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This one is for Penny, who I think of every day










INTRODUCTION Ground Rules



When Hot Stove came on the air, the hockey world stopped. In every press box where Canadian teams were playing, there was a stampede towards the TV monitors. Columnists, reporters, and broadcasters left their laptops at their workstations and dashed to hear what was being said.


In the western Canadian arenas, where the teams had just warmed up for the second game of the Saturday-night doubleheader on Hockey Night in Canada, the players gathered around the dressing-room televisions. For a while, the timing and duration of pregame preparation had varied. But before long, players were demanding that pregame skates be coordinated with the TV schedule. NHL players, it seems, were as fascinated by hockey gossip as everyone else.


In the coaches’ rooms and in the general managers’ offices, it was the same story. Satellite Hot Stove was required viewing. It was the Hockey Night in Canada segment that could not be missed. Even the on-ice officials—the referees and linesmen—were glued to the TV in their dressing rooms.


And most important, in living rooms across Canada, a cone of silence descended. It was time to catch up on the inside news from around the league. The younger kids had been put to bed, and the older ones could be counted upon to follow orders and keep quiet for eight minutes.


The show had various names. Sometimes it was Satellite Hot Stove or Hot Stove by Satellite, or simply, Hot Stove. Sometimes it was After 40 Minutes or just plain After 40. To avoid confusion, I’ll generally refer to the show throughout the book as Hot Stove, even though, at the moment in question, the tall foreheads at the CBC might have decided to present it under another name. Whatever the show was called, the idea was always the same. In the second intermission of the first game on Hockey Night in Canada, media “insiders” would reveal to viewers what was going on in hockey’s secret world.


Because the show aired once a week, the myriad Hockey Night in Canada employees who put it together (it was, after all, a CBC production in those days and therefore overstaffed) had plenty of time to try to justify their presence. That’s why there was always tinkering.


Names changed. Faces changed. Intros changed. The music changed. The sponsors changed. Even executive producers changed. People were fired [puts up hand]. People were brought back [puts up hand, again]. But for more than a decade, with only a few short-lived aberrations, the idea never changed. Tell the viewers what they didn’t already know. Give them information they couldn’t get anywhere else.


The move to Sportsnet in 2014 changed all that. The second intermission on Saturday became, for the most part, a few people discussing the news from Tuesday or telling you what you had just seen during the game. It gradually got better, but its early productions were not riveting, to say the least. A small part of the show might have involved breaking news, but that was no longer the primary focus.


Did the original Hot Stove enrage some hockey people? Yes, it did, without a doubt. But it was always my feeling that I didn’t work for the people we were talking about during the telecast. We worked for the viewers, and as a result, I occasionally said things that were almost certain to create what might politely be referred to as feedback, but which often took the form of obscenity-laden phone calls.


But I always believed I was telling the truth, and if it angered some people, so be it. That’s the approach I intend to take in this book as well. There will be those who don’t like what I say about them. My response is simple and the same as it was during Hot Stove: I’m sorry, but at the moment, you’re not my priority.


There are less delicate ways to phrase that sentiment, and in conversation I often use those four-letter words. Sometimes, they will pop up in this book—mostly when I’m quoting someone. Hockey players have a language all their own. When they talk about sharking, it has nothing to do with fish. It refers to cruising around back and forth in the area in front of the net. When they talk about flow, it’s a hairdo. They have many others. But the one prevailing word in their language is the same one that is in common use almost everywhere these days: it is “fuck.”


There’s no sense bothering with asterisks. If I write s**t or a**hole, you all know what the word is. Why bother? So, I’m going to use the words when they occur naturally. If you don’t like that kind of language, I apologize. But the reality is that any reflection of the genuine hockey world has to include some words that were once considered reprehensible but are now standard parts of any movie, book, HBO documentary, or conversation involving teenage girls. If you have any doubts about the language that hockey players routinely use, go back and look at the postgame televised interviews with the St. Louis Blues after they won the 2019 Stanley Cup. I’m just preparing you for it now.


To those who say, “You didn’t use that word on television,” I have to say sorry, but you’re wrong. You probably didn’t notice because at the time John Davidson, one of my longtime compatriots on the show, was shouting over me—a not uncommon occurrence—and nobody heard it. But it definitely did slip out once. I said, “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” during one of Davidson’s pro–Gary Bettman speeches. (I wasn’t the only one thinking it, but I was the only one to say it.)


I must admit, though, that at the time, in that earlier era, I was horrified at what I had just done. It was around 1998, and the reaction to it in those days was considerably different to what it is today. I knew that if the wrong people had noticed, I was probably doing my last show. Anyway, I won’t use it gratuitously in this book, but if it fits, or if it’s part of a quote, you’ll see it.


I was once told that conversations with me were like those paddle toys with a rubber ball attached by an elastic. The ball flies off in an unpredictable direction, but it always comes back. We all do that, don’t we? We start to tell a story, then say, “That reminds me,” and relate another anecdote before getting back to where we were. Over the years, I’ve spent many an hour having a beer or two with people who wanted me to tell them about my experiences. They all seemed to enjoy it, so it’s my intention to produce a book that is a lot like a chat in a pub over a few pints.


This book is, after all, written for hockey fans, so it will take the form of a hockey conversation among friends. Sometimes it will wander a bit, just as conversations among friends do. But don’t worry, after being interrupted by an anecdote (or maybe two) it will eventually get back to the discussion at hand.


You can count on honesty here, but I must admit that once in a while, you may encounter an anecdote that you have heard before. If I’m going to give you as much insight as possible into the inner workings of Hot Stove, I will have to occasionally use some information that appeared in earlier books.


Also, on rare occasions, I may not choose to identify the central characters in a story. For instance, the Toronto Maple Leafs once traded for a skilled player (I’ll avoid the obvious cheap shot for once) and I mentioned to Ken Dryden, the general manager at the time, that he had acquired a guy who could be a seriously positive force. Kenny said that he was glad I felt that way. I wasn’t sure whether he was being honest or sarcastic—he was highly proficient at both—but the conversation moved on, and he noted that he hadn’t had to give up as much as he expected.


“That’s because the team he came from had to get him off their roster in a hurry,” I explained. “He had an affair with the wife of that guy they just traded for, and they had to get him out of the room before the other guy showed up.” Dryden admitted that he hadn’t known that. I assured him that even though it was true, the story would go no further. It wouldn’t appear in my Toronto Sun newspaper columns and it wouldn’t be discussed on Hot Stove.


There are some stories you just don’t make public when they’re hot, but you can still use them to explain a set of circumstances. Collecting gossip is a lot like being a commercial fisherman. When you haul in your net, you never know what you might have dredged up.


When I refer to gossip, I don’t mean the malicious, nasty whispers that are meant to be hurtful. I’m just talking about the kind of chatter that is exchanged throughout the National Hockey League—various insights, rumours, speculation, that sort of thing.


At times, the Hot Stove segment of Hockey Night in Canada pulled in the highest rating of the week for Canadian television. Someone had tipped me off about this, but when I asked one of the upper management people about it, he was quite evasive. I continued to talk to him about it (badgered him might also be an acceptable description) and he admitted that this was indeed the case. He then pleaded with me to keep quiet about it because mentioning it might upset Don Cherry, who was convinced that his Coach’s Corner segment in the first intermission always topped the weekly ratings. And no one wanted to upset Don Cherry.


Personally, I doubt very much that Don would have been upset. We were both part of Hockey Night in Canada, after all, and having it lead the ratings race would be Don’s primary concern. Nevertheless, it was not a matter we ever discussed.


When it came to the matter of content on Hot Stove, honesty was generally encouraged, and we were free to take a swipe at anybody—at least in the early going, while John Shannon was the executive producer.


My memories of my time on Hockey Night in Canada fall into two categories. There was the period when Shannon was there and the period when he wasn’t. To me, the former was by far the better. John always looked upon himself as working for the fans, not for the corporate minions at CBC. To him, and to me, the show was a lot better that way.


Certainly, he had to field complaints, but those complaints were mostly from people within the hockey community who felt we had slaughtered a few of their sacred cows or failed to exhibit the levels of adulation they felt they deserved. The viewers seemed to love it.


On the inside, it was never the same after John left. The show still went on but it kept changing its approach. It moved away from being an irreverent, over-the-backyard-fence, scattershot exchange of gossip and became more of a sanitized hockey panel, expressing moderate opinions that the new management considered to be more in line with NHL-approved views.


We were encouraged to make some ever-so-slight modifications. We were still free to take a swipe at anybody—anybody who wasn’t one of management’s sacred cows, that is. And as long as we didn’t disparage the Leafs or Canadiens. And as long as we were suitably politically correct at all times. And as long as we weren’t too strident in our criticism. And as long as no one was likely to call to complain. The level of reverence that was supposed to be accorded to the various spheres of influence depended on who was in charge of the show at the moment and where that person’s particular interests might lie.


I suppose that’s probably the case in all businesses, but you might not expect that at the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, where the inherent commitment to integrity is constantly trumpeted, and the truth presumably all that was needed.


Too often, it wasn’t.










CHAPTER 1 In the Beginning, 1994–2000



Who created Satellite Hot Stove? There is a straightforward answer, but you could also dig a little deeper and look at motivating factors. In simple terms, John Shannon was the Hot Stove’s heavenly father—or its Dr. Frankenstein, depending on how you feel about the show. But the two people who created the conditions for its genesis were Wayne Gretzky and National Hockey League commissioner Gary Bettman. Without the involvement of those two, it might never have happened.


The story goes back to June 1994. The New York Rangers won the Stanley Cup and suddenly the NHL was poised for an unprecedented surge in popularity. The Rangers had taken New York, the media capital of the world, by storm. The franchise hadn’t won the Cup since 1940, a fact that New York Islanders fans repeatedly reminded them of by chanting that date whenever the Rangers played in Long Island.


But in the minds of those who lived in the teeming boroughs of Manhattan, Queens, and the Bronx, the Islanders weren’t really a New York team. They played in Uniondale, on Long Island, in Nassau County. They might as well have been in New Jersey. Even though the Islanders had won four consecutive Stanley Cups starting in 1980, they had never really captured the hearts of the city. They were an expansion team. The Rangers were one of the Original Six.


I covered every Rangers playoff game that year, and since the Madison Square Garden press box is in the middle of the stands, I got to make some acquaintances among the season ticket holders who sat right behind my press-box seat.


They were stereotypical New Yorkers: brash, demanding, and occasionally obscene. But when the Rangers finally won the Cup, in game seven against the Vancouver Canucks, two of them were crying. Crying!


“I never thought I’d live to see this day,” blubbered one, as his buddy nodded in agreement, with tears rolling down his cheeks.


The Rangers’ road to the Cup had been dominating the news for weeks. Mike Keenan was coaching the team, and Mark Messier was its captain—two people who knew very well how to ride the crest of the media wave. After the championship, New York was in love with the Rangers.


So when it was time to start the next season—time to capitalize on this torrent of emotion and exploit the New York media to finally award the NHL the major-sport status it had craved for so long—Bettman responded decisively. He shut down the league.


He locked out the players in a salary dispute. When NHL training camps should have been starting and fans were eagerly anticipating more hockey, the National Football League got rolling. Not long afterwards, baseball started its playoffs. Still, no hockey. Soon the fans had turned their attention to other sports, and the NHL’s New York glory was a distant memory. The league was once again relegated to also-ran status.


About a month after the lockout began, I was on a cross-country flight with Gretzky, his teammate Marty McSorley, and Gretzky’s agent Mike Barnett. There was hardly anyone else in business class, so we huddled together and proceeded to work on a concept Gretzky had devised.


To help pass some time during the lockout, he would put together a team of NHLers and stage a goodwill tour of Scandinavia. It would proceed with the understanding that if a settlement were to be reached between the NHL and the NHL Players’ Association, the tour would end immediately.


We talked about the itinerary, the logistics, and the personnel. As we came up with names of potential participants, Barnett phoned them using the ridiculously expensive telephones (twelve dollars U.S. per minute or part thereof, if I remember rightly) that were in the seatbacks of airplanes in those days.


Some players were delighted to accept. Others couldn’t for one reason or another. Doug Gilmour, for example, would have loved to play, but he was committed to Rapperswil-Jona, a team in Switzerland. The team was sponsored by a local radio station, so Gilmour wore number 107.4, the station’s frequency on the FM dial.


We also called Mario Lemieux, even though we hadn’t thought of him at first because he was out of hockey at the time, recuperating from a form of cancer. Like Gilmour, he, too, would have loved to join the tour, and he felt healthy enough. But his doctors advised against it and his insurance company forbade it.


Loyal to the tried-and-true standards followed by agents throughout the generations, Barnett used his client’s credit card to make all these calls. Long-distance charges were always hefty in those days, even if they were made from the ground. “I pay my dad’s phone bills,” chuckled Gretzky as he waited for Barnett to wrap up another call. “He pays Bell Canada more for long-distance charges now than he was paid by that company when he worked for them.” Nevertheless, the expenditure paid dividends. By the time we landed in Los Angeles, what started as a vague idea had become a firm plan.


The next time I was on a plane with Gretzky, it was December 1, and we were heading from Detroit to Helsinki, Finland, with Gretzky’s touring team, the 99 All-Stars. The Scandinavian goodwill tour was a go.


The team had held a two-day training camp in Auburn Hills, Michigan, culminating with a game against the Detroit Vipers of the International Hockey League. Three of the Gretzky all-stars, Steve Yzerman, Paul Coffey, and Sergei Fedorov, sat out the game because they all played for the Detroit Red Wings at the time and it wasn’t Gretzky’s intention to create any animosity with the NHL.


Even so, they were in the rink that night and nothing could have made John Shannon happier than the presence of so many great NHL players in one arena. By that time, he was desperate. He had been named executive producer of Hockey Night in Canada during the summer, but Bettman had shut down the season.


“We needed programming badly,” John recalled. “We ran some classic games in the Saturday-night time slot but we felt that the most important thing to do was update everybody on the lockout. That’s when we started to use guys like Scott Morrison, Jim Kelley, John Davidson, and Jim Hughson to give us updates and discuss the issues of what players and owners were dealing with. They all appeared on Satellite Hot Stove later.”


Gretzky’s Scandinavian goodwill tour did indeed turn out to be a godsend for Shannon. First of all, he sent a crew to Detroit to get footage to use in the coming non-NHL-hockey weeks. Also, he made arrangements to have two of the games scheduled for Saturdays, so they could have a same-day telecast in North America.


And to add more authenticity, Bob Cole and Harry Neale, the “A-team” broadcasters on the CBC telecast, joined the entourage. Even Ron MacLean came along to give the production a full Hockey Night in Canada appearance, despite the fact that it was Hockey Night in Finland the first time and Hockey Night in Sweden the next time.


“And when Gretz went on with Ron after the first period of that first game, you got him to wear a hat plugging that bar you partly owned in Toronto,” said Shannon, reminding me of one of the many business ventures I’ve been trying hard to forget.


It should have been mainly vacation for MacLean with six off-days between games, but he lost his passport and had to spend most of the time pulling strings and visiting Canadian embassies across Scandinavia to get an immediate replacement. He also disappeared from a pub in Oslo, Norway, one night in the company of a very strange-looking couple. By closing time, he still hadn’t returned, thereby generating some (mild) concern among the rest of us. We still haven’t figured out how he came to be sleeping in the back of the bus that picked us up at our hotel the next morning. We would have asked him, but he was sound asleep, and by the time he woke up, no one cared anymore.


The second intermission in both televised European games was dedicated to lockout updates, and that’s when it all came together for Shannon. The public response to the telecasts during the lockout made it clear to him that there was a craving for hockey news that didn’t necessarily relate directly to the game being shown. People were eager for information pertaining to hockey in general.


By the time the shortened NHL season began on January 20, 1995, Shannon had put together an entirely new version of Hockey Night in Canada. “We changed the world, Al,” he said with a laugh.


From that point on, Hockey Night in Canada would no longer begin at 8 p.m. Now it would start at 7 p.m. That was necessary to accommodate another of Shannon’s innovations. There wouldn’t just be one game. There would be a doubleheader, with the second game starting at 10 p.m.


And every Saturday, in the second intermission of the first game, there would be this split-screen show with little boxes containing talking heads and these heads would give you snippets of information about what had happened, what was happening, and what was going to happen in the hockey world.


Satellite Hot Stove had been born.










CHAPTER 2 The Name Game



For a long time, I had no problem with computers. If anything went wrong, I followed an infallible two-step solution. Step one was to teach the offending machine a lesson by punching and cursing it. This rarely had any effect, of course, but I was sufficiently technologically adept to expect that. After all, a two-step solution is likely to require two steps. Step two was to shout, “IAN!” At that point, my younger son would get off his computer, come bouncing down from his room, and fix my problem in three seconds. Voila!


Naturally, this three-second performance was followed by an eye roll, a sigh, and a head shake—and a quick departure for upstairs. Ian was a teenager, after all. But it got the job done. Ian is now a professional computer geek in Boston, however, so my infallible two-step solution no longer works.


The technology is improving rapidly, though, and I find life easier with a new iPad. I selected the one with the largest available memory so that I can watch movies (I don’t know how to load movies into it, of course, but will someday). This machine does a lot of things; it even talks to me, and I quickly figured out that my iPad is a female. And judging by her accent, she’s an American.


But then I briefly loaned the iPad to my granddaughter Vivienne, who lives in England. She was six at the time. Now my iPad is male, speaks with an English accent, and calls me Vivienne every time it responds. I have no idea how that came about.


I mention all this to illustrate the gap between the generations. I have tremendous admiration for the younger one. They can do so many things that I can’t do (or undo), and in many cases, can’t even comprehend. But at the same time, there are understandable gaps in their knowledge.


That’s a typically long-winded explanation of my rationalization for discussing how Satellite Hot Stove got its name. If you’re a part of my generation, or close to it, much of this chapter may seem obvious. But a remarkably large segment of the younger generation has asked me over the years what the name means. There were also some in that group who simply announced that they considered it stupid because it made no sense. So here we go.


Central heating is relatively new in Canada. Most of us are accustomed to living in houses that are warm, no matter what the outside temperature might be. But back when Hockey Night in Canada started on the radio in 1931 and everybody in the country used Fahrenheit, houses were not centrally heated. Nor were stores or restaurants. This was true even when the televised version of Hockey Night in Canada was in its infancy, in 1952.


The source of heat in many buildings at that time was a woodstove (a wood-burning stove, but no one called them that). In a home, this stove would be in the kitchen. In stores, restaurants, saloons, pool halls, barbershops, and other places where the public gathered, the woodstove would probably be in the centre of the room. This is why kitchen parties became such an integral part of Canadian society. The kitchen was the only warm room in the house. There were no supermarkets in that era, just general stores, and one stove would provide all the heat you were going to get.


Given the severity of Canadian winters, the woodstove tended to draw a crowd. These stoves could be of different shapes, but the most popular were potbellied, so called because their sides were convex rather than straight, in order to increase the surface area of hot metal and therefore the amount of heat it gave off.


They were, of course, quite dangerous and any child who touched the side would get a nasty burn. I once pointed this out to someone who grew up in that generation. She agreed but added, “Yes, but they only ever did it once.” Apparently, it was a rite of passage.


Life tended to be a bit slower in those days and people would take time to chat, rather than look at their cell phones like today. In kitchens, and even some stores, people would pull up chairs to sit around the stove and share their views and gossip.


When Foster Hewitt started broadcasting Toronto Maple Leafs games on radio he spoke into a telephone and his voice was broadcast over a local radio station owned by the Toronto Star. This newfangled concept of broadcasting hockey games proved to be so popular that by 1933 it was big business. MacLaren Advertising Agency had sewn up Canadian NHL rights, signed sponsors, and formed a network of twenty stations around Canada that carried live English-language broadcasts from both Toronto and Montreal.


As more and more listeners tuned in, it became apparent that intermission content could also be sold to advertisers. Therefore, in 1939, a separate show was aired between periods with Bee Hive corn syrup as its main sponsor. It was given an ideal name for its era. The image of men sitting around a hot stove talking about hockey would resonate with everyone, and thus the “Hot Stove League” was born. Use of the word “league” made a reference to hockey while at the same time gently poking fun at men (no women would have been involved in this activity in those days) who weren’t good enough to play in the NHL but had all the answers to whatever plagued it.


The guy who dreamed up the concept and the name was C. M. Passmore. (Have you noticed that hockey seems to draw an inordinate number of people who prefer initials to names?) C. M. stopped into the office only briefly in the mornings, then spent the rest of the day at a nearby tavern drinking beer and working on what had evolved into Hockey Night in Canada. That name had come into being at some point in the 1930s, but no one is sure exactly when.


Passmore brought in a few of his friends to form the original Hot Stove panel. One was Elmer Ferguson, the former sports editor of the Montreal Herald. When I worked at the Montreal Gazette, some of my colleagues had worked with Ferguson and told me that he always prided himself on knowing how much to charge for including something in the newspaper. It was a form of graft that accrued to sports editors in those days.


One day, a farmer from Quebec’s south shore, wearing ragged, muddy coveralls, came in with a picture of his local curling team and a short story detailing their recent success. He wanted some coverage. Ferguson assured him that he could get it—for a small fee, of course. The farmer agreed, and asked how much it would be. Ferguson looked him up and down, saw the mud, saw the ragged clothes, and made his appraisal. He didn’t want to drive the man off, but he wanted the maximum. “Twenty-five dollars,” he said.


“No problem,” replied the farmer as he pulled a large wad of bills out of his pocket.


“And two hundred dollars for the picture,” added Ferguson, instantly.


I heard that story a number of times in Montreal, so naturally, there were some slight variations. But I was assured that the basis of it was factual.


If you’re a sportswriter today and you get selected for the media wing of the Hockey Hall of Fame, you are accorded a further honour. You are given the Elmer Ferguson Award, representative of excellence in sports journalism. I will make no further comment on the irony of that, especially since, like almost everyone else who ever covered hockey for a Toronto paper, I once got the award.


Also on the panel of that original Hot Stove League: former Leafs player Harold “Baldy” Cotton, sportswriter Bobby Hewitson from the now long-defunct Toronto Telegram, and Wes McKnight from CFRB Radio in Toronto. They were almost as important as the game itself and as highly regarded as the players. There aren’t many people still around who were listening to hockey on the radio in the 1940s. But if you know one, ask him if he remembers Fergy, Baldy, Bobby, and Wes. He might tear up. He’ll certainly smile. Those four were an institution in a long-gone age.


But like so many shows that were a rage on radio, the Hot Stove League couldn’t make a successful transition to television. In 1952, Hockey Night in Canada did make the transition, but although the Hot Stove League took up most of the second intermission, it had lost its mystique.


Two members of the radio panel refused to leave the relative anonymity of radio and were replaced by former players who were there not because of what they were, but because of what they had been (a practice of dubious merit that is not unknown in television today). One of these was Ted “Teeder” Kennedy, a former Leafs captain. The other was Syl Apps, who was required to start each show by shoving a piece of wood into the fake potbellied stove on the set that had been built for the new black-and-white television version of the Hot Stove League.


It didn’t help that the set was in a separate building a five-minute walk from Maple Leaf Gardens. If the most interesting play of the game so far occurred in the last five minutes of the second period, the participants would, of course, be expected to discuss it. But they wouldn’t have seen it, and replays did not exist at that time.


Before long, the Hot Stove League was killed off and replaced by a series of terminally boring filler shows. My personal favourite was the one where Toronto Sun sports editor George Gross, who was occasionally used to fill time between periods with pieces that had some vague relationship to hockey, pointed out what he claimed was a rock garden in Japan. Unfortunately for the show’s reputation—and George’s—the Japanese rock garden was adjacent to large windows in an office building. And in those windows was the clear reflection of a Toronto streetcar passing by.


In 1995, when John Shannon brought back his variation on the Hot Stove theme in a new age of split-screen television, he embraced the tradition but reminded viewers that this was a modern version. It was not the Hot Stove League, it was Satellite Hot Stove.


“To me, the name was a tribute to the old Hot Stove,” Shannon explained to me one day. “When you’re running a show that had been on radio and TV since the 1930s, you had to show some respect for what was there. The old Hot Stove on radio had morphed to TV in the fifties—and was all scripted, by the way. The show you were on was far from scripted.”


That’s certainly true. People who listened to the original Hot Stove League were invariably impressed by the wit, intelligence, and insight shown by the participants. Those of us on the new version of the show may not have been so polished, but we were saying whatever came into our heads, not what had been written for us.


When C. M. Passmore sat in the pub all day, he wasn’t just drinking beer, he was also writing the scripts for the Hot Stove League. The interruptions, the droll observations, and the “ad libs” were all in the script.


For one thing, that’s the way things were generally done on network radio in those days. But furthermore, when World War II began, everything that went out over the CBC airwaves had to be censored. The wartime censor even had his own office in the CBC building. It wasn’t quite that bad for us, but Shannon never let us toss out personal messages because the show was for the viewers, not for our friends or relatives.


Similarly, personal messages were banned from the precursor radio version as well, albeit for a different reason. If Baldy or Fergy were to take a moment to say, “Happy Birthday to my nephew whose regiment is fighting in the heat in North Africa,” it could be seen as giving the enemy information of military activities. Loose lips sink ships, and all that.


We were never told what to say or how to say it. We were on our own and although some producers might insist on more structure, Shannon wasn’t one of them. “It didn’t matter,” he said. “As long as it was entertaining and informative, we were okay as far as I was concerned.”










CHAPTER 3 Live on Tape



We always called it “the Circus.” I have no idea who came up with the name. Nor does anyone else, it seems. But I figure it comes from the days before the CBC studio became available and we used to move around a lot to do the show out of various arenas. Someone probably referred to it as a travelling circus, and the name stuck.


In fact, “the Circus” could be used as a catchall name for the entire Hockey Night in Canada package, but more often, the staffer who used it was making a reference to Hot Stove—and not necessarily a flattering one. The show was definitely mobile. Ron MacLean was always the host, and he would usually have at least one other participant with him. But there was no telling where the others might be located.


In the early days, we tended to tape the shows at 3 p.m. There were a couple of reasons for this. One was the regular presence on the show of John Davidson. Throughout the rest of the book, he will be referred to as JD, as is invariably the case in the real world. I have known him since dirt was invented and could count on one hand the number of times I have heard someone call him John.


When P. J. Stock made some appearances on the show years later, I used to refer to him as Philip, just to annoy him. P. J. is one of those people you just feel you have to annoy. Hang around with him for a while and see how many people deliberately try to annoy him. And you’ll find out why. It’s not just me. I must say, though, that he gives as good as he gets, so even though he might be annoying, he’s also good company. But JD was always JD, never John. I used to annoy him, too, but I did it in a different way and rarely intentionally. He is—and always has been—one of my favourite people, in hockey or out of it.


JD was the colour guy on the New York Rangers telecasts on the MSG Network, and like most NHL teams, the Rangers played a lot of Saturday-night games. So to accommodate JD’s other job, we had to tape our show in the afternoon.


We all had other jobs, of course, and this was truly the golden age of sports journalism. I think most of us realized it. We were able to travel to all the major sporting events, and much to the disgust of other sections of the paper, it was the sports department that was allocated the lion’s share of the budget.


It wasn’t all perfect. As Scott Morrison, then one of the Toronto Sun’s hockey writers, pointed out when we were strolling around London, England, the year the Toronto Maple Leafs played a couple of exhibition games there, “This would be a great job if we didn’t have to write.” It was a concept that we discussed over a pint in the next pub we came across.


Involvement in Hot Stove was also more fun than work. If I happened to be in the same town as the Circus, mostly Toronto or Montreal, I would go to the studio, but those were the days when major newspapers had lots of money and understood the importance of sports, so I was often in some far-flung locale.


Just to give you an idea of the way things were, when I started at the Globe and Mail in September 1980, the annual sports department budget was whatever the sports department spent. I had been there only a couple of months when, in a rare burst of long-range planning, the managing editor called me into the east wing of his cavernous office and asked if I would be interested in covering the National Football League the following season.


That sounded like a decent idea to me. I had a great deal of NFL knowledge I was eager to impart and, as a Detroit Lions fan, was excited about covering their impending Super Bowl victory in 1982—or 1983, at the latest.


“Then you’d better go to the annual NFL meeting,” said the managing editor.


“Okay. I guess so. Where is it?”


“Maui.”


“Maui? The Maui in Hawaii? That Maui? Well, I guess I should. It is, after all, my new beat so I guess it’s my responsibility. And you’ll surely never find anyone else willing to do it. I’ll make the sacrifice.”


I didn’t say that last part out loud. But the rest of the conversation is accurate and the Globe and Mail did indeed send me to Maui. I was there for six days, and on three of them, they decided that they already had plenty of news to fill the available space so I shouldn’t bother writing.


Nevertheless, I was dedicated to my craft. There was no sense wasting a day, and since the nearby Royal Ka’anapali Golf Course is a regular stop on the LPGA tour, it made sense to put in a round there. I did it only to familiarize myself in case I had to cover women’s golf, of course. It was purely coincidental that the round, with all the necessary accoutrements, was provided by the NFL.


A further rationalization (“fantasy” is also acceptable) was that I actually might have to cover LPGA golf. Not much time had elapsed since a Globe and Mail writer covering the LPGA was seen running for his life to get away from a golfer brandishing her putter and screaming obscenities at him. Maybe I would be pressed into duty because he certainly wasn’t going back to that beat. In fact, the paper had sent him to the Washington bureau in the hope that he would cause less trouble in the United States than he had in Canada.


But back to the managing editor. He wasn’t finished. “Since baseball training camps will have opened by the time you leave Hawaii,” he said, “you might as well stop in the Phoenix area for a couple of weeks and do some stuff on the Cactus League.” In that era, only four major-league baseball teams held their training camps in Arizona. They were the San Francisco Giants, Oakland A’s, Chicago Cubs, and Milwaukee Brewers. To me, there did not seem to be an overwhelming demand in Canada for information on any of these teams. There was probably no demand for insight, either, which was just as well since I didn’t have any.


Nevertheless, even though it might have been a burden for me to continue to bask in the desert warmth and avoid another fourteen days of Toronto weather in March, I decided to agree with the managing editor. After all, he got his job by knowing the newspaper business. Who was I, as a mere columnist, to argue? It was another sacrifice I was prepared to make for the paper.


Needless to say, the concept of spending freely, perhaps even haphazardly, on a large staff no longer prevails at the Globe and Mail. In fact, it no longer prevails at any traditional newspaper in North America, although a couple of them do try to avoid total submission to the popular trend of drastically chopping budgets. The Globe isn’t one of them. When I was there, there were forty-four staffers in the sports department. Today there are four. And they rarely make road trips.


It was very different in those halcyon days and that is why I was often in a place other than Toronto when we were taping Hot Stove. How John Shannon and his crew dredged up the places we used in some of those remote locales, I do not know. On Friday, I’d get a phone call from one of John’s minions telling me they’d found a place I needed to get to in time to do the Saturday 3 p.m. taping.


“Got a pen?”


“Yep.”


“Ready?”


“Yep.”


“It’s called Bob’s Organic TV Studio and Lawn Care.”


“Is it a big place?”


“Not very. And Bob suggests that you give yourself ample time. A lot of cabdrivers don’t like to go to that part of town, so it may take a while to find one who’ll take you.”


Usually they were good enough to provide an address. But if you’re in Denver, say, and you’re given an address, you have no idea how long it takes to get there from the Marriott. And since 3 p.m. in Toronto is 1 p.m. in Denver, there’s the additional problem of getting up on time. Sportswriters are not generally known as early risers, and if you’re in a locale where it is two hours earlier than in Toronto, the bars close two hours later than in Toronto, don’t they?


Anyway, I was invariably equal to the challenge. I discovered that when a little research of a logistical nature had to be done, it was usually best to do it on Friday night. People in bars tend to be surprisingly knowledgeable about their city, so that’s where I went. Another sacrifice.


When Saturday came, I’d parade down the line of cabs until I found one willing to take me to the designated address, which turned out, as often as not, to be part of a run-down (sometimes very run-down) strip mall. There would be no sign for Bob’s Organic TV Studio and Lawn Care. So we’d cruise up and down a couple of times, then try around the back. And there it was—a graffiti-tagged door with a small name plate saying, “Bob’s.”


I’d ring the buzzer (they always had a working buzzer) and in a while, the door would be opened by a portly guy with a beard, a lumberjack shirt, and long, probably unwashed, hair. He’d introduce me to his assistant, usually a young girl dressed totally in black with bits of metal sticking out of numerous parts of her body.


But I must say, these people were always nice. No matter what city it was, whenever I got to this tiny studio somewhere on the edge of civilization, they were good to me and sometimes even gave me a ride back to my hotel. And you can be sure I didn’t put a fake cab receipt into the expense account. Or if I did, it would partly make up for the time when I tipped the guy who opened my cab door outside the Marriott hotel in Boston a dollar for his service. It wasn’t until much later—far too late to make amends—that I realized I had given him $100. That’s ninety-nine bucks I couldn’t claim back. Maybe, when you’re dealing with American money, mistaking a $100 bill for a $1 bill is a rite of passage, just like putting your hand on a hot stove in Canada.


Most times, finding the locale for the Saturday shoot was not a problem. But a different difficulty might arise. One year, we were in Detroit, where Scotty Bowman was coaching the Red Wings during another one of their playoff runs. One of the Hot Stove decision makers thought it would be a good idea to set up a camera among the second-deck seats at Joe Louis Arena. I would sit a few rows below the camera location and have my back to the ice. The backdrop would be the empty arena and the gleaming virgin ice surface.


I must admit that it did look good. And on that day, the video aspect would prove to be especially important. We had just started taping when the Zamboni came out. When the Zambonis appear during a game, they don’t seem noisy because the crowd drowns them out. But they’re pretty loud in an empty arena. We taped our eight-minute segment and for the whole time, the Zamboni drove around and around.


Later that evening, I ran into Al Sobotka, one of the Joe Louis employees, best known for coming out and picking up octopuses off the ice and occasionally twirling them around over his head.


“How’d your show go this afternoon?” he asked.


That seemed to be a strange question but I told him it was okay.


“Did the noise bother you?”


“Well, it didn’t help, Al,” I said. “What the hell were you doing resurfacing the ice at three in the afternoon?”


“Scotty saw you up there and told me to do it,” he chuckled. “He said it might drown out your comments.” I just laughed. More often than not, when we were doing the show from remote locations, some sort of difficulty arose. This one was mild in comparison. Furthermore, Bowman always knew how to play the media game. He knew, as well as I did, that he now owed me a favour.


JD’s moonlighting wasn’t the only reason the show was usually taped in its first years. Because it was being put together from as many as four sources (if all the panelists were in different locations), it was pushing the limits of the available technology at the time. We had no properly equipped base studio and just used whichever arena was home to the Circus on that day. And as an added challenge, there were usually other games taking place, and not all games get to the second intermission at the same time.


Let’s say that we are doing a live show and the Ottawa Senators get through two periods fairly quickly. Now what? Do we delay the start of Hot Stove and wait for the games in Toronto and Quebec City to finish their second periods before we open up the four windows for the participants? We could do that, but then Ottawa wouldn’t get to see the end of Hot Stove because the players there would be back on the ice before the show finished.


The solution was to do the show live, but tape it and run the recorded version in the other cities. In this case, Ottawa viewers would see the show live while Quebec and Toronto viewers would see the same thing a few minutes later.


That’s what happens now. But in the early days of Hot Stove, the technology to record and roll out footage to all the networks in just a few minutes wasn’t available. So for the most part, when you watched in those days it was taped a few hours before the game started. In the playoffs, you might get to see a live version because only one game was on the network, but that always made the producers nervous—and not just because it was possible that one of the participants [raises hand] might say something stupid.


Shannon remembers only too well the first time they tried it. “In the 1996 Stanley Cup final, we decided to do a Hot Stove from the beach,” he chuckled. “Florida was playing Colorado. You and JD were in Miami and Jimmy Hughson was in Vancouver. We were working out of this little truck that had no frills and we thought it would be a good idea to put you two guys on the beach. So there you were. It’s Miami in June. There are all these people on the beach wearing what you’d expect them to wear on Miami Beach in June. You two guys are in jackets and ties because that was the dress code for Hot Stove. JD was sweating bullets. Maybe you were, too.”


I interrupted Shannon to tell him that I was, but he wasn’t any more concerned about it then than he had been in 1996. He just continued with his story.


“For some reason we couldn’t get the technology to work through the audio board where you can all hear each other. So I get on the phone with Jim in Vancouver. I can hear him, but no one else can. So I hooked the phone up to the speaker in the truck. That way, you and JD heard everything [through the headset microphone that a producer uses to talk to on-camera personnel] and so did everybody in the truck, even though they were trying to work at different things. I was shitting bricks because we’d spent a lot of money on it and if it hadn’t worked, it would have looked silly, but we came out of it all right and nobody noticed any difference.”


All of this leads us to the inescapable question. Was it better to do the show live or have it taped? Of course, when I say taped, I mean prerecorded. The days of tape are long gone and everything is now recorded digitally. But we were using videotape when Hot Stove was in its infancy, and it seems less cumbersome to say taped than prerecorded. You know what I mean. If you do the show live, there is an immediacy to it. There’s a tension among the participants because you know you can’t take anything back. Say an unacceptable word and you’re doing your last show. Make an unsupportable allegation by stumbling over your phraseology and you’ve got a lawsuit in your future. Express an opinion that doesn’t come out properly and you’re pilloried as a fool. As a result, the fear of making a mistake can lead to a level of caution that destroys spontaneity, which should be an asset of a live show.
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