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To Zachary, my new hockey idol.


Foreword


In the almost forty years since I was blessed enough to score The Goal, there are times when I dare myself to wonder: What would have happened if I didn’t score that overtime goal to beat the Flyers? What if we didn’t win that game? What if we lost the series?

Would they have dismantled this team that had two bitter disappointments the two years prior against the Rangers and Toronto?

Every once in a while, you see a play in sports that makes you appreciate being on the winning side. The hero rather than the goat.

Why was I the lucky one?

Don’t think I haven’t asked myself that question. I’m not sure why I was the one, but I am forever grateful to have been put in that position. It was my chance to return the favor to the teammates who had helped me and my teammates fulfill a lifelong dream. The stars like Billy Smith, who on so many occasions had held us in the big games with save after save, and Mike Bossy, the purest goal scorer of our generation, and his partner in crime, Bryan Trottier, who was probably the best all-around center to ever play the game.

And how about that other member of Trio Grande, Hall of Famer Clark Gillies? The guy who took it upon himself to battle Terry O’Reilly and the Boston Bruins and gave us the respect we needed.

Then there was, of course, our captain and three-time Norris Trophy winner, Denis Potvin, who endured injuries all year but was at his best when we needed him most.

These were our Hall of Famers and the guys who we expected so much from each night, and they delivered. But the key to our success was the team as a whole. The entire unit, which, to me, couldn’t have done what we did if just one piece was removed. I truly believe that.

Heck, looking back, it’s kind of a shock it wasn’t John Tonelli who scored the goal. Johnny T scored so many big goals during the dynasty. There are many players who have slipped into quiet lives without fanfare and recognition, but each of them knows in his heart that he was part of a damn good team and each of them was a factor in winning the Cup.

I think of Kenny Morrow, a stalwart on defense, who won Olympic Gold for Team USA in 1980 and then added a Stanley Cup in what had to have been a dream-like year for him. Butch Goring added a whole new dimension to the team. He had such a calming effect on the bench but was a relentless pest on the ice. I think of the speed of Bobby Bourne, Steve Tambellini and Anders Kallur. And the passing skill of Stefan Persson. You know, he and Kallur were the first Europeans to have their names etched into the Stanley Cup.

But, again, every name had significance on that Cup. Think about the guys who manned the trenches; the workhorses of the organization. The guys who brought their lunch buckets and were willing to battle it out every night (I always considered myself one of this brigade). Work, work, work and you’ll make up for the deficiencies. Grind it out, battle, scratch claw and bite—well, occasionally—but never let your opponent get the best of you, and don’t ever let down the guy sitting across from you in the locker room.

These are the guys like Chico Resch, Garry Howatt, Lorne Henning, Gordie Lane, Dave Langevin, Duane Sutter, Bob Lorimer, Wayne Merrick, Alex McKendry and Jean Potvin. All men who knew their roles and played them well. Played them to their best of their abilities.

Again, when people ask me what made our team so special, that’s what I keep coming back to: everyone played their role, whatever it was, to the best of their abilities. Like any team, the talent levels varied and there were plenty of different personalities, but when we got to the rink we knew our roles and were determined to do whatever we could to win the game. We had penalty-killers and power-play specialists. We had fighters and defensive players. We had guys who got 40 minutes of ice time and guys who got three.

We had a respected coach in Al Arbour, who made us understand that the guy getting three minutes was every bit as important as the guy getting 40. He set the example for us with his selfless, team-first attitude. Sure, I’d say he was the best coach in the NHL in his time—and, I think, of all-time—but Al wasn’t interested in that stuff. Al always credited us for the things he taught us to do. He credited us for becoming the team he helped us become.

He guided us through the heartaches in 1978 and 1979 and, while it seemed everyone else would, he never let us give up on ourselves. He never allowed us to accept our defeats.

Together, we learned how to win. And that made winning so much sweeter.

Yes, I scored the goal. But it was we, the 1979-80 New York Islanders, who won the Stanley Cup.

It’s been a long time since then, but it was quite an accomplishment and still is. Will a team ever win four straight championships or 19 straight playoff series, like we did? I doubt it. But do we dwell on such things and live in the past? No!

What we dwell on are the great memories. The special moments. Our friendships that will never die. Our bond that will remain forever.

Do I think about “What if?” Yes, but only for a second. We won because of the character in the locker room. That’s about the best I can do for theories.

I cherish the time I spent with the boys and the moment that we brought Long Island the Cup. It was a moment we shared with our fans. They deserved it, too, and it is still great to relive the past with them. The cheers and tears and the parades down Hempstead Turnpike, to hear where they were when I scored the goal on May 24, 1980, will always be a thrill. It is a moment that millions of Long Islanders will remember even for years to come.

Alan Hahn has put together the first real moment by moment account of the events leading up to our first Cup. Working with him, I wanted to stress as much as I could the idea that the Stanley Cup we won in 1980 wasn’t just about one historic goal or a blockbuster trade. It was about a team, a community and a destiny we all reached together.

—Bob Nystrom




Preface


They had me in footie pajamas, these people who called themselves my parents. Across my chest was the New York Rangers shield emblazoned in red, white and blue.

This outfit, I thought in my five-year-old mind, sucks.

They adored me in their colors. I would soon learn the ways of their religion. I would conform. I would become one of them.

I watched carefully as they celebrated the black and white images of Brad Park and Ed Giacomin. I took note of how they didn’t like Phil Esposito when he first arrived, but boy did they grow to love ol’ Espo. Ooh, lala, Sas-swoon. That’s what my older sister did as she sighed at her posters of poodle-haired Ron Duguay.

These were the Broadway Blues. The big-city Rangers at Madison Square Garden, the world’s most famous arena.

But wait a sec, I thought.

We lived on Long Island, an hour from Manhattan. It wasn’t like we were in the city limits. You had to ride on the Long Island Rail Road, from the Ronkonkoma Station through Jamaica, Queens, and then Penn Station. A trip into the city was an escape from the serene suburb to get a taste of the urine-scented, vigilante underworld of Ed Koch’s NYC.

I can’t entirely crucify my parents for their confusion. They were born in Queens, so they adopted the Rangers, who were in their days the only National Hockey League team in town. And they stuck with them after they moved out to the Island in 1970.

A year later, I was born. And, to no coincidence, so were the Islanders.

Hockey had always been a favorite of my parents, who are both sports enthusiasts even now into their flattering grays. Summer for them is baseball and the Mets. Winter is hockey and the Rangers. My dad bought me my first mitt. My mother bought me my first hockey stick.

One season always seemed to melt into the other. Championships were so few and far between.

My older sister stayed loyal to the Rangers and adored the pretty-boys such as Duguay and Dave Maloney. But every family has a black sheep. I became an Islanders fan. I cheered for the grimy Bobby Nystrom and the sinister Billy Smith. I roared for Bryan Trottier, Mike Bossy and Clark Gillies.

I rooted for the team from Long Island.

Why?

It’s a simple story.

I wasn’t yet eight years old when the Rangers upset the Islanders in the 1979 Stanley Cup semifinals. I was a few years out of those unsightly footies, yet I hadn’t identified my loyalty in hockey. But things started getting clearer after seeing my parents celebrate the Rangers win. It made about as much sense to me as those silly pants that teams such as the Philadelphia Flyers started wearing those days (What the hell was that all about?).

Anyway, by 1980 I was caught up in the Olympics. Again, being area-centric, I thought it was cool that the Winter Games were being held in New York. OK, it was Lake Placid, which is farther away from my childhood home than Delaware. But I was eight years old. And I was proud.

I was also clueless as to the magnitude of the U.S. hockey team’s stunning victory over the Russians or the gold medal it had claimed the following day over Finland. All I remember is chanting “U.S.A!” in the basement of my parents’ home as I watched them celebrate on the ice. They all looked so happy that it made me smile, too.

It also made me fall in love with hockey. I became obsessed with it. I had a Mylec street hockey stick and an orange hockey ball and I pelted the garage door with it. I rang shots off the garbage cans that I set up as imaginary posts. I draped a red, white and blue afghan my mother made for me as a child—Rangers colors, of course—pretending to be Jim Craig.

That spring, I dove in head-first as an Islanders fan. I clipped stories out of Newsday and learned every name of every player on the team. I taught them to my sister, Debbie, who has Down’s Syndrome. She was my only ally in the house. While the others tried to taint her innocent mind with talk of Espo, J.D. and Lucien DeBlois (I mean, Lucien DeBlois!), I recited to her the good old boys from the neighborhood like Bossy, Smith and Nystrom. Chico, even.

Sadly those years are mostly a blur to me. When a team you root for wins four straight championships, memories tend to fall into each other. My parents don’t understand this feeling. A shame. Really.

But Game 6 of the 1980 Stanley Cup Final, I won’t ever forget. The hot May afternoon, a Saturday. Overtime. Bobby Nystrom’s goal and the wall of players that piled over him in the corner afterward.

And then that bright, beautiful trophy.

More newspaper clips, more stories. Pictures of a parade I never got to attend (go figure). Replays of the goal on TV news. And me re-creating it on the driveway, somehow figuring out how to fire the ball off the curb just enough so I can backhand-tip it on the return.

Almost 25 years later, I found myself doing it again. This time on the ice, with my friend John Wiedeman, who was the radio play-by-play man for the Islanders. It got me thinking about that year. And the idea for a book was spawned.

Over the course of a hockey season, while following the Islanders as a beat writer for Newsday, the collection of stories I was told and hours of game tapes I watched brought a greater appreciation of the game and that 1979-80 team.

There were personal stories such as the one shared by Bob Bourne about his son, Jeffrey, who that season was born with spina bifida. Many nights Bourne would sleep on the hospital room floor, then get up to go to work the next day. There’s the flood of e-mails and endless conversations with fans who told me where they were and what they were doing at 7:11 on 5/24/80.

If you don’t know what those numbers mean, you aren’t an Islanders fan.

My parents aren’t, and they sure know those numbers. They do because I do. And because I just wrote a book about it.

Of course they’re still trying to recruit. After teaching my impressionable three-year-old daughter, Emma, the “Let’s Go Rangers!” chant as a clapping song, they’re now after my son, Zachary. One of his first words, I swear, was “hockey.” He also often sat with me while I watched tapes of the Islanders playoff games from 1980. He was studying Mike Bossy’s form. He was taking note of Bobby Nystrom’s work ethic.

Never once was he wearing Rangers footie pajamas.
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Chapter One

In the Beginning

This wasn’t a parade, it was a block party. The streets were closed off and the biggest house in the neighborhood hosted a celebration that became an annual event to kick off summer here in Long Island, New York. They toasted each other while drinking from a gleaming silver chalice that in these parts had only been a mythical image. For a fledgling franchise such as the New York Islanders, which was just two years removed from near bankruptcy and less than a decade old, it seemed an impossible dream.

And for the city folks to the west, longtime fans of the New York Rangers, it had long been a frustratingly elusive one. Forty years to the date without a Stanley Cup.

But out in the ’burbs, the Cup had come to party. It did not come to saunter down the Canyon of Heroes in downtown Manhattan, like sports champions and astronauts and others who had been showered in ticker tape and big-city lights. Instead, on this hot afternoon in May 1980, it proudly rode down the nondescript backstreets of the Hempstead Plains in an antique automobile, surrounded by its newest owners and gawked at by adoring locals, who at the time might not have fully understood the magnitude of the Cup’s presence.

“The further I get away from it,” said Jean Nebiosini, a woman from the nearby south shore town of Valley Stream who lived through those halcyon days, “the more I realize how great it was.”

Their escort was a few local police on horseback, as well as a host of youngsters giddily riding along on their bicycles.

The street was not encased by skyscrapers of the New York City skyline, but instead stretched out lazily and haphazardly under a gigantic canopy of suburban sky. And it was lined with a hundred thousand screaming, waving and mostly delirious locals, some of which jumped in front of the parade to snap photos of the shiny icon as it approached.

Long Island doesn’t really have a Main Street or a downtown, but for one afternoon, two side roads that once were a part of famed Mitchel Field became just that. It transformed from a dusty, desolate plain with a squat arena dropped in its midst to the heart of a sprawling suburbia that, until then, didn’t really know it had one.
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