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  A NOTE ON POINT SHARES

   

  You will notice throughout this book an advanced statistic called Point Shares.

  Hockey, like the other three major sports, is going through a statistical revolution that provides coaches, scouts and analysts–as well as journalists, authors, and fans–a better way to evaluate a player’s contribution.

  There is no one stat–or advanced stat–that allows any individual to make a definitive call on any player’s talent, ability, or contribution to the game.

  However, advanced stats are helpful, and in the case of this sport, Point Shares is a solid measuring tool. It gives an objective look at a player’s offensive and defensive contribution, as well as his overall contribution. It is used extensively by the Hockey-Reference website.

  The Point Share statistic provides an avenue to measure a player’s contribution and compare it to players from differing eras. During the 1988-89 season, Mario Lemieux led all scorers with an eye-opening 199 points. However, he had plenty of company at the top of the scoring list. Three other players–Wayne Gretzky, Steve Yzerman, and Bernie Nicholls–scored 150 or more points.

  Compare that to the 2014-15 season, when Jamie Benn of the Dallas Stars won the scoring title with 87 points, edging out John Tavares, who notched 86 points.

  Point Shares allows the comparison of players from those two seasons with their divergent scoring totals.

  While the Point Shares ranking is not perfect–it doesn’t allow consideration for Bobby Orr’s injury-shortened career–it is an important stat that was quite helpful in preparing the rankings in this book.


   

  #1

   

  Bobby Orr

  Ten seasons with Boston Bruins. Two seasons with Chicago Blackhawks.

  He is simply the greatest player ever. From the moment Bobby Orr stepped on the ice for the Boston Bruins, there was something different about the way he played and the way he skated.

  The only thing that didn’t come with this tremendous gift was good health. Instead of skating in the NHL for twenty-plus years like superstar defenseman Ray Bourque, who would follow him in Boston, Orr lasted just twelve seasons.

  Tornados, hurricanes, snowstorms, and blizzards don’t need a lot of time to inflict their damage, and neither did Orr.

  
    Career regular season:

    657 games, 270 goals, 645 assists, 915 points

    Three-time Hart Trophy winner (MVP)

    Two-time Ross Trophy winner (Leading Scorer)

    Two-time Conn Smythe Trophy winner (Playoff MVP)

    Eight-time Norris Trophy winner (Best Defenseman)

    One-time Calder Trophy winner (Rookie of the Year)

    One-time Ted Lindsay Award winner (Most Outstanding Player)

    Eight-time first-team NHL All-Star; one-time second-team NHL All-Star

    Two-time Stanley Cup winner

    Elected to Hall of Fame in 1979

    Advanced stats: 90.1 OPS, 61.9 DPS, 152.0 PS

  

  The Bruins brought Orr to Boston in 1966–67 and his last relatively healthy season in Boston was 1974–75. He was able to play a short time in 1975–76 for the Bruins, and then moved on to the Chicago Blackhawks for short runs in 1976–77 and 1978–79. Those trials revealed that Orr could no longer skate at any level close to what he had done in the past and led to his tearful goodbye to the sport.

  But while he was healthy—or at least relatively so—there was a phenomenal ability to control play and create with his skating, stickhandling, playmaking, shooting, and defending.

  Orr was a defenseman who reinvented the position. Prior to his arrival with the Bruins, defensemen were expected to retrieve the puck, get it out of the defensive zone, pass it to forwards, and hang back at the blue line.

  Orr would have none of those limitations on his game. From the earliest age—when he was a tow-headed youngster skating against older stars—he would get the puck on his stick and go. He would skate up ice, carry it past the red line, find an open teammate, and deliver a perfect pass and take one in return to create a scoring opportunity. Perhaps he would weave through two or three defenders, hold on to the puck the entire time, and simply shoot and score.

  He did what he wanted to do within the team concept. Orr had gifts that might have made others jealous, but he never had any of the diva tendencies that so many of the superstars outside of the sport of hockey have. His talent had nothing to do with the way he interacted with his teammates or the public. He was enveloped by an air of decency that made him even more of a hero to the people of Boston.

  Orr came along before the NHL held its first common draft, and the Bruins had discovered him while on a scouting trip to look at another player in Parry Sound, Ontario. However, when scout Wren Blair got a glimpse of Orr skating with the puck, he knew he had seen a player who could turn around the fortunes of the Bruins by his mere presence.

  Orr quickly put his talents on display with the junior A team in Oshawa as a fourteen-year-old. He was just 5-6 and 135 pounds and playing against grown men, and he made the second-All-Star team even though he didn’t attend a single practice.

  He kept growing and became more dominant, and by the time his junior career was over, Orr was 6-0 and a 200-pound man. Bruins fans were bursting with hope at a chance to see Orr play and find out if he was really as good as his legend.

  His first game as a Bruin was quite the introduction. Orr and the Bruins played Gordie Howe and the Detroit Red Wings. After getting introduced to the game by one of Howe’s patented elbows, Orr registered an assist, blocked shots, moved Red Wings players away from the net, and delivered hard checks. He dominated the defensive part of the game and he skated like the wind.

  By the end of his rookie season, Orr had scored 13 goals and 28 assists, won the Calder Trophy, made the NHL’s second All-Star team, and finished third in Norris Trophy voting and sixth in the Hart Trophy race. New York Rangers defenseman Harry Howell won the Norris Trophy that season, and had this prescient remark.

  “I’m glad I won the award now, because it’s going to belong to Bobby Orr from now on,” Howell said.

  Howell knew exactly what he was talking about, as Orr would win the award as the league’s best defenseman for eight straight seasons.

  Bobby Hull was equally impressed by Orr after seeing him the first time. Orr’s speed and ability to control play had led the Blackhawks’ superstar to remark that two pucks were needed in any game against the Bruins. “Orr can have one and the rest of us can have the other one,” Hull said.

  The Bruins had been in a deep funk through the beginning of the 1960s, as they had missed the playoffs from 1959–60 through Orr’s arrival. However, prior to the 1967–68 season, they made a trade with the Chicago Blackhawks that brought them Phil Esposito, and that acquisition gave them the goal scorer they needed to take advantage of Orr’s speed and dexterity.

  After the Bruins went 17-43-10 in Orr’s rookie season, they went 37-27-10 in his second year and became a playoff fixture. While they could not get by the Montreal Canadiens in the first round of the playoffs, it was clear that the Bruins were the NHL’s team on the rise.

  Orr was limited to 46 games in his second season as a result of injuries, but he still scored 11 goals and 20 assists. However, he turned into Orr, the legend, the following season.

  Orr’s third season in the NHL is when he truly asserted himself. He scored 21 goals and 43 assists in winning his second straight Norris Trophy. He was in the lineup for 67 games, and his 65 points meant he nearly scored a point a game, which was simply unheard of for a defenseman.

  When the regular season concluded, the Bruins were in second place with 100 points, just three points behind Montreal. The Bruins trounced Toronto in four straight games in the first round, winning the first two games in Boston by a 10-0 and 7-0 margin.

  However, the Canadiens stopped them in six games in the next round, and their inability to contend with the Habs in those first two playoff years was part of a trend that had started in the 1940s and would continue until 1988, well after Orr’s retirement.

  The 1969-70 season saw the Big, Bad Bruins come to full maturity. They were a marauding bunch that beat opponents and regularly used their physical dominance to intimidate them.

  The Bruins and Blackhawks tied for the league lead in points with 99, but Chicago had more victories and that was the tie-breaking factor when it came to determining the East Division championship and home-ice advantage.

  The Bruins cared little. Orr had gone from remarkable player the previous year to supernova in 1969–70 by scoring 33 goals and 87 assists as he won the Hart Trophy as well as the Norris Trophy.

  The Bruins had developed a rivalry with the New York Rangers, a team that had also shown significant improvement. The two teams were often viewed as near-equals, but the Bruins had Orr, swagger, and a real edge to their game that the Rangers lacked.

  Boston beat New York in a tough six-game series in the opening round. From there, it was a cakewalk to the team’s first Stanley Cup since 1939. They whipped the Chicago Blackhawks in four straight games and did the same with the Western Conference champion St. Louis Blues in the Stanley Cup Final.

  The Bruins beat the Blues easily in the first three games of the series, but St. Louis had come up with an extra effort in Game 4 at the steamy Boston Garden on Mother’s Day in 1970. The score was tied at 3-3 after 60 minutes, and the Bruins would need overtime to secure the victory.

  It came on the most memorable play of Orr’s career. Early in overtime, Orr gathered a puck along the boards in the St. Louis zone and took two strides with it before sending it behind the net to teammate Derek Sanderson. The colorful center hit Orr with a pass on the tape of his stick blade and goalie Glenn Hall’s legs opened up as Orr received the puck. He shoveled the puck between the goalie’s legs and the Bruins had their victory.

  As they celebrated and roared, history had been made. Not so much by Orr, but by Boston Herald photographer Ray Lussier, who captured the most famous image in hockey history. At the instant Orr made his series-clinching shot, St. Louis defenseman Noel Picard went between Orr’s skates and tripped him. However, instead of falling to the ice, the trip propelled the leaping Orr into the air. He flew like Superman, and Orr’s famous “Flying Goal” was preserved on film forever.

  The Bruins had the look of a dynasty the following year as they rolled to a 57-14-7 record for 121 points that earned a 12-point edge over the second-place Rangers. The Bruins scored 399 goals that year in 78 regular season games, and that was 108 goals more than Montreal, the second-highest scoring team in the league.

  By all rights, the Bruins should have rolled to a second straight Stanley Cup because of their high-scoring ways. However, they were beaten in seven games by the Habs once again, and the Bruins were left in stunned silence.

  Orr had been brilliant with 37 goals and 102 assists to win his second straight Hart Trophy, and he was devastated by the loss. He came back the following season to tally 37 goals and 80 assists. While not quite as high-scoring—just 330 goals that year—the team returned more disciplined and determined than the previous season.

  They beat the Maple Leafs in five games in the opening round, swept the Blues in the second round, and won the championship by beating an excellent Rangers team in six games.

  Orr was the difference in the Final, and he picked up his second Conn Smythe Trophy. Orr had helped convert the rollicking Bruins into a finely tuned machine, and while they were never a dynasty, the two championship teams in the three-year period from 1970 through 1972 were as exciting as the NHL has ever seen.

  Orr would have three more brilliant years before his ravaged knees prevented him from being the game-changing defenseman any longer. His 1974–75 season was particularly brilliant from an offensive point of view, as he scored 46 goals and 89 assists for a league-high 135 points.

  The end was sad and not particularly swift.

  He played just 10 games for the Bruins in 1975–76, and he signed a free-agent deal with the Blackhawks prior to the 1976–77 season. He played 20 games that year and six games two years later before he tearfully called it quits.

  However, there would be one more brilliant display in 1976 as Orr suited up for Canada in the international Canada Cup competition. He scored two goals and seven assists in seven games even though he was not the same athlete he had been.

  “He’s the best guy out here,” said longtime rival Bobby Clarke. “And he’s skating on one leg.”

  That was Orr in a nutshell. He had been the most gifted athlete the game had ever known, and he coupled his gifts with a hunger and a desire to always be at his best no matter what kind of impediments were placed in his way.

  There will never be another like him.


   

  #2

   

  Wayne Gretzky

  NHL: Ten seasons with Edmonton Oilers (1 WHA, 9 NHL). Eight seasons with Los Angeles Kings. Three seasons with New York Rangers. One season with St. Louis Blues. One Season with Indianapolis Racers (WHA).

  Wayne Gretzky has won every contest he’s ever been in when it comes to superiority on the ice. To many, there is no question that he was the greatest player ever, and his records seemingly go on for miles.

  However, while we don’t want to get into a spitting contest with those who question our choice of Bobby Orr as the best ever over Gretzky, we offer this point. When The Hockey News named its fifty greatest players ever in 1997, it gave Gretzky the nod and former Oiler coach and general manager Glen Sather offered this illuminating point. “There aren’t enough adjectives. Just look at his records and longevity.”

  
    Career regular season:

    NHL: 1,487 games, 894 goals, 1,963 assists, 2,857 points

    WHA: 80 games, 46 goals, 64 assists, 110 points

    10-time Art Ross Trophy winner (Leading Scorer)

    Nine-time Hart Trophy winner (MVP)

    Five-time Ted Lindsay Award winner (Most Outstanding Player)

    Five-time Lady Byng Trophy (Gentlemanly Play)

    Two-time Conn Smythe Trophy winner (Playoff MVP)

    One-time Lou Kaplan Trophy winner (WHA rookie of the year)

    Eight-time first-team NHL All-Star; seven-time second-team NHL All-Star

    One-time second-team WHA All-Star

    Four-time Stanley Cup winner

    Elected to Hall of Fame in 1999

    Advanced stats: 223.9 OPS, 27.1 DPS, 251.0 PS

  

  Ahh, longevity. Gretzky had it, and Orr didn’t. We are not going to punish Orr because injured knees denied him a lengthy career and a miraculous prime. Gretzky had good health throughout his career, and he took advantage of it to the hilt. He is the most brilliant of offensive talents and it’s difficult to split the two in greatness and importance.

  However, for the purpose of this book, it had to be done and the nod went to Orr.

  * * *

  Gretzky’s amazing career began as a child prodigy. Growing up in Brantford, Ontario, young Wayne loved to be on skates at his local park. He spent so much time there that his father built him a backyard hockey rink of his own.

  Walter Gretzky had grown tired of taking his young son to the park and enduring the cold. By building one on his property, Walter could watch his son from the comfort of his home.

  The youngster was machine-like when it came to practicing his beloved sport. From skating, to stickhandling, passing, and shooting, he simply dominated, and before long six- and seven-year-old Gretzky was outplaying older players and climbing the ladder to excellence.

  No matter what youth league he played in, Gretzky regularly showed that his play was superior, even if players were bigger, stronger, and older.

  Gretzky became a national phenomenon when he scored 378 goals in his last season of pee wee hockey in his hometown. From that point on, Gretzky was a celebrity who was destined for hockey greatness.

  He dominated international competitions while playing for Canada, and he was the leading scorer in the World Junior Championships played in Quebec as a sixteen-year-old. This competition has often been the birthplace to NHL stars of the future; in Gretzky’s case, it was just confirmation that superstardom was inevitable.

  Gretzky wanted the opportunity to go pro as early as possible, and that meant signing a contract with the World Hockey Association’s Indianapolis Racers prior to the 1978–79 season at the age of seventeen. However, that team was just about to go under, and owner Nelson Skalbania sold Gretzky to the Edmonton Oilers after just eight games in Indianapolis.

  Gretzky flourished in Edmonton, as he got the chance to play with superior talent in Mark Messier, Jari Kurri, Paul Coffey, Glenn Anderson, and Grant Fuhr. It was clear that the young Oilers were about to become a great team, and while all of his teammates were on their way to becoming legitimate superstars, it was Gretzky who shined the brightest.

  As an eighteen-year-old with the Oilers, he scored 43 goals and 61 assists in 72 games in the last season of the WHA. He won that league’s rookie of the year honors, and the Oilers got to the WHA’s Avco Cup Final—that league’s equivalent of the Stanley Cup—before losing to the Winnipeg Jets.

  The following year, the Oilers were admitted to the NHL, and they became a playoff team in their first year. Much of that was due to Gretzky, who was simply unstoppable when he had the puck.

  Gretzky did not present like a phenomenon or a game changer, but that’s just what he was. Gretzky looked almost frail when he stepped onto the ice compared to the other players, but as soon as he took his first steps, it was clear that he was in control of all the action.

  Gretzky had remarkable skating quickness and balance. While his end-to-end speed was not his best attribute, Gretzky was able to reach top speed quickly and dart away from defenders. He also had an incredible knack for getting to loose pucks, controlling them, and then making a play that nobody else could conceive of, let alone execute.

  That ability came from all the hours that he had spent practicing the game as a youngster. He dominated the NHL offensively as no player before or since has ever done. He scored 51 goals and 85 assists in 1979–80, the Oilers’ first year in the NHL. That performance earned him the Hart Trophy as well as the Lady Byng Award.

  But as impressive as that performance was, it paled in comparison to what he would do over the next seven years. Gretzky would turn the NHL into his own personal playground with remarkable and explosive scoring. He would break the 50-goal mark in 1980-81 and again the following year, and he piled up 137 and 164 points, respectively, in those two seasons.

  The next year, he would accomplish the remarkable feat of scoring 92 goals in a season. The previous record had been 76 goals by Boston’s Phil Esposito in 1970–71, and many thought it would last for decades. Gretzky obliterated it. He also scored his 50th goal that year in his 39th game. None of the greats who had preceded Gretzky could even conceive of that kind of scoring, at that kind of pace. For all of Gretzky’s ability as a goal scorer—he did it with timing, quick hands, a brilliant release, and accuracy, but not sheer velocity—it was his passing that was probably his best quality. He added 120 assists for a mind-boggling 212 points in 1981–82.

  Gretzky exceeded the 200-point mark in three of the next four seasons, and he went to new heights in the assist category in 1985–86. Gretzky accumulated 163 assists that year—along with 52 goals—and set the single-season scoring record with 215 points.

  While Gretzky and the Oilers were lighting up scoreboards around the NHL nearly every night, they were getting somewhat frustrated in the playoffs. While they were getting better every year, they had not been able to claim the Stanley Cup through the 1982–83 season. The New York Islanders were in the midst of a dynastic run, and they stopped the Oilers in four games in the Final.

  It was a painful defeat for Gretzky and the Oilers, but it was not one they would have to live with for a long time. They were back in the championship round the following year against the four-time champion Islanders, but this time there would be no denying them.

  The Oilers got their revenge in 1984, winning the series in five games. After that, nobody could beat the Oilers—except the Oilers.

  After winning the Stanley Cup again in 1985 over the Philadelphia Flyers, they were expected to roll through the playoffs in 1986. However, after a first-round victory over the Vancouver Canucks, the Oilers lost to the Calgary Flames in seven games on a fluke goal late in the final game. Defenseman Steve Smith had the puck behind the Edmonton net, and as he started to skate with it, he accidentally sent the puck off of Fuhr’s skate and into the net for the decisive goal in the series.

  The Oilers came back to win the title in 1987 and ’88. The ’88 championship run was Gretzky’s last with the Oilers.

  Owner Peter Pocklington was having some financial problems, and that led him to consider moving Gretzky. The Los Angeles Kings were more than happy to move heaven and earth to acquire Gretzky and that’s just what they did.

  Losing Gretzky did not derail the Oilers though, as they won yet another title in 1990, but the loss of Gretzky was seen as something of a national tragedy in Canada. While Gretzky, his Edmonton teammates, and much of the nation’s fans were heartbroken, he came to Los Angeles and basically established a sport that had often seemed foreign to the Southern California culture.

  Gretzky had brilliant years with the Kings and even led them to the 1993 Stanley Cup Final, but they could not overcome the Montreal Canadiens. He finished his brilliant career with a three-year run with the New York Rangers that ended in the 1998–99 season.

  Slower in those final seasons, Gretzky was still a brilliant passer and a game-changer until the end. He left his last game to a tearful ovation from the hard-bitten Madison Square Garden crowd.

  Gretzky won more awards, set more records, scored more points, and dominated on offense more than any other player who ever competed. However, it was never just about the numbers. It was the joy, passion, and emotion that he played with every night that allowed him to reach those unscalable heights.


   

  #3

   

  Gordie Howe

  Twenty-five seasons with Detroit Red Wings. Four years with Houston Aeros (WHA). Two years with New England Whalers (WHA). One year with Hartford Whalers.

  New York Rangers fans are familiar with a certain chant they heard regularly from opposing fan bases—most notably the New York Islanders—for many years.

  The sing-song “1940” chant mocked the Rangers’ inability to win the Stanley Cup after that season, and they were not able to silence it until they finally won the title in 1994. However, they probably still hear that bit of mockery in their nightmares.

  
    Career regular season:

    NHL: 1,767 games, 801 goals, 1,049 assists, 1,850 points

    WHA: 419 games, 174 goals, 334 assists, 508 points

    Six-time Art Ross Trophy winner (Scoring Leader)

    Six-time Hart Trophy winner (MVP)

    One-time Gary L. Davidson Award/Gordie Howe Trophy winner (WHA MVP)

    12-time first-team NHL All-Star; nine-time second-team NHL All-Star; two-time WHA first-team All-Star

    Four-time Stanley Cup winner

    Elected to Hall of Fame in 1972

    Advanced stats: 186.6 OPS, 30.5 DPS, 217.1 PS (NHL only)

  

  If history had been altered by just a degree, 1940 might just be one of several years that the Rangers won the Stanley Cup. That’s because Gordie Howe had a tryout with the Rangers when he was fifteen years old.

  Howe was a big, strong player at that age, and he went to the Rangers’ training camp in Winnipeg to show what he could do against the best players in the world. Howe did not play like he would become one of the best players who ever played the game. Instead, he was just a homesick kid who was uncomfortable in that environment.

  Just a year later, he went to camp with the Detroit Red Wings in Saskatchewan. He made a much better impression on the Red Wings, and by the time he was eighteen, he was playing regularly in the NHL.

  The rest is history. Howe became a rock-hard right wing for the Red Wings who excelled in all areas of the game. He may never have been the best skater, shooter, passer, or stickhandler, but he was superb in all areas.

  Nobody ever combined those skills to the extent that Howe did, and there has never been a superstar in any sport who competed at such a high level for so many years as Howe did.

  Wayne Gretzky went on to break all of Howe’s scoring records, and Bobby Orr certainly had more flash than Howe ever displayed, but don’t think for a second that Howe’s achievements are diminished.

  He became known as “Mr. Hockey,” and that’s a title that neither Gretzky nor Orr would want to take from him. He also became known for his tough, physical play; subsequently, a player who scored a goal and an assist and also got into a fight in the same game was known for scoring a “Gordie Howe” hat trick.

  Howe finished in the top five in scoring in the NHL for twenty consecutive years, and that’s something that no other player can even get close to. Howe had ambidextrous skill. While he could fire off a brilliant backhander when he wanted to, he was equally good at taking a left-handed wrist shot as he was a right-handed one. That made it very difficult to defend Howe, because he was able to buy extra time and space because of that ability.

  Howe did not start out as if he would become one of the sport’s all-time iconic figures. He scored just seven goals and 15 assists as a rookie, but he made other contributions. He showed off his strength in puck battles and his ability to punish opponents with hard checks and nasty elbows. Players learned quickly not to challenge Howe, because of his explosive strength and punching power. One of those who learned the hard way was Montreal Canadiens superstar Maurice “The Rocket” Richard, who was knocked out cold in a one-punch fight with Howe.

  Howe became a remarkable player in 1949–50, his fourth year in the NHL, after three ordinary seasons. He scored 35 goals and 33 assists, and he followed that with a career-defining year in 1950–51, when he dominated the league with 43 goals and 43 assists.

  He followed that by scoring 47 goals in 1951–52 and 49 goals the following year. Both of those performances allowed him to stake his claim in the NHL as the league’s best player. He won the Hart Trophy in both seasons, and he won the league scoring championship four years running from 1950–51 through 1953–54.

  The Red Wings were becoming the dominant team in the NHL in the early 1950s, as they won four championships between 1950 and 1955. If any team was going to beat Detroit, it was going to have to get the best of Howe, and that was the most difficult task imaginable.

  Howe escaped disaster during the 1950 playoffs. The Wings were engaged in a series with the Toronto Maple Leafs, and Howe tried to put his imprint on his rivals in the first game. Ted “Teeder” Kennedy had the puck for the Leafs and as he skated past center ice, Howe tried to run him over with a hard check. Kennedy avoided the onrushing freight train, and Howe steamrolled into the boards. Unconscious and bleeding, Howe was taken off the ice in a stretcher.

  Emergency surgery to relieve pressure on his brain was performed, but it was not known if Howe would survive. He luckily made it through, and while he could not play the rest of the way, he showed up at the seventh game of the Stanley Cup Final against the Rangers, where the Leafs pulled out the victory.

  Howe was a great team player throughout his career, which lasted from 1946–47 through 1979–80. He often deflected praise to his linemates, and during the glory years in the 1950s he played with Ted Lindsay and Sid Abel. That trio dominated the league’s scoring leaders, finishing 1-2-3 in 1949–50.

  Howe sustained his brilliance on a year-in, year-out basis and he had the highest scoring year of his career in 1968-69 when he scored 44 goals and 59 assists for the Red Wings at the age of forty.

  Howe had a unique style that made it look like he was going for a skate in the park. However, he had remarkable strength in his legs and his ability to glide at full speed allowed him to win the race to the puck even when others looked like they were skating faster.

  After the 1970–71 season, the forty-two-year-old Howe decided that arthritis in his left wrist was too painful to allow him to play at his best, and he retired from the Red Wings.

  However, Howe came back and played with the Houston Aeros of the World Hockey Association in 1973–74. While his arthritic wrist felt somewhat better, Howe could not give up the chance to play pro hockey with his two sons Mark and Marty Howe.

  Howe would play six seasons in the upstart league, and conclude his career at the age of fifty-one while playing for the Hartford Whalers in their first NHL season. Howe finally hung up his skates for good after his fifty-second birthday.

  Howe was so good that he made 21 appearances on the NHL’s first or second All-Star team, and another two on the WHA’s first All-Star teams.

  Throughout it all he remained the most humble of superstars, and he never uttered any words of braggadocio. However, those who are considered the sport’s greatest never hesitate to remind the world of how great a player Howe was for so many years.

  “He always was and always will be the greatest,” said Gretzky, who made Howe his hero as a youngster.

  Orr agreed with that assertion. “In my mind he’s the best ever. Nobody will ever touch him. There have been a lot of great players in the past, and there will be a lot of great players in the future, but none will be as good as Gordie Howe.”


   

  #4

   

  Mario Lemieux

  Seventeen seasons with Pittsburgh Penguins.

  Mario Lemieux always made it look easy—so easy, in fact, that it made teammates, coaches, and opponents shake their heads in awe when they saw him carry the puck up the ice with that glint in his eye.

  Lemieux simply could do whatever he wanted on the ice nearly every time he laced up his skates. At 6-4 and 230 pounds, Lemieux could use his size to shield opponents from the puck when he established his position in the offensive zone. However, that was just a small part of Lemieux’s game with the Pittsburgh Penguins.

  He was a brilliant skater who combined a powerful stride with superb quickness and change of direction. He had amazing stickhandling ability that allowed him to gain time and space in the neutral zone and in the offensive end. When Lemieux was playing his game, it often looked like a man had stepped on the ice to play with teenagers, because he was able to make the plays he wanted to and it appeared that even the best defensive players had no power to stop him.

  
    Career regular season:

    915 games, 690 goals, 1,033 assists, 1,723 points

    Three Hart Trophies (MVP)

    Six Art Ross Trophies (Leading Scorer)

    Six-time NHL first-team All-Star, four-time second-team NHL All-Star

  

  This was apparent from Day One. When Lemieux was a rookie, he played his first game in the 1984–85 season against the Boston Bruins and their stellar defenseman Ray Bourque. As the puck came to Bourque at the point, Lemieux accelerated quickly and knocked the puck off of Bourque’s stick and onto center ice.

  Lemieux brought it to another gear, gathered in the puck, and make Bourque look as if he was standing still. Lemieux was under full control, made two quick moves and slipped the puck into the net with ease. Not a bad way to start a career.

  Lemieux’s arrival in the NHL had been highly anticipated, and while it came at a time that Wayne Gretzky was dominating the sport for the Edmonton Oilers, there was a belief that Lemieux was nearly as special as the Great One. Lemieux was bigger, stronger, and faster than Gretzky, and his creativity and talent were nearly at the same level.

  His ability changed the course of hockey in Pittsburgh. The Penguins had joined the league in the 1967–68 expansion, and they had never been anything but an ordinary team that had to fight for survival. The Penguins had won three playoff series in their history prior to Lemieux’s arrival, and they had never given any serious thought to making a run at the championship.

  However, by the time Lemieux was midway through his rookie season with the Penguins, the perception of the franchise had changed dramatically. Lemieux quickly showed he was a game-changing player on the level of Gretzky, Bobby Orr, and Guy Lafleur, and the Penguins knew he was capable of leading them to the Stanley Cup if they could surround him with a decent level of talent.

  Lemieux made great statements every year with his play as the Pittsburgh front office tried to fill that order and bring in the type of complementary players who could help take the team to the promised land.

  Lemieux scored an even 100 points as a rookie with 43 goals and 57 points, and that was his superb jumping-off point. He flexed his muscles and warmed up that rookie year, and then started carrying the Penguins on his back. He followed that rookie season with a 141-point effort in 1985–86 (48 goals and 93 assists), and came back the following year with 107 points (54 goals and 53 assists) in 63 games. Lemieux was limited that year by back problems, an issue that would flare up and trouble him at various points in his career.

  As promising as Lemieux was in the NHL, he came into his own during the 1987 Canada Cup tournament. Playing on a team of All-Stars, Lemieux and Gretzky led Canada to the world championship of hockey as he scored 11 goals and seven assists in nine games. His 18 points were second to Gretzky’s 21 points, and four of his goals were game-winners. While others already knew how good he was, the performance convinced Lemieux that he was one of the sport’s elite players.
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