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			FOREWORD

			Years before I ever heard of Lake Placid or the Olympics, before I knew the name of a single Russian hockey player, I was a kid in Massachusetts who wanted to be the next Bobby Orr. I grew up skating on Holmes’s Pond, which took its name from our next-door neighbor, Mrs. Holmes, who owned it. A man named Phil Thompson, our postman, was the person who told me I should try organized hockey in the Easton Junior Hockey League. He had already been working on it with my mother. He was a fine postman and an even better salesman.

			The game we played against the Russians in Lake Placid twenty-five years ago has been acclaimed and saluted in every way possible, but for me, it has always felt like a passage on ice, the attainment of a dream that started on Mrs. Holmes’s pond. It’s impossible for me to separate the miracle that we achieved as a team with the memories and gratitude I have for all the people who helped me get there, from my mother and father, my sisters and brothers, to ten years’ worth of coaches and friends and teammates. You don’t make a journey like that alone. You make it with a lot of love and sacrifice. That’s probably why I was searching the stands for my father after we won the gold medal against Finland. It was a moment that was begging to be shared.

			I don’t believe those Winter Games in Lake Placid will ever be duplicated. I don’t say that because we beat maybe the greatest Soviet hockey team ever assembled, or even because Eric Heiden won five gold medals, a performance that I honestly think dwarfs what we did. I say it because there weren’t doping scandals or judging scandals or an Olympic Village that was overrun with millionaires and professionals in Lake Placid. Herb Brooks, God rest his soul, wasn’t coaching a Dream Team. He was coaching a team full of dreamers. There is a big difference. In Lake Placid, it didn’t feel as if the Games were being run by corporations. It felt as if at the heart of them was a brotherhood of athletes, the best in the world, deep in the Adirondack Mountains.

			I’ve visited quite a few places that have hosted the Olympics in the past, and you almost can’t tell that the Games were ever there. You aren’t in Lake Placid for more than a minute before you are flooded with Olympic memories, whether it’s from seeing the Olympic Arena at the top of the hill, or the oval next door where Heiden skated into immortality. Whenever I’m in town, I like to go out at night when it’s dark and quiet and the shops are closed, and stand in the middle of Main Street. I close my eyes and in an instant it takes me back to that magical Friday night of February 22, 1980, to the memory of walking down that same Main Street with Mike Eruzione and our fathers and other family members, and ABC’s Jim Lampley interviewing us as we went. Snow was falling, and everywhere you looked people were waving flags and chanting, “U-S-A, U-S-A.” We were in our primes, athletically and physically. We were surrounded by people we loved, getting loved some more by people we didn’t even know. We had just done the impossible, and we were happy to be alive and thrilled to be Americans and thrilled to think that Herb was right: maybe we were meant to be here. It’s a feeling you wish everybody could have at one point in their lives.

			Being in that goal on that Friday night was the pinnacle of my athletic life, the greatest joy I have ever known as a hockey player. It was the culmination of a journey, and then other journeys followed, for all of us; that is what this book is really all about—the journeys that brought us to that semifinal game against the Soviet Union, and those we’ve taken since. Sometimes people ask me if I wish I could go back and do it again, if some part of me is sad that I will never experience that pinnacle again. You can’t look back. You can’t dial up euphoria on demand, or try to re-create what happened a quarter century ago. You move forward and you live your life and try to be a better person every day than you were the day before. You take each day as a new journey, even as you are grateful for the ones you have already had.

			Jim Craig 
North Easton, Massachusetts

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			THE LAST REUNION

			Morning broke hot in St. Paul, Minnesota, on August 16, 2003. The sky was gray, the air as thick as porridge. Beneath the gilded dome of the Cathedral of Saint Paul, 307 feet over the east bank of the Mississippi River, men in dark suits and women in dark dresses fanned themselves to fend off the heat. It didn’t work. It was a Saturday in Herb Brooks’s hometown. There were an estimated 2,500 people in the cathedral, the fourth largest in the United States. Many of the people arrived a full ninety minutes early. On a day when you could melt a puck on the sidewalk, it was a little surreal to be memorializing a man who spent most of his life around the rink.

			In the center of the cathedral, nineteen middle-aged men  filed solemnly down the center aisle, behind the casket. They sat behind the family of Herb Brooks, who used to coach them. Most of them had thickened bodies and thinning hair, and sturdy athletic bearing, even in their suits, even a couple of decades past their primes. Their faces were heavy and sad. The men were famous once. Some of them still are. They were the 1980 U.S. Olympic hockey team and Brooks had brought them together, twenty-four summers before. He had picked them and provoked them and pushed them, sometimes irritating them and often infuriating them, by his hardness and his aloofness, his scathing rebukes and his unrelenting mind games. Other than fast skaters and constant motion, Herb Brooks liked few things more than mind games, keeping people guessing, cultivating uncertainty as if it were a crop, because it was a productive feeling for a player to have; it would make him more motivated, work harder.

			Now Herb Brooks had brought the 1980 Olympic team together again, five days after he became the  first among them to die, in a one-car accident on Interstate 35 in Forest Lake, Minnesota. Brooks was returning home from the town of Biwabik, in the Iron Range area of northeast Minnesota, where he had attended a golf tournament and fund-raiser for the U.S. Hockey Hall of Fame. It was mid-afternoon and the pavement was dry. Brooks was less than a half-hour from his suburban St. Paul home when his Toyota Sienna minivan swerved out of control and rolled over, ejecting his body. Brooks was as principled and unyielding as any man alive; getting him to move off something he believed in was as easy as moving an iceberg. One of the things Herb Brooks did not believe in was seat belts.

			This was only the second time the entire team had been together since February 25, 1980, the morning they left the Adirondack village of Lake Placid for the White House, red, white, and blue heroes at an average age of 21 years old. “It’s the one reunion that nobody wanted to go to,” said Buzz Schneider, who had been the oldest member of the team at 25. But they all came. The only player missing from the funeral was the reclusive Mark Pavelich, who had paid his respects at the wake the night before.

			In the pulpit, Mike Eruzione delivered a eulogy. He was the captain in 1980, and he remains the captain, the team’s most recognizable name and face. His teammates call him Rizzie and tease him about his unabashed opportunism, how he has parlayed a weekend and a goal a quarter-century ago into a lifetime on the rubber-chicken circuit, talking about dreaming big and working hard and staying together, at upwards of $15,000 a pop, in a voice that leans a bit toward squeakiness. Brooks joined in the teasing, too. “Mike Eruzione believes in free speech,” Brooks used to say. “He’s just never given one.” He gave one at the funeral, guided by his heart and the sentiments of his teammates, but without a formal text. Eruzione likened Brooks to a father whom you love deeply but don’t always like because he pushes you so hard. “I  firmly believe he loved our hockey team, but we didn’t know it,” Eruzione said.

			——

			Herb Brooks spent the afternoon of February 28, 1960, watching a hockey game in the house he grew up in. It was a Sunday on the east side of St. Paul, the last day of the 1960 Olympic Games. Brooks was 22, and he was sitting in the living room next to his father, Herb Sr., an insurance man and former coach of his son’s junior hockey team. In the semifinals the night before, the U.S. hockey team had shocked the defending champions from the Soviet Union, 4–3. Now both Herbs were taking in the gold-medal game between the United States and Czechoslovakia, the images grainy and black and white, the sting as clear and cold as ice itself. How could the younger Brooks not feel stung when, on the cusp of an Olympic dream, he was tapped on the shoulder and told to go home? Days before the 1960 Olympics began, coach Jack Riley replaced Brooks on the roster. After months of recruitment, Riley had finally convinced 1956 Olympic standout Bill Cleary to rejoin the team. Bill Cleary’s one condition was that his brother be able to play with him. Bob Cleary’s head was pasted over Herb Brooks’s body in the team picture. The United States scored five third-period goals and won the gold medal, 9–4. The Cleary brothers were a major reason why.

			“Well, I guess the coach cut the right guy,” Herb Sr. told his son.

			Herb Brooks would go on to play for the 1964 and 1968 Olympic teams, and would recycle his father’s line often in his life, unflinching in the face of its hardness. It was the greatest motivational tool he could ever ask for, and it would come to embody Brooks’s own modus operandi as a coach: toughness on the brink of cruelty, passionate pursuit of perfection at the expense of feelings. Even in his photo in the 1980 team media guide, he already had his game face on, thin lips taut, face set, eyes deep and intense, roiling with ideas and insecurities and innovation. The photo fairly shouts, “Don’t mess with me.”

			Brooks applied for the 1980 Olympic coaching job in the fall of 1978. He wasn’t the coach selection committee’s first choice—that was Bill Cleary, who’d gone on to coach at Harvard. But Cleary declined, so Brooks requested a meeting with Walter Bush, the general manager of the 1964 Olympic team Brooks played on and the head of the committee. Bush knew all about Brooks’s impressive coaching résumé, how he’d taken over a last-place University of Minnesota Golden Gophers team in 1972 and captured three national titles in the next seven years. He was somewhat wary of him nonetheless. “Herb could be a one-man band,” Bush said. “He wanted to be coach, general manager, everything. He had a way of irritating people at times.” Yet Bush agreed to let Brooks interview for the job. Brooks and the other candidates—Boston University coach Jack Parker and Michigan Tech coach John MacInnes—met with the committee at the O’Hare Hilton. Armed with binders stuffed with details about everything but what brand of tape the players would wrap their sticks with, Brooks presented a plan regarding player selection, staffing, conditioning, pre-Olympic scheduling—all the variables that could help the United States compete for a medal against the Russians, Czechs, Swedes, and Canadians. But by far the most stunning part of the package was his proposed style of play.

			Brooks wanted to abandon the traditional, linear, dump-and-chase style of hockey that had held sway in North America forever. He wanted to attack the vaunted Russians with their own game, skating with them and weaving with them, stride for high-flying stride. He wanted to play physical, unyielding hockey, to be sure, but he also wanted fast, skilled players who would flourish on the Olympic ice sheet (which is fifteen feet wider than NHL rinks) and be able to move and keep possession of the puck and be in such phenomenal condition that they would be the fresher team at the end. A hybrid style, Brooks called it. Brooks had played against the Russians through most of the 1960s and been fascinated by them ever since. Whenever he saw Anatoly Tarasov, the legendary Soviet coach, he would pump him with questions and take note of his methods. Before the 1979 world championships in Moscow, he snuck into Russian practices, and he cornered Igor N. Tuzik, coach of the Russian “B” team, at a Lake Placid tournament two months before the Olympics. “He wanted to know all the details,” said Tuzik, now the vice president of the Russian Ice Hockey Federation. “ ‘Why? Why? Why? Why do passes go this way? When do you go off the boards? Why is the key the speed of the wing?’ He wanted to know everything.”

			In the two decades that had passed since the U.S. team had upset them in Squaw Valley, California, the Russians not only had won every Olympic gold medal but had beaten the Americans by an aggregate score of 28–7. The Soviet team in Lake Placid would be perhaps their strongest ever. In Brooks’s mind, the logic behind changing strategy was as clear as vodka on the rocks: Why give up possession of the puck to the best stickhandling team in the world? Why play a reactive, checking game when it allows them to dictate tempo? How many times do we have to get hit with the same hammer and sickle before we learn? Brooks’s teams had largely played dump-and-chase hockey at Minnesota. He was calling for a switch no less radical than it would be for a grind-it-out football team to start flinging the ball downfield.

			Bush and his committee were blown away by Brooks and the depth of his presentation. He got the job.

			——

			Inside the vast cathedral doors, someone had put up a large poster of the 1980 U.S. Olympic hockey team. If anyone thought this sacrilegious, the complaint was not aired. Nearby Salvation Army volunteers offered cups of cold water to mourners, who clutched service programs that showed Brooks on the ice in his 1980 USA warm-up suit, wearing hockey gloves and a whistle and a smile, looking uncharacteristically at ease. Beneath the picture it said:

			


			HERBIE

			1937–2003

			


			On a table were keepsake bookmarks featuring a photo of Brooks as a Team USA player, ice shavings spraying in front of him. It was the same photo that had been displayed inside his casket and at the wake the night before. By the hundreds, people came to express condolences to Brooks’s family, some waiting in line for two hours, many kneeling in prayer in front of the coffin. Alongside Brooks’s body were a single rose and a little rolled-up American flag, an assortment of cards from his children and grandchildren. A drawing of a flower, colored by one of his grandchildren, peeked from the chest pocket of his suit.

			Presiding over the service was Rev. John Malone of Assumption Catholic Church in St. Paul. “Most miracles are dreams made manifest,” he said. “Herbie had a dream. The players had a dream. If we could all dream . . . and do our best, we could make this a better world. It’s within our reach; it’s within God’s reach.”

			——

			Brooks went looking for twenty-six players at the National Sports Festival in Colorado Springs in the summer of 1979. He had a good idea who his leading candidates would be. Brooks wasn’t necessarily eyeing the most talented players or most prolific scorers—all-star teams don’t win games, he kept telling his players—but for those most willing to rewire their games to embrace his system, skate hard and fast, and fit together as a whole. Hockey is the quirkiest and most capricious of sports, a game played at a dizzying pace, on a slippery surface, players coming on, players going off, championships decided by a bad bounce, a well-positioned blade, by whether a speeding disc hits the inside of the post or the outside. There are a million things a coach can’t control. Brooks, an obsessive planner, was going to make sure he was on top of what he could control.

			For two weeks sixty-eight of the country’s top amateurs showed their stuff to Brooks and his nine-man advisory panel. Brooks punished them in drills on the ice and gave them a 300-question test to assess their psychological makeup off it. He was relentless. If they couldn’t take this small sampling of life under Brooks, they wouldn’t last through one Olympic practice shift. Most of the players were in a Colorado Springs biker bar named The Finish Line when they heard that the roster had been finalized. Even the surest bets—Mark Johnson, Ken Morrow, Jim Craig, and Neal Broten—felt relieved when they heard team general manager Ken Johannson call their names. It was a squad long on speed and skill, the better to shed the United States’ dump-and-chase ancestry. Buzz Schneider was the only holdover from the 1976 Olympic team.

			Brooks would have to pare six more players from the squad before the Olympics, but his more immediate challenge was finding a way to surmount the entrenched regionalism the players carried within them. Hockey wasn’t played in many places then, but the places where it was played—Minnesota, Wisconsin, Michigan, and New England—were profoundly parochial pockets with fierce regional pride. The Easterners tended to be edgy and emotional and tart-tongued, seeming to pack skepticism in their equipment bags. The Minnesotans were more reserved and less cynical, more trusting and less vocal, guys who believed in hard work and selflessness and hunting and fishing, clinging to an unstated faith that things would work out, you betcha. Twelve Olympic team members were from Minnesota, and nine of them played for Brooks at the University of Minnesota in the Twin Cities (the U, as it is known throughout the state). Four were from Boston University, and two apiece were from Wisconsin and Michigan. Five of the guys on the team were on opposite sides of one of the nastiest college hockey brawls anyone could remember—the 1976 NCAA semifinal bloodbath between Minnesota and Boston University. The puck dropped, a minute later so did the gloves, and it was an hour before they played any more hockey. It was so bad that even Gopher trainer Gary Smith got into it, punching a BU player who had spit on him. Time had done little to heal the hostilities; bloodbath II broke out at the National Sports Festival in Colorado.

			“Don’t get regional,” Brooks implored his players. His strategy for uniting the team was set from the start. He would make himself the enemy. A shared disdain for his ceaselessly demanding and Machiavellian ways would be the rallying cry, the reason guys would want to go out on the ice and bust their tails, just to show him. With distance and inscrutability, he kept nearly everyone anxious about their prospects for making the team, almost to the end.

			“I’m not here to be your friend,” Brooks told the players. “I’m here to be your coach.” He would later call it his loneliest year in hockey.

			The players traded horror stories, commiserated with one another. “Eastern guys thought Brooks was singling them out for abuse, but the Minnesota guys told them he treated them that way, too,” said Dave Silk, a rugged winger from Boston University who for a long time was convinced his coach loathed him. When the team exchanged gag gifts at Christmas before the Olympics, the gift for Brooks was a whip.

			——

			Two paunchy, middle-aged men in hockey sweaters walked slowly into the cathedral, toward the alcove where Herb Brooks’s body lay. They were graduates of Brooks’s alma mater, Johnson High School, and lifelong residents of the east side of St. Paul. They didn’t know Brooks personally, but when you’ve grown up playing hockey around St. Paul, it’s impossible not to feel a connection to him. The men had the halting body language of people who felt unentitled to be there. They sat near the end of a row in the back of the church and listened to the eulogies from Mike Eruzione and Bill Butters, a former player of Brooks’s at the U. Butters, a wild college kid turned devout Christian, talked about how Brooks had “made a man of character out of a character like me,” and about Brooks’s beautiful skating technique, fleet and fluid, blades never even seeming to cut the ice. The men heard Butters read from the book of Proverbs and say, “As iron sharpens iron, so does one man sharpen another.” No matter what Brooks achieved, especially after Lake Placid, he was disinclined to trade on his fame and was wary of people who wanted a piece of him or had a proposition for him. He seemed most at ease with his Minnesota homeboys, at Schwietz’s Saloon on Payne Avenue, or Vogel’s, another east-side watering hole, or drinking his Coors Light with old pals at his annual Fourth of July barbecue. The men said that Brooks never seemed to change even when he became a celebrity coach, and allowed that maybe that was what they liked about him best.

			——

			Brooks didn’t just put up a wall between himself and the team; he threw in a moat and alligators, too. It was a way to make sure that his own regional bias, and his personal feelings, didn’t get in the way of personnel decisions. “One of the first things Herb said when he hired me was, ‘I’m going to be tough on them, and you are going to have to be the one who keeps everyone together,’ ” assistant coach Craig Patrick said. Patrick, a former All-American and a teammate of Brooks’s on the 1967 U.S. national team, was an amiable, soft-spoken fellow who was impossible not to like. He was not only a man with nine years of pro experience but a scion of America’s First Family of Pucks, his grandfather (Lester Patrick), father (Lynn Patrick), and uncle (Muzz Patrick) all having played and coached for the New York Rangers, dating to the early twentieth century (Lynn also was general manager of the Boston Bruins and St. Louis Blues). Patrick slid easily into the role of part-time sounding board and ombudsman, and full-time nurturer. It was an elaborate and flawlessly constructed game of good cop/bad cop.

			The twenty-six-man roster had an August training camp in Lake Placid, then flew off to Europe for three weeks in September, a trip that was timed to keep the players out of sight as NHL training camps opened. The last thing Brooks needed was the pros poaching on his roster and fouling up his plans. It was the beginning of a five-month, sixty-one-game whirl against teams ranging from Reipas of Finland to the Cincinnati Stingers of the Central Hockey League. Team officials worked out an arrangement with the CHL commissioner for games against the Olympic team to count in league standings, thereby ensuring a demanding schedule against motivated opponents. There was even a series of exhibitions against NHL clubs, a first for a U.S. Olympic team. Game after game, week after week, Brooks was consumed with reprogramming his team to play his new system, keeping his distance, punishing his players’ bodies and working over their psyches, and letting Craig Patrick heal all the wounds.

			——

			In his eulogy Eruzione joked about how, even at age 48, he would be afraid that he’d done something wrong when Brooks would call the house, and how the conversations were so one-sided that he could go make a sandwich and come back and Herb would still be talking. He was sure that Brooks, an inveterate tinkerer, was already weighing in on celestial matters in his brutally candid, Brooksian way.

			“Right now, he is saying to God, ‘I don’t like the style of your team. We should change it,’ ” Eruzione said. In the pews, a few thousand people laughed.

			The wall that Brooks erected between himself and his players never really came down completely. At times it did, with some players more than others. But on the whole, he remained somewhat apart, the moat too deep and wide to cross, even after a couple of decades.

			Lefty Curran, a longtime friend of Brooks and the star goaltender on the 1972 Olympic team that won the silver medal in Sapporo, Japan, was on the golf course with Brooks hours before his death.

			“Herb had a hard time reaching over and coming to them,” Curran said. “It would’ve been great if he could’ve embraced each and every one of them and say, ‘I love you guys.’ But Herb wasn’t going to do that.”

			——

			The Olympics broke Herb Brooks’s heart in 1960 and made him the most celebrated American hockey coach in history two decades later. They were the emotional bookends of his competitive life, and what filled the shelf between them was a restless chase of the perfect game of hockey. He sought it desperately and wasn’t happy when he didn’t get it. There were high points along the road to Lake Placid, such as the holiday victory over Tuzik’s Russian junior varsity, successive triumphs over Sweden and Czechoslovakia and Canada. But there were low points, too: a 9–1 thumping by the St. Louis Blues, a 1–0 loss to the AHL’s Adirondack Red Wings, and most maddening of all to the coach, a 3–3 tie in Norway in mid-September. The low points stayed with Brooks much longer than the high points did.

			Norway was a team the Americans should’ve trounced, and Brooks was disgusted with what he saw as an alarming lack of effort. “If you don’t want to skate during the game, then you’ll skate after it,” he told the players. And so they did, lining up on the end line, ordered to skate Brooks’s dreaded Herbies—the name they’d given to his sprints: end line to blue line and back, end line to red line and back, end line to opposite blue line and back, end line to end line and back. The crowd filed out and the Americans skated. The custodians turned out the lights and the Americans skated. The usually mild-mannered Mark Johnson whacked his stick on the boards and the Americans skated. George Nagobads, team physician for Brooks at the U and the Olympics, urged Brooks to stop. But he kept skating them, for close to an hour. The next night, the teams played again. The United States won, 9–0.

			When the team did not respond so positively, there was no mistaking his angst. After the team lost four straight games to Canada around Thanksgiving of 1979, Lou Nanne, general manager of the Minnesota North Stars and an old friend of Brooks’s, got a four a.m. phone call. There was only one person who called him at four a.m.

			“I’m done with coaching,” Brooks said. “That’s it. This is going nowhere.” He was ready to go back to Minnesota and tend to his plants and shrubs—perhaps Brooks’s foremost interest outside hockey. He knew everything about them, including their formal Latin names. Buxus sempervirens wasn’t a Finnish winger; it was a species of boxwood.

			Nanne told him what he always told him. “Go to bed, Herb. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

			Warren Strelow, the Olympic goalie coach who had grown up with Brooks on the east side of St. Paul, knew that Brooks could no more walk away from hockey than stop breathing. A dozen years before Lake Placid, he listened to Brooks struggling to find his way. Brooks had just retired from playing. He was selling insurance. His voice sounded hollow. He didn’t care about annuities or the relative merits of whole life and term. “I don’t know why I’m doing this,” he said. Herb Brooks told his friend that all he wanted to do was be a hockey coach.

			——

			In the gauzy morning air, Jim Craig stood near the bottom of the cathedral steps and squinted into the haze. Three vintage airplanes had just flown over the church, the missing-man formation. Craig never much worried about being one of the guys when he was the Olympic goaltender, and he still doesn’t. He wasn’t thinking about the night 8,576 days before, when he backstopped history. Craig was looking around at all the hockey people, hundreds of them, and the nonhockey people, too, not just from 1980 but from places and connections that went back more than fifty years in Herb Brooks’s life. There were fellow coaches and scouts, players and teammates, owners and trainers and rivals, from all over the country and all levels, mite to NHL. Not far from Jim Craig was John Mayasich, a Minnesota legend whom many regard as the greatest U.S. player never to play in the NHL. To the left was Tim Taylor, who had just started at Yale in 1979 when Brooks called and asked if he would be interested in being his Olympic assistant. Taylor turned Brooks down, not wanting to alienate his new athletic director. “It was the dumbest decision I ever made,” Taylor said. Brooks teased him about it for years afterward. A few steps from the hearse was Joe Micheletti, who played on Brooks’s first national championship team at the U and once was the biggest thing to come out of Hibbing, Minnesota, since Bob Dylan and Kevin McHale. “It’s a cult in the richest, most positive sense of the word,” Craig said.

			Hockey is a club that holds its members tightly, the bond forged by shared hardship and mutual passion, by every trip to the pond, where your feet hurt and your face is cold and you might get a stick in the ribs or a puck in the mouth, and you still can’t wait to get back out there because you are smitten with the sound of blades scraping against ice and pucks clacking off sticks, and with the game’s speed and ever-changing geometry. It has a way of becoming the center of your life even when you’re not on the ice. Brooks met his wife Patti in the emergency room of a Twin Cities hospital. She was a nurse. He had just fractured his hand skating into a goalpost.

			——

			After Lake Placid Brooks would make ten more stops in a nomadic coaching career, in places ranging from Davos, Switzerland, to St. Cloud, Minnesota, to New York, New York. He did superb work at most of those places, his teams skating fast and playing creatively. Brooks would look at an open sheet of ice and all he would see would be possibilities, new ways to break out and beat traps and exploit weaknesses. And the possibilities would never be greater than on a Friday night in upstate New York, February 22, 1980, so close to the Canadian border that you could hear French on the radio. It would turn out to be the pinnacle of his life in coaching, the three defining periods of nearly six decades spent around rinks, the reason, ultimately, why his death would be mourned as if he were a head of state, not another guy with a whistle around his neck.

			For years people have been telling the players they remember exactly where they were the night the Americans played the Russians in Lake Placid. Such recall seems to come naturally in the wake of tragic events—President Kennedy’s assassination, the Challenger disaster, September 11—but not so with good things. So that said something right there. People were desperate for something to feel positive about. There were hostages in captivity in Iran, seized by Iranian militants three months before the Games. The Soviets had just invaded Afghanistan, restoking old images of the Red Menace. Inflation was galloping along at 18 percent and interest rates were not far behind, and gloom was spreading faster than the lines at the gas pumps. For the first time in American history, when pollsters asked citizens about what life would be like in five years, a majority said they thought it would be worse, not better. Six months before the Olympics, President Carter gave a speech telling of “a crisis of the American spirit.” The nation felt rudderless, less like a superpower than like a neighborhood weakling. And then came the Olympic semifinal against the Soviet Union, a Cold War on blue-white ice, specially tinted for television. The Soviets had their old red sweaters and steel-reinforced bodies and their swirling, high-speed game. They were grown men, seasoned pros. In the last four Olympiads, their record was 27–1–1, their goal differential 175–44. They were the Enemy, and they were tremendous. “It’s David against Goliath, and I hope we remember to bring our slingshots,” Brooks said.

			They indeed brought their slingshots that Friday night, along with a wonderful confluence of good karma and dogged effort and fierce togetherness. There was no crisis of spirit around Herb Brooks’s hockey team. They played with skill and heart and never got discouraged. If people wanted to make them out to be puck-toting patriots, saviors in skates, well, that was okay. When they themselves looked in the mirror, they saw hockey players. It was one more reason to fall for them. The most enduring heroes are people who don’t try to be.

			Brooks had a second tour of duty coaching the U.S. Olympic hockey team, in Salt Lake City in 2002. Most everyone hailed the work he did in taking the team to the silver medal, but nobody tried to pretend it was the same world that he had coached in at Lake Placid. The concept of amateurism in the Olympics is as obsolete as eight-track cassettes. The expression Dream Team has become part of the five-ring lexicon. The United States doesn’t send anonymous college kids to the Games anymore. It sends NHL All-Stars. Glamour is way up at the Games, romance is way down, and the upshot is that there may never be another generation of kids like Eric Strobel and John Harrington and Mark Wells, going from utter anonymity to the cover of Sports Illustrated. The world seemed simpler in 1980, if not purer. You knew who your friends were, and who your enemies were. Eight years after the massacre in Munich, terrorism was by no means an unknown evil, but it wasn’t the stuff of daily, deadly dispatches, either. There was no such thing as the Department of Homeland Security. There wasn’t a $1.5 billion budget for security, as there was in Athens in the Summer Games of 2004. For most Americans, the bad guys were the Russians, and wouldn’t it be great if we could somehow beat them in a hockey game?

			“With the way the world has changed and the way the Olympics have changed, what we did will never happen again,” goalie Steve Janaszak said.

			——

			In the moments before Herb Brooks’s funeral began, the players from the 1980 Olympic team and thirty-three honorary pallbearers crowded in the basement of the Cathedral of Saint Paul, going over the final game plan for the salute to their coach. Then they went upstairs and executed it. A gospel singer named Tom Tipton sang “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” and after 103 minutes of memoriam the casket that contained Herb Brooks’s body and the miniature flag and the rose and sweet notes from his grandchildren was carried down the steps, beneath a curved canopy of hockey sticks raised up by the honorary pallbearers, a traditional salute in an untraditional place. Many of those holding sticks were fighting tears, and losing the fight. A lone bagpiper played. As the hearse left for the cemetery, the heat thickened and the players began saying goodbye again, their last reunion complete.

			Even in their mourning, life was moving on, just as it had since 1980. Twelve of them went on to play in the NHL, and most of them have built lives and careers that fit somewhere between comfortable and prosperous. They are stock traders and coaches, oral surgeons and pilots, businessmen and horsemen. Many of them have kids in college or high school and do what guys in their forties do, joking about their shortage of hair, their excess of weight, and the twinges of pain and stiffness that didn’t used to be there. They’ve known the joys of watching their sons and daughters grow; of taking in the wooded stillness of a lake house; and of finding their way after the miracle. They’ve known hardship, too, death and alcoholism and bleakness so deep that suicide seemed the only option. They deal with their residue of fame in ways as different as their personalities. A few of them embrace it and are actually engaged in it. Some feel defined by it and wish they weren’t. Others wouldn’t mind if they never had to field another 1980 question, and several don’t want to talk about anything unless there is money in the discussion. The regionalism still surfaces from time to time; there have been some differences over money and the mechanics of various marketing deals. More than a few of the Midwestern guys feel there has been an Eastern bias to how their achievement has been represented over the years. “Even though everyone doesn’t agree on everything, I think most of the guys know what’s really important,” Jim Craig said.

			The players are, on the whole, generous with their reflections and feelings and time, recognizing the enduring power of their message, realizing that they made people feel better when there wasn’t much to feel good about, reaffirming that Americans do have greatness and courage and unbreakable spirit within them. If Herb Brooks’s passing reminded us that human beings have a shelf life, it also reminded us that miracles do not.

			As game time neared on February 22, 1980, a quarter-century ago, some people looked at the first Olympic semifinal as a referendum with sideboards, Our Way vs. Their Way. Others did not. Either way, there was no denying that it was a game of striking contrasts. The Russians were pros, state-reared and state-supported, men who had largely been together for a decade. The Americans were mostly college kids who had their stipends and their majors and their dream and had become a team six months before. It was experience vs. youth, men vs. boys, champions vs. upstarts, communism vs. capitalism, on a sheet of ice in the Adirondack Mountains. What could one hockey game mean? What could it possibly change?

			The twenty members of the 1980 Olympic hockey team did something extraordinary once. This is the story of a Friday night in Lake Placid, New York, and the men who lived it.

		

	
		
			THE FIRST PERIOD

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			WEEDING THE GARDEN

			Vladimir Petrov was skating in loose figure eights near center ice, his pace slow, his stick still and horizontal, a predator in wait. He edged in for the opening face-off. His two famous wings, Boris Mikhailov and Valery Kharlamov, were on his flanks. Petrov, No. 16, was perhaps the strongest player on the Soviet national team, with blacksmith arms and a bulging neck, a 200-pound slab of muscle who was possessed of the rarest of Russian weapons: a nasty slap shot. Historically, not many Russian players had one because for years not very many practiced slap shots, sticks being both in short supply and of inferior quality. If you wound up and cranked a slap shot, you stood a good chance of getting a splinter and having no stick to play with. “So we never slap puck,” defenseman Sergei Starikov said. “We make good wrist shot instead.” Petrov was 32, a two-time Olympic gold medalist and nine-time world champion. He didn’t know much of anything about Mark Johnson, the U.S. center whom he was about to face off against, except that he wore No. 10 and he looked small and ridiculously young.

			It was 5:06 p.m. in Lake Placid, and 1:06 a.m. in Moscow. Bill Cleary, star of the 1960 gold-medal team that had been the last U.S. team to beat the Soviets, had just finished a brief talk in the locker room. “There’s no doubt in my mind—nor in the minds of all the guys on the ’60 team—that you are going to win this game. You are a better team than we were,” Cleary said. Herb Brooks followed him, standing at one end of Locker Room 5 in the new Olympic Field House, wearing a camel-hair sports coat and plaid pants that would’ve looked at home on the dance floor of Saturday Night Fever. The room was a cramped, unadorned rectangle with a rubber-mat floor and a steeply pitched ceiling, situated directly beneath the stands. You could hear stomping and chanting and feel the anticipatory buzz that was all over the Adirondacks. There was a small chalkboard to Brooks’s right and a tiny shower area behind him, the players on the wood benches rimming the room all around him. On the ride to the arena, Brooks sat with assistant Craig Patrick and they talked about what Brooks was going to say to the team. Brooks loved intrigue, the element of surprise. His whole style of play was constructed on it, moving players around, changing breakout patterns, keeping people guessing about everything. Just when his players were sure he was completely inhumane, he’d throw a tennis ball on the ice for a diversion, or have guys play opposite-handed or in different positions, lifting morale and breaking the routine. “You’re going to like it,” Brooks said to Patrick of his talk. The locker room was intense and quiet. Defenseman Bill Baker caught the eye of backup goaltender Steve Janaszak, his former teammate at the University of Minnesota. “What do we do now?” Baker mouthed.

			“Pray,” Janaszak mouthed back.

			Herb Brooks stood before his twenty players. The quiet got deeper. The coach pulled out a yellow scrap of paper and said, “You were born to be a player. You were meant to be here. This moment is yours.”

			Neal Broten, 20-year-old center, second youngest player on the youngest Olympic hockey team the United States had ever fielded, looked down at his skates. “I didn’t know what he was talking about,” Broten said. Broten was nervous, very nervous. He knew he could handle the skating, playing the game. The Russians’ strength he wasn’t so sure about. Don’t make any glaring mistakes, he told himself.

			Led by goaltender Jim Craig, the players charged out of the locker room, turned right and then right again. At the threshold of the ice, Craig paused and looked up for a second. The building was shaking from the cheers. He took it in, and it felt great. Ten days before, the players hadn’t been much less anonymous than the Lake Placid goal judges. Now that they’d gone undefeated in five games and come from behind in four of them, they were Olympic darlings. Somebody rang a cowbell, a tinny touch of the Alps in the Adirondacks. “C’mon, Magic!” winger John “Bah” Harrington shouted to Mark Johnson from the end of the American bench. Magic was Johnson’s nickname. If you ever saw him play you know why.

			——

			The last time the U.S. players had seen Petrov and his teammates was thirteen days earlier, in Madison Square Garden, where the Americans didn’t lose so much as get annihilated. That day began with the crowd jeering the Soviet national anthem and cheering every solid American check, and it ended with the fans in numbed silence, even before Soviet winger Alexander Maltsev put a red-coated exclamation point on things. Maltsev was 30 years old and would become the Soviet Union’s all-time leading goal scorer in international competition. Speeding across the U.S. blue line in the third period, defenseman Dave Christian in front of him, Maltsev cruised left by the top of the circle and then began to spin, 360 degrees in a blur, the puck on his stick as if it were glued. When he was done spinning he started snapping, a backhand, inside the far post. In the U.S. goal, Steve Janaszak looked at Christian in disbelief and then laughed inside his mask.

			“They were gods,” Janaszak said. On the U.S. bench, trainer Gary Smith walked over to Brooks. “We don’t have a chance against these guys,” Smith said.

			“No shit,” the coach replied.

			Brooks had spent months trying to debunk the aura surrounding the Soviets. He would talk about how Mikhailov, the fabled captain, looked like Stan Laurel, with his long face and jutting chin. He would tell his players that the team was getting old, that the Russians’ time was past. It was a hard sell on a wintry Saturday in New York City, the U.S. players taking the ice with a bit of trepidation and a lot of awe. “It was hard to even warm up,” Harrington said. “We looked down at the other end of the ice and there they were: Kharlamov, Petrov, Mikhailov. And I’m thinking, ‘Holy smokes, there are the guys I saw beating the NHL All-Stars on TV.’ We weren’t just playing when the game started. We were watching them play, and by the time we felt like we belonged on the ice with them, it was 8–0.”

			The final score was 10–3 and merely confirmed what the hockey world already knew: there were the Russians, and then there was everybody else. Virtually everyone expected a similar result in the Olympics. As Harrington knew, the Russians had drubbed the best of the NHL, 6–0, on the same Garden ice the year before, and with their backup goaltender, a guy named Myshkin, no less. “What can change in two weeks?” asked Sergei Makarov, the young Russian star who would go on to a long NHL career. “You can’t get whole new team.” Even Mark Johnson said, “If you asked anyone on our team and they told you we could beat the Russians, they would’ve been lying.”

			Publicly, Brooks did nothing to discourage such thinking, saying the United States should forget the Russians and worry about sneaking away with a silver or

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		
			For my bride, Denise Willi, 
and our children, 
Alexandra, Sean, and Samantha
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1980 U.S.S.R. OLYMPIC HOCKEY TEAM

NO. PLAYER POSITION

1 Vladimir Myshkin
20 Vladislav Tretiak
2 Viacheslav Fetisov
5 Vasily Pervukhin
7 Alexei Kasatonov
12 Sergei Starikov
14 Zinetula Bilyaletdinov
9 Viadimir Krutov
10  Alexander Maltsev
11 Yuri Lebedev
13 Boris Mikhailov
16  Viadimir Petrov
17 Valery Kharlamov
19 Helmut Balderis
22 Viktor Zhluktov
23 Alexander Golikov
24 Sergei Makarov
25 Vladimir Golikov
26 Alexander Skvortsov
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Head Coach: Viktor Tikhonov
Ass’t. Coach: Vladimir Yurzinov
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1980 U.S. OLYMPIC HOCKEY TEAM

NO. PLAYER HT wT BIRTH HOMETOWN COLLEGE PREVIOUS TEAM
GOALTENDERS
30 Jim Craig 6-1 190 5/31/51 North Easton MA Boston University Boston University

1 Steve Janaszak 5-8 160 1/7/51 White Bear Lake MN Univ. of Minnesota Univ. of Minnesota
DEFENSEMEN

6 Bill Baker 6-1 195 11/29/56 Grand Rapids MN Univ. of Minnesota Univ. of Minnesota

3 Ken Morrow 64 210 10/17/56 Davison MI Bowling Green Bowling Green
17 Jack 0’Callahan 6-1 185 1124/51 Charlestown MA Boston University Boston University

5 Mike Ramsey 6-3 190 12/3/60 Minneapolis MN Univ. of Minnesota Univ. of Minnesota
20 Bob Suter 5-9 178 5/16/57 Madison WI Univ. of Wisconsin Univ. of Wisconsin
FORWARDS

9 Neal Broten 5-9 155 11/29/59 Roseau MN Univ. of Minnesota Univ. of Minnesota
23 Dave Christian 5-11 170 5/12/59 Warroad MN Univ. of North Dakota Univ. of North Dakota
11  Steve Christoff 6-1 180 1/23/58 Richfield MN Univ. of Minnesota Univ. of Minnesota
21 Mike Eruzione 5-10 185 10/25/54 Winthrop MA Boston University Toledo (IHL)

28 John Harrington 5-10 180 5/24/57 Virginia MN Univ. of MN—Duluth Univ. of MN—Duluth
10 Mark Johnson 5-9 160 9/22/51 Madison WI Univ. of Wisconsin Univ. of Wisconsin
24 Rob McClanahan 5-10 180 1/9/58 St. Paul MN Univ. of Minnesota Univ. of Minnesota
16 Mark Pavelich 57 160 2/28/58 Eveleth MN Univ. of MN—Duluth Univ. of MN—Duluth
25 William Schneider  5-11 180 9/14/54 Bahbitt MN Univ. of Minnesota Milwaukee (IHL)

8 Dave Silk 511 190 1/1/58 Scituate MA Boston University Boston University
19  Eric Strobel 5-10 175 6/5/58 Rochester MN Univ. of Minnesota Univ. of Minnesota
27 Phil Verchota 6-2 195 12/28/56 Duluth MN Univ. of Minnesota Univ. of Minnesota
15  Mark Wells 5-9 175 9/18/51 St. Clair Shores MI Bowling Green Bowling Green

General Manager:
Head Coach:

Ass’t. Coach:
Goalkeeping Coach:

Ken Johannson/Ralph Jasinski
Herb Brooks

Craig Patrick

Warren Strelow

Skating Coach:
Physician:
Trainer:

Equipment Manager:

Dick Vraa

Dr. V. George Nagobads
Gary Smith

Bud Kessel






