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  TO MY FATHER, WHO INSTILLED


  IN ME A LOVE OF STORIES.




  FOREWORD




  A lot of the kids who come along today don’t have an appreciation of how this all came to be and who traveled the path before them. I think it’s important to have a sense of history—in this case, the Pittsburgh Penguins’ history.




  There are so many great moments, so many special moments. Here, you have a chance to see and hear and feel what happened with this franchise in the early days all the way through the Stanley Cup years and beyond.




  You know, everybody has their day, sooner or later.




  I remember all the commercial travel we had to do and the crazy, funny, wonderful things that went on, the comical parts of being together all the time in such a public atmosphere.




  I remember guys playing jokes on people in the airport. Gilles Lupien would tie a five-dollar bill on a string, and the guys would sit and watch as people walked by. Most would not try to pick it up. If they did, Gilles would pull the string, and the whole place would erupt.




  One day, a guy grabbed the money and said, “I’m keeping it,” and walked off. It was a ten-dollar bill that time, and that was a lot of money in those days.




  I think Gilles used a one-dollar bill on his next escapade.




  Joe Starkey—the man who wrote this book, not the fellow by the same name whom I replaced as the team’s radio voice in 1974—has compiled a collection of many such stories. Joe has a real appreciation of the game, a real sense of hockey history, and there aren’t many harder working human beings.




  He learned the game from the ground up, and there’s a beauty in that. I did the same thing. I hadn’t seen a game until I was 20. Fortunately, I had some very good teachers.




  You’ll meet a few of them on the pages that follow—and if you’re like I was when I read this book, you’ll be “smiling like a butcher’s dog!”




  Enjoy.




  —Mike Lange




  1




  THE EARLY YEARS




  (1967–1974)




  SKATING NUNS




  The former Carol Dangerfield, wife of a team investor, gave Pittsburgh’s NHL expansion club its nickname in 1967. For all the respect the name garnered, it might as well have come from Rodney Dangerfield.




  The Pittsburgh Penguins?




  Publicity director Joe Gordon was flabbergasted. He had to announce the name during a dinner at the swanky Pittsburgh Athletic Association.




  People laughed.




  “Can you imagine trying to promote a team whose nickname is the Penguins?” Gordon said later. “A penguin isn’t the most graceful animal on the face of the earth. It waddles.”




  Head coach George “Red” Sullivan wasn’t thrilled with the name, either.




  “I can see it now,” Sullivan told reporters. “The day after we play a bad game, the sportswriters will say, ‘They skated like a bunch of nuns.’”




  Officially, the team was named on February 10, 1967, after it fielded more than 26,000 entries from a newspaper contest. It even drew a winner, but the truth is that Carol McGregor, wife of investor John McGregor, came up with the name Penguins because she liked the alliteration, the possibility of black-and-white uniforms (it didn’t happen) and the notion of penguins playing in the Igloo, the popular name for Pittsburgh’s Civic Arena.




  General manager Jack Riley was partial to the name Shamrocks, seeing as he and fellow Irishman Sullivan were running the show (and there had been a team called the Pittsburgh Shamrocks in the International Hockey League in the 1930s). Others favored Hornets, after Pittsburgh’s championship minor-league team. Eskimos received consideration, too, but this team would be called the Penguins, a name quickly shortened to “Pens” in local vernacular.




  A couple of decades later, the name took on new significance—and gained several measures of respect—when the Penguins were twice crowned league champions.




  “I didn’t think a hell of a lot of the name,” Sullivan said later. “But it turned out to be OK.”




  DEATH OF A MASCOT




  The Penguins’ first mascot took the ice before games at the beginning of the 1968-69 season. There wasn’t much glitter to his act.




  “He just kind of waddled out and waddled off,” goaltender Les Binkley said of Pete the Penguin, an Ecuadorian-born bird on loan from the Pittsburgh Zoo.




  Average attendance that season was a franchise record-low 6,008, but Pete was well-loved—and much grieved when he died of pneumonia two months into the season.




  Some of the players heard that Pete had been mishandled.




  “He was a penguin, an animal, and they wanted to keep him warm,” recalled defenseman Duane Rupp. “Well, he didn’t want to be warm. He wanted to be cold.”




  “I remember that he died and that they brought in another one,” Binkley said. “They called the second one ‘Re-Pete.’”




  LAST RITES




  How tough was the Penguins’ first coach, George “Red” Sullivan? Well, during his playing days, he was administered last rites after Montreal defenseman Doug Harvey speared him so hard he ruptured Sullivan’s spleen.




  In those days, teams would often play each other on back-to-back nights. Sullivan played for the Rangers, and on a Saturday in Montreal, he kicked the skates from under Harvey, who looked up and said, “I’ll get you tomorrow, Sullivan.”




  The next night in New York, Harvey followed through on his threat. Sullivan went down. He got up and tried to play, but finally said, “I can’t go.” He was sent to a nearby hospital in a cab.




  “I can remember the priest and the doctors standing around me,” Sullivan said. “I was pretty sick.”




  He and Harvey never spoke about the incident. Harvey later played for Pittsburgh’s Calder Cup–winning American Hockey League team, the Hornets.




  TWO-MILLION-DOLLAR MAN




  Joe Gordon, the Penguins’ original publicity director, felt like a rich man when he accompanied team management to NHL headquarters in Montreal in June of 1967. That is where the Pittsburgh Penguins were announced as part of the NHL’s six-team expansion. Gordon was carrying the team’s $2 million entry fee in the form of a check.




  “It was kind of exhilarating, even though it wasn’t my money and there was nothing I could do with it,” Gordon said. “To me, the most incredible thing looking back was that a franchise cost only $2 million.”




  CLEARING THE TRACK




  Former Penguins general manager Jack Riley isn’t proud of the fact that he traded Rene Robert—a future member of Buffalo’s famed “French Connection”—for aging winger Eddie Shack late in the 1971-72 season. But at least Pittsburgh got some serious entertainment value out of the deal.




  There was nothing quite like a Shack-led rush. At 6-foot-1, 200 pounds, he was one of the league’s bigger forwards, if not one of the more graceful ones.




  “I used to tee it up for him and get out of there in a hurry,” recalled goaltender Les Binkley. “He’d wind up and go behind the net, arms and legs and everything flailing.”




  Back in Toronto, when Shack played for the Maple Leafs, they used to say, “Clear the Track, here comes Eddie Shack!”




  Legend has it that Shack couldn’t read or write. When he played for the Maple Leafs, he’d heard that Detroit coach Jack Adams criticized him for not being able to spell. So when Shack scored against the Red Wings in the next game, he skated by the Detroit bench and said, “Hey, Jack: G-O-A-L.’”




  In Pittsburgh, coach Leonard “Red” Kelly would write practice times on a blackboard.




  “One time Red put on the blackboard, ‘No practice tomorrow,’” Binkley said. “Eddie was the only guy who showed up.”




  On power plays, Shack would jump over the boards and say to his coach, ‘OK, Leonard, who are the other four guys?’”




  It wasn’t as if Shack couldn’t play. He had 25 goals in his only full season with the Penguins.




  FASHION STATEMENT




  It was believed that Jack Riley, the Penguins’ first general manager, came up with the team’s original colors of Colombia blue, Navy blue and white.




  True?




  “I’m guilty,” Riley said.




  Riley was from Toronto, where he followed the Argonauts of the Canadian Football League. They also used double shades of blue.




  “Our light blue turned out too babyish blue,” he said.




  A local freelance artist named Bob Gessner designed the original logo featuring the skating penguin wearing a scarf in front of a gold triangle—symbolic of the city’s Golden Triangle—but it was never used on a jersey, only on pucks and team letterhead. Publicity director Joe Gordon had the idea of putting a penguin on the Golden Triangle.




  Sullivan, a former Rangers player, urged the team to use the diagonal “Pittsburgh” font, similar to the one the Rangers used. Ticket prices for home games at the Civic Arena in the Penguins’ first season were $5, $4, $3.50 and $2.50—or about what various concessions would go for 30 years later.




  THANKS, BUT NO THANKS




  It seemed like an incredible opportunity for minor-league journeyman Jeannot Gilbert. A 26-year-old winger, he’d hooked on with the expansion Penguins in training camp of 1967 after several seasons with the Hershey Bears of the American Hockey League.




  Two days before the season opener, just as he was about to sign a contract, Gilbert suddenly decided he wanted to go back to the minors. It didn’t help that he’d taken a slash in the back of his legs during an exhibition game two nights earlier.
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  Clear the track! Eddie Shack moves in on Vancouver Canucks goalie Dunc Wilson. (Photo courtesy of the Pittsburgh Penguins)




  “I said, ‘What’s the matter, don’t you want to play in the National Hockey League?’” GM Jack Riley remembered. “In his broken English, he said, ‘No, I just like to play in Hershey.’”




  Riley called Hershey boss Frank Mathers and asked if he wanted Gilbert back. Mathers said yes, because Gilbert was a talented scorer at that level. Riley asked who he could have in return.




  Mathers shot back, “Who do you want?”




  Riley wanted Gene Ubriaco, who scored 18 goals for the Penguins that season and years later became their coach.




  MAGIC BUS




  If it happened today, Bryan Watson figures, “I’d be in jail.”




  Luckily, it happened in the early 1970s, in Los Angeles, as the Penguins boarded a Marriott courtesy bus after traveling all day. Somebody accidentally bumped the gear shift with an equipment bag, prompting Watson to jump behind the wheel to put the bus in park.




  That would have been the end of it, but the bus driver—a “kid from the hotel”—reprimanded Watson, and anyone who knew the combative defenseman knew that wasn’t a good idea.




  This was a guy who body-checked his teammates in warmups, just to make sure they were ready.




  “I got mad,” Watson said. “And somebody in the back of the bus said, ‘You don’t have a hair on your [butt] unless you drive this thing to the hotel.’




  “I said, ‘If I can get this door closed, we’re on our way, boys!’ I was like Jackie Gleason in the Honeymooners.




  “After I’d gone 50 feet, I realized, ‘Holy Geez, I better be careful.’ Everybody was going nuts, laughing, carrying on. You would have thought we were drunk, but that’s the thing: We hadn’t had a drink. Unfortunately, there were some regular people on the bus who were scared to death.”




  Once the team reached the hotel, coach Ken Schinkel called a meeting.




  “He didn’t want to know who did it,” Watson said, “but he didn’t want it to happen again, either.”




  CHAINSAW MASSACRE




  Picking the Most Hated Penguin of all time is a near-impossible task. Darius Kasparaitis, Ulf Samuelsson, Gary Rissling, “Battleship” Bob Kelly, Rod Buskas, Dave Schultz, and many others would receive votes.




  But if you asked opposing star forwards of the early 1970s, Bryan Watson might win by a landslide.




  Watson, a defenseman acquired from Oakland in 1969, racked up 871 penalty minutes and at least that many resentments in only 303 games with the Penguins. Future Hall of Famers such as Gordie Howe and Bobby Hull positively despised Watson, who fed off the venom directed at him in opposing arenas.




  Shortly after retiring, Watson nearly lost an arm in a chainsaw accident. Howe’s reaction: “Oh yeah? How’s the [freaking] chainsaw doing?’”
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  This is the original Pittsburgh Penguins logo. (Photo courtesy of the Pittsburgh Penguins)




  FIRST GAME




  It seemed like a classic case of professional suicide when Penguins general manager Jack Riley petitioned the NHL to let his expansion team play its first game against the defending Stanley Cup-champion Montreal Canadiens.




  It would mark the first time an expansion club played one of the NHL’s established teams in the 12-team league, and it appeared to be a colossal mismatch.




  There was a method to Riley’s madness. “I figured if they could ever be taken, that was the time,” he said.




  It almost happened. The Canadiens escaped with a 2-1 victory on October 11, 1967, before a crowd of 9,307 (3,273 below capacity) at the Civic Arena.




  “It was a hell of a hockey game,” recalled Penguins coach George “Red” Sullivan.




  Regal veteran Andy Bathgate, who wore a turtleneck under his jersey, scored for the Penguins, and the great Jean Beliveau scored the winner for Montreal, becoming just the third player in league history to reach the 400-goal plateau.




  Afterward, legendary Montreal coach Toe Blake blasted his players.




  “I never saw our team so nervous,” he told reporters. “We must have given them the puck I don’t know how many times. Stupid back-passes, something I’ve been harping on for two weeks. They proved they can still do it.”




  Rogie Vachon gained the victory for Montreal. He would get 33 more against the Penguins before his NHL career was finished, becoming the all-time winningest goaltender against them.




  BOBBY CLARKE TO PENS?




  The Penguins thought about drafting Bobby Clarke in 1969, but, like every other team, passed on the future Hall of Famer because they were concerned about his diabetes.




  The Penguins instead took forgettable center Rick Kessell with the first pick of the second round (15th overall). The Philadelphia Flyers chose Clarke two picks later, after ignoring him in the first round.




  How drastically would history have been altered if the Penguins had taken Clarke? Well, for one thing, they might not have gone 15 years and 42 games without a victory at the Spectrum in Philadelphia. The Flyers probably wouldn’t have won two Stanley Cups, and the Penguins would have had two dynamic players from that draft. They took 5-foot-10, 160-pound center Michel Briere 26th overall. Other teams ignored Briere because of his size. He had an outstanding rookie year in 1969-70 but died in an automobile accident that summer.
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  Bryan Watson took the hotel bus for a joy ride. (Photo courtesy of the Pittsburgh Penguins)




  “We could have had both players,” Riley said. “I’ve often wondered what that would have been like.”




  MICHEL BRIERE




  Michel Briere knew how good he was, even if others had their doubts because of his smallish stature (5-foot-10, 160 pounds). The Penguins made him a third-round draft pick (26th overall) in 1969, the first year of the NHL Entry Draft, and he immediately asked for more money than they were offering.




  General manager Jack Riley offered a $13,000 salary with a $4,000 signing bonus. Briere wanted a $5,000 bonus.




  “I asked why,” Riley recalled. “And he said, ‘Because I’ll be playing hockey in Pittsburgh for the next 20 years.’”




  If only that pledge had come true. Two weeks after his marvelous rookie season—and three weeks before he was to be married—Briere sustained fatal injuries when his burnt-orange, 1970 Cougar failed to negotiate a curve on Highway 117 near his home in Malartic, Quebec. He was with two friends. It never was determined who was behind the wheel.




  Ever the competitor, Briere held on for 11 months in a coma before he died on April 13, 1971, leaving behind a son, Martin.




  “That was a big part of our franchise,” Riley said.




  Tragically, the ambulance that picked up Briere killed an 18-year-old bicyclist on the way to the hospital.




  “It was one of Briere’s friends,” Riley said.




  Riley and others visited Briere often as he lay in a hospital bed.




  “I’d grab his hand and I’d say, ‘Let’s go, Mike, we’ve got to play St. Louis tonight’—that was our biggest rival—and he’d grab my hand tight,” Riley said. “But as the visits went on, there was no communication at all.”




  Briere was third on the team in scoring that season, with 44 points (12 goals, 32 assists). He raised his game in the playoffs, leading the team in scoring with eight points. The Penguins finished just two victories short of the Stanley Cup final, losing to St. Louis in the semifinals.




  “He was quite slight and small but very shifty and fast,” recalled teammate Ron Schock. “He had a great attitude. I sat beside him in the dressing room. He was a real nice young kid. I liked him very much.”




  The number 21 already held esteemed status in Pittsburgh because it was worn by Pirates Hall of Fame outfielder Roberto Clemente, who, like Briere, died young.




  About a week before the accident, Riley had spoken with Briere at a team function. Briere wanted a salary bump in year two, from $13,000 to $18,000.




  “I knew he was worth it,” Riley said. “I told him, ‘We’ll see in the fall.’”




  • • •




  Three weeks before his death, Michel Briere was to be married to Michele Beaudoin. The two already had a son, Martin, who was one year old at the time of the accident.




  Thirty-five years later, a reporter found that Martin Briere was a successful Montreal architect with three sons—Arnaud, 7, Emile, 4, and Loic, 2—and a passion for the Penguins.




  “I know my father’s memory is still alive in Pittsburgh,” Martin Briere told the Pittsburgh Trib. “I always follow the Penguins. It’s something very important in our family.




  “Everybody—my mother and my grandfather and myself—we all have a photo or a painting of my father wearing the Pittsburgh shirt. There are a lot of memories of that time. It’s hard to not follow that hockey team.”




  WANT TO BUY A HOCKEY TEAM?




  George Steinbrenner once had an interest in buying the Penguins. So did famous singer Andy Williams.




  There were a whole bunch of other folks who actually went through with the idea . . . and were sorry they did. Nothing reflects the team’s roller-coaster history more than the long line of men who’ve sunk money into what was a shaky proposition from day one.




  Actually, before day one. A group of 21 owners invested $2 million to get the Penguins started in 1967. General manager Jack Riley remembered a request being made to hold the check a few extra days, just so more interest could be collected.
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  Michel Briere died tragically after an outstanding rookie season. (Photo courtesy of the Pittsburgh Penguins)




  Many of the same owners had invested in a soccer team called the Pittsburgh Phantoms, which played before miniscule crowds at Forbes Field and lost about $700,000 before the Penguins opened for business.




  The Penguins’ original publicity director, Joe Gordon, remembered that Peter Block, one of the Penguins’ first investors, was convinced soccer represented the cutting edge of North American sports and would prove to be a money maker.




  Gordon had his doubts about the Phantoms and the Penguins.




  “You knew it was shaky because they had so many investors,” he said. “You had a lot of guys who didn’t have a lot of cash lying around.”




  Five months into the Penguins’ first season, they were sold. Detroit banker Donald Parsons bought 80 percent of the team and started throwing money around. He promised each of his players in 1969-70 a $400 bonus if the team finished third or better in the Western Division. It did. He paid. But he soon was spent himself.




  This would be a repeated theme among Penguins’ owners.




  “I really don’t know all the ramifications,” Riley said. “But I know this: When we went to the draft the first year Parsons was here, he picked me up in his private plane. The next year, we had to send him a plane ticket to Montreal, because the league was going to run the team.”




  The league did indeed run the team during the 1970-71 season, while Parson solicited offers. Before one game that season, Penguins defenseman Bryan Watson skated past NHL president Clarence Campbell and said, “Clarence, ‘How’s your team doing tonight?’”




  BEER FOR BINK




  Long before Eddie Johnston became a fixture in the Penguins organization, he was a popular goaltender for the Boston Bruins, and he treated his fellow goalies with the utmost respect.




  Which is to say, he gave them beer.




  After each game, the opposing goalie could find a six-pack in a bucket of ice with a towel over it, courtesy of “E.J.”




  That six-pack turned into a 12-pack for Penguins goalie Les Binkley on January 28, 1968, at the Boston Garden. In one of the more memorable performances in team history, Binkley made 33 saves in a 1-0 shutout, one of six he recorded that season. Most of his saves were of the spectacular variety against the most intimidating offensive machine in hockey.




  The Penguins were dreadfully outplayed, but Binkley turned aside everything that Bobby Orr, Phil Esposito, Ken Hodge, Johnny Bucyk & Co. had to offer.




  “It was one of those nights you couldn’t do anything wrong,” recalled Binkley, the Penguins’ very first player.




  Johnston didn’t play that night—Gerry Cheevers tended goal for Boston—so he had a rink-side seat for Binkley’s show.




  “I don’t think we flooded the ice in our end that night,” Johnston said. “I sent a note that said, ‘Bink, I know I usually send you six, but tonight I think you’ll need a dozen.’ We took care of each other.”




  Little-known defenseman George Konik scored the only goal in the game, thus becoming the answer to a trivia question. Konik is the answer to another trivia question, as well. He scored the first penalty-shot goal for the franchise, January 31, 1968, at St. Louis against legendary goaltender Glenn Hall.




  SAVING FACE (OR NOT)




  During the summers, Andy Brown loved to race dirt-track cars. During the season, he loved to face speeding pucks. And he did so without the benefit of a goalie mask.




  In fact, on April 7, 1974, in a 6-3 loss to the Atlanta Flames, Brown became the last NHL goaltender to play a game without a shred of facial protection. This was a full 15 years after Toronto’s Jacques Plante made history by becoming the first goalie to don a mask.




  “Oh geez, Andy was a different guy, to say the least,” recalled teammate Bryan Watson. “But he was a real competitor.”




  There were no limits on stick curves in those days, so shots often went wildly off target. Watson remembered seeing another goaltender, Gump Worsley, drop like a wounded elephant after absorbing a Bobby Hull slap shot to the ear.




  “Hull shot it 100 mph,” Watson said.




  Plante first donned a mask on November 1, 1959, after a shot from New York Ranger—and future Penguin—Andy Bathgate cut him in the face.




  The feisty Brown had 60 penalty minutes, fifth on the team, in 1973-74, which was his only full season. He signed with the WHAs Indianapolis Racers that summer. The historic game against the Flames proved to be the last of his NHL career.




  MONEY ON THE FLOOR




  In their third season (1969-70) the Penguins finished 12 games under .500 but made an unlikely run at the Stanley Cup, falling just two victories short of the final. They wouldn’t get that close again for more than 20 years.




  Their new coach was Hall of Famer Leonard “Red” Kelly, who’d learned a thing or two about motivating players during his playing career, when he was part of eight Cup-winning teams.




  During the playoffs that year, Kelly borrowed a ploy he’d seen from legendary Toronto Maple Leafs coach Punch Imlach.




  The Penguins had lost consecutive games to open a best-of-seven semifinal playoff series against the hated St. Louis Blues. Before Game 3, Kelly plunked anywhere from $1,300 to $7,250—depending on which story you believe—on the dressing-room floor.




  This was back when playoff money could seriously pad a player’s annual salary. In the Penguins’ first season, for example, Andy Bathgate was the team’s highest-paid player at $25,000. Most players took summertime jobs to increase their income.
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  Andy Brown was the last NHL goalie to play a game without a mask.




  Kelly looked at his troops and said, “This is what you’re playing for. Don’t let the other team reach their hand in it.”




  The players were awed.




  “I never saw that many bills,” goalie Les Binkley said. “I often wondered if anybody hung behind when we went on the ice that day. It’s amazing how some coaches can get teams fired up.”




  The Penguins stormed back to win the next two games against Scotty Bowman’s Blues but ultimately lost the series, four games to two.




  SON OF A SEA COOK




  Hockey players are renowned for using objectionable language, a fact that made the Penguins’ second coach—and later general manager—Leonard “Red” Kelly, all the more remarkable. Kelly had been around the game his entire life, but he never was heard to swear during his three-plus seasons behind Pittsburgh’s bench.




  This, despite owning a .423 winning percentage.




  When Kelly got really mad, he’d call somebody a “Son of a Sea Cook Bottle Washer” or exclaim, “Oh, what the hang’s going on out there!’”




  Suffice to say, nobody had a good answer to that question during the team’s franchise-record, 18-game road winless streak in 1970-71.




  And you wonder if Kelly might have sworn under his breath when he walked into his office one day to find Boston Bruins coach Harry Sinden watching Penguins game film. Apparently, a Penguins office worker had given Sinden the tapes and permission to watch them in Kelly’s office.




  “Red went nuts,” recalled sportswriter Bill Heufelder, who covered the team for the Pittsburgh Press. “I don’t think he swore, though.”




  HATIN’ THE BLUES




  Rivalries were an important part of the NHL landscape when the Penguins joined the league in 1967. Teams played each other 10 times a season, often in home-and-home series on the weekends.




  The Penguins’ first fierce rival was their Western Division partner, the St. Louis Blues, who inspired venomous hatred by trotting out the hell-bent-for-leather Plager brothers—Barclay, Bill, and Bob—plus defenseman Noel Picard and a host of others.




  When a Pittsburgh sportscaster asked Penguins coach Leonard “Red” Kelly prior to a playoff series if there was bad blood between the teams, he replied, “Only if it spills.”




  The Blues weren’t comprised only of troublemakers. There was a sense of royalty about them, as well. They had some magnificent offensive players and a pair of distinguished goaltenders in Glenn Hall and Jacques Plante. A young Scotty Bowman was the coach.




  “When those guys all came down the runway in St. Louis, with the organ blasting, it was tremendous,” recalled Bill Heufelder, who covered the Penguins for the Pittsburgh Press.




  The Penguins countered with the likes of feisty goalie Al Smith, wacky defenseman Bryan Watson, and scrappy hustlers such as Bryan Hextall and Glen Sather.




  NHL broadcaster Mike Emrick, then a freelance writer for a Pittsburgh suburban newspaper called the Beaver County Times, remembered covering an Easter Sunday game in 1970 at the Civic Arena. It ended with a controversial winning goal for the Penguins and with fans pelting the Blues with garbage.




  After arena workers packed the litter into garbage cans, Barclay Plager dumped it back onto the ice.
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