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To all small-town hockey heroes, who passed the love of the game on to the next generation






INTRODUCTION Dana “T-Pot” Johnston


Pictou, Nova Scotia

I grew up in Pictou, a small town on the Northumberland Shore of Nova Scotia, population around 5,000. It’s a beautiful little harbour town. The entire town is basically a hill up from the glistening water. Some of the oldest buildings are built from stone brought all the way over from Scotland. In fact, the first Scottish settlers to arrive in Nova Scotia arrived in my hometown on the ship Hector in 1773. The only thing that marred the town’s beauty was the pulp mill across the harbour. That monstrosity of concrete and stacks filled the air with what ten-year-old me figured was just smoke. I’m still not sure exactly what it was, but I do know one thing: it stunk. When it rained, whatever got belched out of the mill floated across the harbour and made the town smell like a giant rotten egg. Funny thing was, after a while you didn’t notice it anymore. People from outside of town sure did, but it’s like anything you grow up with: it becomes normal.

We kids didn’t let that stench ruin our days because Pictou was the perfect spot to grow up. All the kids in town went to the same schools, in the same order: Dawson, followed by Patterson, then McCulloch Junior High, and finally Pictou Academy. The people of Pictou were particularly proud of our high school. It was the first nondenominational school in the province, and it gave out top-notch scholarships. (I hated the place, but let’s save that story for another book.)

Our town was about as Nova Scotia as you could get. Beaches were everywhere. I hated sand, so the beach was not for me. I was more into baseball and golf in the summer. We had a massive 1,800-yard, par-32 golf course that overlooked the harbour. The golf course was a beautiful sight, as long as you ignored the pulp mill in full view or avoided catching a glimpse of a certain former provincial court judge swimming in the number 6 water hole in some state of undress, looking for golf balls in the tiny harbour inlet. And if the thought of hitting a straight shot across the water was not intimidating enough for a ten- or eleven-year-old, you also had to make sure you didn’t duff the ball, sending it over a cliff and into the water below, where said former judge would be swimming in the salt water in his tighty-whities, or maybe less.

During summer, kids divided their time between the golf course and baseball fields, the soccer fields and tennis courts; but when winter rolled in, our golf clubs, gloves, racquets, and balls were put away and our focus turned to hockey, and hockey alone.

Like a lot of hockey-loving kids who grew up in the eighties (and for decades before), Saturday night meant Hockey Night in Canada on CBC. In Pictou, the game would come on at 9:00 pm, and in my much younger days that meant a sleepover for my little brother and me at our grandparents’ house. Who knows what Mom and Dad were up to those nights, but for Peter and me it meant Nana’s famous egg salad sandwiches and the Hockey Night in Canada broadcast.

One of my most vivid memories was a penalty shot Wayne Gretzky took on goalie Michel “Bunny” Larocque. I pretty much guaranteed to my papa that Wayne was going to score. And why wouldn’t he? This was the 1981–82 season: Wayne was on his way to a record 92 goals. The Great One skated in and eventually darted to his left. Larocque stood tall in his old brown pads and sweet duckbill mask with “Bunny” emblazoned on the front. He kept the pads together and made the save. I have no idea who won that game—I assume the Oilers, as they were playing the Leafs in 1982, after all—but that save still lingers in my mind.

A few months later, in summer, my family moved from the outskirts of town to Patterson Street and my life and my hockey nights in Canada changed for good. We lived right next to Westwood Drive, a neighbourhood right out of The Wonder Years: kids and young families everywhere. We lived right up the hill from the Hector Arena. As soon as the ice froze in the rink, I pretty much lived at the place. There was after-school skating on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, plus Friday-night skating and minor hockey all day Saturday. I soon discovered that the Pictou Mariners’ Junior C team played every Saturday evening at 7:30 pm sharp. I had never seen anything like the Mariners, except on television. The players wore crisp blue-and-white sweaters, each with a cool-looking anchor on the front. They even wore matching blue-and-white socks that fit perfectly with their blue-and-white sweaters. The team took a full warm-up, and the players looked like men. Some of them had moustaches, some of them had long hair, and some of them even smoked. (Actually, a lot of them smoked.) These were grown men, hockey players right down the hill from me. In my ten-year-old mind, there was no difference between these guys and the players I watched on Hockey Night in Canada.

Soon enough a new Saturday hockey night tradition began. I’d gather up my little brother, meet up with my buddies David and Mark on the way, and we’d all make the trek down the hill to the Hector Arena. We’d arrive at 7:00 pm, pay our dollar to get in, buy a pack or two of hockey cards, and then go stand right above the penalty box. No parental accompaniment required—the only rule from Mom and Dad was, “Don’t go down to the far end by the tractor.” (We didn’t have a Zamboni; we had a tractor.) The far end of the rink was usually shrouded in a cloud of smoke, and sometimes it smelled different than the Player’s Lights my grandfather inhaled. When things got rowdy, a bottle might fly through the air and land on the ice. It usually wasn’t a pop bottle. Sometimes the bottles were clear, or perhaps larger ones decorated with a sailor on the front, or brown ones, like the kind Dad drank from on Saturday afternoons. Regardless, they never had a problem finding the ice. There was no Plexiglas around the rink, just a chicken wire barrier at each end. Sitting by the boards meant risking your life. Every second game or so a kid would take a stick or puck in the face and a familiar announcement followed: “If Dr. Dan Reid is in the building, could he please make his way to the arena office.”

Dr. Reid, my dad, fixed up a lot of faces.

When the Mariners headed out for warm-up, we’d turn around, make a quick trek down the stairs right behind us, and pat each player on the shoulder as he took to the ice. The names still stand out in my mind: Hebert, Turner, Dort, MacDonald, Heighton, Murphy. Soon, one name emerged that in my mind stood above all the rest: Johnston. Dana Johnston.

They called him “T-Pot”—maybe because he was short and stout. He’d also become known as simply “T” and “The Sweet One.” T-Pot and the Mariners became part of my Saturday-night double-header ritual. I’d watch the Mariners and then race home around 10:00 pm to watch the rest of Hockey Night in Canada. I’d catch the final two periods of the Oilers or Canadiens on television, but I’d always catch the full three periods of T-Pot in person.

To me there was no bigger star in the game than T. He was right there on my Mount Rushmore of hockey with Wayne, Guy, and whomever else you want to throw in as the fourth guy. T was my original hockey hero, and it turns out I was not alone. The entire town loved the Sweet One. They still do. T-Pot was the original hometown legend and, in my mind, the legendary Hector Arena became “The House That T Built.”

Saturday after Saturday I’d watch T do his thing. He stood about 5'8", could grow a moustache or beard in a sprint—you’d never know what kind of facial hair he’d have on any given night—and could seemingly score at will. He had the hardest snapshot I’d ever seen, always bar down. He wore number 8, and so every kid in town wore number 8. (Years later, my buddy Rob was out for a game of shinny with T, who looked around and asked, offhandedly, “Why is everyone wearing eight?” Rob had a simple answer for him: “You!”)

T had that one thing that would thrill any hockey fan of any age. T had a flair for the dramatic. As I mentioned before, if you needed a big goal, T was always there. “It was just being in the right spot in the right time,” he tells me. “You gotta put the puck where the goalie is… not where he is going to be. A lot of times I’d shoot it right at him. He’d think that I’d be going somewhere else, and he’d move out of the way. Five-hole was always my best. I’d make the slightest little move to get the goalie to open the legs, and well, you got a freebie.”

It wasn’t just that T scored a lot of goals. It was how he scored them. If the Mariners were ever in a pinch, T would always come through with a big goal. Overtime in the League finals against the Thorburn Mohawks? No problem. Just cue T. He’d always come through, and we all loved him for it.

When the Mariners went on the road midweek to what we called the upper towns—places across the harbour like Stellarton or Trenton—I’d rush into my parents’ room for John “Brother” MacDonald’s sports news at ten to eight on CKEC radio the next morning. More often than not, MacDonald would announce that T had scored two goals in the Mariners’ latest win.

In spring 1983, the Mariners advanced all the way to the Nova Scotia finals and for the first two games of their provincial finals series they had to make the long trek to North Sydney, roughly 250 kilometres from Pictou. I have no idea how we did it, but my brother and I managed to convince my parents to take us to North Sydney to watch a bunch of local teenagers play hockey. My parents obviously knew that there were no future NHLers on the team, but perhaps they saw the dreams in my eyes, and the potential heartache if I didn’t get to see T do his thing.

My parents piled into the car with me, Peter, my sister, Katie, and my buddy Dave, and we made the three-plus-hour drive to North Sydney. As soon as game one started it was obvious that T and the powerful Mariners would be in no danger of falling to the young, feather-haired teenagers from industrial Cape Breton. The rout was on: soon enough, with the Mariners nursing a healthy lead, T was alone in the slot. He wound up for a massive slapshot, raising his wooden Sherwood over his head, and unleashed—except this time he fanned on the puck. Still, the North Sydney goalie was no match: watching the Sweet One’s windup, he stood up as straight as he could, no doubt terrified of the certain heat to follow. Coming off that rare T miss, the puck slowly curled its way toward the goal line, with no sweeping required, and it just… crossed the line. If memory serves me, the goalie had closed his eyes in fear. T had scored again, this time on a phantom slapshot, and to this day I swear he did it on purpose.

The Mariners took both games in North Sydney, returned home, and then took two more to complete the sweep. After the game four win, Hector Arena was a madhouse, the two thousand or so fans jammed into the rink going wild. The smoke picked up, the cheering picked up, there were hugs everywhere, and suddenly there was a stampede to the spot where my buddies Dave and Mark, my little brother, Peter, and I had been camped out all season long. Kids arrived en masse, and they were all looking for the same thing: sticks. It was on—the fight for a Mariners stick. Of course, there was only one stick that I wanted, but alas, I and my tiny buddies were cast aside by massive twelve-to-fourteen-year-olds. Not only did I leave that night without T’s stick… I didn’t get a stick at all. And I was so close to getting the stick that belonged to my hometown hockey hero.

My brother and I were practically in tears. We moped around the house all day Sunday. How could we, the Mariners’ biggest fans—T’s biggest fans!—who had been there all year long, who had followed the Mariners all the way up to Cape Breton, leave championship night stickless?

On Monday the talk at school was, of course, all about the Mariners. Everyone knew someone who had snagged a stick. It was a horrible week. Not only would I not see T—well on his way to local legendary status—play for another six months, I didn’t have a stick, either.

Luckily there is nothing my mom would not do for me, including contacting T’s mother and making a trek to T’s house. The Johnston residence sat, appropriately enough, on 88 Front Street, or as the locals knew it, the top of Battery Hill. It was a beautiful old house that overlooked the harbour. By Wednesday of that week my mom had heard enough. I guess she made a call to Mrs. Johnston.

When we arrived home from school that day, Mom said she had something for each of us. We followed her into the living room and there they were: two authentic Dana Johnston game-used hockey sticks. You could have given me a Wayne Gretzky Titan and I would not have been half as happy as I was that day. Sure, I was a righty and T was a lefty, but this was my T-Pot stick. I held it, and then I saw the writing, halfway up the shaft: “To Kenny, Hope to see you next year, Dana Johnston, #8.” It was a goddamn beautiful thing, and it was mine.

That summer, I went from pretending I was Guy Lafleur while playing road hockey to imagining I was T-Pot. We all taped our sticks like T as well—with white and black tape. He was my hometown hockey hero, and as the years went by, he became the hero of the whole friggin’ town. Starting that year, 1983, the Mariners went on a streak of four straight Nova Scotia Junior C titles.

It seemed there was nothing T couldn’t do. As I mentioned earlier, my post-hockey-season summers were all about baseball and golf. My buddy Mark and I discovered, after that hockey season was over, that T was our very own Bo Jackson, long before Jackson became famous. There was no better third baseman in town than T, who played for Caribou in the local fastball league. Today most people call it softball. We called it “whip pitch.” Now that I lived in a neighbourhood in the middle of town, summers were an adventure. We’d take our bikes everywhere, including down to CN Field on the harbour to watch T play third. He was fearless. If he thought a bunt was coming, he’d set up shop about five feet from home. If he didn’t, he’d hug the line down at third. Soon enough, all the kids, including me, would imitate how T played at third. If we snatched a grounder, we’d do exactly what T would do: make the grab, take a look at the ball, and then make an over-the-top throw to first that always one-hopped into the first baseman’s glove to get the runner just in time. That’s how T did it, so that’s how we did it. Years later, a rumour circulated that T turned down a chance to play for the national softball team when he was only sixteen. I wouldn’t doubt it.

Then there was T-Pot on the golf course, where he would always win the championship. The par-32 Pictou Golf and Country Club was no golfer’s paradise, but it was our beloved slice of the game. The place was not irrigated, and the ground was hard as a rock, so T naturally played the bump-and-run to perfection. It was almost like he was playing pool on the course, which I guess explains why he was also the best pool player in town. He would win game after game at the tavern, or so we were told by the kids who were old enough to get into the Tav. When I was old enough, I found out the legend was true. Yes, T-Pot was the Tav pool champion and from the pictures I saw on the wall he was also the darts champion.

One Saturday afternoon, many years later, while I was sitting at the Tav having a few with my buddies, I found out that T was also the Pictou Lobster Carnival lobster-banding champion. What’s lobster banding, you ask? When a fisherman takes a lobster out of a trap, he puts elastic bands over its claws, so the lobsters won’t fight each other when they’re clustered together in the holding tank. Two claws, two bands. At the carnival every July, a dozen lobsters were set out in front of the banding contestants, and the fastest fishermen in town would show up to compete for the title of fastest bander. Of course it’s T—if it is a competition, the man wins it. It just so happened, that particular Saturday afternoon, while I was at the Tav with my buddies, in walked T-Pot. He came through the door holding a knife above his head. It was the first-place prize from Pictou’s famous knife maker, Grohmann Knives, for winning yet another lobster-banding championship. By this point in my life, T was an absolute legend.

After that first season in the eighties of watching T and the Mariners, the next three seasons were full of moments that build up the legend. As one might imagine, Junior C hockey in rural Nova Scotia had its fair share of fights, even brawls. T handled conflict differently: he would rarely drop the gloves. All he needed to settle an opponent down was his legendary headlock. T had massive forearms, like a real-life Popeye; they were responsible for his cannon of a shot, after all. If things got out of hand on the ice, T would simply apply a headlock that would make Hulk Hogan proud.

Year after year, T and the Mariners would meet the dreaded Thorburn Mohawks in the county finals. Thorburn was just a little tiny community about twenty minutes away. But to me it was a hockey hotbed. It was the home of Lowell MacDonald, who had played in the NHL. And the Mohawks got to pick their team from the vast rural area of eastern Pictou County. They were a dreaded team. Fifteen hundred fans might pack Hector Arena for our home games, but things were different when it came to Thorburn’s small rink—that tiny barn couldn’t even hold three hundred. No problem. The solution was to hold the Mohawks’ home games in massive New Glasgow Stadium, which could fit 2,500, maybe 3,000 fans. A twenty-minute drive from Pictou and a perfect setting for T to add to his legendary status.

It was the 1984 finals. Mark and I were camped down in the first row of the stadium, and there must have been three hundred people packed in there. We had our homemade signs. I think mine said “Go Mariners,” but Mark’s sign was perfect: a drawing of a T-Pot with a hockey stick. It was obvious who Mark’s hero was—the same as mine.

With two seconds to go in the game and the Mariners down by one, Bruce Hebert scored to tie up the game. Mark and I went ballistic, jumping and screaming. We both started frantically kicking the boards, and I’m not sure if it was Mark or me, but we repeatedly—and unintentionally—kicked a lady’s purse into the boards. (Luckily the owner was a good sport and just laughed it off.) We had two seconds and then a fifteen-minute flood of the rink to catch our breath and then it was off to overtime, which netted nothing, and with the score still tied, off we went to double overtime.

Now I could describe what happened in double overtime—but I think I’ll hand it over to the man himself. In a New Glasgow Evening News article from 2013, written shortly before those Mariners teams of the 1980s were inducted into the Pictou County Sports Hall of Fame, T described how it went down: “Tim MacDonald, Shawn MacDonald, and I went in on a three-on-two. They split the defence and left me wide open to beat their goalie short side. I’ll never forget it.” It was another unforgettable championship year for T and the Mariners, the second of four in a row.

The highlight of the following season had nothing to with anything T-Pot did on the ice. During the playoffs, I caught a ride out to a game in the upper towns with Mark and his family. His dad, Millard, a Mariners executive, said he’d drop by the rink just in case anyone missed a ride. And there stood T; he’d missed a team ride heading to the game. He jumped in the backseat and sat right between Mark and me. For us, that twenty-minute ride to the game was a like a twenty-minute audience with the pope. Imagine being a kid and getting to share a car ride with your hockey hero. I got to do that.

The legendary status that T formed in my mind, and in the minds of an entire town, is as fresh now as it was when I was a kid. Years later, too, the legend is still going strong. I remember Pictou mayor Joe Hawes once saying to me, “How come T-Pot isn’t in the Pictou County Sports Hall of Fame as an individual athlete? He’s the only guy I know who won the Junior C championship, Westville Town League championship, the Nova League championship, and the Pictou Town League championship.” Wherever T went, he won. (The rumour was he played in Westville because he got free dental work.)

The legend of the Sweet One shines brightly on Pictou every Boxing Day as well. For my buddies back home, Boxing Day is just as special, and as spiritual, as Christmas Day, because that’s when the T-Pot Cup takes place. My friend Craig Clarke organizes it. About fifty guys show up at Hector Arena at 9:00 am on Boxing Day, consume some stuff, divide into four teams, and play for the T-Pot Cup. I even got to play in it one year. T, of course, is the main attraction. He does not say much and tends to do his talking with his stick, always scoring at will on my buddy Scott and any other goalie who might be in his way. He presents the winning team with the T-Pot Cup—a teapot Craig screwed on to the top of an old trophy. More often than not, T has to present the cup to his own team, because T simply wins.

Then there are the “T” shirts—yes, T-shirts. One year when I arrived home in Pictou for the Lobster Carnival, before we headed to the beer garden, Craig presented me with my very own limited-edition “T” shirt, designed and made up by T’s old Junior C teammate Robbie Marks. On the front is a picture of T on the stern of a lobster boat with a five-pound lobster in each hand and a cigarette in his mouth. Above T is printed, simply: “The Legend.” No further explanation needed. The highlight of the carnival that year was running into T while wearing the “T” shirt and getting a picture with my old hero. Robbie only printed twenty of those shirts; he could have printed off 888 and they would have sold out. They were the talk of the carnie.

My cohost on Sportsnet Central, Evanka Osmak, came to the carnival one year. All she wanted was everyone’s favourite T-Pot story and she was regaled with them—story after story. After hearing about game-winning goals, golf shots, home runs, and more, her favourite came from T’s old buddy Randy Mansour. He told her no kid in town made a better snow fort than T. My hockey hero could do it all.

Sometimes the world comes full circle. One time, when I was working at TSN, the network went to Pictou for SportsCentre. (A live SportsCentre from my seaside hometown, imagine!) The anchors, Dutchy and Jenn, ran into T-Pot—it’s a given that if you’re going to Pictou, you’re likely going to run into T. He set up shop on the remake of the legendary ship Hector—the vessel that brought the first Scottish settlers to Nova Scotia—and showed them how to band lobsters. Child’s play for T but a bit of a challenge for Dutchy and Jenn, who nailed it nonetheless. T did this while wearing a homemade shirt that proclaimed, “I heart Ken Reid.” I heart you, too, T!

It’s funny what sticks with you through the years. When I was eight years old, I saw a guy who I thought was the greatest hockey player I’ve ever seen. Over the years, I’ve covered the NHL, interviewed Hall of Famers, and witnessed their on-ice exploits, but for me, the guy I saw when I was eight is still sitting tall on my hockey pedestal, right up there with Gretzky and Lafleur. Dana Johnston was one of my first hockey heroes; the first hockey hero I could see in person, someone who I could run into at the rink in the morning and then see play that night.

T gave me the gift of seeing my real-life hockey legend up close. How many kids could just walk around town and “spot” Wayne Gretzky or Mike Bossy? We could spot T on any given day. Maybe he’d be walking down the street—we’d scream, “Hey, T!” and he’d always give us a hearty “Hey, boys!” and a wave back. But man, we were too shy to go up to him and say anything else.

Dana Johnston is my hometown legend, and this country is full of guys like T-Pot. Not everyone grew up in the big city. Not everyone could take a streetcar to Maple Leaf Gardens or the Metro to the Montreal Forum. For thousands, if not millions of us, our hockey legends were the local high school kids, fishermen, millworkers, or farmers who suited up right before our eyes, taking on the hockey legends of that “other” town.

I could go on and on about the Sweet One, and trust me, I have. Over the years I have moved from Nova Scotia to Calgary, to Ottawa, to Edmonton, and finally to Toronto, and at every stop I’ve turned coworkers into fans of T. Maybe they are fans because he’s relatable. He’s the star we always wanted to be. Who wouldn’t want to be their hometown hero? Or maybe they are fans of T because they had a hometown legend just like him.
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T-Pot and I at the Pictou Lobster Carnival.








CHAPTER 1 Robbie Forbes


Corner Brook, Newfoundland, and Halifax, Nova Scotia

The produce section? That used to be the penalty box. Over there by the chips and pop, maybe that’s where a massive body check was thrown. In the corner, that’s where Section A was, which housed the wildest fans in town.

“They were the craziest people who grew up in Corner Brook,” says retired schoolteacher George Dolomount. “One night they brought a chocolate cake to the rink and threw it at Stephenville defenceman Kevin Morrison.”

You can buy a cake in this building now: it’s the Colemans Food Centre in Corner Brook, Newfoundland. Years ago, it fed the community with the finest hockey around when it was Humber Gardens, home of the 1986 Allan Cup champion Corner Brook Royals. “I tell my son [when we get groceries], Nick, who is twenty-three, all the stories,” says George. “I say, ‘This was the hockey rink. When you come in this front door, this is where you came into the ticket booth in the Humber Gardens.’ ”

In the mid-1980s, every man, woman, and child in Corner Brook wanted a seat in Humber Gardens. Corner Brook was a pulp and paper town. Its mill was built in the early 1920s, smack in the middle of town, at the edge of the Humber River, which eventually opens and flows into the Gulf of St. Lawrence on the west coast of Newfoundland. For years, the people of Corner Brook harvested the forests of the surrounding area, turning wood into newsprint. “The paper industry was still going very well in the seventies and eighties,” says George. So were the Royals.

George was a university student in the mid-1980s, studying education. He’d go on to teach phys ed and health classes. This was useful training since Humber Gardens gave him a firsthand look at the dangers of secondhand smoke. “I’d tell my students, ‘In the hockey rink you could barely see the players by the third period. All you could see was the blue smoke from cigarettes.’ My students didn’t believe me, but it was true.”

In spring 1985, the Corner Brook Royals, of the Newfoundland Senior Hockey League, took the town of thirty thousand on a ride they had never been on before. The team won the Herder, the Newfoundland hockey championship, but that was not enough. The Royals were in search of a national title. They wanted an Allan Cup championship, and the town wanted it, too.

It seemed like destiny. Corner Brook hosted the national quarterfinals and the Royals won that series. Then they hosted a national semifinal series. They won that, too. There was only one more series to host: the Allan Cup Finals.

The Thunder Bay Twins represented western Canada. Corner Brook represented the east. It was a best-of-seven series, with all seven games, if necessary, to be played in the cozy confines of Humber Gardens. By “cozy” I mean a little barn with rock-hard boards and rock-hard ice, which made for a fast, physical game.

The Royals had their challenge in front of them with the Twins, the defending Allan Cup champions. The people of Corner Brook had a challenge as well—good luck getting a ticket. The Gardens held three thousand, officially, and everyone wanted a seat: “Trying to get a ticket was next to impossible,” says George. His girlfriend at the time (now wife) did what a lot of other kids did to secure playoff tickets: she snuck out of the house to grab a spot in line: “They’d have a fire barrel in the line [to keep warm]. Everyone would be around the fire barrel lining up for the tickets. They’d get their tickets, get home, and wake up and go to school. It was big to get a ticket to the Royals games.”

The first three games of the best-of-seven series went exactly according to plan for the three-thousand-plus fans that jammed into the Gardens. The Royals won all three games. Winning the Allan Cup was a mere formality at this point. Then came game four: “People were hanging from the rafters. You’d’ve had to see it to believe me,” says George. “They were going to win the Allan Cup. The next thing you know, they were playing the game and Tony White wasn’t there.”

Tony White was the player-coach of the Royals. He had been one of the team’s top players that season. The Newfoundlander was one of the biggest draws at the Gardens, not surprisingly, considering he once scored 25 goals in a single NHL season. Rumours swirled around town as to why White was not there. (Years later, a 2018 newspaper story said he was unavailable because he had been accepted into the Vancouver Fire Department.) The Royals didn’t win another game in the series. Thunder Bay did the impossible and erased a 3–0 series deficit. They won game seven in Corner Brook by the slimmest of margins, a 5–4 win.

The Royals had it in the bag. All they needed was one more win. But they could not do it, and the town was crushed. “The night they lost, it was heart-wrenching,” says George, almost forty years later. “They were playing all the games from the quarterfinals to semifinals and finals, they were all played in Humber Gardens. The community was just abuzz. And then to lose those last four games, it was, it was…” His voice trails off. George still can’t put it into words.

About that same time, a ferry ride and one very long drive away, a young kid from Halifax was giving the fans in Fredericton, New Brunswick, a season they had never seen before. Robbie Forbes was an undersized, highly skilled forward who scored everywhere he went. He started his Junior career in PEI for the Junior A Charlottetown Eagles. He tied for the league lead in scoring and was chosen Rookie of the Year and Most Valuable Player.

That season was enough to earn him a shot with the Laval Voisins of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. It was a big step up. Forbes scored 17 points in 19 games—not too bad. The team had another decent centre, a sixteen-year-old named Mario Lemieux, who, in 64 games, put up 96 points to lead the team. (Robbie’s and Mario’s paths would cross again years later.) Forbes wrapped up his Junior career with his hometown Halifax Lions. In his final year of Junior, he set a Metro Valley Junior Hockey League record with 130 points in 40 games. “I was recruited by a number of universities across Canada,” says Forbes.

He chose the University of New Brunswick. Then called the Red Devils, the program had a strong tradition. Forbes moved to the New Brunswick capital and didn’t miss a beat. He centered a line with an old Halifax teammate, Mark Jeffrey, on one side and future pro John LeBlanc on the other. The trio finished first, fourth, and fifth in league scoring. They combined for 180 points. Forbes led the way with 30 goals and 34 assists for 64 points in just 24 games. They are rookie records that still stand for a program that has won nine Canadian titles. It was a great season for Forbes and his linemates, but not for the team: “UNB had gone to the national championship the previous year. We added a few more bodies but we lost some as well. So that season we didn’t do as well as we should have.”

UNB had high hopes for that 1984–85 season but they only finished sixth in their conference; that was it for Robbie Forbes as a Red Devil. After one year in Fredericton, he decided to go pro.

He had a sniff from the St. Louis Blues but didn’t attend their main camp. Back in his hometown of Halifax he tried out for the Nova Scotia Oilers. They were the top farm team of the defending Stanley Cup champs. The organization was deep in offensive talent, and they didn’t have a spot for the hometown kid in Halifax. There was an opportunity with Peoria in the now defunct International Hockey League (IHL), but something else popped up on Forbes’s radar. Halifax was about as far east as you could get, but not quite: “My friend Stan Hennigar was playing in Corner Brook, and they had gone to the Allan Cup Finals. They said they were one or two guys away from winning the national championship. Stan said he could have the guys from Corner Brook call me and I said, ‘Sure.’ I spoke to the guys in Corner Brook. I spoke to the guys in Peoria [Illinois]. I said, ‘Screw it. I’m going to play a season in Newfoundland.’ ”

Robbie Forbes was twenty-two years old. He had no idea he was about to become an icon in Corner Brook and across Newfoundland.

“Robbie Forbes is one of the greatest imports to ever play in the Newfoundland Senior Hockey League and that is fine company. He was a hero of mine.” That’s a quote from former NHLer Terry Ryan. Kids from Newfoundland don’t often play in the NHL, let alone get chosen in the first round. But on July 8, 1995, that dream came true for Ryan and his family.

A few years earlier, Terry’s dad, Terry Sr., who had played pro in the 1970s, moved with Terry Jr. all the way across Canada in pursuit of the NHL dream. Terry Jr. had dominated the Peewee ranks of Newfoundland, so they moved to British Columbia while mother Gail stayed at home. Fourteen-year-old Terry went straight from Peewee hockey in Newfoundland to playing with men in the Rocky Mountain Junior A Hockey League. A few years later he was a WHL superstar for the Tri-City Americans.

At the 1995 draft in Edmonton, Terry’s favourite childhood team, the Montreal Canadiens, took him with the eighth overall pick in the NHL Draft. It was the highest a Newfoundlander had ever been selected. This was a kid who grew up on the Rock, dreaming of life in the NHL. His heroes were Gretzky and Lemieux, and another guy as well. He was a guy the rest of the kids in attendance at the draft never saw on Saturday-night TV. “Robbie Forbes, for me, was just larger than life,” says Terry. “That’s really the way to put it. At the time my favourite NHL team was the Montreal Canadiens. They won the Stanley Cup in 1986, and I kid you not, if you had said to me, ‘Do you want to meet Rob Forbes or do you want to meet Bob Gainey?’ I would take Rob Forbes. And Bob Gainey was the captain of my favourite NHL team,” says the former NHLer.

Fandom like that is earned. In late September 1985, Robbie Forbes headed for Newfoundland. He made the trip through the Nova Scotia highways, all the way from his hometown of Halifax, into Cape Breton, where he finally came to a stop in North Sydney. Forbes caught the ferry and made the 178-kilometre journey across the Cabot Strait to Port aux Basques, Newfoundland. From there it was a 200-plus-kilometre drive to the unknown, a little town called Corner Brook. He loved it: “Corner Brook was a place where I immediately felt at home. I don’t know what it was. I guess just the people and the culture. Everything really resonated with me.”

It’s hard not to fall in love with Newfoundland. Forbes did what many first-time visitors to the Rock do: he got “screeched” in right away. Getting screeched in goes like this: Many a Newfoundlander will conduct a ceremony for first-time visitors to the Island. The locals put a “come from away” through a short ceremony that consists of invoking a few Island phrases, a shot of local Screech rum, and then a kiss on a codfish. Voila! You are screeched in. (If you’ve ever heard the phrase kiss the cod, this is what I’m talking about.)

Then it was time to get down to business. Forbes knew the mission. “The nucleus was basically there from the team that went to the Allan Cup the year before. It was a pretty good club. Everyone just kind of got to work. There was only one goal: a national championship.”

Forbes was an import. In other words, he was a non-Newfoundlander. Imports were paid well for their services, and they were expected to deliver. The league was full of high-priced, high-talent imports: guys who had played in the minors and even in the NHL. Now Forbes was one of them. “I knew there were going to be expectations to do what I do, which is score goals and put up points. I knew that going in. And I knew that based on the roster from the previous year, the Royals were going to be really competitive.”

So the journey began. Forbes looked the part of the sniper, too. He had that cool, hunched-over skating style and rocked the standard moustache of the day. He wore nothing more than a Gretzky JOFA on his head, but his stick wasn’t a Gretzky Titan. “To be honest, I used whatever stick was on sale at the time. I’d use whatever the trainer would buy.”

Forbes soon discovered that as friendly as Newfoundlanders were around town, it was a different story once the games began. The first game he played was in Stephenville, about an hour away, against Corner Brook’s biggest rival, the aptly named Jets. They played in an old rink that used to be an air hangar. “We went into Stephenville, and they had a big, tough team. They had Kevin Morrison [a former WHA all-star who once had 348 penalty minutes in the old tough-as-nails Eastern League] and Gordie Gallant [aka “Machine Gun,” who twice led the WHA in penalty minutes]. And we had a tough team, too. We had Stan and Danny Cormier and a guy by the name of Stevie Gallant [no relation to Gordie] from Prince Edward Island.” In 1982–83, Cormier was third in the QMJHL in PIMs, no small feat in the Q, then or now. With lineups like this, fights were bound to happen. “The first one was usually at fifteen minutes of the first period.”

A full-scale line brawl broke out in Stephenville. Welcome to Newfoundland, Robbie Forbes! Fists were flying. Fans were screaming. The kid in the JOFA found a guy and held on: “I forget who I paired up with, but it would have been mostly to watch. There were some big-time tilts going on all over the ice and I thought to myself, ‘This can’t be how it’s going to go the whole year.’ But it was chippy the first few games. We settled in over the season and ended up having a really great rivalry. We were two really good teams. Those Senior teams in Stephenville and Corner Brook were two of the best Senior teams in the country.”

Forbes settled into his new home. You could often find him and his teammates hanging out in the local bar called the Brass Rail. Forbes and a few guys, like Hennigar, Cormier, and the team’s goalie, Dave Matte, really had no choice. “We had an apartment. It was under a bar in Corner Brook. It was a four-bedroom apartment underneath. It was awesome. The bar owner would invite us up for the odd pop. He liked it when we hung around his bar, too, and we did our best to oblige.”

An apartment under a bar? That’s kind of an only-in-Newfoundland thing. So is showing up at home after a road trip or practice to find moose meat waiting for you at your front door—or whatever entrance you used to get into the apartment underneath the bar. Fans would invite the players out for dinner. Corner Brook was a great fit for Robbie. “It’s hilarious. I don’t know what the word is—it’s amazing. The people in Corner Brook were such huge hockey fans. They loved the Royals. They always made us feel welcome and a part of the community. They always supported us and kind of put up with our craziness sometimes. They loved hockey and they loved the game. They supported the team. They came to every single game. They supported the team with fundraisers. They traveled on the road with us. It was great.”

The fans even went to watch the Royals practice. One of those fans was George Dolomount: “I was probably not much younger than Robbie at that time, and when he played, when he practiced, he had a smile on his face. You could tell that he was the life of the team. I could imagine what he was like in the dressing room, because like I say, he always had a smile on his face. He was always carrying on. In practice he was the hardest worker and probably the most talented player they had that season. People looked up to him. Back in the eighties when Robbie and those guys came, they lived in the community. They stayed here. People met them in the streets. It was a big thing. People became friends with them. They knew the people in the community, the fans who went there night in and night out; they got to know the players and the players got to know them. It was just a very tight situation between the fans and the players. He was a very admirable player. Everybody loved him.”

Forbes was such a dynamic player that even the son of one of the other coaches in the league thought of him as his favourite player: Terry Ryan Jr. His father, Terry Sr., coached the Mount Pearl Blades. They were pretty much fodder for Forbes, but young Terry didn’t hold that against number 7 of the Corner Brook Royals. “There were all kinds of great imports who came in but Robbie, he just saw the ice like no other. He was dynamic. If you were a kid watching, you noticed Robbie Forbes… he could just see the ice. He was aware of his positioning. He just looked better than everybody else.”

Ryan still wasn’t educated on the finer points of the game, but he knew a great player when he saw one. The kid was a hockey junkie. He figured if this Forbes guy was the best player in the league, a league full of former pros and NHLers, then he must be the real deal. “When you watched a game, you could tell that he was the best player on the ice. It was like that with Robbie Forbes. Four or five times a game, at least, he would do something that no one else could do. And it seemed like he was taking charge out there and people were listening to him.”

Like any young fan in the stands, Ryan wanted to meet his favourite player when he came to Mount Pearl to take on the Blades. “He would talk to you. You could ask for his autograph, and he would ask how you were doing. One time he asked me about my Atom hockey team, and I told him all about it. I told him I had just been named captain of the team. He seemed interested and looking back now, and knowing because I’ve been in that position, he was probably just humouring me. But he was really good at it. He just seemed to me like the Steve Yzerman of the league back then.”

Forbes was making a name for himself on the Rock with his skill, but also his toughness. Not fighting, but the toughness it takes to go to the front of the net, to battle, to take the abuse. Forbes led the Newfoundland league that year with 117 points, 21 more than the runner-up. To do that in this league, you had to go to the dirty areas, like the front of the net, an area that was protected by big, burly defencemen like Kevin Morrison, the former NHLer.

“For me I always got to the net. You try to time it so that Kevin wasn’t there—get behind him. Kevin took that space very personally. For me, when you’re playing against Kevin or anyone else, it’s just getting to the net. Always within that kind of ten-foot area is where you scored goals. So that was always my objective,” Robbie says. “There’s always fear with guys like Kevin on the ice, because they’re really big and tough guys out there. Fair guys, too. He’s going to play the game hard. But it’s either go to the net or not. But if you don’t go to the net, you’re not going to score goals. That still stands today. You got to go to the net to get goals.”

So that’s what Forbes did, game after game, on the road or at the old Humber Gardens. “Those boards weren’t very forgiving at Humber. It was an amazing place. You’d come out for our home games, and it would be dark and smoky. The fans would be crazy. There was no forgiveness. It was a very small rink. The ice was so fast and hard. Small arenas are really good, too, because there’s not as much territory to take for you to get to the net. That arena was always, always rocking. The place was small, and it was just conducive to really fast and hard hockey.”

All through 1985–86, Forbes went to the net and scored goals. There were hits all around him. He put up points. There were fights all around him. He put up points. There was bedlam in Section A: “I remember one night they threw a suitcase at either Morrison or one of the Jets. In other words, ‘Pack up and go home, you’re no good,’ ” says George.

Forbes kept scoring. But like a lot of the guys I talked to about this, there is a total absence of ego about those points. “I don’t have a memory of any specific goal. It’s funny. I don’t know if it’s my brain not having enough space in there. I don’t remember a lot of the individual stuff. I don’t remember goals or assists. I just remember playing and winning.”

That and the boys, his teammates, the room. “We had an amazing room in Corner Brook, incredible guys. It was a different era. We had guys having a dart [a cigarette] and a Coke in between periods. The other thing about Corner Brook was that we had some really great imports, but we also had an incredible group of local guys as well. That’s part of the alchemy. We were a mix of guys—some of us were getting paid, some of us were getting small stipends. There were incredible local guys that kept everything light and positive. They just made the whole thing work.”
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