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Introduction




When I moved to Fort McMurray, Alberta, as a child in
the late 1980s, I wasn’t a sports fan—but my wonderful classmates,
Chris Sparks and Chris Menard, introduced me to the amazing sport
of hockey. I arrived just in time to see the local team, the
Edmonton Oilers, win their fifth Stanley Cup in 1989-90. Being one
who always loved to root for the underdog, I cheered for the
Chicago Blackhawks in the conference finals against Edmonton, and
after that, the Boston Bruins in the Stanley Cup Finals versus the
Oilers. (Soon, I was cheering for the Boston Red Sox in baseball,
as they battled the Toronto Blue Jays for supremacy in the American
League East.)

I became a hockey fan and the Bruins became my team,
with the likes of Andy Moog, Ray Bourque, Cam Neely and Craig
Janney becoming my favorite players. I loved Denis Savard, who was
then with the Blackhawks, and continued to cheer for him even after
he was traded to the Montreal Canadiens, the Bruins’ biggest
rival.

I was spoiled seeing the Bruins eliminate the
Canadiens in Game Seven in 1991, followed by a four-game sweep of
the Habs the following spring. I hadn’t experienced the heartbreak
of witnessing Boston fall to Montreal in the playoffs, which had
happened 18 consecutive times beginning in the 1940s up until
1988.

The heartbreak finally happened in 1993, when the
Bruins, in my mind, were poised to win the Cup—or at least be able
to give the two-time defending champion Pittsburgh Penguins a good
run—but they didn’t win a single game that spring, losing four
straight to Buffalo in the opening round.

With Boston out of the way, Savard’s Canadiens,
following their first-round comeback against Quebec, were able to
get out of the old Adams Division playoffs and advance to the
conference finals, where they met not the powerful Penguins but the
upstart New York Islanders. Montreal easily defeated the Islanders,
and then got past Wayne Gretzky’s L.A. Kings to win the Cup.

Montreal hasn’t returned to the Cup Finals since, and
the Bruins wouldn’t win a Cup until 2011 (their first since 1972),
when they defeated the Vancouver Canucks. But it was a whole
different era, obviously.

For years, I didn’t appreciate what the Habs had
accomplished in 1993. I had always believed they got lucky. They
didn’t have to face either Boston or Pittsburgh en route to their
Cup victory. My attitude changed in the mid-2010s, when I was
writing a book about the Bruins-Canadiens rivalry. I had the
opportunity to talk to Savard and many other Canadiens players
including Stephan Lebeau and Gilbert Dionne. I’d always been a
Savard fan, but I came to realize that guys like Lebeau and Dionne
were very gracious and willing to spend the time to talk.

The idea for this book came when Dionne reminded me
just how remarkable their Cup victory was. Those Habs did some
amazing things that may never happen again in hockey. It got me
thinking, “Yes, he’s right.” It doesn’t matter if I was a Bruins
fan or didn’t want to see Montreal win the Cup; the Canadiens went
all the way in 1993 and it’s a part of hockey history. And no
hockey fan, regardless of their rooting interest, can say that
Montreal doesn’t have one of the most compelling and interesting
histories of any sports team. So, as a sports fan who has a passion
for writing about sports, how can I not go back and write the story
of that team’s last championship?

Of course, most hockey fans already know this story.
Everyone knows about Patrick Roy, Guy Carbonneau, Kirk Muller and
the other big stars. Many hockey fans know about John LeClair’s
story. Even Mathieu Schneider and Eric Desjardins, considered
unsung heroes on the 1992-93 team, went on to become household
names later in their careers. What I wanted to do with this book is
get the perspectives from the forgotten heroes, if you will, who
were part of the team.

Roy’s biography has already been written and his
story is well-known. He won two more Cups in Colorado in 1996 and
2001, and was, at one point, the winningest goalie in NHL history
(before long-time New Jersey Devils goalie Martin Brodeur broke his
record in 2009). Inducted into the Hockey Hall of Fame in 2006, he
later coached the Avalanche for three seasons, winning the Jack
Adams Award as the NHL’s Coach of the Year in 2013-14.

Carbonneau, who won two Cups in Montreal, won a third
championship with Dallas in 1999 before retiring the following
season. He later returned to Montreal and coached the Canadiens
from 2007 to 2009, and was inducted in the Hockey Hall of Fame in
2019.

Muller, the No. 2 overall pick in the 1984 NHL draft
by New Jersey (behind Mario Lemieux), has also remained in the
spotlight following his playing career, being the head coach of the
Carolina Hurricanes from 2012 to 2014 before returning to Montreal
as an associate coach in 2017.

Desjardins, dealt to Philadelphia in 1995 along with
LeClair (and Gilbert Dionne), went on to become one of the best
defensemen in Flyers history. Inducted into the Flyers’ Hall of
Fame in 2015, Desjardins played 11 of his 17 NHL seasons in
Philadelphia, where he’s remembered as a leader who combined strong
defensive play with occasional offensive contributions.

LeClair, the OT hero in back-to-back games in the
1993 Cup Finals, went on to become one of the NHL’s most feared
power forwards. The 6’3”, 226-pound LeClair had his best seasons in
Philadelphia when he was part of the “Legion of Doom” line along
with Eric Lindros and Mikael Renberg. He’d become the first
American-born player to have three consecutive 50-goal seasons,
finishing his career with 406 goals and 819 points in 967 NHL
games.

Schneider would become one of the top blueliners in
the league, and, as of this writing, is among the top five
American-born defensemen all-time in nearly every offensive
statistical category in the NHL. Like LeClair, Schneider is in the
United States Hockey Hall of Fame.

But the 1992-93 Canadiens also featured a lot of
unsung heroes, players who aren’t as well remembered more than 25
years later. Even deeply invested fans might not remember some of
those who made major contributions to the playoff run that season.
Some were established players who arrived from elsewhere, like
Denis Savard and Gary Leeman, the former 51-goal man from Toronto.
Others were products of the organization: Stephan Lebeau, who
contributed huge playoff goals that spring despite playing with
torn ligaments in his ankle; Paul DiPietro, whose unexpected hat
trick helped Montreal eliminate Quebec in the first round of the
playoffs; and even rookie Jesse Belanger, an unsung hero who
appeared in only 19 games but had four goals in a three-game span
in March to give the Habs some much-needed spark with the team
dealing with injuries to veterans such as Savard, Roy, Muller and
Carbonneau.

There was Gilbert Dionne, who scored some timely
goals and got the name “Dionne” engraved on the Stanley Cup in
honor of his Hall-of-Fame brother Marcel Dionne. And Jacques
Demers, who won back-to-back Jack Adams Awards as NHL Coach of the
Year and took a pair of teams to three consecutive conference
finals in the 1980s—St. Louis in 1986, followed by Detroit in 1987
and 1988—but by the early 1990s thought he was blackballed by the
league.

No, this book isn’t about the superstars. It’s about
the unlikely heroes on that 1992-93 team. They’re all
champions.


 



First Period


Chapter One

 A Late-Season Collapse, Changes
and…

Another Collapse?

 


May 9, 1992. Game Four of the Adams Division Finals
at the Boston Garden.

Through the first 59 minutes of regulation, Montreal
Canadiens goaltender Patrick Roy had given up just a second-period
power-play goal and nothing else. The problem was that his
teammates, despite firing 25 shots, couldn’t get the puck past
Bruins veteran goalie Andy Moog.

With time winding down, Roy was pulled for an extra
attacker, but after Moog turned aside a shot by Gilbert Dionne from
about 35 feet out—Montreal’s 26th of the night—Boston’s Dave Poulin
fought off two Canadiens along the left boards in his own zone and
fed the puck to Peter Douris at center ice. Douris skated in all
alone and slid the puck into the empty net with 44.8 seconds left,
and suddenly brooms and hats littered the ice as the Boston Garden
crowd went into a frenzy. “Once we got momentum, we got that crowd
behind us in the old Boston Garden [and] we weren’t gonna be
denied,” Rick Bowness, the Bruins’ head coach in 1991-92, recalls.
“And again, that crowd… it used to get so loud at the old Boston
Garden. They were so much behind us. It was quite an
atmosphere.”

It was also the third straight season that Boston had
eliminated Montreal from the Stanley Cup playoffs. “This is
incredible,” remarked broadcaster Bob Cole on CBC’s Hockey Night in
Canada telecast in the closing moments of Game Four as the Garden
crew was cleaning up the ice following Douris’ empty-netter. “When
you come in to Boston from the Montreal Forum, down two games, it’s
always tough. But you do have a chance. And then you learn that Ray
Bourque won’t dress for Game Three. So, you gotta get a lift from
that. The team that really got a lift was the Boston Bruins… they
got together better than ever.”

Indeed. The Bruins, playing without injured
Hall-of-Famers-to-be Bourque and Cam Neely, did the unthinkable by
sweeping the Canadiens in four straight—the first time Montreal had
been swept in a best-of-seven playoff series since the 1952 Cup
Finals against Detroit. While Boston still had high-scoring Adam
Oates, another future Hall of Famer, in its depleted lineup, it was
the unheralded role players who did the bulk of the damage in the
series. It was the likes of little-known journeymen Douris and Jim
Wiemer scoring clutch goals against Roy. Douris, for instance,
notched the overtime winner in Game Two, Wiemer potted the
game-winner in Game Three and Douris sealed the series with the
empty-netter in the clincher. The series outcome was a shocker to
outside observers, but not to the players in the Bruins dressing
room. “Boston teaches discipline and what it takes to win,” Douris
later said. And in the end, it was a proud Boston team which shut
down Montreal thanks to some exceptional goaltending and a terrific
work ethic.

The Canadiens, who’d finished 41-28-11 during
regular-season play, ended the campaign with just four victories
over their final 19 games. They went 0-5-3 in their last eight
regular-season contests before beating Hartford in seven games in
the playoffs’ opening round—and now, a four-game sweep at the hands
of Boston. With such a collapse, changes were coming in hockey-mad
Montreal, where the expectations are higher than the city’s
48-storey Tour de la Bourse skyscraper. Everybody in the Canadiens
dressing room knew it. “We lost to Boston in the second round three
years in a row,” defenseman Sylvain Lefebvre, who was around for
all three series losses to the Bruins, would say years later. “If
you keep losing to Boston—not good.” Lefebvre, signed by the
Canadiens in 1986 before making the team’s roster in 1989-90 as an
undrafted free agent, would himself be traded to the Toronto Maple
Leafs prior to the start of the 1992-93 season, in exchange for a
third-round pick in the 1994 NHL Entry Draft.

Brian Skrudland, whose second-period double-minor
penalty led to the Bruins’ series-winning goal, believed the 1992
Canadiens should have at least gotten to the conference finals.
“This was the best team I’ve played on in Montreal,” Skrudland, a
member of the 1986 Cup-winning Habs team and the 1989 team that
finished with 115 points, lamented following the series. “But we
didn’t do anything with it.”

The series loss to Boston wasn’t a surprise to some,
however. “We knew we were going nowhere,” Roy would say the
following year. “We didn’t have a good attitude. We had too many
guys who weren’t happy in Montreal; they wanted to leave.” Indeed.
Right winger Russ Courtnall, for instance, was one Hab rumored
during the 1992 playoffs to be on his way out. According to media
reports prior to the Boston series, Courtnall and coach Pat Burns
didn’t see eye-to-eye anymore and the speedy winger was likely gone
in the off-season, regardless of what happened the rest of the
playoffs. But Courtnall’s name wasn’t the only one talked about in
the papers; veterans Skrudland, Mike McPhee and Shayne Corson, and
even captain Guy Carbonneau had become subjects of trade
speculation. “During the playoffs,” confirmed Denis Savard, “the
climate was far from healthy. I didn’t see any arguments between
players, but certain guys were visibly unhappy.” Skrudland admitted
as much, telling reporters after the series that “this was not a
happy group of players.”

Left winger Gilbert Dionne, then a rookie, sensed
tension in the dressing room, but what he remembers most from that
1992 series was how the Bruins fans taunted the Canadiens players
as the team was leaving the Boston Garden after the clincher. “At
that time, all I wanted to do and go out and play, and minimize my
mistakes,” Dionne recounts. “Obviously, I respected a well-known
coach such as Pat Burns. I just did what I had to do. But I think
with the veterans, [it was different]. Pat Burns was under a lot of
pressure going into his fourth year as the coach. Some of the
veterans kinda tuned him out somehow. I’m not sure what happened,
but I remember when we got swept in Boston, back in the old days we
had to go underground in the parking lot [and] we had to go face
the music. We had the fans making a huge arch with brooms, pushing
our butts around, telling us to go home. That was really
intimidating… They knew they were gonna sweep us. They wanted to
send us back to Montreal, and… they brought some brooms with them
just to hassle us and shuttle us so we can catch our flight back to
Montreal.”

Although everyone knew changes were coming—and even
with Montreal fans tired of Burns’ defensive style of hockey, which
they called “boring”—it seemed at the time that the coach’s job was
safe. “When I signed Pat Burns to a new contract earlier this
season, he had all my confidence,” general manager Serge Savard
would say at his end-of-season press conference two days after the
Canadiens’ season ended. “He still does. He’s one of the best
coaches in the league.”

But while Savard wanted to retain Burns, the coach
himself decided he was done. A former police officer in Gatineau,
Quebec, for 16 years before his career in coaching, Burns would
later acknowledge that never before in his life—not even as a
cop—had he ever felt so completely drained. In his four seasons
with the Canadiens, he’d seen enough daggers thrown his way from
all directions. In the end, tired of the constant criticism from
the press—in particular the French-speaking media—and the open
hostility of some of his players, he was convinced it was time to
move on.

With Burns having made up his mind, his agent, Don
Meehan, contacted the Toronto Maple Leafs, who had a vacant head
coaching position, to see if there was any interest. Both the Leafs
and Burns, ultimately, felt it would be a good fit, and so, on May
29, 1992, Burns announced his departure from the Canadiens to sign
as head coach in Toronto.

 


* * *

 


To replace Pat Burns, Serge Savard would hire
Montreal native Jacques Demers, a two-time Jack Adams Award winner
as NHL Coach of the Year while with Detroit in the late 1980s, less
than two weeks later, on June 11, 1992, as the 19th head coach in
club history.

Demers, whose style in the dressing room was vastly
different from Burns’, would instantly gain the respect of his
players. While Burns had motivated the troops largely through tough
talk, using an old-school disciplinarian style behind the bench,
Demers was more of a player’s coach, giving his players more
latitude and trusting them to police themselves. “They were two
totally different coaches,” Jesse Belanger, a seldom-used Montreal
center who played for both bench bosses, says now. “Pat was a big,
tall guy. He had a face that was like… well, you’d better be nice.
He was intimidating. After that, I got to meet Jacques Demers, [who
was a really] nice person to talk to. He was really social. They
were totally different.”

“I got along well with Pat,” adds Sean Hill, a
defenseman who was called up in the 1991 and 1992 playoffs before
playing in his first career regular-season NHL game in 1992-93. “I
didn’t have any problem with him. I loved to have played for him. I
got to know him a little bit, just seeing him with other teams
afterwards. I’d always say hello and chat a little bit. I had a ton
of respect for him. I would have loved to have played under him.
But I didn’t obviously get that chance. But Jacques was a lot more
of a father figure… He was positive all the time.”

Demers, observers noted, was like a father to his
players. “I never was made important by my dad,” Demers once
recalled. As a boy, he’d lived in constant fear of his father—an
abusive, alcoholic dad who called Jacques “stupid” and told him he
would never amount to anything—to the point where he had his
self-confidence destroyed. “So I made them feel important as
players, made them feel important as human beings and certainly
more important is what made them play to a level where even
sometimes they didn’t think they were as good as they were.”

For forward Stephan Lebeau personally, the coaching
change was just what the doctor ordered. “For sure, the changing of
the coach was a big impact for me. My first three years with the
Montreal Canadiens were not always easy with Pat Burns. Back then,
Montreal used to be a team of step-by-step for rookies; it was
about paying your dues. I was not the first one to go through that.
We had some veterans in front of me, and despite the quality of my
play and the quality of my production for the ice time that I got,
very often I did not get the right treatment that I deserved.”

Lebeau recalls that even reporters were telling him
he wasn’t getting a fair shake. “But it was waiting for your time
to come, and when Jacques arrived, I think he was kinda aware of
that situation,” he continues matter-of-factly, without a hint of
resentment. “Right from the get-go, I had a meeting with Jacques
Demers in his office. Jacques directly told me he was gonna change
that. He was really counting on me to play a major role on that
hockey team. So, he gave me that confidence, that trust, that’s
really important for hockey players. From that, I had my best
season in the NHL. If you look at the stats, I think I’m not the
only one that year that had his best NHL [season]. I think we had
eight or nine players in terms of stats that had a peak there when
Jacques arrived in Montreal.”

Indeed. Demers had a more offensive-minded approach
than the defensive-minded Burns, and upon his hiring promised a
return to the “Flying Frenchmen” style of play—running an up-tempo,
attack-oriented offense—that would be more exciting for the
passionate fans in Montreal. Perhaps that was Demers’ plan going
in. But in truth, his Habs wouldn’t remind anyone of the powerhouse
Montreal teams from past decades that featured the likes of
high-scoring Hall of Famers Guy Lafleur, Jean Beliveau and Maurice
Richard. These Canadiens wouldn’t resemble the great New York
Islanders and Edmonton Oilers of the 1980s, teams that would
overpower opponents with talent. And although 14 players would go
on to score 50 goals in the NHL in 1992-93 and 20 would register
100 points, none of them played for the Canadiens, who, in the eyes
of some observers, were “led by a gaggle of kids and seemingly
washed-up veterans.” Added Joe Lapointe, a hockey scribe from
The New York Times: “Aside from a colorful coach and a
first-rate goalie, the Montreal Canadiens are sort of nondescript.
They lack flashy personalities and superstars found even on lesser
teams. They have no single celebrity close to the stature of Wayne
Gretzky of the Los Angeles Kings…”

As Lebeau admits, the Canadiens didn’t have a Gretzky
or Mario Lemieux, or even a Steve Yzerman—superstars with perennial
50-goal and 100-point seasons—on the roster. Or even a Stephane
Richer, who had a pair of 50-goal seasons (1987-88 and 1989-90)
with the Canadiens before being traded to New Jersey in September
1991 in a deal which brought Kirk Muller to Montreal. The Habs had
to play a “boring” defensive-style game during the latter part of
the Burns era, noted some observers, including
goaltender-turned-broadcaster John Davidson, because they didn’t
have the personnel to play a wide-open style of hockey. “I think
Montreal was boring,” Davidson said. “But I don’t think Pat Burns
had a choice. They had no goal scorers.”

But it didn’t mean general manager Serge Savard did
nothing to help bolster the Canadiens’ lineup for the 1992-93
season. In late August 1992, Savard swung two major deals,
acquiring left winger Brian Bellows from Minnesota for the unhappy
Russ Courtnall, and left winger Vincent Damphousse from Edmonton
for Shayne Corson, Brent Gilchrist and Vladimir Vujtek. (The Oilers
ultimately decided on Gilchrist to complete the Damphousse trade,
reportedly choosing him from a list of three players supplied by
the Habs. The two players they turned down were Lebeau and John
LeClair.) Meanwhile, Mike McPhee, a defensive forward who had 16
goals in 1991-92 and was a member of the 1986 Cup-winning team, was
sent to the North Stars for a draft pick in a separate August deal.
While Montreal fans, surprisingly, weren’t sold on the acquisition
of Damphousse—49.4 percent of fans responded “no” to a Journal de
Montreal poll which asked, “Do you believe Damphousse is the
solution to the offense problem?”—Demers was ecstatic. “We were
looking to add 80 goals to our offense in the off-season and we may
have got 100,” said the Montreal bench boss following the additions
of Bellows and Damphousse, who’d notched 30 and 38 goals in
1991-92, respectively.

As for defense, which had been the club’s strength
for a number of seasons—the Canadiens had won the William M.
Jennings Trophy, the award given to the team with the fewest goals
against, in four of the previous six seasons—Demers wasn’t as
concerned. “I didn’t want my team to be too defensive-minded,” he
would later say. “I wanted to let the offensive player express
himself. If you played our team, you would always be on the edge.
We would play a good defensive game but also be able to provide
good offense because I gave the offensive players the opportunity
to excel.” The bottom line was that winning the Jennings wasn’t the
primary focus. The focus, Demers explained, was “to think of
winning games” and to let his players open up offensively.

For forward Gary Leeman, who’d be acquired in late
January 1993 from Calgary, Demers was a coach the players would do
anything for. “For me, it was a breath of fresh air,” says Leeman,
who’d gone through “eight head coaches, maybe nine” during his time
with the Maple Leafs and then a rebuilding process with the Flames.
“Jacques was a super positive guy. He was the kind of coach I
needed. He’s the kind of guy you’d go through the wall for. He’s
the reason why that team was as successful as it was. He was okay
with delegating the power, or the control or whatever you wanna
call it, to the veteran players in the room. And when he did that,
it set us on course for success.”

And the tension that had been evident in the dressing
room during the 1992 playoffs. The vibe around the team was
entirely different when players reported to training camp fall of
1992, remembers Lebeau. “The spirit on the team changed when
Jacques arrived. [During the Boston series] many players were
unhappy, for sure. When you’re losing hockey games, you always have
that heavy mood when you come to the rink. Pat Burns was a coach
who knew what he wanted. But perhaps, when things go your way all
the time, you start believing that every decision you make is the
right one. In reality, that’s not the case. Hockey is a sport, and
it should be fun. And when it starts not being so much fun coming
to the rink, then this is where, perhaps, some players in the
dressing room threw in the towel, or threw it at the coach. Yes,
that did happen. Then when Jacques arrived, the spirit on the team
changed. The players had more freedom than they did under Pat, and
the whole atmosphere wasn’t as intense.”

 


* * *

 


The 1992-93 regular season for Montreal began—and
ended—much the same way as the previous one, even with the coaching
change and additions to the roster.

On March 1, 1993, the Canadiens won 5-2 in Boston,
improving to 41-19-6 with their sixth consecutive victory.
Montreal, which had gone 11-1-1 in its last 13 games and won 19 of
its past 25, not only led the NHL with 88 points but was also ahead
of the Bruins by 15 points in the standings. The Canadiens, who
also led division-rival Quebec by nine points, seemed unstoppable,
capable of winning tight-checking games and also high-scoring
affairs. Two nights earlier, they’d spanked Buffalo 8-4 at the
Montreal Forum to complete a sweep of their home-and-home series
with the Sabres. Although Patrick Roy gave up eight goals in the
two Buffalo games, the offense was there to bail him out against an
ineffective Grant Fuhr in the Sabres nets.

For opposing goalies, facing Montreal wasn’t the same
as it had been in recent seasons. Under coach Demers, the Canadiens
were pressing the offense a bit more, making them more susceptible
to a quick transition attack. Even Fuhr, who was torched for 12
goals in the home-and-home series, had no answer against the Habs.
“They have some guys who can score goals, and they’re trying to
score goals where in the past they might have sat back a little bit
and played a real tight-checking style,” Fuhr would tell The
Buffalo News’ Bob DiCesare, pointing out the fact that the
Canadiens were taking more risks under Demers than did typical Pat
Burns-coached Montreal teams. “They’re not as predictable as they
used to be. Before, you knew what they [were] going to do, you knew
how they were going to play [and] you just had to find a way to
beat that. Now there’s a little bit less predictability, and it
just makes our job a little bit tougher.”

With the Canadiens back to being the NHL’s top team
with 18 games remaining in the season, all seemed right with the
world once more. Or, at least that’s how the folks in Montreal
felt. “It’s not just hockey to these people,” Demers would reflect
in an interview with The Tampa Tribune the following season.
“I told my wife when I was named coach, the Montreal Canadiens are
bigger than life. That’s a stupid statement, but that’s how people
there think. We play with the moods of people. If we lose Wednesday
night, then on Thursday, the people are down. The Montreal
Canadiens are life to a lot of people.”

Of course, the first five months of the 1992-93
season weren’t without their challenges. The Canadiens did face
some adversity along the way even as they were compiling the
league’s best record. As Demers recalled in the same Tribune
interview, while the players warmed up to him early on, it was a
different story with the local media. When the team started out
1-3-1 through its first five contests, including embarrassing 5-3
and 8-2 losses to expansion Ottawa and Buffalo, respectively, he
was asked by the press if his job was in jeopardy. “I had just
signed a three-year contract… and someone asked my if I thought my
job was on the line,” he laughed. “Asked if I thought my job was on
the line!” But he understood the expectations in Montreal.
“[Coaching] here is possibly like coaching the Dallas Cowboys or
New York Yankees,” he added. “It’s a thankless job and you’re
always under a tremendous amount of scrutiny.”

Following that 1-3-1 start, Demers gave his team a
wake-up call by scheduling a 6:00 a.m. meeting and 7:00 a.m.
practice at the Forum, a move that would right the ship in
Montreal. That led to Vincent Damphousse joking that he knew it was
early in the morning because the eyes of Hall of Famer Maurice
Richard were still closed in the picture on the locker-room wall.
But the rest of the league wasn’t laughing, as the Canadiens would
lose just once over their next 15 contests.

By the beginning of March, Montreal was atop the NHL
standings. The Canadiens got a scare early in the month, though,
when Demers, known to have a post-game routine of eating pizza at
the rink followed by dinner with his wife, was briefly hospitalized
at Montreal General Hospital after suffering chest pains. He was
released two days later after being advised to change his diet and
exercise more. The Canadiens also suffered some injuries, with
veteran forwards Guy Carbonneau and Denis Savard being slowed down
by right knee tendonitis and a separated right shoulder,
respectively.

But the rest of the team was there to pick up the
slack. And it wasn’t just the veteran leaders—Damphousse, Patrick
Roy, Kirk Muller, Brian Bellows and Mike Keane, to name a
few—carrying the team. Even the young players were contributing;
for Gilbert Dionne, Stephan Lebeau, Eric Desjardins, Mathieu
Schneider and John LeClair, the 1992-93 season represented, up to
that point, their career years in the NHL. Backup goaltender Andre
Racicot was also having a career year—not only posting a brilliant
13-3-1 record up to that point but also giving the Canadiens a
reliable backup to keep Roy fresh—and the 23-year-old would finish
the season with 17 victories (and only five losses and a tie) and a
3.39 goals-against average.

In addition, the young players excelled thanks in
part to the presence of many of the Cup-winning Montreal legends
from past decades. “We had great support up top with Serge Savard,
our general manager, winning Stanley Cups as a player,” recounts
Dionne, “and with Hall of Famers Maurice Richard and Jean Beliveau
and Guy Lafleur coming into the dressing room. I’d ask them,
‘What’d you guys use to do back in the day?’ Communication with the
alumni guys was huge for me. It helped me big time. Even Mario
Tremblay, who worked for a local radio station. He’d come to
practice, and I’d say, ‘Mario, I’m struggling on the wing here.
What’s up?’ And he’d guide me. That worked for me, and I
appreciated it.”

Entering the month of March, everything was working
for Montreal. Alas, there were still 18 games left, and Habs fans
had seen a similar script the previous season. A year earlier,
Montreal looked very much like a Cup contender before going winless
in its final eight regular-season games and getting swept in the
Adams Division Finals. Fast forward to 1992-93. With just over a
month remaining before the playoffs, the team stumbled down the
stretch by going 7-11-0, losing to subpar teams like Tampa Bay, a
first-year expansion club, and Minnesota while needing overtime to
defeat the lowly Hartford Whalers and expansion Ottawa Senators. A
late-season overtime loss to Mario Lemieux’s Pittsburgh Penguins,
the two-time defending Stanley Cup champions, gave the Canadiens
some confidence that they could compete against the top teams come
playoff time, but the losing continued. The Bruins and Nordiques
would both pass the Canadiens in the standings, with Boston’s 5-1
win at the Montreal Forum on April 10 clinching the Adams Division
regular-season title for the B’s. The Canadiens would close out the
season by winning just two of their final seven contests to finish
third in the division with a 48-30-6 record and 102 points.

The late-season swoon cost the Canadiens home-ice
advantage in the first round of the playoffs, a battle against
their provincial rivals, the Nordiques, in what would turn out to
be the final playoff edition of the Battle of Quebec. While the
collapse down the stretch made Montreal an underdog entering the
playoffs, some still considered the Habs a legitimate contender.
“They have some guys that finish a lot better than they used to,”
Boston captain Ray Bourque cautioned late in the season, referring
to the 79 goals that newcomers Damphousse (39) and Bellows (40) had
contributed. “They used to just check you into the ice and win
3-2.” But now, not only did opponents have to contend with
Montreal’s strong checking and the goaltending of Roy, they also
had to worry about the likes of Damphousse, Bellows, Muller (37
goals), Lebeau (31) and Dionne (20) on offense.

And while Roy had lost his last five regular-season
starts—and his 3.20 goals-against average was his highest since his
rookie year in 1985-86—his teammates still believed in him. “As a
goaltender, he is just as outstanding as he was in ’86,” captain
Guy Carbonneau recalled, despite the fact that Roy, for the first
time since 1987-88, failed to be one of the three finalists
nominated for the Vezina Trophy as the NHL’s best goalie. “In ’86,
we had more experience on defense and our style was more defensive.
This year, with the changes we made early, in terms of going to
more of an offensive style involving defensemen, Patrick knew he
would have more shots and goals against. But the only thing Patrick
wants to do is win.”


Chapter Two

 Week One: April 18 to April 24,
1993

The Battle of Quebec

(First Four Games of the Nordiques Series)

 


Montreal had faced either the Buffalo Sabres or
Hartford Whalers in the first round of the Stanley Cup playoffs
every year between 1988 and 1992. The spring of 1993, though, would
see a different first-round opponent in the Canadiens’
path—although it was a familiar foe: their provincial rivals, the
Quebec Nordiques.

Quebec, after finishing in last place in the Adams
Division for the previous five seasons, was back in the playoffs
for the first time since 1987. The Nordiques, who’d also finished
dead last in the NHL for three consecutive seasons from 1988-89 to
1990-91, had rebounded for a 47-27-10 record in 1992-93, good for
second place in the division. Their 104 points, in fact, doubled
their point total from the previous year, when they finished
20-48-12, ahead only of the first-year expansion San Jose Sharks in
the entire league.

Led by superstars Mats Sundin (47 goals, 114 points),
Joe Sakic (48 goals, 105 points) and Owen Nolan (36 goals), Quebec
was an explosive club offensively. Three other Nordiques scored at
least 25 goals, including winger Scott Young, who had 30. But a big
reason for Quebec’s turnaround was the players the club received in
return for the trade of Eric Lindros—taken by the Nordiques with
the No. 1 overall pick of the 1991 NHL Draft—to the Philadelphia
Flyers in June of 1992. Lindros, perhaps the most heralded junior
hockey player in history, had a combination of dominant skill and
overwhelming size and strength and had been pegged by many as the
next great NHL superstar, following in the footsteps of Wayne
Gretzky and Mario Lemieux. Lindros, however, refused to sign with
the Nordiques, who wound up trading his rights first to the Flyers
and then the New York Rangers. In an unprecedented move, an
arbitrator was needed to officiate a week-long hearing to determine
which club would receive Lindros’ rights, and the outcome was
Lindros ultimately going to Philadelphia in exchange for six
players—Steve Duchesne, Peter Forsberg, Ron Hextall, Kerry Huffman,
Mike Ricci and Chris Simon—along with two draft picks and $15
million.

Duchesne, Ricci and Hextall had huge seasons for
Quebec in 1992-93. Duchesne led all Nordiques defensemen with 20
goals and 82 points. Ricci, an offensively gifted player who
immediately became a fan favorite in Quebec, contributed 27 goals
and a career-high 78 points. Hextall, with his big-game experience
with the Flyers, solidified the goaltending situation by posting a
29-16-5 record with a 3.45 goals-against average in 54 games.

Although the core players on the young Nordiques had
no playoff experience—other than Hextall, Duchesne and Young—the
team had home-ice advantage over the Canadiens. And while Montreal
was the club with the playoff experience and was, for much of the
season, the NHL’s top team, many hockey analysts believed the Habs,
even with Patrick Roy in goal, were vulnerable against Quebec. The
experts, in fact, pointed to goaltending as the difference in the
series, referring to Hextall, the winner of the 1987 Conn Smythe
Trophy as playoff MVP with Philadelphia, as a “money goalie.” Mike
Emrick, a veteran NHL broadcaster, was one of the believers in the
Quebec netminder, who as a rookie in 1987 also won the Vezina
Trophy as the NHL’s top goalie. “The goaltending will make a big
difference and Hextall is better than Roy,” Emrick opined in his
playoff preview, which ran in The Hartford Courant the day
the 1993 playoffs opened. “Only because it’s the Battle of Quebec
will I say it goes six.”

While there were all sorts of praise for Hextall, his
counterpart received plenty of scrutiny. Red Fisher of The
Montreal Gazette, in his playoff preview, pointed out that “Roy
hasn’t been memorable in his last three playoff years,” with the
Canadiens being eliminated by Boston in each of the previous three
springs—in part because the Montreal goalie was outplayed by the
Bruins’ Andy Moog. The Hartford Courant noted that “Roy has
been shaky lately” and “was mediocre in the playoffs last year,”
and other critics opined that Roy was only as good as the team in
front of him, suggesting that he’d always benefited from a hockey
club that “plays extremely good defense and rarely makes mistakes.”
According to the United Press International playoff preview,
one of Quebec’s strengths was Hextall—because he, like backup
Stephane Fiset, had “stolen victories when [the] opposition has
outshot and outplayed the Nordiques”—while one of Montreal’s
“weaknesses” was Roy, who was “last season’s top goalie [but] fell
to eighth place this season and fell out of grace with the fans… He
lost his last five starts and 10 of his last 13, which had Demers
publicly questioning his club’s chances.” The Winnipeg Free
Press was also questioning Montreal’s chances, predicting that
“the slumping Canadiens are ripe for the picking by the surging
Quebec Nordiques.” If Montreal couldn’t make a complete turnaround
from its late-season slump,” added the UPI preview, “the Canadiens
will be gone fast.”

It’s easy to look back now and scoff at the notion
that Hextall was, at one point, regarded as a superior goaltender
to Roy. But back in the early ’90s, that was the consensus.
Hextall, whom Wayne Gretzky once called “probably the best
goaltender I’ve ever seen in the National Hockey League, that I’ve
every played against,” was seen as the man largely responsible for
leading Philadelphia to the 1987 Stanley Cup Finals. In 1994, the
New York Islanders would trade for Hextall—ending his stint in
Quebec after just one season—with the belief that he would put them
over the top, a consensus shared by not only the Islanders front
office and players but also multiple daily newspapers in New York.
The Islanders, however, were swept in the first round of the ’94
playoffs by their arch rivals, the New York Rangers. Hextall, who
had a 6.08 goals-against average in that series, was traded back to
Philadelphia after just one season on Long Island. In 1997, the
Flyers advanced to the Stanley Cup Finals, but it was backup Garth
Snow starting nine of the 10 games during the first two rounds
before Hextall started seven of Philadelphia’s nine contests in the
next two rounds. “He was awful,” hockey scribe Rick Carpiniello
noted in USA Today in describing Hextall’s play during the
1997 playoffs. By the end of the decade, he had become a punch
line. “For years,” Carpiniello penned in a 1998 piece that was
meant to defend the goaltender, “every time Hextall has let in a
soft goal, we have all pointed fingers at him. We have all said
that the Philadelphia Flyers can’t win in the playoffs with Hextall
in goal…”

But in 1993 playoffs, the Nordiques, with Hextall in
goal, were widely regarded as a team that would get past the
Canadiens—with the playoff-tested netminder expected to outplay
Patrick Roy.

Years later, Canadiens defenseman Mathieu Schneider
recalled that, despite media reports of Demers questioning his
team’s playoff chances, the bench boss actually believed in his
players. “Everyone thought we were going to be one-and-done heading
into the playoffs, but Jacques was an eternal optimist and he kept
telling us we were a team of destiny.”

 


* * *

 


Things started well for Montreal in Game One at Le
Colisée as the 1993 Stanley Cup playoffs opened on April 18th. The
Canadiens had a 2-0 lead through two periods and, with less than
two minutes remaining in regulation, appeared headed for a victory.
The much-maligned Roy, who ironically wouldn’t register a shutout
during that spring, was on his way to his sixth career playoff
shutout.

Quebec, however, stunned Montreal by rallying for two
quick goals in the final 1:29—including Joe Sakic’s equalizer with
just 48 seconds left—to send the contest to overtime, where Scott
Young beat Roy on a wraparound at the 16:49 mark for a 3-2
Nordiques win.
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