second vote, held just two weeks before, had also failed to achieve the required three-quarters approval. But a couple of developments happened to persuade two of the “no” clubs, Montreal and Vancouver, to change their vote and support the merger. There had been an immediate backlash against Molson Brewery, the owners of the Canadiens, in the three Canadian WHA cities. In Winnipeg, even the Molson Three Stars became simply known as the Three Stars. Convinced that fighting a WHA merger was bad for the beer business, Molson changed their vote.

Vancouver was also placated with promises of a balanced schedule, which alleviated concerns of increased travel costs.

When the third vote was held, only Toronto, Boston and Los Angeles voted against the merger. Alas, they alone could not kill the deal. Ballard was outraged. “Who the hell are the Edmonton Oilers?” he asked with his customary bluster.

Each WHA team was assessed a franchise fee of $6 million, with each one paying an additional $1.5 million to Birmingham and Cincinnati to go away.

• • •
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There was considerable player movement once the two leagues’ seasons were over. Each existing NHL club was allowed to reclaim WHA players for whom they held the NHL rights. An expansion draft followed to restock the new teams. Through it all, each WHA team was allowed to protect two players from their rosters. The Oilers protected Bengt Gustafsson and Wayne Gretzky. “It was Glen and Peter who fought for that,” says Wayne. “As it turned out, we only ended up protecting one player—me, because the NHL ruled Gustafsson had to go to Washington.”

Still, the Oilers were able to embark on their first NHL season with 13 players from the team that went to the finals in the WHA’s final year. They lost that series to—who else?—the Winnipeg Jets.

The Jets, whose roster was gutted as their best players were reclaimed by their new NHL partners, would never get the better of the Oilers again.

• • •
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The NHL version of the Edmonton Oilers made their home debut at Northlands Coliseum on Saturday, October 13, 1979, a 3–3 tie with the Detroit Red Wings.

It was a triumphal moment for Peter Pocklington, but one he insists would never have happened were it not for Wayne Gretzky. “The WHA was in trouble,” he says. “If it weren’t for Wayne, the NHL would have shoved us out.”

But to hear others tell it, that moment would never have happened without the patience and determination of the Oilers owner. In their collective opinion, Edmonton made it to the big leagues because of one man, Peter Pocklington:

“Peter got the Oilers into the NHL. He’s the guy that did it. It was his money that kept the WHA team alive—and he gets no credit for that at all.”

—Rod Phillips

“Peter brought Edmonton the most exciting team to ever play in the NHL, and that includes the Montreal Canadiens of the ’50s, the Canadiens of the ’70s, the Islanders of the ’80s, and the Penguins of the early ’90s. Whether we won or lost, the fan left the arena saying, ‘That was the most exciting game I’ve ever seen.’ So I’ve always said he put together the most exciting hockey organization the NHL has ever seen. It’s as simple as that. And he treated them all like his own kids.”

—Wayne Gretzky

“Peter was a dreamer and he was a big idea guy. And probably if it wasn’t for his big ideas, you know, Edmonton might not have ever had Gretzky. And as much as I want to say the Oilers were more than just Gretzky—you need a lot of good players to wina championship— let’s face it, Gretzky put us all in that position to win that many championships.”

—Kevin Lowe

“People talk about Bill Hunter and Zane Feldman bringing the Oilers to Edmonton, but it wasa WHA team that they brought, not the NHL team. Peter brought the NHL team there. Peter was the one who stuck his neck out.”

—Glen Sather

“Peter has a lot of knockers, because sometimes he’s a little short and abrasive and cocky and whatever the hell you want to call it. But there is only one reason the Oilers won five Stanley Cups and that franchise was successful, and it’s because of Peter. I know the sacrifices he made to pay for the team, to manage it until it got somewhere. No one else would have done that—to sell his assets, sell his diamonds, and take the gamble that he did. Peter took a helluva shot that no one else would have taken. I don’t know anybody who would sacrifice the way he did to keep that club there.”

—Nelson Skalbania
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Part IV
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‘Hockey’s newest superstar. He’s 11.’

––––––––
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Peter Pocklington says he probably paid too much to acquire the rights to Wayne Gretzky. So why does he do it, especially after the Winnipeg Jets had already cast doubt on the kid’s worth? “Why do I do a lot of things?” he asks. “If your mind is open and you’re ready to take the risk, what’s the downside?”

––––––––
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Nelson Skalbania knew he was in serious trouble.

Looking for the one player whose skill and star power could attract fans and save his failing hockey franchise in Indianapolis, Skalbania settled on a skinny 17-year-old by the name of Wayne Gretzky. He signed the kid to a seven-year, $1.75-million contract.

And in response, the number of season tickets in Indianapolis did increase ... by 200, barely a blip from the pathetically low 2,000 bums already in the seats. To say Skalbania was disappointed would be an understatement. “I’ve got to get out of this business,” he muttered to himself.

If the sporting public in Indianapolis was underwhelmed by Skalbania’s signing of a teenage hockey phenom, it wasn’t because the kid lacked the credentials. Wayne Gretzky began to draw attention to himself in his native Brantford, Ontario, when he was only six— holding his own while playing against kids who were four years older. When he was 11, he scored 378 goals in just 82 games. A subsequent appearance in the Star Weekly and Canadian magazines, inserted in weekend newspapers across Canada, made Wayne a nationwide hockey celebrity (one of the cover headlines: “Hockey’s Newest Superstar. He’s 11”). Wayne would leave home at 14 to play Junior B hockey in Toronto, then at 16 he was drafted by the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds of the Ontario Hockey League.

Wayne’s dad wasn’t sure he wanted his boy going to the Soo—it was a lot farther from Brantford than was Toronto—but it turned out to be a good move. In Wayne’s one and only year in Major Junior hockey, he set the OHL’s rookie scoring record with 70 goals. He was also a star for Team Canada that year at the World Junior Hockey championships in Montreal, scoring 17 points in six games and winning the tournament’s scoring title.

By season’s end, Wayne Gretzky felt it was time to turn pro—and though the NHL didn’t draft any player younger than 18, the WHA had no such qualms.

• • •
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Nelson Skalbania didn’t view Indianapolis as a hotbed of hockey in the American Midwest, just waiting for someone to come along and stoke the coals. Rather, the World Hockey Association had asked him to save the team that was already there but headed for failure—and thereby keep the league from shrinking from eight teams to seven. “I got sucker-punched into stepping in,” he says.

When he stepped forward in 1977, Skalbania became the Indianapolis Racers’ fourth owner in four years. At the time, he still owned a piece of the Edmonton Oilers—but watching the two teams play each other, he says, “was like watching grass grow.” He sold his share of the Oilers to his partner, Peter Pocklington, so he could turn his full attention to the Racers.

It didn’t help. Indianapolis, he says, wasn’t much fun. “One big rule you learn is that you shouldn’t buy a sports team unless it’s in a city that you either live in or spend an awful lot of time in.” He may have spent a lot of time in Edmonton in those days but, clearly, Indianapolis did not qualify on that count. Skalbania says that sometimes it seemed he only travelled to Indy to bring more money for the club’s creditors, a lot more money than what the fans were forking over at the gate.

Skalbania initially hoped to keep the Racers alive long enough to either gain admission to the NHL or to be compensated if they were left out. But there were no guarantees. The Houston Aeros—arguably the most successful of the WHA’s American franchises—would suspend operations after the 1977–78 season because the owners had been told that if there was a merger, they wouldn’t be included. So in the end, for its seventh and final campaign, the WHA was down to the seven teams the league had desperately enlisted Skalbania to avoid.

For Nelson Skalbania, signing Wayne Gretzky to play in Indianapolis was the hockey equivalent of a Hail Mary pass.

• • •
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On June 10, 1978, Skalbania and Gretzky flew from Skalbania’s home in Vancouver to, ironically, Edmonton, so that the “saviour” of Indianapolis hockey could be introduced to the Canadian media— well, two members of the media, anyway. Rod Phillips, the play-by- play voice of the Oilers and a sportscaster at the time for CFRN Television, and Edmonton Journal hockey writer Jim Matheson were the only ones in attendance.

“Rod and I were at the municipal airport to meet Skalbania’s plane,” recalls Matheson. “Skalbania had phoned me a few days earlier to ask what I thought of this kid Gretzky. Rod was over for dinner at the time.” Matheson remembers booking a room at the Chateau Louis Hotel, not far from the airport, “and we spirited Gretzky there to keep him away from any other media who happened by.”

At least the 17-year-old Gretzky knew where he was and could find Edmonton on a map. He wasn’t so sure about Indianapolis. Wayne would pay his first visit to his new home a month later for an autograph session at Ayers Department Store. Hardly anyone showed up.

The beginning of the season was equally inauspicious—for the Racers and for Wayne. The team wasn’t winning, the rookie star wasn’t scoring. “It wasn’t a very good team,” Wayne recalls, “and we were drawing only about 6,000 people a game.” Skalbania was running out of money, fast.

Skalbania quickly decided he had to cut his losses, and the fastest way would be by parting



[image: image]








[image: image]




[image: image]








[image: image]







[image: image]





[image: image]





[image: image]








[image: image]






[image: image]




[image: image]



[image: image]













[image: image]






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Terry McConnell & J'lyn Nye, with Peter Pocklington

The amazing life and* .
turbulent times of o8
Peter Pocklington . ',





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





