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Preface

When you grow up as a hockey fan in Montreal, the Canadiens aren't just the subject of a childlike infatuation, they are the life force that dictates your emotional well-being.

It probably sounds insane, but a bad breakup can be tempered by a lengthy Montreal win streak. Conversely, a productive week at work or school can be undone entirely by a bad loss to the Bruins. This isn't normal. But it's part of the tacit agreement countless people make when they make the Canadiens their favorite team.

So, as a young boy growing up mere minutes from the historic Montreal Forum, you can be sure I vividly remember the first time I saw a Canadiens player in the flesh.

I was about 12 years old, it was Christmastime, and the shopping mall located across the street from the Forum was absolutely bustling. I don't remember who I was with or what I was shopping for or even what I was doing. But I remember seeing Petr Svoboda there. Not on the ice, but in a normal, real-world setting, doing everyday things that everyday people do. I was in awe, frozen in place, incapable of approaching him for an autograph.

Considering he was already one of my favorite Montreal players, crossing paths with Svoboda was a huge thrill. And as I began to share the experience with more and more people, I learned about the unique circumstances that had brought the fleet-footed Czech defenseman to Montreal. How he had escaped from Czechoslovakia before the Canadiens clandestinely brought him to Montreal and hid him in a downtown hotel for a few days before selecting him in the draft. For a kid whose political consciousness was shaped mostly by the Rocky Balboa-Ivan Drago fight in Rocky IV, it was something of an awakening.

Learning about how Petr Svoboda had come to Canada so surreptitiously really was the first time I developed any sort of political consciousness at all. By the time I learned about the Stastny brothers, who through my childhood had tortured the Canadiens as members of their provincial rival, the Quebec Nordiques, my first curiosities had developed regarding the convergence of sports and global politics.

After moving to New York following university to work as a journalist, I heard a variety of these stories, each one more compelling than the next. As I learned more about the subject, I was shocked to find that no one had attempted to compile these incredible hockey tales into a single narrative.

Equipped with a mental list of people to approach for interviews, I finally decided it was time to pursue this idea for my first book. I knew I had something after spending an hour on the phone with Petr Klima. He was incredibly candid and gracious when it came to discussing his particularly fascinating story. That same week, I was able to get a corroborating perspective courtesy of Jim Lites, who demonstrated a palpable excitability and charisma in telling a story he admittedly hadn't shared in many years. Every indication was that I had a book.

Over the next two years, I tracked down roughly 50 other players, coaches, scouts, and assorted individuals in my research. Nearly everyone I spoke with quickly adopted an energetic tone when I asked them to share their own unique perspectives on these fascinating stories. When I was fortunate enough to speak separately with Peter and Marian Stastny, however, I noticed something more in how they described their experiences to me. A visceral, stirring passion that was undeniably powerful, even 30 years after the events in question took place.

I'd like to say I was surprised by the candor that all these fascinating people demonstrated, but the truth is I had no idea what to expect. I had little experience asking people to share the darkest details of the most trying periods of their lives. I'd never asked anyone to describe their thought process in making a decision that would alter their lives forever, possibly at the expense of the well-being of their family and friends.

Having heard and researched these incredible stories firsthand, my only hope is that I've adequately and honestly translated it all onto the pages of this book. And if I've done that, then I've done some measure of justice to the countless people who made these unthinkably brave decisions during what was a truly compelling period in modern history.





Chapter 1

The Prague Spring

It was much more than ice hockey, of course. It was a replay of a lost war.

It started with an uprising, but it ended with a hockey game.

Around 4:30 on the morning of August 21, 1968, a black Volga limousine, its bulbous, large headlights leading the way, sped from the Soviet embassy in Prague toward Czech Communist Party headquarters. Over the years, the black Volga limousine had become mythologized throughout Eastern Europe as the vehicle commonly involved in the abduction of citizens. In the early morning, this particular Volga was trailed by a convoy of Soviet tanks.

When the convoy arrived at Communist Party headquarters, operations forces sealed the premises and cut off all phone contact with the outside world. With that done, a group of Soviet troops armed with machine guns entered the office of Alexander Dubcek, who just six months earlier had been selected as first secretary of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia.

Although a Soviet colonel had initially entered the office, where Dubcek was meeting with members of his cabinet, it was two plainclothes officers—one old, one young—sporting tweed jackets and open-neck shirts who initiated the dialogue as soldiers stood by the door, machine guns in tow.

“Comrade Dubcek,” they respectfully addressed him. “You are to come with us straight away.”

“Who are you, what do you want?” Dubcek replied. 

By the time Dubcek and his colleagues were placed under arrest and escorted by KGB agents to a barracks in the Carpathian Mountains in what is now Ukraine, Operation Danube had overtaken Czechoslovakia. 

Earlier that evening, two Soviet aircraft touched down at Prague's Ruzyne airport, where several armed troops proceeded to take over the main terminal. From there, about 500 tanks rolled into the country as airships dropped leaflets from the sky explaining the peaceful intentions of these forces. In total, 27 divisions, including 5,000 armored vehicles and 800 aircraft coming from the Soviet Union, East Germany, Poland, and Hungary, swept through the country in a single day. Czech military were ordered to avoid armed resistance, and all of Czechoslovakia was overtaken within 24 hours. The Prague Spring had effectively been crushed.

The winds of change had officially begun earlier that year, when Dubcek became the first Slovakian to lead the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia. A month later, in a speech marking the 20th anniversary of the Communist seizure of power in Czechoslovakia, Dubcek laid out his intentions for his country. Despite being ordered by new Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev to make changes to his speech, Dubcek still boldly proclaimed, “Today more than ever, the important thing is not to reduce our policy to a struggle ‘against’ but, more importantly, to wage a struggle ‘for.’”

From there, Dubcek initiated a variety of wholesale changes in Czechoslovakia, including the abolition of censorship, freedom of the press, and the rehabilitation of citizens unjustly persecuted during the 1950s.

When the “Two Thousand Words” manifesto was published in three Czechoslovakian newspapers on June 27, the Czechoslovakian people's wishes for change were made bare. The manifesto was written by author Ludvik Vaculik, but it was also signed by 70 prominent Czechoslovakian citizens, including writers, cultural figures, scientists, and, in a new approach to revolution, athletes. Among them was Olympic gymnast Vera Caslavska, whose participation in the manifesto forced her to flee to the mountain village of Sumperk.

In an effort to end these calls for revolution, the invading troops had wasted no time making their demands on the Czechoslovak people. In the western village of Trencin, Colonel Nikolai Shmatko wrote an occupational decree, which was posted conspicuously in spots around town. Locals were forbidden from leaving their homes between 8 p.m. and 5 a.m. Soviet troops were to occupy “important military offices, radio and television stations, teleprinter installations, and institutions of the press.” Locals were forbidden from carrying firearms or “weapons that can be used for stabbing.” They were also forbidden from leaving the town, and foreigners were banned from entering. Anyone who disobeyed these rules was “liable to sanctions under military law.”

Within days, the Soviets formally established an occupational presence throughout Czechoslovakia that would remain, undisturbed for the most part, for the next 20 years. But there would be one more overwhelming display of defiance against the Soviets seven months later. The demonstrations in March 1969 remain to this day among the most revered moments in Czechoslovakian history. It was a historic moment inspired by, of all things, two hockey games.

Numerous civil liberties were quashed by the 1968 invasion. Another unfortunate by-product of the occupation was the loss of the 1969 World Ice Hockey Championship. Scheduled to be held in Czechoslovakia for the first time in a decade, the annual international tournament was forced to move to Stockholm, Sweden, in the wake of the invasion, which had killed 25 people, seriously wounded 431, and left countless buildings damaged by gunfire. Although the people of Czechoslovakia couldn't attend these games featuring the world's finest amateur hockey players, they could still rally in full force behind their national team. 

“It was like a new chance for the whole republic,” says David Luksu, a sports reporter on Czech television who has written multiple books about Czechoslovakian hockey. “Hockey is the Czech national sport.”

In the world's foremost amateur hockey tournament, Czechoslovakia would be pitted twice against the Soviet national team. The recent political context made these two games more than just a simple on-ice rivalry. These were two games against a nation that had crossed Czechoslovakia's borders and imposed its military will. They were also two games against by far the most dominating amateur hockey team on the planet. 

After Canada had dominated international hockey for three decades, the Soviet Union wrested away the championship mantle by 1969, winning the two previous Olympic gold medals, as well as four consecutive World Championships. By the time Czechoslovakia faced the mighty Soviets in Stockholm on March 21, 1969, the entire nation was riveted by a match that could hopefully salvage some sense of national pride following its squelched rebellion.

Dubcek, who still served as first secretary after his release from the Ukrainian barracks, commented on that game years later, recalling, “The whole country watched [on TV] as Czechoslovakia played the Soviets; it was much more than ice hockey, of course. It was a replay of a lost war.”

Czechoslovakia sported a 3–1 record going into the first game against their hated rivals, but the Soviets had gone 4–0, dominating by a combined score of 34–6. Playing in what was inarguably the single most important sporting event in their country's history, the Czechoslovakian nationals came out flying. They carried an overwhelming physicality throughout the game, a style enabled by the recent rule change allowing full-contact body checking in all three sections of the ice. With ample opportunity to engage in rougher play, the ultramotivated Czechoslovakians were a difficult matchup for the fleet-footed Soviets.

Before the game even started, the Czechoslovakians had taken their first shot against the Soviets. Veteran national team member Jaroslav Jirik had covered the red star on his jersey with tape, expressing his opposition to the Communist Party. By the opening face-off, other players had done the same. 

After a scoreless first period, defenseman Jan Suchy opened the scoring for Czechoslovakia on a power play halfway through the second, putting a rebound past Soviet goaltender Viktor Zinger, who lay prone on the ice following a flurry of action. The moment the puck hit the back of the Soviet net, star Czechoslovakian winger Vaclav Nedomansky, in an unbridled outburst against his opposition, lifted the Russian net off its moorings before dumping it on the ice. As Suchy rushed to his team's bench and was mobbed by his countrymen, Czechoslovakia's Jaroslav Holik could be seen pointing his stick at Zinger and repeatedly calling him a “bloody Communist.” 

If anyone had reason to show his bitterness against the Soviets, it was Holik. Among the most outspoken athletes in Czechoslovakia, he occasionally turned his stick around during games and fired it like a gun as an act of social commentary. For years he had engaged in bloody confrontations with Soviet players in international competition. And especially with Alexander Ragulin, a hulking Soviet defenseman who outweighed Holik by 40 pounds. These bloody battles against the Soviets hadn't gone unnoticed. In fact, they had angered Czechoslovakia's Communist Party so much that Holik, whose brother Jiri also played on the national team, was held off the 1968 Olympic team that won silver in Grenoble.

Almost halfway through the third period, Czechoslovakian star Jan Cerny added to his team's lead when he finished an improbable rush. Taking the puck at the blue line, Cerny turned to his backhand to blow by a Soviet defender before outwaiting the goaltender just long enough to put the puck into the net. With a two-goal lead late in the game, Czechoslovakia rode a flawless performance from goaltender Vladimir Dzurilla to top the Soviets 2–0. Finally, after months of feeling as if the Soviet republic had been stepping on their collective neck, Czechoslovakians could enjoy a remarkable, if fleeting, victory over the Soviet Union. When the siren sounded, both teams ignored the customary handshake that traditionally followed games at the World Championships. Years later, team captain Jozef Golonka was quoted as saying, “We said to ourselves, even if we have to die on the ice, we have to beat them.”

When the two teams played again a week later, this time sporting matching 7–1 records, the energy in Czechoslovakia seemed uncontainable. After entering the third period tied 2–2, quick goals from Josef Horesovsky and Jaroslav Holik were enough to spearhead a 4–3 Czechoslovakia win. For a brief moment in time, Czechoslovakia had defeated its occupiers.

The awesome energy this second victory sparked in Czechoslovakia was captured days later in a Time Magazine article that read: “Overcome by a vicarious sense of triumph, a huge and excited crowd swarmed into Prague's Wenceslas Square. One happy hockey fan carried a poster that read BREZHNEV 3, DUB[image: img]EK 4. The crowd chanted, ‘We've beaten you this time!’ Someone shouted, ‘The Russian coach will go to Siberia!’”

On Czechoslovakian state television, television announcer Milena Vistrakova was unable to contain her excitement over her country's victory against the Soviets. “Normally, I drink herbal tea, but today I will toast our hockey players with wine,” the state TV veteran said. “Because this is not only a victory in sports, but also a moral one.”

For her comments, Vistrakova was abruptly banned from television, ultimately pursuing a career in theater before returning to Czechoslovakian airwaves more than two decades later. Although her comments halted her television career, they reflected the sentiment of a proud nation whose populace was poised to flood the streets in celebration.

With 70,000 Soviet troops still occupying the country, a reported half million Czechoslovakian citizens took to the streets in a celebration that quickly morphed. Starting out as nationwide festivities, the mammoth gathering soon took a more violent turn.

Within minutes of the final horn sounding on the 4–3 win, Czechoslovakian citizens stormed the streets in droves, making sure to target any and all representations of the Soviet occupation. The same Time article describes a brick being smashed through the plate-glass window of the office of the Soviet airline, Aeroflot: “A small group [then] dashed through the opening and began heaving furniture and filing cabinets onto a bonfire in the street.”

In Bratislava, thousands of citizens stormed the streets with signs that read “Occupiers,” “Fascists,” and “Brezhnev is a hooligan.” In other cities, barracks housing Soviet troops were surrounded by protesters, who proceeded to smash windows and destroy vehicles. In the town of Olomouc, rows of demonstrators were headed by military personnel. In Ostrava, machine-gun fire could be heard in the streets while mobs in Pardubice surrounded a Soviet tank and painted a swastika on a Soviet flag before setting it on fire. While the Soviet airline's headquarters were attacked, someone reportedly spray painted “Long live the victory of Athens over Sparta” on a wall. For the short time that this celebration-turned-uprising took place, obscenities and Molotov cocktails hurtled through the air across the country.

Seeing the violent demonstrations as another counter-revolutionary threat, the Soviet Union looked to finally behead the reformist movement once and for all. Dubcek was forced to resign as first secretary, saying that if he didn't, “the Soviets would set up another provocation that could lead to further public turmoil and even a bloodbath.”

Dubcek would eventually be dispatched to Turkey to serve as ambassador, but he was not allowed to take his children with him. And with that, the democratization movement in Czechoslovakia was done. But the power of sport and its innate ability to unite people and perhaps plant a seed for eventual political change wasn't lost. For the next 20 years, hockey players in Eastern Europe would look to this unique precedent in utilizing their on-ice talents to overcome the restrictions placed on them by the Communist state.

Perhaps drained by their two historic victories over the Soviets, the 1969 Czechoslovakian national team lost their final game 1–0 to Sweden to post a record of eight wins and two losses, which was matched by both the Soviets and the Swedes. Based on goal differentiation, Czechoslovakia would have to settle for the bronze medal. But the seismic, if momentary, shift the players caused back home had shown the kind of force their talents could inspire. And for one shining star on that bronze-medal team, it would lead to a courageous decision that inspired a generation of like-minded athletes to pursue freedom.
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Not only had Czechoslovakia beaten the Soviets twice at the 1969 World Championship but they also boasted three of the six tournament All-Stars, compared with only one for the Soviets. Dzurilla and Suchy led the team through the tournament, particularly the games against the Soviets. But the tournament also saw the emergence of All-Star forward Vaclav Nedomansky, whose size and strength had made him an impossible matchup for any team.

With nine goals in eight games, the six-foot two-inch, 210-pound winger epitomized the spirit of the upstart Czech-oslovakian team. Though not as individually skilled as any of the superstars on the Soviet team, the native of Hodonin was an immovable object in the offensive zone, imposing his will on even the most physical of defenses.

He had already established himself as a young star playing for HC Bratislava, but the 1969 World Championship had been something of a coming-out party for Nedomansky. His overall performance in the tournament established him as one of the top power forwards in the world, and the inability of other national teams to contain him quickly made “Big Ned” an idol in a country looking to rebuild its morale in the wake of the Prague Spring. 

“I just admired him,” remembers Miroslav Frycer, a young hockey star who was establishing himself in junior hockey in the early 1970s. “He was a big idol for every hockey player.”

Perhaps more importantly, Nedomansky was a Czech star playing on a Slovak hockey club, making him a uniting figure in a country that could occasionally pit Czechs against Slovaks, even if they were playing on the same team. That ongoing conflict between Czech and Slovak hockey players is probably best demonstrated by a conversation American hockey coach Lou Vairo once had with Bratislavan legend and Czechoslovakian national coach Ladislav Horsky.

“You want to beat the Soviets more than any other country?” Vairo asked Horsky, whom he had befriended through years of international competition. 

“No, we want to beat the Czechs more than any other country,” the Slovakian Horsky replied.

In his conversations with Vairo, Horsky had even said that for Bratislava, the lone Slovak team in the Czech Elite League, winning the national title was far more important than Czechoslovakia winning a World Championship. 

“Even though they were one country, it was instilled. They were different. The Czechs were more like Germans and Slavs. They were more Protestant, more industrious, highly educated, serious,” Vairo says of the difference between the two peoples. “The Slovaks, they were Catholics, farmers, more people of the earth, so to speak. More like Ukrainians or even Hungarians. They were poorer and less educated. They always felt like second-class citizens to the Czechs.”

With a united Czechoslovakia hanging on every box score, Nedomansky's national team followed up their bronze medal in 1969 with another bronze in 1970. The performance hadn't inspired Czechoslovakian demonstrations, but it was another showcase of Nedomansky's tremendous skills. Big Ned finished second in tournament scoring behind Russian Alexander Maltsev at the 1970 tournament, again being named a tournament All-Star. The 1971 tournament saw the Czechoslovakians improve on the podium, winning silver as the Soviets won their ninth consecutive World Championship gold. Nedomansky posted an impressive eight goals in a prelude to a performance at the 1972 tournament that would establish him as arguably the best hockey player not playing in North America.

In 1972, with the tournament taking place in Czechoslovakia for the first time since 1959, the hope was that the hometown crowd could will their national team to a championship win at the expense of the still-hated Soviets. This wasn't a particularly realistic goal, considering how dominant the Soviets had been in the international arena, but after tying their first matchup 3–3, Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union entered their second game on April 20, 1972, with matching 3–0–1 records. In light of their previous tie, this game could very likely decide who would win the gold medal. With the scars of the Prague Spring still relatively fresh, hope remained across Czechoslovakia that the local team could halt the Soviets' championship streak. 

After causing a turnover that would lead to the Soviets' first goal, Jaroslav Holik redeemed himself when he scored later in the game to give Czechoslovakia a 3–1 lead. The goal, to this day considered among the foremost moments in the history of Czech sports, would prove the eventual winner in a 3–2 Czechoslovakia win that put the Soviets on the precipice of losing out on World Championship gold for the first time in a decade. An 8–2 Czechoslovak win over Finland coupled with the Soviets' 3–3 tie with Sweden on the last day of the tournament would give Czechoslovakia their first world title in 23 years and earn the entire country a great measure of honor and respect. As an athletic accomplishment, the win was surely of incredible importance for Czechs and Slovaks, but culturally it was a landmark.

Holik may have been the hero in the big game, but it was Big Ned who firmly established himself as one of the world's elite players with nine goals and six assists in 10 tournament games. He may have missed out on the 1972 tournament All-Star team, but Nedomansky was beginning to appear on several scouts' radars across the Iron Curtain.

“He was very good. He was an international star for sure,” says Marshall Johnston, a winger for the Canadian national team who transitioned into coaching in the NHL in 1973. “A big guy, highly skilled. Didn't have a lot of speed, but [a] very good shot, very smart.”

Regardless of his shortcomings, Nedomansky was an established star in a global hockey landscape that was about to change. Although European hockey players, especially Russians and Czechoslovakians, rarely left the continent to play hockey, the emergence of a new North American hockey league was arousing a race to find new international talent. When the World Hockey Association (WHA) began play in 1972 as a rival to the established National Hockey League, the untapped European talent pool became of far greater importance.

“In the seventies at the height of the Cold War, there was a second battle going on,” says Gilles Leger, a former scout for the WHA's Toronto Toros. “It was a war for hockey talent between the National Hockey League and the World Hockey Association.”

By 1974, one WHA team in particular, the Winnipeg Jets, was leading the charge in recruiting European talent. As Eastern European players were strictly off-limits, Winnipeg general manager Rudy Pilous courted two Swedes, Anders Hedberg and Ulf Nilsson. After arriving in Winnipeg in 1974, the two young Swedes teamed up with legendary winger Bobby Hull and produced immediate results, with Hedberg scoring 53 goals and Nilsson setting WHA rookie records with 94 assists and 120 points.

Swedish players instantly improved the Jets, but Gilles Leger, who had just been named general manager of the Toros, was paying close attention to the Czechoslovakian national team. Acquiring Soviet players seemed impossible, but Leger had noticed the rift between Czechoslovakian players and their Communist government. 

“At that time, the players in Czechoslovakia were basically a propaganda tour. They were dominating the European and World Championships,” says Leger. “They would get to travel and they saw what the Western players had. They were then forced to go back to their bland workday as amateur athletes in the East. The equipment was poor quality and they played in an open ice rink in the winter there.”

The atmosphere seemed ripe for a Czechoslovakian star to contemplate playing in the West. And by then there was no bigger star in the East than Vaclav Nedomansky. After leading Czechoslovakia to bronze at the 1973 World Championship, Nedomansky came back in 1974 with his best tournament performance yet. The Soviets had steamrolled their way to another gold medal, outscoring the competition by an astounding 64–18 margin, but Czechoslovakia made their mark with a convincing 7–2 win over their hated Soviet rival. The 7–2 win, since referred to by hockey historians as “the Perfect Game,” was the worst loss the Soviets had ever sustained in any official international competition. As he did countless other times, Vaclav Nedomansky opened the scoring that day for Czechoslovakia.

With a torrid scoring pace, Nedomansky led Czechoslovakia to a silver medal and was named the tournament's top forward with a World Championship performance so dominating that WHA teams started frothing at the mouth at the thought of adding the skilled star to their roster. For front-office figures like Leger, the prospect of bringing Nedomansky to the West was suddenly becoming something more than a pipe dream.

“They had become big assets for the Communists because when they traveled they always had the military with them, they had their phones tapped. I think this pushed the players even further, being oppressed like that. They felt like they should give it a chance to play over here. There was a tremendous strain on them,” remembers Leger. “I had scouted him [Nedomansky] and I told my owner that we need this guy. We had stars, [Montreal Canadiens great] Frank Mahovlich was playing for us. I said, ‘We've got the Big M, we want the Big N.’ Let's go after this guy.”

By the time the hulking forward had established himself as one of Europe's best players, Leger had some competition in luring Big Ned overseas. In the previous couple of years, a number of WHA clubs had attempted to make contact with Nedomansky and persuade him to sign a contract to come to North America. But they didn't have two of the major advantages that the Toros possessed. For one thing, the Toros had established contact with agents within Eastern Europe who could help them contact Nedomansky and discuss the prospects of his coming to Toronto. They also had one of the more flamboyant owners in all of hockey.

A junior tennis champion in his native Canada, Toros owner John F. Bassett was born into one of his country's most prominent families. Bassett's father, John W.H. Bassett, didn't just have wealth and influence. After fighting in World War II and running unsuccessfully for a parliamentary seat in the 1954 Canadian federal election, John Bassett Sr. had become among the most politically connected men in Canada. 

“Bassett had a direct line to the government. John Bassett's father was one of the most important movers and shakers in Canadian politics: one of the stalwarts of the Conservative Party,” says Morton Greenglass, a Toronto lawyer who later represented Nedomansky. “If you wanted anything done anywhere in Canada, you called John Bassett Sr. Johnny [Jr.] pulled the strings, all cloak and dagger. Next thing you know, Ned is in Canada.”

John Bassett Jr. didn't just have familial political connections, either. Having cultivated an eye for flair and showmanship in the world of sports, Bassett was also owner of the Toronto Northmen—later the Memphis Southmen—of the World Football League and had offered large contracts to former NFL greats like Larry Csonka to join his team. Before attempting to bring Nedomansky to the Toros, Bassett spent more than $2 million to bring two of Canada's most iconic hockey players—Frank Mahovlich and Paul Henderson—to Toronto.

In the years leading up to his defection, the Czechoslovakian team captain had managed to meet with NHL general managers, including Punch Imlach of the Buffalo Sabres. Meetings were facilitated by George “the Baron” Gross, a longtime Toronto sports writer who had defected to the West in 1949 after the Communist takeover of Czechoslovakia. Having been previously imprisoned by the incoming Communist regime in Czechoslovakia, Gross pretended to be a kayaker in training and paddled with a friend across the Danube and into Austria before resurfacing in Toronto. A founding sports editor of the Toronto Sun, Gross always entertained Czechoslovakian hockey players during their trips to Toronto and had developed a pleasant relationship with Big Ned, who bided his time before coming to North America.

“I was only 27 years old then. Czechoslovakia still needed me,” Nedomansky told Sports Illustrated's Mark Mulvoy in 1974. “When you become 30, that's when they don't need you anymore. I had to wait.”

Shortly after turning 30 in 1974, Nedomansky began planning his clandestine trip to North America. Both the Toros and the NHL's Atlanta Flames, who had obtained Nedomansky's negotiating rights from the Sabres, had attempted to negotiate Nedomansky's legal release with the Czechoslovak government. When that acquisition failed to materialize, the quest to bring Nedomansky to the West took a more secretive turn.

In July 1974, Nedomansky acquired a travel visa and packed his wife, Vera, and son, Vaclav Jr., into their Chrysler, along with three pieces of luggage. More than three bags would have aroused suspicion among government officials that the Nedomanskys might not return. They arrived in Bern, Switzerland, where Nedomansky met up with Richard Farda, a national team teammate who had also successfully requested government clearance to travel to Switzerland. It was then that Nedomansky contacted the Toros' and Flames' front offices, both of which immediately sent representatives to Bern. In the end, Ned sided with Toronto, signing a five-year, $750,000 contract. With the deal freshly signed, Toros general manager Buck Houle immediately ran to the Canadian consulate to acquire a visa for Nedomansky and his family.

After arriving in Toronto as a landed immigrant, Nedomansky instantly became Toronto's newest sports star. What's more, he had also touched off a fiery political back-and-forth between the WHA and the International Ice Hockey Federation. In bringing Nedomansky to Canada, the Toros had not compensated the federation: cash was supposed to be paid to member nations in exchange for their players' services. Excited to have his new star player in Toronto, Houle would only say that the Toros were “not compelled to pay anything to anyone.”

Having arrived in Canada wearing a yellow sports shirt and a pair of faded blue jeans, Nedomansky told the Toros that he would need to buy some new suits. Fortunately, Bassett's Toros co-owner, John Craig Eaton, was the owner of one of Canada's largest department store chains.

Although technically he had come to Canada legally, Vaclav Nedomansky had escaped from behind the Iron Curtain with his wife and young son with no idea when, or even if, he would ever see his friends and family again—though Farda eventually joined him in Canada. Nedomansky was effectively erased from the local history books back home. Despite having served for more than a decade on the Czechoslovakian national team and leading Czechoslovakia to its most enduring sporting triumphs, it was almost as if Big Ned had never existed.

“He just disappeared. Everybody was afraid. If somebody defected, afterward you wouldn't even mention their name. Because you were afraid that someone was listening. Somebody was trying to catch you and give away information to the KGB or Czechoslovakian police,” says Frycer, who himself defected in 1981. “You couldn't talk about people like Nedomansky. There was rumors he betrayed his country and all these things. People were really afraid.”

Once in Toronto, transitioning to Western life wasn't terribly difficult for Nedomansky. In Bratislava, he had been pursuing dual degrees in physical fitness and biology, so he had the intellectual capacity to learn a new language and adopt a new culture. But there were still anxieties born out of his experiences in Czechoslovakia.

“We trained one year in Sweden and I can remember that we had some exhibition games in Finland. He did not join us for those games in Finland because he was still worried. It was so close to Russia, they [KGB agents] might still come and get him. There was a fear factor there for sure,” says Leger. “There's a lot of horror stories of people who have defected and they get them sooner or later. I remember traveling at that time and seeing many KGB agents in Zurich and those kinds of places. They had agents everywhere.”

As one of the first players to arrive from behind the Iron Curtain, it was important that Nedomansky set a strong precedent for the countless countrymen secretly following his exploits back home on Radio Free Europe. Transitioning to Western life may have taken Nedomansky some time, but he was an instant hit on the ice. He scored three goals in his first five games with the Toros and in his first game at Toronto's Maple Leaf Gardens, 14,000 spectators—the largest crowd in Toros history—serenaded him with a chorus of “Big Ned, Big Ned.” But adversity would soon arise in Big Ned's Canadian adventure.

In his second season with the club, despite Nedomansky's astonishing 56 goals, the Toros finished with the worst record in the WHA. With Toronto's “other hockey team” struggling to attract fans, change was in order. So, as he had with the Toronto Northmen of the World Football League, Bassett decided to move the team southward, taking the Toros to Birmingham and renaming them the Bulls. Just two years after abandoning everything he had ever known in coming from one hockey-mad country to another, the prospect of playing ice hockey south of the Mason-Dixon Line wasn't particularly appealing to Nedomansky. “He didn't want their mint juleps and their bully beef,” Greenglass says of Nedomansky's response to the move. “That didn't fly.”

Nedomansky was also unsure how his landed immigrant status would transfer to the United States and unhappy with the move to Birmingham. That displeasure was evident in his play with the team formerly known as the Toros. After he scored 56 goals the previous season in Toronto, his production dipped to 36 goals in Birmingham. Halfway through the team's first season down south, Sports Illustrated's Peter Gammons captured the affair succinctly, writing: “The Bulls regularly fill about half the seats in the 16,753-seat Coliseum, but so far they lead the WHA in only two departments: payroll and losses.”

Noting how Birmingham consistently sold out their World Football League games, Bassett hoped he could capture the hearts and minds of Alabamans in creating a new hockey hotbed. The team even conducted a hockey seminar for students at the University of Alabama. But despite their best efforts, hockey wasn't winning over Alabamans, nor vice versa. While Nedomansky had his reservations about the move, Bulls' defensemen Jim Dorey and Barry Long refused to make the trip, and other Bulls' players publicly expressed their skepticism.

Unable to piece together wins, the 1976–77 Birmingham Bulls finished ahead of only the Phoenix Roadrunners and the Minnesota Fighting Saints, who folded barely halfway through the season. For the most part, the maiden campaign in Birmingham was a disaster. On a Thanksgiving night game against the New England Whalers, Whalers coach Harry Neale was heckled so mercilessly by Birmingham fans that he eventually grabbed a stick and went into the stands. Local police broke up the confrontation before taking Neale to the local station for questioning. At the next home game, Alabama state troopers were stationed behind the visitors' bench. “No hockey crowd in the world can drink beer with these fans,” Bulls executive vice president Peter McAskile told Gammons.

For a player of Nedomansky's background, these kinds of hysterics weren't amusing. His second season with the Bulls didn't fare any better. Nedomansky started the 1977–78 campaign with a pedestrian two goals and three assists in 12 games before being traded to the Detroit Red Wings of the National Hockey League in the first-ever interleague transaction.

“I asked for a trade before we first moved to Birmingham but he [Bassett] wouldn't let me go,” Nedomansky told reporters after the trade. “At the beginning, Quebec and Winnipeg were interested in me, but Bassett wouldn't trade me to another WHA team.”

But Detroit wasn't exactly an ideal location either for a 33-year-old athlete who likely had only a few years left in his career. Although he was moving from a franchise in severe financial straits to an NHL team with greater security, the man who had played for a single team in Czechoslovakia for over a decade was nervous about the move. He and his family, which now included a second child, were also applying for Canadian citizenship, which compelled Nedomansky to consider commuting to Detroit from across the border in Windsor, Ontario. “We tried to explain to Vaclav that this was a good move for him to go to Detroit,” says Leger, who was Birmingham's general manager when Nedomansky was traded. “He would be sure that he was getting his money. But it was really traumatic for him.”

Just a few weeks after arriving in Detroit in November 1977, Nedomansky was reminded of his previous escape from his old national team. Scheduled to play against the Red Wings on January 2, HC Kladno, one of Czechoslovakia's best-known hockey clubs, was suddenly expressing deep reservations about facing off against their former comrade. The contest was part of an eight-game exhibition series between NHL and Czechoslovakian club teams. But not long after Nedomansky's arrival in Detroit, the Czechoslovakian Ice Hockey Federation told NHL president John Ziegler and the NHL Players' Association that it did not approve of Nedomansky, whom it considered suspended under International Ice Hockey Federation rules, suiting up for the Wings against his former countrymen. In response, Ziegler told the Czechoslovakian Ice Hockey Federation that it could either accept Nedomansky's participation in the series or
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