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I

IN THE BEGINNING…

The Rangers were not New York's first hockey team. That honor went to the New York Americans. After the Hamilton Tigers went on strike in 1925, Big Bill Dwyer, New York's most famous bootlegger, shelled out $75,000 to bring the team, and the National Hockey League, to the Big Apple.

Dwyer rented out the newly constructed Madison Square Garden, dressed his team in star-spangled red, white, and blue uniforms, and began selling tickets. He sold more than 17,000 of them to the Americans’ first game, a 3–1 loss to the Montreal Canadiens on December 15, 1925. Though the Americans finished fifth, they did well at the box office—so well that Garden management decided to get into the hockey business itself (despite having said that it wouldn't do so).

Tex Rickard, the head of the Garden, didn't know much about hockey, so he brought in someone who did—Conn Smythe. But Smythe got into a dispute with management and didn't make it to opening night. Instead, Lester Patrick, a member of hockey's most famous family, took over as general manager and coach.

The Patrick-built and coached Rangers were an immediate hit. The line of Frank Boucher and the Cook brothers (Bill and Bun) quickly became the league's best, and hard-hitting Ching Johnson anchored a tough defense. Boucher recounts his memories (via personal remembrances and his autobiography) of the Rangers’ first game, a 1–0 victory that began a division-championship season.


One year later, the Rangers were NHL champs. With Patrick shedding his tie and jacket for goalie pads and gloves in a famous playoff game, the Rangers beat the Montreal Maroons in a best-of-five game to win their first Stanley Cup.

Throughout the 1930s, the Rangers were among the NHL's elite teams. They captured a second Stanley Cup in 1933, and after some brilliant rebuilding on the fly by Patrick (now a GM only after moving Boucher into the coaching job in 1939), won again in the spring of 1940. One of the young players on that 1940 team was center Clint Smith, who reminisces about being young and a Cup winner.






CHAPTER 1

FRANK BOUCHER

The Skinny

When the Rangers got their man, their main man, it was fitting that he was a former member of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, because a Mountie, as the saying goes, “always gets his man.” The year was 1926, and the man was Frank Boucher, one of two superstars (the other was Bill Cook) on the first Rangers team.

Boucher's arrival actually predated the arrival of Lester Patrick, who later became his coach and, ultimately, his boss. Conn Smythe, the Rangers’ first general manager, started building the franchise by signing the Cook brothers, Bill and Bun. Bill was a right wing, and Bun played on the left side. All Smythe needed was a center. He was determined to get the Cooks anyone they wanted—no questions asked. The list included some of the game's biggest stars, such as Nels Stewart and Frank Nighbor. But the Cooks had their own ideas. They chose Frank Boucher. It was a choice made in hockey heaven.

No one among the original Rangers, not even Patrick (Smythe's successor), stayed with the franchise for as long as Boucher. He took the franchise's opening face-off in 1926 and played until 1938 (he also had a brief cameo for the war-ravaged team of 1943–44, went behind the bench as coach from 1939 to 1948, and served as general manager from 1946 to 1955—30 years in all).


The longer schedules and faster game played today don't do justice to Boucher's offensive numbers. But Boucher was one of the greatest players of his era, a cunning playmaker who developed into one of the most popular Rangers of all time. It's not much of a stretch to say Boucher was the Wayne Gretzky of his day. Both were brilliant, lefty-shooting centers who played “like they had the puck on a string,” to paraphrase legendary broadcaster Foster Hewitt's description of Boucher and his linemates on the Rangers’ famous “A Line.” The trio owed its name to the A train, the subway line that was being built beneath the third Madison Square Garden (the one between 49th and 50th streets and Eighth and Ninth avenues, about a mile north of the current Garden) when the Rangers were born in 1926.

Though he was a native of the Canadian capital city of Ottawa, Boucher developed a great fondness for the Big Apple and all of its pleasures. On and off the ice, he became the most recognizable hockey face in town.

Boucher was one of the cleanest players of all time. He drew only one major during his career. Ironically enough, that penalty came in the Rangers’ very first game, a 1–0 victory over the Montreal Maroons on November 16, 1926. Boucher won the NHL's Lady Byng Trophy for “clean, effective play” so many times—seven in all—that the league finally gave it to him permanently and had a new trophy struck.

Boucher must have needed a large trophy room to accommodate all the honors he won. In addition to all those Lady Byngs, there were three Stanley Cups, two as a player (1928 and 1933) and one as a coach in 1940. He also made the First All-Star Team three times and the Second Team once as a player, and earned another place on each team as a coach.

One of Boucher's innovations is still with New York hockey fans today. He and publicist Herb Goren founded the Rangers Fan Club in 1950. The club's leadership immediately established a “most popular Ranger” award, and named it the Frank Boucher Trophy. The Rangers Fan Club continues to flourish today, more than 60 years after its founding.

The Setting

The Rangers weren't the first hockey team to call Madison Square Garden home. That honor went to the New York Americans, who joined the NHL in the fall of 1925 and did so well that Garden management decided to get its own franchise to capitalize on the Big Apple's newfound interest in hockey.


Notes on Frank Boucher





	Name:  
	Frank Boucher



	Born:  
	October 7, 1901 (Ottawa, Ontario)



	Died:  
	December 12, 1977 (Kemptville, Ontario)



	Position:  
	Center



	Height:  
	5-foot-9



	Playing Weight:  
	170 pounds



	How Acquired:  
	Traded to the Rangers from the Vancouver Maroons for $15,000—September 28, 1926



	Years with Rangers:  
	1926–27 to 1937–38; 1943–44



	Stats as Ranger:  
	533 games, 152 goals, 261 assists, 413 points, 114 PIM



	Uniform Numbers:  
	7, 17



	Accomplishments:  
	Lady Byng Trophy 1927–28, 1928–29, 1929–30, 1930–31, 1932–33, 1933–34, 1934–35




	 
	First-Team All-Star 1932–33, 1933–34, 1934–35




	 
	Second-Team All-Star 1930–31



	 
	Hockey Hall of Fame 1958



	 
	Lester Patrick Trophy 1993






Legend has it that the nickname “Rangers” began with “Tex” Rickard, who was running the Garden at the time. Rickard was really a boxing man but had become fascinated with hockey and was convinced the game, even with two teams in town, would draw plenty of fans to the Garden, “the world's premiere sporting arena,” which had opened its doors just a year earlier. Local sportswriters dubbed the new club “Tex's Rangers,” and though Tex is long gone, the latter part of the name lingers eight decades later.


If the Rangers have an actual “birthday,” it would be May 15, 1926, the date the National Hockey League awarded a franchise to the Garden. The nation as a whole and New York in particular were at the height of the Roaring Twenties—the Great Depression was still three years away. It was the “Golden Age Of Sports” in America, meaning that the Rangers would have to compete for newspaper headlines (there was little radio, and television and the Internet weren't even a gleam in an inventor's eye) with the likes of Babe Ruth, boxing champ Jack Dempsey, football star Red Grange, golfer Bobby Jones, and tennis great Bill Tilden.

A lot of New Yorkers cared more about their sports heroes than they did about politics or foreign affairs. It was an era when secretaries made about $15 a week and sirloin steak was 41 cents a pound. There were 13 daily newspapers in New York, and they trumpeted the exploits of heroes like trans-Atlantic flier Charles Lindbergh, English Channel-swimmer Gertrude Ederle, author Ernest Hemingway, and film star Ronald Colman.

As Boucher remembered decades later, both in interviews and his 1973 book, When The Rangers Were Young, “It was the era of the sheik and the flapper, and the world was different. There were 20,000 speakeasies in New York as Prohibition marked its seventh year. Three days before we opened our season, there were 72,000 people in Yankee Stadium when Notre Dame, coached by Knute Rockne, beat Army, 7–0. The next day, a mere 20,000 watched Red Grange score three touchdowns for the New York Yankees as they beat the Boston Bulldogs, 24–0.”

Rickard and his associate at the Garden, Col. John S. Hammond, were determined to ice much more than a mere expansion team (not that anyone would have known what that term meant in 1926). And that's just what they did. Recalled Smythe, “I knew every hockey player in the world right then. Putting that whole team together, many of whom had never played pro hockey before, cost the Rangers about $32,000.”

But Smythe didn't get to stick around to see his handiwork pay off. He was fired after a series of disagreements with Hammond and Rickard. With opening night drawing closer, Hammond and Rickard turned to the dapper and magisterial Patrick, a hockey legend who was 42 at the time.

The Rangers wanted their opening night to be memorable. In particular, they wanted it to at least equal (and preferably outdo), the pomp and circumstance of the Americans. The “Amerks,” who were tenants at the Garden, had officially brought hockey to New York on December 15, 1925, when they faced off against the Montreal Canadiens and lost by a score of 3–1.
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Frank Boucher. Courtesy of the John Halligan Collection


Though the Americans were losers on the ice that night, they were winners in terms of prestige. The game was treated like a gala international social affair. Among those on hand were the Canadian Governor General's Royal Foot Guards from Ottawa and the United States Marching Band from West Point.

Almost a year later, it was the Rangers’ turn to herald their arrival. The New York Daily News described preparations for the big game: “The Garden has been transformed into a veritable winter palace, and a pretentious program has been arranged between periods for the entertainment of hockey patrons, including Katie Schmidt's ice ballet. West Point's cadet orchestra also has been secured.”

The Game of My Life

OPENING NIGHT—NOVEMBER 16, 1926 RANGERS VS. MONTREAL MAROONS AT MADISON SQUARE GARDEN

“We arrived in New York on the overnight train from Toronto the morning of November 12, 1926. That was four days before our opening game. People who live there now would have marveled at the New York we knew. There were about six million people. Nearly a million of them traveled on the subway every day. The fare was five cents.

“The Garden was a teeming oven that night. It must have been about 70 degrees. When I stood at the blue line lofting warm-up shots at Hal Winkler, our goaltender, I was edgy and nervous.

“The crowd of more than 13,000 was still coming in. In the boxes down close to the ice, the women were wearing furs and evening dress; their men were natty in tuxedos. Up in the balcony above the mezzanine, the smoke was already building into a haze. We were about to play our first game.

“It was pretty theatrical. There were some celebrities there, but I don't remember exactly who. In time, we drew a lot of big names to the Garden. Babe Ruth used to come into the arena in his flashy beige camel hair coat and matching cashmere cap. So did Lou Gehrig, the Babe's running mate on the Yankees, a big, quiet rusty-haired fellow with a huge cheek dimple and wide smile. They often came to the dressing room to visit us.

“Humphrey Bogart and the Duke and Duchess of Windsor and Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz were hockey fans. So were George Raft, Jack LaRue, and Cab Calloway.

“The game was even on radio. Madison Square Garden Corporation bought its own frequency and started a station called WMSG. Jack Filman from Hamilton, Ontario, was the broadcaster. He did the same thing for the Americans. Jack was quite a character and he stayed on the scene for a long time, probably until the late ’30s.”

“I took the first face-off, against Montreal's Nels Stewart, and won it cleanly, drawing the puck back to Bill Cook. We were off and skating. The real face-off came after a ceremonial face-off conducted by movie star Lois Moran, who was slim, blonde, and very attractive. With that tiny ceremony, the Rangers had arrived in New York.”

“It was a great game [“fast and savagely played” was the description of Seabury Lawrence, who covered the opener for the The New York Times]. I actually fought Montreal's Bill Phillips—the first and only time I ever had a fight on the ice. I am grateful for that.

“Bill Cook, the team's first captain, scored the only goal of the game, assisted by Bun, at 18:37 of the second period. The Rangers won by a score of 1–0.”

Afterword

Boucher wasted little time establishing himself as one of the best centers in the NHL. The line of Boucher between the Cook brothers quickly became one of the league's most feared trios. With the A Line leading the way, the Rangers finished first in the American Division in their first season.

“That first season, we followed a pattern we set in our opening-game victory over the Maroons,” Boucher recounted some years later. “We headed Boston by 11 points to win the American Division championship. Bill Cook won the scoring championship, and was also the NHL's top goal-scorer with 33 goals in a 44-game schedule.” The A Line was so good that Patrick often left them on their own at practices at one end of the ice while he coached the rest of the club at the other end.

But the Rangers lost to Boston in the opening round of the playoffs, leaving them with some unfinished business. There were no loose ends in their second season, when they took home the Stanley Cup—with Boucher scoring the Cup-winning goal in the fifth and deciding game against the Maroons. But Boucher may have made a bigger contribution earlier in the series: Depending on whom you believe, Boucher was the one who persuaded the 44-year-old Patrick to put on the pads and gloves and take over in goal when goaltender Lorne Chabot was injured in Game 2.

Boucher set team scoring records that took decades (and much longer schedules) to break. In an era when players were vassals whose movement was totally controlled by management, few players were as identified with their teams as was Boucher with the Rangers. That's why it was a foregone conclusion that Boucher would turn to coaching at the end of his playing career. It happened right on schedule at the end of the 1937–38 season, when Boucher managed only a single assist; this from a player whose line had put up more than 1,100 points in their decade together—big numbers in an era when schedules were less than 50 games and teams rarely combined for as many as six goals in a game.

“It was clear, painfully clear, that my time had come,” Boucher said in When the Rangers Were Young. “The others knew it, too. Bun [Cook] was already gone, sold to the Bruins, and Bill [Cook], Ching [Johnson] and Murray [Murdoch] all made it plain that they, too, had had enough.”

Boucher's playing career may have been ending, but his time with the Rangers was far from done. Patrick named Boucher as coach of the New York Rovers, the Rangers’ top farm club in the Eastern Amateur Hockey League. That gave him a chance to get his feet wet as a coach before moving up to the big club in 1939–40, with Patrick keeping his job as general manager. The rookie coach led the team to its third Stanley Cup. “That team,” Boucher would often say, “was the greatest hockey team I had ever seen.”

Unfortunately for Boucher and the Rangers, World War II destroyed any hopes of an emerging dynasty. Boucher led the Rangers to the playoffs in 1940–41 and to the Prince of Wales Trophy for finishing first in the regular season in 1941–42. But the third-place Bruins upset the Rangers in six games in the semifinals, and the team was never the same.


Much of the team was off to the war by the fall of 1942, and the Rangers plummeted to the basement of the six-team league (the Americans folded the previous spring). Things got even worse in 1943–44, and the Rangers needed some spark. Boucher thought he could provide it. He put the skates on again at the ripe old age of 42. Despite fairly decent numbers (four goals and 10 assists for 14 points in 15 games), Boucher knew it just wasn't going to work, so he quit for good as a player.

Boucher would stay behind the bench for 10 seasons, however, including a brief stint in 1953–54. But after his fast start, Boucher never recaptured the touch he had before the war. Boucher would also become the Rangers’ second general manager, succeeding Patrick in 1946 and serving until midway through the 1954–55 season. In 1958, he was elected to the Hockey Hall of Fame.

Sadly, all of Boucher's trophies and memorabilia were lost when a fire destroyed his home on February 23, 1965. The blaze wiped out “Byng Farm,” a 160-acre apple orchard that Frank ran with his son Earl in Mountain, Ontario, outside of Ottawa.

“That was one of the saddest days of my life,” Boucher often lamented. “But they didn't burn my memories. No sir.”

Boucher left Rangers fans with one final memory on February 11, 1968, when the Rangers bid farewell to the third Madison Square Garden. Boucher and the Cook brothers made one last appearance together in the building where all three became Hall of Famers, headlining an unprecedented collection of 62 hockey greats. Boucher set up Bill Cook for one last goal, to the cheers of the sellout crowd on the Garden's last day.

Boucher died on December 12, 1977, at age 76. Thirty of those 76 years were devoted to the Rangers. No one had served the Rangers longer. Few have served them better.






CHAPTER 2

CLINT SMITH

The Skinny

His nickname was “Snuffy,” after the character in the comic strip Barney Google, but there was nothing funny about the way Clint Smith played hockey. The native of Assiniboia, Saskatchewan, was an offensive force in an era when every goal was precious and was instrumental in the Rangers’ third Stanley Cup victory.

Had he been playing today, Smith would have been a high draft pick, perhaps No. 1 overall. But in the early 1930s, he had to settle for being one of the youngest players ever to turn pro.

“I think I brought myself to New York,” Smith said in recounting how he wound up in the Big Apple. “That's the reason [Rangers general manager] Lester Patrick and I never got along. I was about 18, and I think I was the third-youngest player to ever turn pro in those days.

“The president of the Rangers was Colonel [John] Hammond, and I made my deal with Colonel Hammond on the telephone. But when came to sign my contract with Lester, he had me down for one just year. I said, ‘No, Lester, I made a deal with Colonel Hammond for a two-year contract for this amount of money,’ and I insisted on it. I was a 17-, 18-year-old kid talking back to Lester Patrick. That wasn't supposed to be. He always held that against me.

“We were training in Lake Placid that year, and he said to me, ‘Colonel Hammond is in Lake Placid. He'll probably be over here tomorrow, and I'll see him then.’ The next day, he called me in after practice, and Colonel Hammond was there, and Lester said, ‘This young fellow said that you said you'd give him a two-year contract.’ And Colonel Hammond said, ‘Yes, Lester, I told him that.’ So Lester had to eat a little bit of crow, and he didn't like it.

“I didn't make the [Rangers] that year and I was sent to Springfield, the Rangers’ farm team in the Can-American League. At Christmas time, that league broke up, so I was loaned back to Saskatoon in the Western Hockey League. The next year I was loaned out to Vancouver in the Pacific Coast League because Lester's brother, Guy Patrick, owned the Vancouver Lions. I played for Vancouver for three years, and I had big years with the Lions.”

That's an understatement. Smith had 25 goals and 39 points in 34 games in 1933-34, and boosted his point totals in each of the next two seasons.

“The third year I played with Vancouver, I had an argument with Guy Patrick. I know I was making the top dollar of the players out there, but I had played for three years, and I was leading the league in scoring every year. So the third year, I had it added to my contract that I had to go to another league the next year. He signed that; he said, ‘We can take care of that.’ The next year, I was still with the Rangers, but I went to Philadelphia. At the same time, [linemates] Bobby Kirk and Charlie Mason didn't make the Rangers—they had a little stint, but they didn't stick. So they're in Philadelphia. I was with [Bryan] Hextall. Of course, Lester was calling all of the shots in Philadelphia. He put our line together—Hextall and Bobby Kirk and I, and we broke records in that league.”

Smith finished with 25 goals and 54 points in 49 games and then scored his first NHL goal during a two-game call-up with the Rangers.

“The next year, we went up as a line to the Rangers, Kirk and Hextall and me. We played about five or six games, and we were doing all right. But you didn't lose three or four games in a row with Lester, and he broke our line up. He put Hextall with Phil Watson, and I forget with whom Bobby Kirk played. But it didn't hurt me—I went between Lynn Patrick and Cecil Dillon. Cecil was left-hand shot who played right wing. We all went together like ham and eggs. We had a heck of a line there.”

By 1938–39, Smith was among the NHL's top players. He won the Lady Byng Trophy while finishing fourth in the league with 41 points while taking only one minor penalty.



Notes on Clint Smith





	Name:  
	Clint Smith



	Born:  
	December 12, 1913 (Assiniboia, Saskatchewan)



	Position:  
	Center



	Height:  
	5-foot-8



	Playing Weight:  
	165 pounds



	How Acquired:  
	Signed as a free agent by the Rangers—October 13, 1932



	Years with Rangers:  
	1936–37 through 1942–43



	Stats as Ranger:  
	281 games, 80 goals, 115 assists, 195 points, 12 PIM



	Accomplishments:  
	Lady Byng Trophy 1938–39; Hockey Hall of Fame 1991






The Setting

The Rangers had entered the NHL in 1926 and won a Cup the next season, beating the Montreal Maroons in the final. They won a second Cup five years later and were looking for Cup No. 3 after finishing second in 1940.

The Blueshirts rallied in the semifinals and beat Boston, the defending Stanley Cup champions, in six games. Next up were the Toronto Maple Leafs, who had split a pair of Finals with the Rangers, winning in 1932 and losing a rematch in 1933.

But the Rangers had a problem: Though they should have enjoyed the home ice advantage, they faced the prospect of having to play as many as five games away from Madison Square Garden. In those days, the Ringling Brothers Circus came to the Garden in the spring and took over the building, forcing the Rangers to make other arrangements.

The Rangers won the first two games, 2–1 in overtime and 6–2, to take a two-game lead to Toronto. The lead didn't last long, as the Leafs won 2–1 and 3–0 to even the series.


But the Rangers rebounded to win Game 5. Muzz Patrick, one of Lester Patrick's two sons on the team, scored 11:43 into the second overtime to give the Rangers a 2–1 victory and a 3–2 lead in the series.

Smith and his teammates came to Maple Leaf Gardens on April 13, 1940, hoping to close out the series. Sixty-six years later, he still remembers that night—both the game and the celebration that followed.

The Game of My Life

1940 STANLEY CUP FINAL, GAME 6 RANGERS AT TORONTO MAPLE LEAFS—APRIL 13, 1940

“We got locked out of the Garden because of the circus coming in. The circus came into the Garden every spring. They used quite a bit of money from the circus to build the Garden, so the circus had a priority there in the spring. They had that agreement for years. So we only got to play two games in the finals at home. Then we had to play the rest of the series in Toronto. That was a pretty tough job, even then. There weren't many Rangers fans in that rink.

“We won the first two games in New York, but we lost the next two in Toronto. We won the fifth game in Toronto in overtime. In the sixth game, we were down 2–0 in the third period, but we rallied to force overtime.

“I don't remember the winning goal by Bryan Hextall. You know, I'm 92 now. But I remember that you could have heard a pin drop when we scored. It got awfully quiet. It really didn't matter who scored it. All I know is that we won. That was the big thing. I did get a lot of ice time in that series. We loved to beat Toronto in Toronto. We had quite a few Eastern boys on the club. Ott Heller, Dave Kerr, they were Easterners.

“I can't explain the feeling of winning the Stanley Cup. It's the ultimate. It's something you always strive for—just to get into the Stanley Cup Finals. And then when you win—it's something you always remember.

“The funny part of it was, after the game, team president John Reed Kilpatrick came in, and that was only about the second time I'd ever seen him in our dressing room. He was always at the games, but he never came into the dressing room.

“He said, ‘I'd like your attention for a minute.’

“When he spoke, the hilarity stopped right there.
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Clint Smith. Courtesy of Ernie Fitzsimmons


“He said, ‘I have a room at the Royal York Hotel. I want everybody here to be there. I know a lot of you have friends here,’ because we had a lot of players from Toronto, and when we went to Toronto, they always had relatives who came to the games. They used to come down to the hotel to see the boys, things like that. He said, ‘I want everybody there, and if you have friends or family who were at the game, they're invited the same as you.’

“We got to the hotel and there was a little bit of hilarity starting. We were having a few drinks—mind you, we didn't drink that much in those days, mostly beer. I was strictly a beer drinker. We were just sitting around, and John Reed Kilpatrick came to Muzz Patrick and me; we were standing around, and he came to both of us, and he said, ‘Boys, if I were younger, I think I'd be taking some of that booze up to my room for the train ride home tomorrow.’

“You see, the next day was Sunday, and there was no liquor on the train on Sundays. I'll tell you, he didn't tell us twice. We had some booze back in the room so fast…then we came back to the party.

“The next day on the train, there were quite a few sports reporters on the train who had come down with us, and after we had breakfast, about an hour later, we were starting to get a little thirsty, and we went back and brought a bottle back. We had one room there, and they asked, ‘Where did you get the whiskey?’

“We said, ‘We just happened to have some that we took back with us.’

“We thought we'd get away with that, and we'd have about three bottles apiece when we got back to New York. We never got a drink—they went through our bags. The party started all over again on the train. Muzz and I never got a bottle back to New York. But it was a lot of fun.”

Afterword

Smith and the Rangers had two more fine seasons, including 1941–42, when the Rangers finished first overall but were unable to win the Stanley Cup. But by then, World War II was in full swing. No team was hit harder than the Rangers, who saw many of their top stars enter the military. Smith wound up being sold to the Chicago Black Hawks (that's the way they spelled it then) after the 1942–43 season.

“Lester and I, we were never the best of friends,” Smith recalled. “We were good friends once we got the contract signed; then everything was fine. But we always had a problem with contracts. Lester and I had a pretty good argument, and he ended up selling me to Chicago.”

The move turned out to be a good one for Smith's stats.

“I had some pretty big years with Chicago,” he said. “I was playing between [Hall of Famers] Max Bentley and Bill Mosienko, and we set records. [Smith set the NHL record for assists in 1943–44 with 49 and finished with 72 points.] It ended up that it was a good trade for me. I didn't want to leave New York, but I was glad to get away from Lester. He was a great man, but he was a mean man in a lot of ways.”

Smith wrapped up his playing NHL career with the Black Hawks in 1946–47, finishing with 185 goals and 397 points in 483 games—with only 24 penalty minutes. He also shares the NHL record for most goals in a period with four, set on March 4, 1945, against Montreal.

After 11 seasons in the NHL, Smith went to the USHL's Tulsa Oilers in 1947 and won the Herman W Paterson Cup as the league's MVP in
1947–48. He stayed active in hockey as a player-coach for the St. Paul Saints of the USHL until he hung up the blades to coach full time with the Cincinnati Mohawks of the American Hockey League in 1952.

“I coached for several years,” he said. “I started with the Rangers’ farm club in St. Paul. Then they went into Cincinnati; they went into that team with Montreal and coached for a year [while also playing two games]. I enjoyed coaching. We won a cup with the St. Paul club. But you have to quit sometime, I guess.”

He returned to Vancouver in 1953.

“After I coached, I went into the service station business with Imperial Oil near Vancouver, where I've lived since about 1941,” he said. “I was in the service station business for 20 years. I had always worked around service stations during the summer. I never wasted a full summer like a lot of the other guys; they'd play golf all of the time, but I could never do that. I liked the service station, so it was natural that I'd go into that business. It treated me well.”

But he didn't put his skates away. Smith played old-timers’ hockey for a number of years. He also was a founding member of the British Columbia Hockey Benevolent Association, serving as president and holding several other offices in the organization.

One highlight of Smith's post-playing career came in 1991, when he was inducted into the Hockey Hall of Fame.

“I was thrilled to be inducted. It's quite a privilege,” he said. “It kind of gives you memories. I used to enjoy going back there, because I'd see five or six of the fellows I used to play against. But,” he adds with a laugh, “not too many of the guys I played against are left—that's the problem of living too long.”

Smith's loyalties were divided three years later when the Rangers went to the Stanley Cup Final—against the Vancouver Canucks.

“I saw the games out here,” he said. “It was a good series. It was hard to pick one team, because I had played for the old Vancouver Lions—that was my stepping-stone to the National Hockey League. I was torn between the two. I've lived in Vancouver for a long time.

Smith received a special treat in the summer of 2005 when he got something that players didn't get to enjoy in his era: a day with the Stanley Cup. With the 2004–05 season wiped out by the work stoppage, there was no Stanley Cup champion, so the practice of giving players from the championship team a day with the Cup was extended to a number of players from the past.

“Howie Meeker brought the Cup out to Vancouver Island, and while it was out here, they phoned and asked me if I would like it for a day—and, of course, I said I'd be glad to take it for a day,” he said. “We enjoyed it. I went to the Winter Club in West Vancouver, and, of course, they just jumped at [the chance to get the Cup for a day]. We had a pretty good display. It was nice. But I had to laugh—the Cup was so small, you could carry it around. You couldn't carry the Cup that we won around. I think we had 13 rings on that Cup—I think they have five now.”

Smith was the last living member of the 1940 championship team when he passed away on May 19, 2009, at the age of 95.






II

DOWNS AND UPS

With a load of young talent and an excellent farm system, the Rangers appeared set for more years of success. They finished first overall in 1941–42, though they were upset in the playoffs. Then World War II intervened.

No NHL team was ravaged by the war as badly as the Rangers. Lester Patrick dissolved the farm system in anticipation that the NHL would go on hiatus; instead, like the other pro sports, hockey was allowed to continue to provide entertainment. With most of his top talent off to war, Patrick wanted to suspend operations, only to be told that the league couldn't afford to operate with fewer than six teams.

The Rangers struggled until making the playoffs in 1948, their first trip to the postseason since 1942. Two years later, the brilliant goaltending of Charlie Rayner and some clutch scoring by center Don Raleigh got the Rangers within one victory of the Stanley Cup. Raleigh recounts how his two overtime goals in the finals got the Rangers within one victory of a championship, and how a puck that bounced the wrong way kept them from being Stanley Cup winners. It was one of the most heartbreaking moments in franchise history.

The Rangers struggled into the mid-1950s before they finally rebuilt their farm system, generating future Hall of Famers like Gump Worsley, Andy Bathgate, and Harry Howell. The Rangers made the playoffs three years in a row in the late ’50s, then struggled again until 1961–62, when they outlasted Detroit to make the playoffs. Bathgate recalls perhaps the most famous goal of his career, a penalty-shot tally against Detroit that lifted the Rangers into the 1962 playoffs, while Worsley remembers his greatest—and most disappointing—game, a double-overtime loss to Toronto in Game 5 of the 1962 playoffs. Howell, who played more games than anyone in franchise history, shares memories of Harry Howell Night, the first night ever given to a Ranger, and the highlight of his Norris Trophy-winning season in 1966–67.





CHAPTER 3

DON RALEIGH

The Skinny

Barring a change in the NHL draft, Don Raleigh holds one record no Ranger will ever break: the youngest full-time player ever to wear the Blueshirt.

Tall and thin (hence his nickname, “Bones”), Raleigh was on a pair of bantam championship teams in Manitoba and played on a midget title team in 1941-42 before moving into junior hockey with the Manitoba Monarchs. With World War II having decimated their roster, the Rangers signed Raleigh to a pro contract. Although he spent most of the season with the Brooklyn Crescents, Raleigh actually played 15 games with the Rangers in 1943–44, scoring his first two NHL goals and adding two assists (one of his teammates was Rangers immortal and coach Frank Boucher, who came out of retirement at age 42 to become one of the oldest players in team history). Raleigh's first taste of NHL life ended when he broke his jaw against the Toronto Maple Leafs.

The Setting

Raleigh went back to Canada, joined (and played hockey with) the Canadian Army, and attended the University of Manitoba. But by the fall of 1947, at the age of 21, the Rangers thought he was ready for the Big Apple and brought him to New York full time.


Like many of his teammates, Raleigh wasn't a physical player, but he was a slick passer and shooter. The slender center became the first Ranger to score four goals in a game in a 7–4 loss to Chicago on February 25, 1948. He also played 42 NHL games that season before taking his first minor penalty.

Raleigh finished with 15 goals and 18 assists for 33 points (and only those two penalty minutes) as a rookie and added another pair of goals in the Rangers’ first-round playoff loss to Montreal.

Injuries limited Raleigh to 41 games and 10 goals in 1948-49, but he played all 70 games and was a solid contributor in 1949-50, scoring 12 goals and adding 25 assists for 37 points. He helped the Rangers to a fourth-place finish and their second playoff berth in three seasons.

Much to the surprise of the hockey world, the Rangers stunned the second-place (and heavily favored) Montreal Canadiens in five games. Led by the goaltending of Hart Trophy winner Chuck Rayner, the Rangers took the first three games; barely missed a sweep when the Canadiens won the fourth game 3–2 in overtime; and wrapped up the series at the Forum with a 3-0 victory.

That sent the Rangers to the Finals against the first-place Detroit Red Wings. It was their first trip to the Finals since their last Cup victory in 1940. But as it had 10 years earlier, the circus made life harder for the Blueshirts. In 1940, they were able to play two home games before the series moved to Toronto; in 1950, the Rangers’ two “home” games were played in Toronto.

Detroit was without Gordie Howe, who suffered a severe head injury in the Wings’ first playoff game, but they opened the Finals at the Olympia with a 4–1 victory—not unexpected for in a series between a first-place finisher (88 points) and a fourth-place team that ended up three games below .500.

But with the fans at Maple Leaf Gardens cheering them on (even then, the Wings weren't favorites in Toronto), the Rangers rode Rayner's goaltending to a 3–1 victory. But Detroit blanked the Blueshirts 4-0 in the third game and headed home to play the rest of the series needing only two victories in a building in which they had gone 19-9-7 during the regular season.

The Rangers, however, had other ideas.



Notes on Don Raleigh





	Name:  
	Don Raleigh



	Born:  
	June 27, 1926 (Kenora, Ontario)



	Position:  
	Center



	Height:  
	5-foot-11



	Playing Weight:  
	145 pounds



	How Acquired:  
	Signed as a free agent



	Years with Rangers:  
	1943-44 to 1955-56



	Stats as Ranger:  
	535 games, 101 goals, 219 assists, 320 points, 96 PIM



	Nickname:  
	Bones



	Uniform Numbers:  
	9, 7



	Accomplishments:  
	Captain, November 4, 1953, through 1954-55 season



	 
	West Side Association Award (Rangers MVP) 1950-51



	 
	Frank Boucher Trophy 1951-52






The Game of My Life

STANLEY CUP FINAL, GAMES 4 AND 5 RANGERS VS. DETROIT RED WINGS—APRIL 18 AND 20, 1950

“It was tough not having any home games because of the circus. At first, they told us we were going to play the whole series in Detroit, then they were going to give us a couple of ‘home games’ in Toronto or Montreal. They finally gave us two games in Toronto. The people cheered for us, and we won the second game but lost the third.

“But we weren't discouraged, even though we knew it would be tough to win three games in Detroit. One thing we knew we had going for us was Charlie Rayner. He was the MVP that year and he gave us a chance to win every game. He really had a great season and a great series.

“I've always said the best shot in hockey is the one-timer—shooting the puck right off the pass. I don't remember who threw the pass to me, but I remember one-timing the puck past goaltender Harry Lumley to give us the win in Game 4. I do remember that the building got awfully quiet really fast—I think they expected us to roll over.


“Two nights later, we had a real goaltending duel. Charlie was great. We almost had them in regulation, but they scored in the final couple of minutes to send the game into overtime tied at 1–1. The building was really noisy. But I scored really quickly in the overtime—I think it was only a minute or two into the period. It was just like the other one, on a one-timer. That was always my best shot.

“There's nothing more special than scoring an overtime goal in the Stanley Cup Finals. To score two of them in a row is almost beyond words. It's something that I'll never forget. I was the first player to do it and the only one for a long time—I think John LeClair was the only other player to do it in 1993.”

Afterword

Alas for Raleigh and his teammates, there was one more hurdle to climb, and they couldn't quite get there.

The Rangers grabbed a two-goal lead in Game 6. But the Red Wings’ vaunted power play helped them rally for a series-tying 5–4 victory.

“Back then,” Raleigh recalled, “when you took a minor penalty, you sat for the whole two minutes. The opposition could score as many power-play goals as it could. It wasn't like now, where they let you go after the team scores a goal.”

Still, the Rangers had another chance in Game 7 and again they jumped out to an early lead. Tony Leswick set up a goal by defenseman Allan Stanley and then scored one himself to put the Blueshirts ahead 2–0 after one period.

But a penalty to Stanley early in the second period gave the Wings an opportunity, and again they took advantage. Pete Babando and Sid Abel scored power-play goals 21 seconds apart to tie the game.

The Wings pressed for the go-ahead goal, but New York's Nick Mickoski broke in alone on Lumley. Mickoski was stopped, but Buddy O'Connor knocked in the rebound at 11:42 to give the Rangers a 3–2 lead.
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