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FOREWORD

OBJECTS IN THE
REAR-VIEW
MIRROR

If you were there at the time, a bell-bottomed kid living and dying with a favourite National Hockey League team, you’ll know why a return ticket to the 1970s might be a welcome, thrilling journey. Like, oh boy, turning back the clock and reuniting with your first girlfriend, if only for a little while. Hockey at the time was an astonishing, decade-long surprise party. Bobby Orr, a teenager, one of our tribe, had taken over what was North America’s most conservative, stodgy sport in 1966, changing everything. Soon, a series of big-haired baby boomers, from Brad Park to Guy Lafleur to some kid named Wayne Gretzky, would follow in his jet stream.

And talk about boom! Hockey in the 1970s was as passionate and violent as the music, movies and politics that define the era.

Oh no, more punishing geezer nostalgia, you may be thinking. Some old fart saying everything was better once upon a time. Why should anyone under 40 care about games now decades old? Because it says here that if you truly want to understand and appreciate modern hockey, which I would argue is better—faster, smarter and more competitive—than ever, you need to understand the sport’s wild, formative years. If the child is father to the man, the wilful, hungry adolescent is the barely supressed self who still calls the shots when duty calls.

NHL expansion was first contemplated in 1963. The league doubled in size (to 12 teams) in 1967. In coming years, hockey would experience a crazy, difficult-to-predict—or fathom—growth spurt. All the major characteristics of the modern game—the calculated aggression, furious pace, preoccupation with size and reliance on analytics—arrived in the turbulent, pell-mell ’70s.

That’s why it’s important to understand what happened to hockey at the time, to feel or re-experience the cold-shower shock of all the surprises. The perpetually last-place, presumably doomed Boston Bruins, led by the aforementioned Orr, winning the Stanley Cup in 1970! Two years later, a Russian hockey team—mere amateurs, it was said—clobbering NHL all-stars in Montreal. And then, a month later, those same professionals, chastened, bent on revenge, accomplishing something Napoleon never managed: capturing Moscow.

Yes, international hockey, our intermittent obsession, began with a clash of cymbals in the ’70s. With a clash of symbols, too—Team Canada vs. the Soviet Union was advertised as a contest between good and evil. It goes without saying that both sides figured their opponents were the bad guys. Another surprise, although it wouldn’t sink in for a while: the country that would benefit most from the collision of hockey-playing nations would be Bobby Orr’s adopted homeland, the United States, now the sport’s youngest superpower.*

The good-vs.-evil stuff didn’t end with international hockey. Making the battle for NHL supremacy—the playoffs—an even more potent adventure, two very different NHL superpowers emerged in the mid-’70s. Incredibly, the Philadelphia Flyers, a seven-year-old expansion team full of agitated, twitchy bruisers—the Dirty Two Dozen, if you will—won the Stanley Cup in consecutive years before facing the Montreal Canadiens in the 1976 playoff finals. The Habs were seen as standard bearers for “old-fashioned” hockey—the heroic, gallant Flying Frenchmen. In truth, they too were something new. The Broad Street Bullies, as the Flyers were then and are still known, won by bending the rules and changing how the game was played—being more aggressive, playing faster, turning lines over more quickly, than opponents. The Canadiens would succeed by mounting a carefully plotted counterinsurgency, compiling a bigger, faster, younger team than the Flyers.

They turned the game up another notch.

Both teams practised harder than anyone else (except maybe the luckless New York Rangers). Under coach Freddy Shero, the Flyers were the first NHL team to build a weight room and to perform calisthenics on ice. They worked endlessly on a defensive system, memorizing breakout patterns and plays that would become ingrained, automatic. Montreal’s coach, Scotty Bowman, an obsessive strategist so familiar with performance numbers—who did what against certain lines—that he would be nicknamed “Rain Man,” attacked the Flyers by mixing and matching lines on the fly.

It could be argued that every modern Stanley Cup final is a return to the 1976 Habs–Flyers confrontation—chess played with explosives.

Seventies hockey remains with us in practice and in spirit. Every January, there is a nationally televised all-star prospects game held in Canada. The country’s best teenagers play for scouts, fans and fun. The coaches are always the same: the True North’s patron saints of shinny, Bobby Orr and Don Cherry—both ’70s hockey guys forever. Scotty Bowman remains an advisor to what is the NHL’s most successful team, the Chicago Blackhawks. Son Stan Bowman is the general manager.

In some essential ways, ’70s hockey never ended. That is why games and players from so long ago remain relevant. Yes, objects in the rear-view mirror are often closer than they seem.


* The biggest ever American TV audience for a hockey game remains the evening rerun of the 1980 Winter Games upset of the Soviet Uniion national team by the United States, represented by an unlikely, overachieving group of collegians. The Miracle on Ice attracted 34.2 million viewers.




PROLOGUE

LADY BYNG DIED
IN BOSTON

Everyone stared. Why was he coming to class with an overripe plum spilling from his eye?

Oh no, that was his eye!

He was an Ottawa 67. I forget his name. It was the spring of 1971. Other junior hockey players went to Glebe Collegiate in Ottawa. Wayne Merrick, later a star with the New York Islanders, was in science class with me. Mr. Plum hardly ever made it to art class—maybe because it was first period, too early for a kid getting home late from games in Sudbury or Windsor. Days earlier, he evidently showed up for a match with the London Knights. Ottawa–London playoffs were wars—fights, stick-swinging out of Robin Hood, young blood everywhere. A reporter even then, I pressed for details.

“Aw, two guys got me in a corner.”

“Going to play tonight?”

“Don’t know. My mom says I shunt play anymore.”

Derek Sanderson became a National Hockey League player because his dad was impressed by a Maclean’s magazine article declaring hockey to be Canada’s most admired profession. That was back when Louis St. Laurent was prime minister. The ’50s. Twenty years later, it was a different story: the ’70s saw 16 NHL players arrested for on-ice mayhem. Later in the decade, Ontario’s attorney general held a formal investigation into hockey violence. To this day, many believe the Clockwork Orange Philadelphia Flyers mugged Lord Stanley’s Cup. (In the 1954–55 season, hockey’s toughest team, the Detroit Red Wings, engaged in 22 fights. By comparison, the Flyers’ Dave “The Hammer” Schultz had 37 brawls all on his own in 1974–75.)

Mom says I shunt play anymore. How did hockey, Canada’s great character builder, suddenly become bad for you? NHL president Clarence Campbell was once asked this very question. “I consider [the violence] part of a worldwide phenomenon,” Campbell responded. “We’re all aware of the breakdown in respect for constituted authority. I believe this is reflected in sports.”

So it was society’s fault. Interesting theory—one at odds with the standard explanation of how hockey went “bad” in the ’70s, a story that goes something like this …

The NHL was an eastern, six-team, train-travel league in 1967. The ’70s sports boom proved to be too much. On the skate heels of expansion in ’67, the World Hockey Association arrived in 1972—a shifting confederacy that saw a dozen teams hopscotch North America. Who can forget the Miami Screaming Eagles? Or remember the Dayton Arrows? The NHL grew, too, with teams arriving in pairs, like animals boarding Noah’s Ark, in 1970, 1972 and 1974. What with franchises skipping town to beat rent, big-league hockey became attached to nearly 40 locations in the ’70s. There wasn’t enough talent. Suddenly, minor-league outlaws made it big.

Goodbye, Lady Byng, hockey’s great patroness; hello, Ogie Ogilthorpe, lead villain from the movie Slap Shot.

The only problem with the theory that expansion coarsened hockey is that it ignores history. Like how Edmonton police quelled an on-ice riot during the 1965 Memorial Cup. Indeed, the crucial moment when tactical violence came to the NHL probably occurred while JFK was in the White House: on October 8, 1963, when the Montreal Canadiens and the Boston Bruins took the ice at the Boston Garden. Twelve seconds in, rookie John Ferguson whaled the piss out of Boston’s Ted Green. What could Terrible Teddy have possibly done to irk Ferguson? Nothing. Tired of having their wings clipped by Anglo ruffians, the Flying Frenchmen had signed the first of a new breed—the hired gun who shot first.

Maybe Clarence Campbell was right. It wasn’t expansion. A fever had swept the planet—riots in the United States, revolution in the air in Paris and Montreal. What to make of the lady streaker who in 1973 turned L.A.’s Fabulous Forum into the Folies Bergère? Or the race riot in Quebec City during the 1971 Memorial Cup? (One spectator threw a knife at Marcel Dionne, the Drummondville “traitor” who had “defected” to Ontario to play hockey.) What about other sports? There was Disco Demolition Night, held during a 1979 Chicago–Detroit baseball doubleheader at Comiskey Park. Fans invaded the field after 20,000 albums were blown sky high, stealing bats and gloves while eluding incoming missiles from the stands (albums by Kid Creole and the Coconuts). The second game was cancelled.

Could all this have been the Philadelphia Flyers’ fault?

No. For some reason, blood boiled at a lower temperature in the ’70s. A college memory: it’s November 1976, days after René Levesque’s Parti Québécois was elected, scaring the hell out of English Canada. I’m sitting in a Montreal movie theatre on a Friday night in Westmount, the prosperous English side of town. Ladies shake off their furs, reaching for creamy toffees in their purses. Husbands settle in, hoping not to snore. And then “our” national anthem comes on—it played before movies then—and seconds later, this reserved crowd, most of them strangers, join as one, on their feet, singing:


With glowing hearts, we see thee rise

The true north strong and free …



Patriotism was a growth industry in those days. The 3,000 Canadians who flew to Moscow to watch “our boys” take on Russia in the 1972 Summit Series were given two maple leaf banners, one for each hand, as they boarded planes—gifts from a new corporate body, Hockey Canada (it was official: we were now a nation-sport). Some NHL teams became religious cults. In Philadelphia, Kate Smith showed up to sing “God Bless America” before big games. Bobby Orr’s teammates called him God. In Montreal, Guy Lafleur was sometimes confused with King Louis XIV. “Do you like Guy?” folk-rocker Robert Charlebois asked a 1976 Montreal crowd. Screams shook Stade Olympique. “I like him too,” said Charlebois. “In the winter, he replaces the sun.”

Delirium spilled into violence when cults collided. Three great teams—the Boston Bruins, the Philadelphia Flyers and the Montreal Canadiens—dominated the NHL in the 1970s, winning every Stanley Cup. Their fans may not have been ready to die for their team, but they were prepared to kill. Boston supporters frequently intruded on storylines, not just by cheering on the home side, but by offering to personally “handle” things, sometimes even pulling a Jack Ruby, jumping out of a crowd to harm a hated opponent.

Protestors and supporters began showing up at games, bearing signs. This was new. Except for the Richard Riot on St. Patrick’s Day, 1955, when placard-bearing demonstrators (“Pas de Richard, pas de Coupe”) arrived at the Montreal Forum to challenge Campbell’s suspension of Rocket Richard, fans would never picket, let alone call for murder en masse. They did now. Cut to Boston Garden, April 2, 1969, minutes after Toronto’s Saint Paddy’s Day float, Pat Quinn, knocked out God. What was it that the crowd was shouting?

“Get Quinn! Get Quinn! Get Quinn!”

In 1970, Bruins fans swarmed the ice when their guys won the Cup. First time that ever happened. “We won” clearly meant something more than it once had—the distinction between my team and myself had become blurred. And not just among beer-blind fans in the cheap seats. In the Summit Series, Team Canada organizer Alan Eagleson, executive director of the NHL Players’ Association and president of the Conservative Party of Ontario, decided a goal light hadn’t come on fast enough in Moscow and took matters into his own clenched fists, wading through the Russian army in a bid to switch the damn goal light on himself.

While 3,000 Canadians, guests of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, chanted, “Da da Canada; nyet, nyet Soviet.”

Yes, it was a different time … not more exciting, but certainly more excited. And it all began in Boston, where the signs first showed up. “The Garden is festooned with banners,” the great Hockey Night in Canada play-by-play man Danny Gallivan told us one night. JESUS SAVES, BUT ESPOSITO SCORES ON THE REBOUND, read bumper stickers throughout New England. The Boston Garden was also where the idea of sportsmanship in hockey was put away, mothballed like an old-fashioned sweater. Once upon a time, in 1925, Marie Evelyn Moreton, Lady Byng, wife of Canada’s governor general, invited her favourite Ottawa Senator, Frank Nighbor, to Rideau Hall, offering him tea and a trophy to be donated to hockey players who, like the “Pembroke Peach,” combined sportsmanship with hockey excellence.

Though up for the occasional tea party, Boston didn’t take its hockey with peaches or cream. One night, as the HNIC camera panned the Garden, you could read a sign that said all you need to know about professional hockey in the 1970s:

LADY BYNG DIED IN BOSTON
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1

SON OF A GUN

So this kid walked into the Boston Bruins’ dressing room. Strolled right in like he owned the place. Most likely the interloper was working a chaw of Dubble Bubble; indeed, five years later, he’d be chewing gum on Johnny Carson’s Tonight Show, slouched in the guest chair, explaining to the king of American late-night TV that the only good-looking chick in Niagara Falls had dumped him, so he split. Polished brass and a sprouting fountain of raven-black hair would one day put him on GQ magazine’s list of the 25 Coolest Athletes of All time.* But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. On December 11, 1965, Derek “Turk” Sanderson was just another 19-year-old who had seen too many Steve McQueen movies.

As for Turk’s new teammates, they were a weary, gallant lot—NHLers in a six-team league, among the top 120 hockey players in the word. Pros! Still, Boston had lost to Montreal, 8–3, just a couple nights earlier. Before that, Chicago had pushed them around like mops, winning 10–1. (Stan Mikita had a hat trick; Phil Esposito, a galling 23-year-old loudmouth, two goals and an assist.) Tonight, even with future Hall of Famer Bernie Parent in net, Boston would be shredded, losing 8–3 to Toronto in Maple Leaf Gardens. Mired in a month-long winless streak that would see them outscored 65–25, the beleaguered Bruins had come to process defeat with elaborate tomfoolery—RCAF flyboys prior to a skirmish early on in the Battle of Britain, laughing hard to numb the sense of impending doom.

Sanderson’s studied nonchalance was too much for some. One NHL veteran, 33-year-old journeyman Ron Stewart, fell to his knees, giving Sanderson the Allah-be-praised treatment: “Are we supposed to bow down to you, great stranger?”

“The fuck you talking about?”

The kid had everyone’s attention now. Like children at an adult gathering, NHL rookies were supposed to be seen, not heard. “You’re going to take us by the hand and lead us out of the woods so that we have a winning season,” Stewart continued, his smile tightening.

“Somebody’s going to have to,” Turk snorted. “You haven’t made the playoffs in six years, so it may as well be me. Get up off your knees, asshole.” Suddenly, the Bruins dressing room was library quiet. A junior dripping wet behind the ears had just kneecapped a roomful of NHLers.

First minute he met them.

While chewing gum.

Ladies and gentlemen, we give you Turk Sanderson—born to raise eyebrows. To celebrate his 17th birthday, Turk swilled 30 draft beers in as many minutes to impress junior teammates. Or maybe he invented the story years later to win a reporter’s attention. Turk liked to be noticed. And the quickest routes to notoriety in the mid-’60s involved sex and violence. At first, Derek concentrated on the latter. His first mention in the New England sporting press had come months earlier, when the Boston Globe printed the following summary of a game from the Canadian junior championship, the 1965 Memorial Cup final: “The [Edmonton] Oil Kings beat [Niagara] Falls, 5–1, in a game that had to be called three minutes before the end because of fighting on the ice and in stands … police reserves halted the brutality … three Edmonton fans dragged Derek Sanderson into a room under the stands and beat him up.”

What had happened was, with the game lost, Niagara Falls initiated a Wild West saloon brawl. Fights broke out, 20 or so arms windmilling en masse. All that was missing was a guy with garters on his shirtsleeves playing honky-tonk piano. Gum-chewing Sanderson and Oil King Bob Falkenberg were conspicuous wallflowers at the beginning, watching little Fran Huck of Edmonton take a beating from bruiser Guy Allen. When Falkenberg relaxed, looking down to sweep a fallen stick from his feet, Turk came alive, unveiling a looping sucker punch that caught his opponent flush in the jaw. Falkenberg was out cold, still holding his stick, upon hitting the ice. Sanderson then leapt upon his prey, landing seven rights to Falkenberg’s twitching face before a game official (with a cast on his hand) yanked him away. A minute later, cops boot-skated onto the ice, twirling batons. And the Edmonton Gardens’ real-life organist broke into “God Save the Queen” to remind players who and where they were.


… And let our Empire be

Loyal, united, free

True to herself and Theeee

God save the Queen.



Sanderson’s savagery did not go unnoticed by Oil Kings alumni, who formed a grumbling posse, intercepting Turk before he made the dressing room. Tossing him into darkened first-aid quarters, the trio bludgeoned the Ontario junior, throwing his slack, bloodied body into the hallway. Sanderson would later say that Glen Sather, former Oil King and future GM/coach of the Edmonton Oilers and New York Rangers, was one of the vigilantes. But let’s not let that fascinating tidbit distract us from the greater question: What was up with Derek Sanderson?

In a sport where interns traditionally observe a variation of omertà—the Sicilian code of silence—how to explain a purposefully violent motormouth who put on a show as easily as others slip on a shirt? Well, it was complicated. On one hand, Sanderson so infuriated Niagara Falls Flyers GM Hap Emms that Emms had the centre wear a puck—dangling from a skate lace—around his neck, forcing Turk to go two weeks at school with a scarlet letter bouncing atop his chest—Puck hog! At the same time, Sanderson was painfully shy growing up. He cried the first time a referee gave him a penalty in peewee. At a Grade 9 YMCA mixer, Derek asked a girl to dance. She said yes, but then exploded into laughter when the hockey player tried to bust a move. Turk never, ever danced again.

Later, in high school, at Niagara Falls Collegiate Institute, in public speaking class, Derek was asked to deliver an address to his school. The petrified teenager was given 12 days to prepare for the speech.

He quit high school on the 11th day.

Show business is crowded with insecure show-offs who need the love of millions to validate their self-worth. Or as Beatle John summed it up it in his 1970 confessional, “I Found Out”: I heard something ’bout my ma and my pa / They didn’t want me so they made me a star. Derek was well loved by parents Harold and Caroline. Still, family history helps explain why Turk was bound for glory. Dumped by his girlfriend at age 17, Derek’s dad quit high school and joined the Scottish Foreign Legion, enlisting in the Cameron Highlanders. Just so he could strut past his ex’s, resplendent in tartan. Take that! Seven weeks later, Harold Sanderson was in Britain, operational, First Battalion out of Ottawa, one of 800 marching soldiers. That number was whittled down by D-Day. There were so many battles—Caen, Carpiquet, the Orne, Bourguébus Ridge. It went on: Faubourg de Vaucelles, Falaise, Quesnay Wood, the Liaison, Boulogne, the Scheldt, Breskens Pocket, the Rhineland, Waal Flats, the Hochwald, the Rhine, Zutphen, Deventer, Leer, the Battle of Northwest Europe. Two hundred of Harold’s fellow Highlanders were killed.

Derek’s dad was wounded twice, collecting five medals and a lifetime of supressed nightmares.

He recuperated from his first war wound in Kircaldy, Scotland. The weekend before he returned to the front, he went to a movie, wearing his dress kilt to impress the natives. Once inside, he only had eyes for a busy, attractive usherette. Harold stayed for five showings, coming alive whenever the dark-haired beauty passed, waving her torch. Hey there, I’m a … No response. Undaunted, Harold returned to the same theatre the next day, hours before shipping out—five more screenings of the same bloody movie. When the cinema finally closed, he pursued the petrified usherette out the door, sitting behind her on the bus, babbling like a fool.

Yep, sure rains a lot in Scotland …

Not even a smile.

Still yakking, Harold followed the girl home. Eventually, she escaped, running up stairs and disappearing into her home. Moments later, her father materialized, staring down at a skinny Canadian teenager drowning in a baggy tartan skirt.

“How is the war going, son?”

“Fine, sir.”

Harold talked his way inside. Addresses were exchanged. Letters flew. Dear Caroline … Dearest Harold. When Harold was wounded a second time, he asked to return to Kircaldy.

He and Caroline spent their wedding night in a grandfather’s home—a building that was bombed weeks later. Derek’s older sister Karen was born while Harold was fighting in Germany; Derek himself was conceived in Kircaldy before the newlyweds returned to Niagara Falls, where Harold quickly found a job at Kimberly-Clark, helping in the manufacture of feminine hygiene products.

What is it that Oscar Wilde called Niagara Falls—“The second great disappointment for a woman on her honeymoon”? Could a sparky daredevil like Harold Sanderson find happiness pushing Kotex past the finish line in sleepy postwar Ontario? What to do with all that restless energy? He was reading at home one day after work, nursing a beer probably, when—eureka!—an idea hit him: “Listen to this, Caroline. Maclean’s has a story here that ranks the most respected professions in Canada. What do you think is the most respected profession?”

“Doctor?”

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you? They say playing hockey is Canada’s most respected profession. I’ll be damned.” A few seconds later: “My boy is going to be a hockey player.”

And so Turk Sanderson’s apprenticeship began. Harold fixed butter knives to the bottom of Derek’s first shoes. Later, he spread linoleum on the driveway, building a practice net from abandoned (?) pipes at Kimberly-Clark. After work, Harold swung by the Niagara Falls Memorial Coliseum, searching for pucks lost under seats. Thirsty for knowledge, Harold attended CBC’s Sports College,** a Saturday morning radio show hosted by hockey guru Lloyd Percival. Derek learned hockey the new-fashioned way. The way Russian coaches, who memorized pirated editions of Percival’s slim volume, The Hockey Handbook, taught the game back in Moscow and Minsk—skating first. To ensure that Derek could turn and push off both skates, Harold adopted one of Percival’s drills, insisting that his son carry the puck around a backyard rink 200 times in one direction, then 200 times in the opposite direction.

And what a rink! Like many Canadian baby boomers, Derek grew up in virgin suburbs—Popsicle-stick trees stabbed into freshly sodded emerald lawns; three bedrooms and a bath, plus a finished basement that had anyone over six feet doing the limbo. The $4,000 bungalows came with modest backyards perfect for smoky barbecues and, in winter, two-on-two hockey, if Dad was willing to stand outside in his pyjamas and duffle coat before going to bed, smoking a cigarette down to the filter, laying down a fresh layer of ice with a gurgling garden hose.

But why stop at a regulation backyard rink? The neighbour behind Harold Sanderson, an Italian fellow, enjoyed gardening. Harold approached him with an idea. You scratch my back … Mr. Sanderson supersized Derek’s rink, joining two backyards into a vast frozen oval. In return, the neighbour was allowed to convert the joint properties into a lush, steaming tomato orchard in the summer.

Derek played organized youth hockey (United Electrical, Local 53), plus all the unorganized versions—on the street, on the driveway and on his deluxe, personalized backyard arena. Weekends were all hockey. Saturday night was spent watching Hockey Night in Canada; plopped on the chesterfield next to Dad, who supplemented Bill Hewitt’s play-byplay of Leafs games with his own running commentary.

See the way Davey Keon drops his stick at the last second for a sweep check? … Beautiful.

Hockey, hockey, hockey. It never stopped. “Don’t forget to brush your teeth,” Caroline Sanderson shouted to Derek at bedtime. “Why bother?” Dad chuckled from the couch, lost in a magazine. “He’s going to be a hockey player—won’t have any teeth.” Even sleep gave way to shinny. Derek received free ice time for working as an ice scraper at Flyers games. The arena was his after midnight on Sundays. There was a catch. Memorial Coliseum didn’t leave the lights on. Who cared? Turk and his pals chased about like phantoms, intuiting each other’s positions from the scratch of skates.

Still, it wasn’t butter knives on baby shoes or playing hockey in the dark that made young Derek Sanderson into the combustible package that exploded onto the NHL in 1967. The player everyone called Turk emerged from one-on-ones with Dad—interludes where Lloyd Percival’s name seldom came up. His second practice in peewee, minutes into his hockey career, Derek took an errant puck to his naked head. Minutes later, he reached up and felt a wet knot on his skull. “Holy cow, I’m bleeding,” the seven-year old cried. “Dad, Dad, look at this.”

Coach Sanderson skated over. “Only 20 minutes left in practice … you won’t bleed to death,” Harold told his boy before turning to the team. “Line up, stops and starts.”

Let’s go, I’m running a steamship here, not a mission.

Derek continued, blood raining from his head. Teammates and parents hanging over the boards stared in wonder. For a tyke who wasn’t sure he could measure up to his war hero dad, the outpouring of respect felt like a warm-spreading drug. Derek was to have other hockey instructors in Niagara Falls. Harold, though, remained his head coach. A few winters later, Derek scored four goals in a game but backed away from a donnybrook, wanting to stay on the ice. Afterwards, Harold was fuming. Never back away from a fight, he told his son. Never! Hit first and hit hard, and then watch how the world gets out of your way. Harold learned that during the war.

Next game, during the warm-up, the same teams performed lazy circles in their own ends, getting loose. Derek timed his next lap, arriving at centre ice the same time as the guy he’d refused to fight in the game previous. Ka-pow—the old Pearl Harbor move. The other player crumpled to the ice, with Derek on top of him, pounding away. As Derek would remember in Crossing the Line, his as-told-to autobiography with Kevin Shea, “I got kicked out of the game, but there was never a happier guy on the planet than my dad! My teammates gave me more respect, and the word went out: ‘Don’t hit Sanderson—he’s crazy!’ Once that message started circulating, it was amazing the respect I got. I liked that.”

Soon as Derek joined the hometown Flyers, GM Emms made it clear to the youngster that his father was no longer coach. Still, Harold had the last word. In late 1965, the Boston Bruins had their two Ontario junior teams, the Niagara Falls Flyers and apprentice saviour Bobby Orr’s Oshawa Generals, square off in the Boston Garden. All in an effort to convince Hub fans that help was on the way. Harold provided Derek with a game plan: “There are only two guys everyone is going to notice in Boston,” he advised his boy, “Bobby Orr and the player who fights Bobby Orr.”

They noticed Turk, all right, when he made his first trip to Boston. It was the Monday after Christmas, and only 5,778 fans turned up at the Garden. Other stuff was happening: Thunderball, the underwater Bond, had just opened. Besides, kids were still spinning Christmas gifts—The Beatles’ Rubber Soul, along with The Rolling Stones’ December’s Children, the Byrds’ Turn! Turn! Turn! and The Who’s My Generation had all been released within a magical 48 hours a few weeks before. Nevertheless, hockey loyalists who made the trek to the “Gah-den” were glad they did. Orr was fantastic, collecting a goal and two assists in the first period. Sanderson was held scoreless, but had fans’ heads turn-turn-turning anyway.

All he did, according to the Boston Globe, was incite a riot.

It happened in the middle of Orr’s spectacular opening 20 minutes. Number Two in the black Oshawa jersey (Bruins legend Eddie Shore’s old number!) was minding his own budding-superstar business, slipping and sliding past opponents like a downhill skier eluding stationary markers in an obstacle course. Then one of the obstacles turned into a locked turnstile, throwing out a stick. I’m here, too, buddy-boy. Turk Sanderson, number 17 on the bumble-bee outfitted (white-yellow-black) Niagara Falls Flyers, low-bridged Orr with his Northland. Orr responded with an elbow. And they were off—two Celt teenagers screaming and swearing at each other. Soon, both Boston junior farm teams were at war; there were 17 penalties, including lots of fights, in the very first period.

Emms stormed into the junior teams’ dressing rooms during the first intermission and gave everyone hell.

We’re not looking for the next Sonny Liston here, boys—play hockey!

The most telling moment in the exhibition match probably came after the game, when a Globe reporter sought Sanderson out in the dressing room. “Why’d you fight Orr?” he asked. Turk shrugged. “Would you be talking to me if I didn’t?”

Derek Sanderson led the Ontario Hockey Association Junior A league in scoring (101 points) and came second in penalties (193 minutes) in 1966–67, his final junior season.*** He was also tops in quotable quotes. A good hockey player, Turks was better copy. The high school dropout instinctively understood celebrity. (Who’s got the microphone? Where’s the camera?) He claimed never to read the stories he created, but he remained locked in public attention–seeking mode. That’s the way the pros did it. (“Don’t read your reviews, weigh them,” the era’s premier artist on the make, Andy Warhol, once said.) Turk figured out the hustle early on, becoming hockey’s first sports celebrity.

“Hockey players in the old days were 20 London Fog trench coats; nobody spoke out of turn,” Sanderson would later tell TV interviewer Mike Anscombe. In the fall of 1967, when Derek broke into the NHL, “old days” was a pejorative. Before Derek, hockey players, even youngsters like Ron Ellis and Paul Henderson, dressed like your uncle Hughie. Or worse still, a nark. They were also unfailingly quiet. Not Derek. By decade’s end he was wearing flared trousers, a Sgt. Pepper haircut and walrus moustache—hockey’s first soup strainer since the Leafs’ Garth Boesch back in the ’40s. And Turk talked and talked … as if he had been vaccinated with a phonograph needle.

“Why didn’t you win the MVP of the Ontario junior league?” the Boston Globe asked him at the Bruins’ 1967 training camp in London, Ontario. “They give a thing up there, but it’s for the most impressive and most gentlemanly player,” Turk laughed. “You know I was out on that gentlemanly thing.”

Derek appeared on Hockey Night in Canada for the first time on January 6, 1968. Disappointing parents and high school teachers everywhere, he chewed gum throughout the interview. Bemused host Ward Cornell closed off their chat with, “And Derek, you’re still a bachelor?”

“Oh yeah,” Turk grinned.

Women were suddenly part of the image. Radio station WBZ 1030 in Boston held a “Win a Date with Derek” contest—103 girls won a night out with Turk, all at the same time. Soon, he was an expert on the subject. “There are no better women in North America than in Montreal,” he confided to one interviewer, and then he threw in a scouting tip: “Pittsburgh is terrible.”

“What’s your pre-game meal?”

“A steak and a blonde.”

The TV appearances piled up. He soon had his own half-hour show in Boston—Everybody’s Talkin’ at Me: The Derek Sanderson Show. Linda Ronstadt was a guest. There was a tribute single—“Ballad of Derek the Turk” backed with “Score One More.” He wrote a book with Stan Fischler, I’ve Got to Be Me, and showed up on The Dick Cavett Show and Johnny Carson’s Tonight Show (twice). “Derek, you’ve got a pretty good career going for yourself,” said Johnny, “but what are you going to do when it’s over?”

Two beats. “Your seat doesn’t look too bad,” Derek said, eliciting big laughs. Johnny’s chortling sidekick, Ed McMahon, looked ready to explode. Sanderson was great at playing puck’s bad boy. Once, in Vegas, Muhammad Ali spotted Derek at a table and approached him, smiling. “I’m a big fan,” he said.

Thanks, Champ. Y’mind? I’m trying to play some cards here.

Turk let the good times roll all over him. He opened a nightclub with the National Football League’s (NFL) reigning superstar, Broadway Joe Namath, and then a saloon of his own, Daisy Buchanan’s, at the corner of Newbury and Fairfield, in the heart of Boston. Suddenly he was Rick in Casablanca. There was a Playboy club just down the street and Derek could write off any tab. Bunnies drank free.

At first even the hangovers worked out all right. Boston magazine wanted to do a cover story on Derek for its January 1971 issue. A photographer, John van-Schalkwyk, summoned the hockey player to his studio. Turk showed up drunk and was sent home. Next day, they shot for two unproductive hours. Derek was a mess. In withdrawal from a two-pack-a-day Export “A” habit (he puffed two cigarettes between periods every game), the hockey player begged for a smoke break. He put his hands together as if in prayer. Pretty please. Grabbing quickly for his Hasselbad 500, van-Schalkwyk snapped Turk’s happy response to finally being allowed to spark up.

The resulting photograph came with the cover line “The Beatification of Derek Sanderson.” Perfect—Turk Sanderson, hoodlum saint. Derek was suddenly the hippest athlete-celebrity in the world.

Actually, the rebel-angel stuff was a crock. Derek wore a moustache not because he wanted to be a walrus like Beatle Paul, but because his dad wore one. He flashed a peace sign after fights not out of solidarity with 1968 Paris student protesters, but because Winston Churchill, the original V-for-victory guy, was Harold Sanderson’s hero. Throw away the fighting and yapping, and Derek Sanderson was maybe the most conservative 20-something hockey player around. His signature play—the sweep check—was almost extinct by the time he arrived in the NHL. And Derek had veteran, old-pro skills. He was excellent at faceoffs, responsible defensively, good at killing penalties.

He was Davey Keon with a harem and rock-star wig.

But how were millions of impressionable young hockey fans, boomers in search of a hockey protagonist who resembled their guitar heroes, to know that? To us, he looked like a character right out of the Rolling Stones’ “Street Fighting Man.” He sure skated the skate. Once, in Montreal, during a nationally televised Hockey Night in Canada game, Turk responded to a debris-throwing heckler by chasing the fan out the corridor of the Forum, down a ramp, and through two separate doorways out onto the street. Then he gave chase—on chopping skates—down a busy boulevard, losing the perp at the corner of Lambert-Closse and Ste-Catherine.

The assumption that Derek Sanderson was an angry child of the ’60s, a rabble-rouser in search of establishment scalps, was understandable. But really, Derek and his war-hero dad had the ’40s and ’70s transposed. In 1963, when Derek took his first seven stitches in a peewee game, Harold Sanderson pulled the sutures out with pliers and then carefully tucked away the brittle tracks of thread in a grey velvet watch box. He would preserve each of Derek’s subsequent 400 stitches. They were Turk’s World War II medals. Blood-red badges of courage. Reminders of what it cost to survive.

Derek was a very good hockey player. He would do a lot to make the Bruins world champions. Still, he did more to make them famous. Other teammates, particularly Terrible Teddy Green, Boston’s stick-swinging Paul Bunyan, and unlicensed surgeon Wayne Cashman, were far tougher. But Turk was maybe the active ingredient that made the Big Bad Bruins seem like plundering, recklessly thrilling pirates. All those sudden, dramatic mood swings. The kamikaze attacks. Once, in Toronto, he leapt over a net to get at a defender playing cat and mouse with the puck behind the goalie.

He could be dramatically unpredictable—irrational, even. Where did it come from? One explanation—Harold Sanderson’s boy was a sleeper agent from World War II … a bomb lit in 1944 that finally went off a quarter century later.

Frequently, the explosions came in newspapers: “The [Montreal] Canadiens don’t have the team, the defence, the talent or the guts,” Derek told reporters prior to the 1969 playoffs. “We have tougher workouts in practice than we’ve had in our games with the [St. Louis] Blues,” he informed scribes a winter later.

Derek Sanderson had a need to impress everyone (and maybe convince himself) that he was a big deal, tougher than the rest. The kid who cried over his first penalty in peewee hockey wanted to measure up to his charismatic war-hero dad. Occasionally, the desperation showed. One spring, after the playoffs, Derek found himself in Mexico, severely under the volcano. His companion from the night previous was gone. The Bruins star was alone with his thoughts—too much to bear. So, out of the blue, he phoned a reporter at the Boston Globe, making up a story about saving a damsel in distress, some actress, getting into a horrible fight over her honour.

All lies. Who knows why he told them? Maybe because life was sometimes was too difficult for Derek Sanderson. That was when Turk took over.


* GQ’s 25 coolest athletes of all time: Muhammad Ali, Mario Andretti, Arthur Ashe, George Best, Bjorn Borg, Tom Brady, Jim Brown, Julius Erving, Tim Lincecum, Walt Frazier, Bob Gibson, Allen Iverson, Bo Jackson, Michael Jordan, Jean-Claude Killy, Evel Knievel, Pete Maravich, Joe Namath, Arnold Palmer, Pelé, Gary Player, Derek Sanderson, Kelly Slater, Ken Stabler, and Ted Turner.

** At one point, almost three-quarters of a million listeners were registered as CBC’s Sports College fans. Percival’s book, The Hockey Handbook, would become more influential in the Soviet Union than in his native country. “I have read [it] like a schoolboy,” Anatoli Tarasov, the godfather of Soviet hockey, once told Percival.

*** The OHA Junior A penalty leaders in 1966–67: Jim Dorey, London Nationals, 196 minutes; Derek Sanderson, Niagara Falls Flyers, 193; John Schella, Peterborough Petes, 182; Steve Hunt, Peterborough Petes, 179; Mike Pelyk, Toronto Marlboros, 146.
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PETER PUCK

The key to kick-starting a business is uncovering a fresh audience. So when commissioner David Stern arrived at the floundering National Basketball Association in the late ’70s, he turned the game into a college kegger, with loot-tossing cheerleaders and wall-to-wall party music. The NFL and baseball owned dads and moms, a settled, loyal demographic. The NBA went after undeclared spenders: bell-bottomed kids soon to collect their first paycheques.

NBC tried the same trick with hockey. In the winter of 1972, the US network launched a weekly NHL game. Instead of throbbing disco, NBC tempted young Americans with an inexplicably cheerful cartoon figure, “Your ol’ pokecheck perfesser,” Peter Puck. Young Canadians hated Peter worse than geometry class, but they endured his squeaky intermission lectures (“Now we come to icing the puck—brrr-rrrr”) for a chance to watch Sunday afternoon games on cable—more hockey! There were two prime-time contests on NBC’s 1972–73 lineup; both featured the Boston Bruins. The NHL’s schedule was also rejigged to maximize Bruins appearances north of the border. Five of Boston’s six visits to Toronto and Montreal this season were on Saturdays, for Hockey Night in Canada.

The Bruins were popular on radio, too. By 1970, Bruins games on WBZ, with Fred Cusick and Johnny Peirson, were picked up in 38 states and much of the Great White North.

What gives? How could the locked-in-the-basement Bruins, the woeful pity party Turk Sanderson crashed in 1965, have become so popular?

Bobby Orr, that’s how. Bobby was the real Peter Puck, hockey’s first child star. Because of injuries (Achilles knees), Bobby was maybe more Peter Pan than Peter Puck; still, in nine miraculous seasons, from 1966–67 through 1974–75, the Hockey Star Who Was Never Allowed to Grow Up converted a generation of New Englanders to his sport, while convincing many English-Canadian kids to switch brand loyalties.

So long, Maple Leafs. See you later, Red Wings.

It was love at first sight—teenage love, and you know how that works. Really, it may be impossible for fans who grew up watching Bobby Orr not to become foolish talking about him. He seemed made up—preposterously, storybook good; a figment of our imagination, maybe. He was an NHL rookie at age 18, just out of Grade 11. At the time, though, Bobby looked five years younger, with a nervously bobbing Adam’s apple and ghastly, my-dad-made-me crew cut. In other words, he looked just like awkward, adolescent us. We watched him and felt ourselves soar. It would happen two or three times a period: the most modest of stars, Bobby would try to fit in for a shift or two, headmanning the puck to forwards. But every now and then, the thrill of his talent overwhelmed him; the teenager spotted an opening and took off like a paper scrap in the wind.

New England fell for Bobby particularly hard. That his family was from the old sod helped. Grandfather Robert Orr was a soccer star in Ballymena, Northern Ireland, before immigrating to the port of Parry Sound, three hours up Highway 400 from Toronto. Bobby’s dad, Doug, was a gifted hockey player who could’ve turned pro with the Eastern Hockey League Atlantic City Seagulls, but instead joined the Royal Canadian Navy in 1942. After the war, Dougie played sports, drank beer and worked intermittently in a dynamite factory. Talk about Irish! That the Orrs hailed from the Emerald Isle helped Bobby in the most Irish city in America.* Boston’s Murphys and O’Tooles loved shinny. Mayor John “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald and his daughter Rose—President John Fitzgerald Kennedy’s mother—attended the city’s first big hockey game: a boisterous, packed 1910 exhibition match between Toronto’s St. Michael’s College and the Boston Hockey Club. (Canadian Micks won, 5–3.)

[image: ]

This Topps hockey card booklet from 1971, The Bobby Orr Story—thanks, Mom, for not throwing it out—captures our fantasy hero’s voyage of discovery pretty well exactly as we imagined it. See photo insert for more …
Journalist Peter Gzowski once elaborated on Boston’s hardscrabble, Fenian ways in Maclean’s: “There are really two cities in Boston. On the one hand there is the old, puritanistic headquarters of the Cabots and the Lowells, the Boston of Beacon Hill, Black Bay and John Phillips Marquand, of Harvard Yard and bone china and the Isabella Stewart Garner Museum. On the other hand, there is the lusty, saloon-tough seaport of the Shanty Irish … There is no confusion about which Boston is reflected by the Boston Bruins … they are delicate as stevedores … The Bruins have played the game with a joy-through-brawling that is Boston Irish as a last hurrah.”

There was, however, a catch as big as Moby Dick when it came to Boston hockey. Before Bobby, the Bruins always seemed to be in last place. The basketball Boston Celtics, meanwhile, won an incredible ten NBA championships between 1957 and 1969. Didn’t matter; Boston was a hockey town. Even in the bad old days, Bruins games sold out. Attendance was always the same—13,909—whereas the Celtics reached an average of 10,000 fans only once in their championship run. Part of the reason—there is no getting around it—was racism. Blacks played basketball; whites, hockey. And prejudice was alive and well on the Boston sports scene at the time. The Red Sox were the last team in Major League Baseball to employ a black player, Pumpsie Green, in 1959, a dozen seasons after Jackie Robinson integrated baseball. And Pumpsie was a pinch runner, reserve infielder, not even a starter.

Still, it should be made clear that the Bruins outdrew the Celtics even before the National Basketball Association integrated in the ’50s. “You go anywhere in America and say ‘Bruins,’ people think of UCLA [college basketball] Bruins,” Celtics GM Red Auerbach would say, growing hot as his cigar. “You say ‘Bruins’ in New England, they think hockey.” Boston sports fans of the era liked rough-and-tumble entertainment, bodychecks, a fight or two—made the beer taste better. Class solidarity was also a factor. The Celtics were college men: Bob Cousy attended Holy Cross; Bill Russell, the University of San Francisco. The year Bobby Orr turned pro (1966–67), only 17 per cent of NHL players had completed high school.** The Boston fans’ favourite Bruins always had names that sounded like the guy who worked on the next machine over down at the factory—Eddie Shore, Dit Clapper, Milt Schmidt, Leo Boivin, Bronco Horvath and Jerry Toppazzini.

If the Bruins were popular before Bobby, they’d become a near obsession afterwards. In 1964, there were nine full-sized arenas and 288 registered youth hockey leagues in Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Vermont, Rhode Island and Connecticut. Ten years later, the totals had jumped to 30 arenas and 2,100 leagues. The real Peter Puck somehow turned New England into Canada’s 11th province.

It worked the other way, too: Boston rubbed off on Bobby. There was no tougher sporting venue than the Boston Garden, a yellow-brick heap on top of the city’s North Station and a labyrinth of screeching trains. If the Bruins and Celtics weren’t playing, the only thing open on Causeway Street was the Hayes-Bickford cafeteria. Stepping into the Bick felt like walking into an Edward Hopper painting—five guys sitting alone, staring into their coffee, wondering how their lives went so wrong. Visiting teams stayed at a dilapidated hotel nearby, the Manger. Famed boxing trainer Ray Arcel was beaten with a lead pipe in front of the Manger in 1953. A mob hit, everyone figured.

Everything in the Garden was shoved together and on the cheap: the Celtics’ famed parquet floor, introduced in 1946, was the result of a cost-cutting move. Before the Second World War, the arena had no skate-sharpening equipment. Players hung their uniforms on nails in a dressing room that boasted two washroom stalls. Showers didn’t always work, especially in the officials’ change room when the home team lost. NHL refs got around that hazard by changing at the Manger. “We’d leave beer cooling on ice in the bathtub and hurry across the street in our uniforms with our skates over our shoulders,” referee Bruce Hood told me.

And then—sniff—there was the arena’s ever-present aroma. The “Garden” was anything but. The place reeked of spilled beer and used straw from circus elephants. There were also rats, “so tough they wear leather jackets,” Grateful Dead guitarist Jerry Garcia claimed. Fans were pretty scary too. Every section featured one or two beer-breathed assassins, guys who chewed on cigars and unwanted Bruins. Since the Garden was the smallest rink in the NHL, with a protruding balcony that hung over the ice, players—coaches, too—heard about it when they did something wrong. In 1974, coach Don Cherry turned away from the ice after losing his first home game. Just then, a fan called directly into his ear, “Hey Chair-eee, there’s a bus for Providence in five minutes—be under it.”

The Gah-den became Bobby Orr’s winter home, and he was more than eager to fit in. When statistics are cited to measure Bobby’s legacy, goals and assists are most often used. Like the 120 points he scored in 1969–70, making him the first defenceman to lead the NHL in scoring. He would exceed that total three times, topping out at 139 points in 1970–71. But there are other numbers that define Bobby’s years in Boston. Peter Puck was Boston’s Joe Louis—hockey’s fighting champion. Most hockey fans assume Gordie Howe is the sport’s all-time tough-guy superstar. Hardly. According to the website DropYourGloves.com, Old Man Winter had 31 fights in 2,186 games. Orr accumulated 51 punch-ups in 659 matches.

Bobby’s on-ice adversaries included all the heavyweight contenders of the day: Vic Hadfield, Reggie Fleming, Ted Harris, Dennis Hextall, Keith Magnuson, Gary Dornhoefer, Pat Quinn, Rosaire Paiement, Bugsy Watson, Jim Schoenfeld and Moose Dupont. But it was more than just one-on-one battles—Bobby also led the NHL in being an accessory after the fact. Hockey’s best player, Orr played 35 minutes a game, so he was around for a lot of Bruins fighting. Turk Sanderson, Terrible Teddy Green, Wayne Cashman, Ken Hodge and Boston’s all-weather spark plug, Johnny “Pie” McKenzie, liked to go at it. When they did, Bobby always heard a cavalry trumpet sound in his head. If Bobby was in 51 one-on-one fights, he participated in at least three times as many brawls.

Orr would frequently be described in supernatural terms. Other Bruins called him God when he wasn’t around—Is God here yet? What did God do last night? Soon after the young defenceman conquered Boston, a joke spread through New England tap rooms:


This guy dies and goes to heaven, right? Gets there, he’s sailing around, all lovey-dovey and everything, flies over this little frozen pond. It’s winter and there’s this old guy dressed in robes, halo around his head, pushing a puck around. New guy sees all this and asks a passing angel, he goes, “Hey, who’s the guy in the robe there playing hockey?”

“Oh that’s God,” the angel laughs. “He thinks he’s Bobby Orr.”



Yes, Orr’s talents were otherworldly. Still, there was menace as well as miracles in Bobby’s game. Bruins coach Harry Sinden liked to call Orr “The Godfather.” Nevertheless, the stained-glass window of Bobby as a shepherd with a hockey stick that graces John Harvard’s brew house in Harvard Square—you can still see it there today—is somehow appropriate. Orr would attract devotees that numbered in the millions. At the same time, the fantastic, hot-tempered hockey star was very much a saint in the city. Lots of athletes visit kids hospitals and show up at charity events; for Bobby, though, doing the right thing, helping those less fortunate, would become almost a physical need. After every game, he shared a heartfelt ritual with a young Bruins fan, Deanna Deleidi, who would wait for him in a wheelchair outside the Garden.

“How’s your love life?”

“I’m waiting for you,” Bobby said, kissing Deanna on the cheek.

“Watch out—I’ll jump right out of this chair!”

At the time, Bobby was chairman of the Muscular Dystrophy Association of Canada and the United Fund of Boston. He also did work for the March of Dimes and showed up regularly at hospitals and orphanages. Priests, even other players, pulled Bobby aside, asking for charity. Every pub crawl the Bruins made was interrupted by a waiter with a hard-luck story. My nephew, poor little guy … My friend’s kid, geez, she ain’t doing too well, Bobby. “Yeah, yeah,” the Bruins muttered, some rolling their eyes. Next time the team hit the bar, though, sure enough, Bobby had a signed stick or a Bruins uniform—literally the shirt off his back—for the waiter’s ailing ward.

It was all too much, friends worried. “He’s been too damn good and he better cut it out,” a Bruins teammate told Jack Olson of Sports Illustrated for a cover story on Orr in 1970. “All this running around to mental hospitals and V.A. hospitals and poor people’s parishes—it’s gonna start showing up on the ice, in his play. This is his big problem, the way other people have problems with liquor or dope or women.” Orr’s good pal, roommate and Bruins trainer, Frosty Forristall, more or less agreed. “Every time I turn around in the apartment, there’s five kids from Cerebral Palsy and a photographer, and it’s time to go to the game and Bobby’s saying, ‘No, no hurry. This is more important.’ ”

In retrospect, Alan Eagleson’s comment to Sports Illustrated is chilling: “He’s a bleeding heart and a do-gooder, that’s all,” Bobby’s “older brother”/agent complained. “And most of it is private. He doesn’t even tell me about it. He doesn’t get receipts and we lose all kinds of tax deductions … He’ll get $500 for an appearance somewhere, and he’ll give it to the first charity worker he sees. I asked him what happened to his bonus check last year. He says, ‘Oh, I remember, I endorsed it over to Father Chase.’ ”

“No man is a hero to his valet,” said Montaigne. In the same way, maybe no sporting hero is god to his agent. He’s a bleeding heart and do-gooder. You can almost hear the Eagle, a cynical, tough-guy lawyer, spitting those words out. All right, if he’s just going to give it away …

Why was Bobby such a brawler? How to explain his empathy? Probably the impulses were related. It was natural for Bobby to feel for the wounded. Deep down, he must’ve always known he was playing hockey on borrowed time. On December 4, 1966, just 20 games into his pro career, Orr tried to bend around Marcel Pronovost of the Maple Leafs. The old warhorse threw out a concrete hip and mangled the teenager’s left knee. The following summer, Bobby hurt the other knee during a charity hockey game in Winnipeg—bad ice. His second pro season was worse: operations on both knees, along with a fractured cheekbone and separated shoulder. His nose was broken twice. A Boston Globe report from February 18, 1968, was grim: “The All-Star defenseman, who faces possible knee surgery, got off the plane and didn’t look up once as he made his way through the airport.” A reporter approached. “I just don’t know,” Bobby said. “Please, I just don’t want to talk about it.”

Please …

So much was expected of Childe Bobby, as the Globe sometimes called him. Decades later, the Dropkick Murphys’ lead singer, Ken Casey, would remember that the first words his union-worker grandfather taught him were “Bobby Oah.” Bruins play-by-play man Fred Cusick once reported that fans told him their parakeets could replicate the broadcaster’s signature cry: “Score, Bobby Orr … Score, Bobby Orr.”

Yes, the prince of the parish was revered in Boston. But what would be left of Peter Puck when the Puck disappeared? It’s important to remember that Bobby was only a kid, barely 100 pounds, when he was first swallowed up like Jonah by the great whale, Fame. In his biography Searching for Bobby Orr, author Stephen Brunt rescued some wonderful snapshots of the Parry Sound prodigy that help explain his sensitivity and abiding need for hockey. When Bobby moved from home to play for the Oshawa Generals at age 14, he billeted with a nice family, the Wilds. Mom Cora Wild quickly took to Bobby, treating him like one of her own. Once, she ironed Bobby’s jeans, leaving a sharp crease.

I pressed your slacks all nice for school, Robert.

Ah gee, thanks, Mrs. Wild, you shunta.

Who wants a sharp crease in their dungarees? That morning Bobby went to school with a bag under his arm, changing before class into a second pair of pants so as not to hurt Mrs. Wild’s feelings. Another time, Bobby got home late from an out-of-town game. When he woke late next morning, Mrs. Wild told him some kids had dropped by earlier, asking if he wanted to play ball hockey. Mrs. Wild had shooed them away.

You got in so late, honey. You need your rest.

Hearing the story, Bobby smiled, but made one thing clear: Next time the kids call, wake me up, OK?

Bobby Orr craved hockey the way Popeye needed spinach. One time, the Oshawa Generals were playing the St. Catharines Black Hawks, and Bobby found himself sized up and smashed against the boards by the Hawks’ biggest player (and Bobby’s future teammate), Kenny Hodge. Orr collapsed in evident distress, but got up and managed to play the rest of the game. Afterwards, GM Wren Blair raced to the dressing room. “You OK?” Blair asked Orr. Bobby stared ahead, letting the words settle. “What do you mean?” he suddenly shouted.

“I saw you get hit. I wanted to know if you were all right.”

Sensing he had somehow intruded, Blair tiptoed away. Bobby wasn’t finished, however. Picking up his skates, he sent two weighted tomahawks whizzing past Blair. “Don’t you ever ask me that again,” Bobby said, pronouncing every word with fury. “If I’m hurt, I’ll come and tell you. You don’t come and ask me.”

Bobby Orr was hockey. God help anyone who tried to split them up. Bruce Hood was sometimes that someone. Predictably, he and Orr didn’t always get along. “I never thought Bobby gave officials any respect,” Hood comments today. “We were a necessary evil. And he had a temper. Great player, but he could be a real jerk sometimes.”

Not all referees had problems with Bobby. A contemporary of Hood’s, Ron Wicks, dropped the right name to placate the great, sometimes-angry Bruin. “I used to take a bus up to Sudbury from Parry Sound to see my girlfriend,” Wicks told me in a 2014 interview. “We dressed in a suit in those days, for some reason, and I had a skate for a tie clip. Anyways, I’m in a Parry Sound coffee shop and this waitress—lovely lady—sees my tie and says, ‘Are you a hockey player?’ I go, ‘No, I’m a referee.’ And she says, ‘Well, my son is a hockey player: Robert Orr. Keep an eye on him for me.’ Well, first game I referee Bobby, he starts giving me shit. I go, ‘Bobby, I’m surprised. Arva always told me you were respectful of officials.’ His head kind of snapped back. After that, I never had a problem with Bobby.”

Wicks and Hood agree that Bobby could be a handful when his Irish was up. “When Bobby got into a fight, boy, that was something,” Hood says, offering a low whistle. “You almost didn’t want to get involved. Have you ever seen a trapped, caged animal—that look it gets in its eyes, fighting? That was Bobby when he was throwing punches. Kill or be killed. It was scary to see. That was the funny thing about Bobby. He was far and away the best player in the league, but … I don’t know, it was funny, like he was always trying to prove himself. Am I that good? He never took a shift off. I mean never. He’d race up the ice, make a play—defencemen didn’t do that then—and then he’d put his head down and kill himself to be the first back. He pushed himself incredibly hard. His intensity, that’s what I remember.”

Am I that good?

Once, in his rookie year, Bobby led a rush into the Rangers’ zone and heard a stick slapping the ice behind him. “Pass, pass.” Without looking, Bobby dropped the puck to the Rangers’ Vic Hadfield, who sped the other way, scoring. The kid had fallen for the oldest trick in the book. Afterwards, he skated off, head down, finding a perch at the end of the Bruins bench, where he turned away from teammates and cried.

Another story from Searching for Bobby Orr: after his first NHL season, Bobby returned to Parry Sound to get away from it all. One day, the young Bruin and a friend from minor hockey, Bob Cardy, went on an overnight fishing trip to Bobby’s favourite spot, the secluded channels of nearby Moon River. The boys stayed up late, fishing, watching the reds and silvers drain from a dying sunset, talking quietly, checking occasionally on the health of barbed minnows or trolling deep and slow with crank baits, hoping for leaping largemouth bass or walleye—“eyes,” as they’re known around Georgian Bay. When the conversation died, all you could hear was the plucked-banjo bleating of frogs from the nearby shore. Bobby was quiet for a while, and then it all came pouring out: I wasn’t that good this year, Bob. I made so many mistakes. Injuries, I got hurt a couple times. And we didn’t make the playoffs. Cripes, we finished in last place. Maybe I’m not as good as everyone says …

As they were reeling in to call it quits for the night, one of the boys turned on the boat radio to hear what was happening in the world. And that was when Bobby discovered he’d been named the NHL’s rookie of the year.

The awards piled up. In his too-brief career, Bobby was named top defenceman eight seasons, league MVP three times, playoff MVP twice. Still, the young superstar never had it made. For every conquered summit, there was a dark, scary valley—hospitals, scalpels … legs that stopped working. So many expectations, so much pressure; no wonder he sometimes exploded, fists flying. No, you can’t take hockey away! And don’t forget, he was a small-town kid. Bobby conquered the world, but for the longest while he never really left Parry Sound.

Parry Sound.

“A sad, friendly little place,” Frank DeFord called Bobby’s birthplace in Sports Illustrated. “The kind of town where the men stop to peer carefully into hardware store windows and where pretty girls turn fat before they grow old.” That was Parry Sound to a big-time New York sportswriter, maybe, but not to Bobby. As a youngster, he thrived in the town of 6,000 on Lake Ontario. The Orrs were a close, loving family. Phoning home in junior, Bobby hoped sister Pat didn’t answer if teammates were around. That was because, as soon as he heard his older sister’s voice, Bobby started blubbering. Then Patricia would blow.

Not only did Orr come from a little town, but for the longest time he was too small himself. One summer, Bobby worked at the Brunswick Hotel as a bellhop. Frustrating work, it turned out, because patrons refused to give him their luggage, fearing that a packed suitcase might bowl the little guy over.

I gotta carry your bags, sir.

No, I got them.

Please, I’ll get in trouble.

The following year, Bobby began playing against 200-pound juniors. He must have wondered if he’d ever be big or good enough. The Orrs lived right next to a railway track on Great North Road in Parry Sound. Bobby went to sleep every night to the sound of fellow citizens departing town. However, his family didn’t have a car. Leaving a small town wasn’t always easy. His dad, who won a Parry Sound track meet in 1939 and was the best hockey player in the area, never did.

Maybe leaving was dangerous. Parry Sound has the world’s deepest freshwater port. Take a step or two from shore and you were in way over your head.

When Bobby scored in the NHL, he almost always caught himself before celebrating. Lowering his head, he’d coast by teammates, nodding, embarrassed almost, aware of 15,000 fans in the rink watching him, along with all the cameras, millions of television eyes. Bobby moved slowly back to the blue line and would stare down at the ice, waiting for the crowd to settle and the ensuing centre-ice faceoff …

Come on, let’s just play hockey again …

That wary uncertainty was Bobby’s public persona. Unless he was with kids or teammates or was engaged in the game he played better than anyone else, Orr was uncomfortable in the public arena. “Many a time, Bobby and I would be out somewhere eating,” Orr’s first roommate, Johnny Bucyk, told a TV interviewer at the time, “and people would start looking at Bobby. ‘C’mon let’s eat in our room,’ Bobby would say. And we’d leave, go order room service and play euchre.”

Increasingly, hockey rinks became his refuge and the Bruins his close, volatile family. Unless he had a charity event, Bobby would be the first Bruin at the rink, arriving at 2:30 for a 7 o’clock game. Dressed to the waist in his uniform—a hockey centaur—he’d sort through sticks, weighing them for heft and balance, looking for a Victoriaville with a goal or two in it. Other than fixing his blade with a few strands of black cotton tape, Bobby had one other ritual that set him apart. He didn’t wear socks. Once, in junior, Bobby forgot to pack a pair and liked the way it felt—his feet closer to the ice. Eventually, he didn’t bother with tape on the blade of his stick, either. It was as if he wanted nothing between himself and hockey. That and for games to go on forever. He was the last Bruin out of the shower, waiting for reporters to leave. After he’d been with the Bruins a season, the real Peter Puck struck upon an idea that might allow hockey games to go all night. And so the young superstar made his first public policy statement, asserting himself in the dressing room.

Every Bruin, he decreed, had to go to the bar after the game. For at least two drinks.

All for one and at least two for all …

Since games weren’t over until 10 o’clock, Bobby’s “two-drink minimum” effectively meant the Bruins hung out at bars until closing time. Sure, NHL teams had gone out drinking before—but not every player, after every game. Boston was closer than most other teams and increasingly militant. Hockey had always been a rough sport, but in the late ’60s the game coarsened considerably (even as it became, with Orr playing, more beautiful and thrilling). “The ethic of hockey is solidarity and revenge,” American journalist Tom Dowling wrote, contemplating what was happening in Boston. Football teams boasted of “giving it the old college try.” Hockey’s credo, he said, seemed to be “We’ll get the bastards.”

The Bruins had last won the Stanley Cup when Cooney Weiland (great Bruins name!) was coach, way back in 1941. They had finished out of the playoffs eight straight years from 1959 through 1967. Enough already. After games, Bobby and the Bruins hit bars like they meant it, raising hell and contemplating payback. Yes, the Big Bad Bruins were on their way. The team’s rough-hewn constituency was ecstatic. On the other hand, referees and visiting teams looked forward to games in Boston like they did to a trip to the dentist. With every passing game, it got—depending on your perspective—better or worse.

“If you fight one Bruin, you have to fight 18 of us,” their coach, Harry Sinden, told a reporter. And so Boston’s fights sometimes seemed to go on forever. Not that hockey brawls were anything new. No one outside of a maximum-security facility could have been any tougher or more ready to go than the sport’s early bad men, guys like Sprague Cleghorn, Eddie Shore and Ted Lindsay. But a whole team dead-set on vengeance, fighting for each other, sometimes just for the hell of it—that was new.

The Big Bad Bruins were devoted to good times and turning their franchise around. Inevitably, happiness, staying healthy and winning came down to making sure Bobby Orr was OK. Anyone on the other team lifted as much as an eyebrow at Bobby, another Bruin knocked him on his rear end. Since Orr was always mixing it up himself and held simmering feuds with any number of enemy players, looking after Bobby required adopting a militant, aggressive posture. The New York Times noticed the Bruins’ latent hostility in 1968. “They seem to think they’re always going to be hit by somebody, so they hit first,” Gerald Eskenazi observed.

A Toronto Star headline in 1969 called the Bruins “Bobby and the Animals,” a reference to the then popular rock band Eric Burdon and the Animals, as well as a comment on the league-record 1,291 penalty minutes Boston accumulated in the 1968–69 season. Increasingly, that’s how the Bruins were defined by the hockey world. There was Bobby, the greatest star in the game, surrounded by a rough, tough supporting cast. But make no mistake, despite his peerless on-ice brilliance, admirable charity and aw-shucks demeanour, Bobby was always the Bruin with the thorn in his paw.

The young defender’s brilliance and vulnerability, not to mention his quick-fire Irish temper, turned the Boston Garden into a seething partisan environment. Only Rocket Richard, another superstar who fought for team and tribe, was as beloved (and watched over) by fans. If anyone touched either star, the public would rise up together, demanding vengeance. Bobby could do no wrong in Boston. The story that best demonstrates the devotion of local fans to their long-promised saviour involved a rare on-ice blunder. During a wild goalmouth scramble in Boston’s end, Bobby attempted to clear the puck, accidentally shooting it into his own net.

There was an astonished pause in the Garden as everyone blinked to make sure they weren’t having a bad dream. Then, suddenly, a fan in the balcony shouted, loud enough for everyone to hear, “That’s OK, Bobby, goalie should have had it.”


* Even today, Boston is the most Irish of all American cities: 20.4 per cent of all Bostonians are descendants of Irish immigrants. Overall, 11.1 per cent of Americans claim an Irish heritage … except on St. Patrick’s Day, of course. Source: Sarah Kliff, “The Irish-American population is seven times larger than Ireland,” Washington Post, March 17, 2013.

** From a great treasure trove of Boston sports history, The Rock, the Curse and the Hub, edited by Randy Roberts and published in 2005 by the Harvard University Press.
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