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INTRODUCTION

THE FANS STREAMED through downtown Toronto on their way to an early-season hockey game at the Air Canada Centre. It was a long time before first-puck drop between the Maple Leafs and the visiting Colorado Avalanche.

Still, you could tell where everyone was headed after stopping for dinner, for a brew, or a snack in the restaurants, bars, or shops nearby. They call the weekly television viewing of National Hockey League games across the country “Hockey Night in Canada.” But really, every night a home game is scheduled it is Hockey Night in Toronto.

The same is true in Boston, Detroit, Chicago, New York, and Montreal. In those cities, hockey is in the DNA of the citizenry. Maybe a little more rooted here, maybe a little less there. Those are the teams that constitute what is termed “The Original Six.” They are the cornerstone franchises of the NHL, the ones that go way back, well before the establishment of many of the league’s other teams.

For decades in the twentieth century those clubs were the whole league, a six-team league small in size, but intense in passion. There never was an easy night when the Leafs, Bruins, Red Wings, Blackhawks, Rangers, and Canadiens played. There was so much familiarity respect was bred more than contempt.

Being a hockey player at the top level in North America was as much fraternity as profession. It may also have been considered a brotherhood, but the type where brothers battle one another in the living room and overturn the coffee table and occasionally break a lamp with their bodychecking.

In 2016, there were thirty teams in the NHL, twenty-three in the United States and seven in Canada. That represents expansion of twenty-four teams, a 500 percent larger league. Hockey even thrives in the Sun Belt, in American cities such as Dallas and Los Angeles. Yet despite the thousands of skaters who benefited from the expansion opportunities and the millions of fresh followers the sport created, a somewhat indefinable hold on the spirit of the game is retained by the Original Six, especially among older fans.

Mention names such as Maurice “Rocket” Richard, Frank Mahovlich, Bobby Hull, Gordie Howe, Andy Bathgate, or Phil Esposito and old-timers get misty-eyed and nostalgic. Oh, the memories.

Yes, they play serious NHL hockey in St. Louis, Pittsburgh, and Nashville, but there is a little bit louder buzz in those teams’ arenas when an Original Six team comes to town. There is more excitement yet at the Joe Louis Arena when the Blackhawks visit the Red Wings. They have been playing against one another so long, since 1926, and so often, going on 900 meetings. Just another game? Not quite. It is history speaking out loud at the face-off, tradition in the flesh.

High in the arenas there are banners signifying championships won and names of Hall of Famers who played long before the other twenty-four teams were born. Heck, long-gone grandparents in the same family watched the Original Six in their colorful, memorable sweaters. Later generations still cheer Grandpa’s team.

“There’s a long tradition of great hockey between the two,” said Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman of Chicago-Detroit. “It’s an intense rivalry.”

That’s one rivalry. Toronto-Montreal is another. Boston-New York (in any sport), still another.

I was a child of an Original Six team. I grew up in the Boston area and the Bruins were Our Team. Later, they came to be known as the Big Bad Bruins. But in the 1960s they were just bad. For eight straight seasons, beginning with 1959–60 and ending with the 1966–67 season, the Bruins did not make the playoffs. That was in a six-team league with four teams qualifying.

In some ways, Boston didn’t seem to even care, because losers or not, the fans still came to the Boston Garden and filled it to the rafters. Those rafters were enveloped in a sort of cloud because arena smoking was still allowed. The smoke rose and those in the $2 upper balcony seats sometimes had foggy views. But that year Bobby Orr came to town and after that things were all right.

I lived in Chicago when the Blackhawks hit bottom, drawing an announced 10,000 fans to the 20,000-seat United Center. Then the Blackhawks got Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews and after that things were all right there, too.

There were so many Maple Leafs jerseys, jackets, and caps in view as the 19,800 fans filed into the Air Canada Centre for that game against the Avalanche that I wondered why apparel was still for sale in the gift shops. It appeared fans had it all already. But I suppose there was always Christmas for relatives.

Maple Leafs games are always sold out. I came by a ticket for $100 US on the secondary market. Looking at a map I thought my seat was in a balcony halfway up from the ice, but when I began climbing it was as if I was scaling Mount Everest—the summit was always just over the next ridge. No one nearby, despite not wearing ropes, keeled over, however, from altitude sickness.

When I reached my seat I was in the next-to-last row of the building. Silly me, my binoculars were at home.

A few pre-game vacant seats to my left sat Paul Ayres, forty-one, an elementary school teacher, and his son Ben, eleven. This was the youngster’s first live game after only following the Leafs on TV. Soaking in the scene, his eyes were as wide around as the tires on my car.

Like so many Ontario residents, Paul Ayres was a lifelong Leafs fan even though the Leafs hadn’t won a Stanley Cup since 1967, since seven years before he was born. When Ben was born Dad put the family on Toronto’s season-ticket waiting list. The Ayreses were number 7,796. Before the 2015–16 season started, after eleven years of patience, the team contacted Ayres to tell him his turn had come to buy two tickets.

The only problem was that Ayres really couldn’t afford the indulgence on his salary. He asked the Maple Leafs what happened if he passed. They told him he would go to the bottom of the list, then 15,000 names long.

There was a bit of anguish in the household.

“I figured if I didn’t do it I would probably never see a Leafs game again,” Ayres said. “I told my wife we had to look at it like a rental property, an investment.”

So Ayres bought the tickets, is selling enough of them to break even, and then going to the rest of the games.

It turned out that a number of people in the section were like me. They bought their tickets from a broker. I assumed that meant there were a lot of people like Ayres, selling seats to get back some of their costs. The guy next to me was thirty-four and it was the first Maple Leafs game he saw in person after a lifetime of fandom. He only lived an hour away, but had no idea when he would have another chance to come to the Air Canada Centre.

The Maple Leafs, still looking to draft their Orr, Kane or Toews, were playing better than they had in years. They beat Colorado, 5–1, in Ben Ayres’s first game.

The boy discovered real life can be more vivid than television. “It was awesome,” Ben said.

The Blackhawks last won the Stanley Cup in 2015, the Bruins in 2011, the Red Wings in 2008, the Rangers in 1994, the Canadiens in 1993, and the Maple Leafs forty-nine years ago.

More irritating to the fans who view hockey, the NHL, and the Maple Leafs as a birthright, not an acquired taste, is that since the Stanley Cup’s home address is in Toronto they can pretty much reach out and touch it without winning it whenever it is not traveling. Even then, a duplicate of the most famous trophy in sports is perpetually on display at the Hockey Hall of Fame, also in Toronto.

Pretending is not ideal, though. Toronto residents want to possess the Cup, not pay to see it in a museum. Being home to an Original Six team should come with some privileges, they believe.

When Toronto wins the Cup again, the city will go mad, singing, dancing, high-fiving hands so often and hard they will bruise. In Toronto they will just figure the Cup has come home to stay at last.

Lew Freedman

May 2016
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MONTREAL CANADIENS

Founded: 1909

Home Arenas: Jubilee Arena 1909–10 and 1918–19; Mount Royal Arena, 1920–26; Montreal Forum, 1926–96; Bell Centre, 1996–present (know at Molson Centre from 1996–2002)

Stanley Cups: 1916, 1924, 1930, 1931, 1944, 1946, 1953, 1956, 1957, 1958, 1959, 1960, 1965, 1966, 1968, 1969, 1971, 1973, 1976, 1977, 1978, 1979, 1986, 1993

Beginnings

FOUNDED IN 1909, the Montreal Canadiens, the standard-bearer of French-speaking Quebec and the greatest dynasty in National Hockey League history, is the only team that was created before the league itself started in 1917.

The official team name was le Club de hockey Canadien. The Canadiens have also been fondly referred to as Les Habitants, and from there the diminutive of the Habs has been applied. The early French settlers of the region were called Les Habitants. There was some minor tweaking of the name in French, but the CH logo has remained a constant since the 1917–18 season with only minimal variations.

Montreal has been the New York Yankees of the NHL. The Canadiens own 24 Stanley Cup titles, one won before the NHL opened for business, and 23 since. One Montreal player, Henri Richard, alias “The Pocket Rocket” because he was the younger brother of superstar Maurice “Rocket” Richard, played for 11 Stanley Cup winners, more than any other NHL player.

Although the Canadiens have not won a Stanley Cup since 1993, they are regarded as much civic institution as sports team in Montreal and throughout Quebec. Every boy aspires to grow up and wear the bleu, blanc, rouge of the Canadiens. Founders wanted the club to be emblematic of the French-Canadian community, and in the late 1910s and early 1920s especially, owners sought to suit up only French Canadians.

That point of emphasis has fallen by the wayside in a more cosmopolitan National Hockey League with stars from all over the world, but for decades it was important to the franchise to feature a French-Canadian star. Fans did not really even want players whose first language was English. This was certainly true through the end of the Original Six era. However, for years the Canadiens have broadcast their games in French and English.

The Canadiens go back so far they have a theme that dates from World War I and relates to a poem written in 1915 called “In Flanders Fields” by John McCrae. One line of the poem was etched on the wall at the old Montreal Forum and read, “To you from failing hands we throw the torch. Be yours to hold it high.” The inspirational slogan followed the Canadiens to their new rink.

The name Georges Vezina has been kept alive much longer than the man. The name is attached to one of the most coveted awards in professional hockey. The Vezina Trophy goes to the most outstanding goalie of the year at the end of the NHL regular season.

Vezina was born in 1887 in Chicoutimi, Quebec, and his nickname was “The Chicoutimi Cucumber” because he was so cool in goal. Vezina moved in as protector of the Montreal net in 1910 and played every single game for the Canadiens in that spot through the 1924–25 season. That included 328 regular-season games and 39 playoff games. Vezina was the goaltender when the Canadiens won their first Cup in 1916 and he was in goal when they won it in 1924.

He was the first goalie in NHL history to record a shutout. So popular at one time, Vezina wrote a column for a newspaper translated from French to English. In one piece, appearing during World War I, he quoted from the English novelist John Galsworthy, who later won a Nobel Prize for literature. The phrase revolved around the comment that at that time of war “only one flag that is still flying high and true, and that is the one of Sport.”

Montreal found Vezina in his hometown when the Canadiens made a barnstorming trip to play against the locals. Vezina pitched a shutout on a frozen pond and the pros demanded his signature on a contract. Not that Vezina grew up dreaming of being an ice hockey star. He actually did not learn how to skate until he was eighteen, previously manning the net in leather footwear.

On the night of November 28, 1925, Vezina occupied his familiar post. But he felt dizzy, and when reeling from chest pains he pulled himself from the lineup. After the first period Vezina threw up blood, and was rushed to the hospital where he was diagnosed with tuberculosis.

Vezina passed away on March 27, 1926, at age thirty-nine. Crushed by the loss of their star, the Canadiens, working with the NHL, established the Vezina Trophy, awarded each season to the goalie surrendering the fewest goals. Later, the award was given to the goalie voted the best during the season.

More than 1,500 people attended Vezina’s funeral in his hometown, where the local rink was later named for him. Vezina was also one of the first inductees of the Hockey Hall of Fame when it opened in 1945.

Decades later, the only pads Vezina wore during his career were sold by a private collector of memorabilia to a producer of hockey cards. That company cut up the pads into small pieces less than two inches by two inches and inserted 320 pad cards into packs of cards for collectors. There was an outcry about the destruction of history because the pads were one of a kind.

The early Canadiens featured some other players who live on in team lore. Jack Laviolette was the first captain, coach, and general manager of the Canadiens. He was born in Ontario in 1879 and shifted between wing and defense on the ice. Laviolette was an early standout from the 1916 Cup team and was part of a group that earned the nickname “The Flying Frenchmen.” That nickname stuck with the Canadiens of French heritage.

Laviolette, also a star lacrosse player, saw his on-rink career end in 1919 because of injuries suffered while automobile racing. The crash cost him his right foot.

Although he was not the owner, the 5-foot-11, 170-pound Laviolette was the man who pieced together the Canadiens’ first success stories. Laviolette died at eighty in 1960 and was inducted into the Hall of Fame in 1962.

Newsy Lalonde

Practically no one knows the real name of the star hockey player called Newsy Lalonde because he had jobs for a newspaper. Lalonde, who was as adept at lacrosse as he was at hockey during a Hall of Fame career, was given the name Edouard when born in 1887.

Lalonde, like Laviolette, was an original Flying Frenchman, perhaps the original for whom the nickname was coined. Not only did Newsy score a goal in the first official NHL game played on December 19, 1917, in a Canadiens’ win over the Ottawa Senators, he scored in his first six games. During the 1919–20 season Lalonde scored 37 goals in 23 games for Montreal.

While Lalonde only played in 99 NHL games (in addition to others in different pro leagues), he scored 124 goals. Overall, Lalonde scored 413 goals in 20 seasons of some kind of pro play. He led four leagues in scoring in some very short seasons, but once scored nine goals in a game. He later coached for 11 seasons, mostly with Montreal.

When Lalonde was player-coach during the 1918–19 season, the NHL called off the Cup Finals because of the international Spanish flu epidemic that was killing people around the world. The Canadiens were matched with Seattle of the National Hockey Association, but so many players on both teams became ill that play ceased. Future Hall of Famer Joe Hall of the Canadiens died from that flu strain.

Lalonde turned pro with Sault Ste. Marie of the International Hockey League in 1907 for $35 a week and was expected to watch his first game, so he didn’t bring gear to the arena. However, when a player was injured, the team needed him, and Newsy stepped in on a pair of borrowed skates. He quickly absorbed a crushing hit, but he couldn’t leave the game because the team had no substitute and would have to play shorthanded.

“It hurt and I didn’t feel good,” Lalonde said.

A boxer in the house named Jack Hammond tried to help him during a break. He presented Lalonde with what he said was a bottle of whiskey.

“I took a big swig,” Lalonde said. “It burned my mouth and my gums and my throat. I thought I was a goner. But I came around. I couldn’t eat anything but poached eggs for a week.”

It was later learned that in the confusion of the moment Hammond had handed Lalonde a bottle of ammonia, not whiskey.

Much later, in 1920, while on the ice for the Canadiens, Lalonde committed a serious faux pas. Montreal led the Quebec Bulldogs by a goal and goalie Georges Vezina made a spectacular save. The rebound bounced to Newsy, who thought he heard a whistle for offsides. Thrilled because of the stoppage in play while his team was under pressure, Lalonde kiddingly tossed the puck into his own net. Only there had been no whistle and the goal counted for the other side. Mortified, Lalonde later scored the winning goal to make up for the big mistake.

Long after he retired from hockey and lacrosse, Lalonde was honored with a special day in his hometown of Cornwall, Ontario, taking note of accomplishments. The event included a city hall reception, a civic luncheon, a dinner, a lacrosse game, and other activities.

Newsy Lalonde admitted getting more enjoyment out of lacrosse than hockey “because it’s played out of doors where you get lots of fresh air.”

Howie Morenz

Howie Morenz was most closely identified with the Montreal Canadiens, the team he started his NHL career with, ended it with, and spent the most time with (12 years) as he amassed 271 goals in 550 games.

A 5-foot-9, 165-pound center from Ontario, Morenz was the star of the playoffs in 1924 when the Canadiens won their second Stanley Cup and first after the National Hockey League was formed. During 1927–28, Morenz became the first player to score 50 points in one season with 51 when he netted 33 goals in 43 games. In the 1929–30 season, Morenz scored 40 goals in 44 games.

Morenz won the Hart Trophy three times as the league’s Most Valuable Player and played on three Stanley Cup championship teams as a member of the Canadiens. He became a beloved local player because of his speed and passion on the ice. Explosive and dashing, in 1950 Morenz was voted the best hockey player of the first half of the twentieth century.

Fun-loving off the ice, Morenz sang songs and played the ukulele. The 1920s has been called the decade when sports figures first became bigger than life with Babe Ruth in baseball leading the way, Jack Dempsey in boxing, and followed by Red Grange in football, Bobby Jones in golf, and Bill Tilden in tennis. Morenz was that guy for hockey.

“Howie was in a class by himself,” said Toronto’s King Clancy, “the greatest player I ever saw. He was the best in his day, the best I played against, and the best I watched. He could get to top speed in one stride. He was a threat to go end-to-end through an entire team at any time.”

It was said Tex Rickard, the boxing impresario who built Madison Square Garden, had not thought of installing a hockey rink in the building until watching the Canadiens led by Morenz.

In a brilliant characterization of Morenz long after his career, a Canadian sportswriter said of him, “They say that Howie Morenz could skate so fast that he finished thirty years ahead of television.”

“When he came down the ice, he was like the wind,” said Earl Seibert, a Morenz contemporary and fellow Hall of Famer in 1987. “If he were around today there wouldn’t be a player who could touch him.”

However, Seibert did. He delivered what he thought was a routine check on Morenz in a game between Montreal and the Blackhawks. Morenz fell, rammed the boards, and caught his left skate on the wood, twisting his leg. The impact was violent and snapping bones could be heard around the arena. Morenz’s leg was fractured in four places.

“People say I killed him, but that really isn’t true,” Seibert said. “I hit him with a check and he broke his leg and I take the full blame for that. He wound up in the hospital. But it was all his friends coming in to visit him, bringing him drinks and things. They were the ones who killed him.”

Technically, Morenz died of a broken leg, but things went awry in the hospital that contributed. It was later stated there was whiskey on the dresser and beer under the bed in Morenz’s room as visitors violated rules. The Canadiens took a nosedive in the standings and Morenz was stuck in the hospital fretting about his recovery. When the team doctor came he stated Morenz had suffered a nervous breakdown.

Soon after, Morenz complained of chest pains. He had a heart attack and died on March 8, 1937, trying to climb out of bed. He was only thirty-four.

“I think Howie died of a broken heart,” said Montreal teammate Aurele Joliat. “He loved to play hockey more than anyone ever loved anything and when he realized he would not ever play hockey again he couldn’t live with it.”

A funeral service for Morenz was conducted at the Montreal Forum and an estimated 50,000 people filed past the casket placed in the center of the arena. Some 15,000 people stayed for the service and it was estimated 250,000 people lined the road to the cemetery.

“At the rink, it was so quiet,” Howie Morenz Jr. said of the event. “For the first time in my life I realized just how much my father meant to everyone.”

Canadiens part-owner Leo Dandurand spoke for the organization, saying, “Howie Morenz was the athlete in whom modesty, loyalty, and honesty were truly personified. His heart bubbled for his friends and the game he loved and played so well. His sense of responsibility to his club and his teammates endeared him forever to all those who knew him.”

In an era long before cell phones, texting, and email, Howie Morenz wrote letters from the hospital. At least one sent to his father and family went public.

In part it read, “Dear Dad and All, just a note to let you know I am still very much alive. Mary [his wife] and the children are all well…. Hoping you will be able to make this writing out as I am in quite an awkward position. Had intended to write you at an earlier date, but had been suffering from a lot of pain from my leg.

“My leg is pretty badly fractured, but I have got a lot of confidence in the Drs. With love to all, Howie.”

Morenz died about five weeks later.

The following November the Canadiens retired Morenz’s Number 7 sweater, the first retired number in team history. A benefit All-Star game was also played with the proceeds going to Morenz’s family. Later, Morenz’s daughter Marlene married future Canadiens’ legend Bernie “Boom Boom” Geoffrion.

Aurele Joliat

At 5-foot-7 and 135 pounds, Aurele Joliat was called “The Mighty Atom” or “The Little Giant” when he skated 16 years for the Montreal Canadiens.

A member of three Canadiens’ Stanley Cup championship teams, Joliat led the NHL in goals once with 28, his career high. He accumulated 460 points in 655 games before retiring after the 1937–38 season. Joliat and Howie Morenz played on the same line for 13 seasons. Joliat put up with a lot of injuries, including six shoulder separations, five broken noses, and three broken ribs.

While later celebrated enough to become a Hall of Famer, Joliat’s arrival in Montreal was at first met with dismay by local fans. He was an unknown, but owner Leo Dandurand traded the famed Newsy Lalonde for Joliat.

Joliat definitely did not get rich from hockey.

“I remember I made $1,100 my first year in the National League,” he said. “I think the most I ever made was $5,500. You didn’t dicker, you know. We didn’t know how much we were getting half the time. I went in once to sign a contract and they just stuck it out and said, ‘Sign here.’ I started to read it and he said, ‘I didn’t say read it. I said sign it.’ So I signed.”

The money wasn’t like it would become, so after hockey Joliat, besides spending time being viewed as an elder statesman, became a ticket agent for the Canadian National Railway. Actually, Joliat wasn’t so sure he was going to have a long life and especially not a long life after hockey. He underwent a spinal fusion operation in 1942 that frightened him.

“I thought I was finished,” Joliat said. “I still can’t understand how I’m still alive in this funny world.”

After retiring from the railroad, Joliat stayed in Ottawa and closed his favorite pub many nights while drinking beer. That particular pub was located six miles from his home, and at closing time he took the long stroll for the exercise at age seventy-eight.

“The walking is good for me,” Joliat said. “How the hell do you think I keep young?”

That was after he drank beer, smoked cigarettes, entertained the bar crowd with tales of the old days with the Canadiens and signed autographs. Sometimes, after all of that, in the early morning when the sun was rising, Joliat strapped on his skates to cruise around a pond before heading to his bed.

Back when he was playing, long before the days when players wore helmets as they competed, Joliat wore a weird appendage. He played wearing a black cap. Nobody wanted to emulate him and officials didn’t seem to care.

“I’ve had about six of these,” Joliat said decades later. “Most of them rotted away with all of the sweat. I used to wear them because it was cold in the rinks in those days. But the peaks were too big, like a baseball cap. So I trimmed them down and got them good and tight so they couldn’t knock it off.”

When he was seventy-nine, Joliat decided to suit up for an old-timers hockey game, wearing the gear for the first time in forty-three years. Joliat played for a team called the Old Pros, fund-raising to fight Parkinson’s disease. Joliat did not merely dress out and wave. He skated about a half hour’s worth.

“Aw, that’s nothing,” he said. “Skating is easy.”

Years into retirement, when Joliat agreed to meet with a sportswriter for five minutes and instead talked for about five hours, he critiqued his listed height as really being 5-foot-6, not 5-foot-7, but he had shrunk by then anyway, so who really knew?

Joliat was a small guy despite having a father who stood over six feet tall and weighed 240 pounds. Emile Joliat was so muscular he made his career as a butcher, mine worker, and as a police officer.

For all the contact, Joliat believed in self-preservation and had the quickness to avoid many trying situations when players gunned for him. Boston Bruin Bill Cowley did so once as a rookie.

“One shift my first year I remember I tried to run him through the boards,” Cowley said. “He put a deke on me and I almost went through the boards myself. I was trying to knock that black cap off his head and he skated by me and told me, ‘Don’t try that again, young fella.’ He was small, but nobody hit him—they couldn’t. And if they did, he could handle himself.”

Joliat was feisty as an active player and as an old-timer. In 1960 while at a charity dinner in Boston, Joliat, who long before tangled with Harry “Punch” Broadbent, was seated near his nemesis. In the middle of the meal Joliat leapt over the table to attack Broadbent and they fought again. Other players locked them in their rooms for a cooling off period.

He was not afraid to fight during his active skating days, but Joliat admitted his size mitigated against going after many players.

“I lost most of the fights, of course,” Joliat said. “But I won one in Montreal. It was against the chief of police. He jumped on the ice during a brawl against the [Montreal] Maroons and I belted him. He was wearing a big, raccoon coat. I got the better of that one, all right.”

At eighty, Joliat bowled a 195 game and with his pub mates joked about making an NHL comeback for one exhibition game.

Joliat was looked at for a long time as perhaps the greatest stick-handler in the game. He provided thrills to Montreal fans, and a poet named Wilson MacDonald focused some verse on the exploits of the swift skater. In part, it read,


When Joliat skate out I yell

Unteel I have a pain.

I trow my ’at up in de hair

And shout, ‘Hurrah,’ again….

Dat was a ver’ exciting game

De score eet was a tie;

An’ den dat leetle Joliat

Get hanger een hees eyes.



And, naturally, scored the winning goal.

Elmer Lach

When Elmer Lach retired in 1954 his name had been engraved on the Stanley Cup three times. He had won the Hart Trophy as the Most Valuable Player, won the Art Ross Trophy twice as single-season scoring leader, and was the all-time leading National Hockey League scorer.

Those distinctions helped secure his spot in the Hall of Fame. Lach spent his entire 14-year NHL career with the Montreal Canadiens and served on a line with Maurice “Rocket” Richard and Toe Blake. Blake attained greater fame later by coaching the Canadiens. The trio was called “The Punch Line.” Lach, who suffered numerous broken bones during his career, caused the end of the partnership by breaking an ankle.

Lach, who lived to be ninety-seven before passing away in 2015, had his Number 16 jersey retired by the Canadiens after collecting 623 points in 664 games. At the time of his death Lach was the oldest surviving member of the Canadiens and the oldest living member of the Hall of Fame.

Before Lach began playing junior hockey in the mid-1930s he worked in a pool hall and was paid 25 cents daily for racking the balls. The Maple Leafs rejected Lach as being too small. Lach grew to 5-foot-9 and 165 pounds and proved he belonged with the Canadiens after the team gave him $100 to show up for a tryout.

When Lach was promoted to the Canadiens in 1940 he took a train into town and the only luggage he carried was a toothbrush and a handkerchief.

Some called Lach “Elegant Elmer” for his stylish passing, although the things that happened to his body on the ice could not come under that heading. Among other woes, Lach suffered a broken nose seven times, a fractured skull, and a thrice-broken jaw, although he admitted to only two breaks so he could stay in the lineup. When he was a younger man Lach’s mother always told him “Don’t get hurt” when he went out to skate. Apparently that advice didn’t take.

Supposedly, Lach’s insurance company offered him $17,000 if he would give up hockey. He ignored the offer. Also, some felt Lach got what he deserved in the contact sport. Detroit Red Wings general manager Jack Adams called him “the meanest, shrewdest, nastiest so-and-so in the league.” But Adams said he would love to have him on his team.

When Lach’s wife gave birth to a son in 1945 Lach was on the road with the Canadiens and sent her a telegram reading, “Nice going, honey.”

Lach later said of some opponents classified him as “a son of a gun who used his stick like a saber. But I never minded a swordfight.”

He also recognized what he signed up for in the rugged days of Original Six hockey.

“It’s no game for little gentlemen,” Lach said. “Those guys take the bread and butter out of my mouth when they beat me. Injuries are a part of hockey, and I guess if you don’t want to get hurt, I figure you better not play.”

When Lach scored the Cup-winning goal in 1953, Rocket Richard leapt into his arms for a hug. Only he hit him so hard he caused one of Lach’s broken noses. Near the end of his life someone asked Lach his best memory of teammate Richard. Going fishing together, Lach said.

Born in Nokomis, Saskatchewan, in 1918, Lach grew up not far from a famous provincial psychiatric hospital. Once, teasingly, Lach asked, “Do you think I should have checked in?”

During Lach’s Hart-winning year he scored 26 goals and contributed 54 assists. When Richard scored his 50th goal for a new one-season record, Lach had the only assist on the play.

In his nineties, Lach not only still played golf, he also shot scores in the 90s, matching his age.

Overall, retirement from hockey was good for Lach’s health. He went decades without breaking any bones, until late in life he broke both ankles falling off his porch while shoveling snow, and then his hip.

“I was still breathing, which was good,” Lach said of his last big injury.

Maurice “Rocket” Richard

No one exemplified the hockey player as hero the way Maurice Richard did. The fastest flying of all the Frenchmen, the Rocket carried the hopes and dreams of the Montreal Canadiens, the city of Montreal, the province of Quebec, and most Canadians during his 18-year career.

Richard played hockey with great flair and great success. He was the first player to score 50 goals in one season and he did it in 50 games. He was the first player to score 500 goals and he did so with incredible passion.

When the Montreal Canadiens were the best team in hockey, Richard was the face of the franchise. He remains one of the all-time greats, one of the finest players in the history of the sport, probably a top-five figure. It didn’t hurt that he had a colorful nickname—and with his 544 goals, the Rocket was worthy of it.

Born in Montreal in 1921, Richard stood 5-foot-10 and played at 180-plus pounds. He was the homegrown star and a symbol of the French influence of the province for Canadiens fans who worshipped him.

Where Richard skated success followed. He played on eight Montreal Stanley Cup winners and was honored by selection to 14 NHL postseason All-Star teams. Richard’s Number 9 jersey was retired when he did.

One of eight children of a poverty-stricken family during the Great Depression, Richard was initially looked at as a player with limited strength and staying power. He proved he was tough enough on the ice, but one infamous incident the Rocket is remembered for is hitting a linesman on March 13, 1955. That is one of the major no-nos in professional sport.

A few days later, NHL president Clarence Campbell suspended Richard for the remainder of the regular season and the playoffs, an action which precipitated a riot in the streets of Montreal. Although he had been warned away by police and Mayor Jean Drapeau, Campbell boldly attended the next Montreal home game, even after receiving death threats. A crowd of 6,000 people gathered outside the Forum as 16,000 attended inside.

Campbell was relentlessly booed; fans threw everything from vegetables, bottles, and game programs at him. The crowd grew more restless as the Canadiens fell behind Detroit 4–1 and a man evaded security to attack Campbell, landing several punches. Then a tear gas bomb was thrown into the mix, landing perhaps 25 feet away. Eyes tearing, in a panic, the crowd fled the Forum. Campbell forfeited the game to the Red Wings.

The retreating game crowd mixed with the thousands outside. The riot on St. Patrick’s Day and the angry crowd believed the length of Richard’s suspension represented prejudice against French Canadians.

The disruption caused $100,000 in property damage and resulted in 37 injuries and 100 arrests.

In later years the protest took on larger political overtones as residents of Quebec sought to maintain their identity and heritage in a country that is mostly English-speaking.

Richard never forgave Campbell for attending the game that night or his playoff suspension.

“I expected to be suspended,” Richard said on the fortieth anniversary of the riot, “maybe for the rest of the regular schedule and even some games the following season. But the playoffs? Never.”

This was one of the most unfortunate events in NHL history, forever linked to Richard, who wasn’t even able to dress for the game. It was an illustration of how much his fans loved him and his importance as a symbol.

Richard was by far the best goal scorer who had come along. During his early years with the Canadiens the record for most goals in NHL history was 323 by Nels Stewart. Richard surpassed that total by more than 200.

“Richard is the standout player in the game today,” said New York Rangers’ general manager Frank Boucher. “He’s the Babe Ruth of Montreal.”

That was during the 1949–50 season, and Richard played another decade. He retired at thirty-eight, and many believed he could have played on. Richard was reluctant because he set such high standards.

“Pride,” Richard said. “That’s what made me quit. When my gifts were gone I didn’t want to hang on and end up being pitied. I wouldn’t let that happen.”

What gifts they were. Richard had a hard shot, was a swift skater, had a nose for the net, and an instinct for how to skate through defenses. Scoring turned him on, no doubt. Even later, when he played in old-timers games, Richard demonstrated the same hunger for the net.

“I just couldn’t go out and have a nice little skate,” Richard said. “I wasn’t built that way. I liked to put the puck in the net, even when I got older. But after a while there’s no way for you to beat young legs.”

Toe Blake, who played on the Punch Line with Richard and then coached him, said Richard always displayed that burning fire to score. Even when Richard was going to quit he still went all out in practice drills.

“He still couldn’t let up,” Blake said. “Even in practice, even if the goal was wide open, he would ram the puck in as if he wanted to put it into the street outside.”

When Richard retired, the Canadiens were on a run of winning five straight Stanley Cups. Without him, the Chicago Blackhawks won the next year.

“With the Rocket there—for heart and courage there was none like him—I’m sure we would have won at least the sixth,” Blake said.

Richard could score, but didn’t think he was better than everyone else at various aspects of the game.

“Lots of guys were better players than me,” Richard said, “for sure, better skaters, better stick-handlers, better passers. But if your shot doesn’t hit the net, there’s no way it goes in. If a guy isn’t scoring it’s usually because he makes the same play all the time. The goaltender, he knows the player makes the same move nine times in ten. Every time, I would try something different. Hell, I didn’t know what I would do next, so how could they?”

Richard was like a dog going after raw meat when he went to the goal. Blake, who might have been Richard’s biggest cheerleader, did have a favorite Richard goal. It occurred during the 1945–46 season against the Detroit Red Wings. Blake started the play with a pass to Richard, who rushed up ice. At the blue line he encountered defenseman Earl Seibert.

“The Rocket, he must have been forty feet from the net and he didn’t even break stride,” Blake said. “Here’s this 200-pound guy riding him and all you could do is watch him get closer, closer to Harry Lumley in the nets.”

Richard faked Lumley out of his skates and deposited the puck in the net at the same time he shrugged off Seibert, sending him into the corner.

“Greatest goal I ever saw,” Blake said.

Howe and Richard were tremendous rivals, but when Richard died in 2000 Howe said it was Richard who made the NHL. His popularity went beyond the league and helped hockey players make a living.

Doug Harvey, the Hall of Fame defenseman who was a teammate of Richard’s, said the Rocket was “the hungriest hockey player I ever saw. Intense? He even fished intensely. I don’t know how you can fish and be intense, but he was.”

Once, when Blake was coaching and gave the players a spicy pep talk, Harvey had his eyes on Richard until he exploded.

“Well, he decides he’s had enough,” Harvey said. “He goes to the door and crunch, he puts his skate through it. Now he can’t get it out. It’s kinda funny, now that I think about it, but nobody was laughing that night.”

Goalies weren’t Richard’s friends, but they respected him.

“When I think about Richard,” said Hall of Famer Glenn Hall, “the thing I see most are his eyes. When he was coming down on you, the puck glued to the end of his stick, his eyes were flashing and gleaming like the lights of a pinball machine. He was frightening.”

One accomplishment that provided Richard with early fame was scoring 50 goals in 50 games during the 1944–45 season. It was previously thought to be impossible. Richard notched his 50th on March 18 in Boston against a rookie goalie named Harvey Bennett.

Bennett claimed the puck was kicked into the net. He told that story many times, though not to sportswriters until decades passed. Bennett didn’t want to tarnish the goal even a half century later.

“He’s too good an athlete,” Bennett said. “He deserved everything he got. He’s better than any hockey player that ever lived.”

Teammate Jean Beliveau noted Richard did not say much, but was still the Canadiens’ leader.

“He was an inspiration and an idol to my generation,” said Beliveau, one of the greatest of Canadiens players. “He was not the greatest talker, but he was a leader. He inspired us to win by his desire to win.”

When Richard died at seventy-eight in 2000, he was treated like a prime minister. The family rejected holding the funeral at the Molson Center in front of 21,000 people in favor of the Notre Dame Basilica in Montreal. But Richard’s body lay in state for 14 hours and it was estimated somehow that 115,000 people filed passed his coffin.

The 90-minute high Mass conducted in French was broadcast across Canada.

“Maurice Richard is part of all of us, whether you’re rich or poor, educated or uneducated,” said Montreal’s Mayor Pierre Bourque. “He made Montreal known worldwide as the city of hockey.”

Richard understood he was a hero to many, but he was somewhat uncomfortable with the designation. Once, he said, “I’m afraid to let the French people down.”

He never did that.

“Yes, I realize I was important to a lot of people as a symbol,” Richard once said, “but I could not look at the politics of it. How would you feel to be discussed by historians like this? I was a hockey player. I have always been a hockey player. It was my métier. A hockey player, just a hockey player.”

Henri Richard

The oldest sibling was the famed Maurice Richard. Henri Richard was fifteen years younger and was nicknamed “The Pocket Rocket” as an homage to the Rocket. It was impossible to live up to the achievements of Maurice, but Henri gave it a good run and in one respect exceeded his brother’s achievements.

Henri Richard’s contributions to 11 Stanley Cup winners make him the most decorated player in National Hockey League history. His name is engraved all over the Stanley Cup. Teammate Jean Beliveau was part of ten Cup winners as a player and another seven as an executive, however.

The younger Richard differed from Maurice in more ways than age. They shot from different sides, and Henri was smaller at 5-foot-7 and 160 pounds. As fierce a goal scorer as the Rocket was, Henri was more of a passer, leading the NHL in assists twice. Not that Henri was a slouch going to the goal. He scored 358 goals while collecting 1,046 points in 1,256 games between 1955 and 1975. Richard played his entire career with Montreal and overlapped with his brother’s final five seasons.

As a youngster, Henri attended games in the Forum to watch Maurice play. A decade later when he was breaking in with the Habs he understood the magnitude of trying to follow Maurice. He said if he led the NHL in scoring perhaps “someone will point to one of my sons and say, ‘That’s Henri Richard’s boy.’ Now they are certain to say, ‘That’s Rocket Richard’s nephew.’”

Henri had plenty to be proud of, also playing in nine All-Star games. Given the age gap between the brothers, almost being of different generations, and Henri’s achievements, it was silly to suggest that he wouldn’t have made it in the NHL without Maurice’s assistance.

“Maurice never taught me anything about hockey,” Henri said. “But it doesn’t mean that I never learned anything from him or that he never helped me. I learned so much just by watching him and playing on the same line with him. There were times I tried to copy his style, but I realized that no one could do that—that there was only one Maurice Richard.”

Likewise, the Rocket told inquisitors that Henri was in charge of his own destiny.

“Henri did it on his own,” Maurice said. “Maybe there was even more pressure on him because he was my brother. But he showed everybody what he could do and he’s still doing it. I get a big kick out of watching him now that my playing days are over. Henri is a tough little fellow who needs no help from anyone.”

Henri’s career was a little bit longer, and since he was so much younger he was still playing with the Canadiens fifteen years after the Rocket retired.

“Henri is a better all-around player than I ever was,” the Rocket said. “He stick-handles better, controls the puck more, and skates faster. He’s better in every way except in goal scoring. He has his pride, and more, he has great natural ability.”

As anyone who grew up in a large family knows when there is great age disparity, the oldest may well be out of the household when the youngest siblings are born. They may not even live under the same roof for more than a few years.

“Remember, Maurice left home when I was only six years old,” Henri said. “When I went up to the Canadiens he was more like a father to me. We never roomed together. I never thought I would wear the uniform of the Canadiens at the same time as my brother Maurice. Imagine, I was six years old when Maurice made his debut with the Canadiens and I played five years with him.”

In some ways Henri was like every other boy growing up with hockey in his blood in Quebec.

“I was only nineteen when I went to the Canadiens’ training camp,” he said. “That was in 1955. During the second week of practice they put me on the same line with Maurice. What a thrill that was! I never thought that some day I would play with my idol.”

For his part, with his own schedule and travels, Maurice only saw Henri play hockey three or four times while the youngster was growing up.

One way in which the brothers were similar was being taciturn. Once, a sportswriter asked Toe Blake if Henri spoke English. The coach replied, “I don’t think he even speaks French. He just doesn’t speak.”

The bold-faced statistic on Henri Richard’s résumé is the 11 Stanley Cups. The only other player in any North American sport to match that figure is the Boston Celtics’ Bill Russell in the NBA. He also won 11 world titles.

“I admit that I was lucky to play on talented teams that won 11 Stanley Cups,” Henri Richard said. “To win the Cup five years in a row in your first five seasons is enough for a player in twenty years.”

In 1971, as his career neared its end, Henri almost single-handedly won the seventh game of the Stanley Cup Finals, gathering the game-winning goal and two assists in a 3–2 victory over Chicago.

“I’ll remember it all my life,” he said.

Henri’s secret, or most obvious characteristic, was his skating speed and the manner in which he could maintain it while also moving the puck.

“Lots of fellows will win skating races,” said Montreal general manager Frank Selke. “But what makes this boy different is that he carries the puck with him and still leaves everybody behind. He’s got to try to show the French Canadians in the balcony that he’s as tough and brave as his brother.”

When Henri Richard retired in 1975 he was coming off a season in which a broken ankle limited him. He operated a bar and played about 40 games a winter for a Canadiens’ old-timers team.

In retirement the Richard brothers led separate lives with their own families, but a savvy businessman put them together on a tourist cruise to Greece with the assignment of entertaining passengers with hockey tales. Someone asked Henri what he would say to Maurice at the start of the journey.

“I’ll say to him that he looks familiar,” Henri said. “Something like a guy I used to play hockey with fifteen years ago.”

The Defense

Doug Harvey

If Bobby Orr wins the title of best defenseman ever, then his partner on the ice would probably be Doug Harvey, a seven-time Norris Trophy winner and the bruiser on the blue line who helped protect the Canadiens’ goalies during many of their glory years.

Harvey made 11 straight All-Star teams, beginning with the 1951–52 season. He was a 5-foot-11, 190-pound strong man who took the first steps toward making defensemen more offensive during a 19-year career that began with 14 seasons affiliated with Montreal.

A member of six Stanley Cup championship teams and the Hall of Fame, Harvey was appreciated for the tough style he brought to the game more than any commitment to offense. However, he was a good playmaker. Harvey scored just 88 goals in 1,113 games, but his passing often got things going.

“The thing I remember most about him is he was the best defenseman of our day,” said rival George Armstrong of the Toronto Maple Leafs when Harvey died at sixty-five in 1989. “It’s like playing against [Wayne] Gretzky and Orr. It didn’t matter what they did, they always beat you.”

Harvey stayed on the ice any way he could, going back to the minors, coaching part-time, as long as he could into his forties. When someone asked why, he replied, “Aw, don’t you know? I love it.”

He was also very good at what he did and sometimes that frustrated his favorite opponents.

“All I know is the son of a gun came out of nowhere to be the biggest thorn in the side of the Leafs in our glory days,” said Toronto’s Howie Meeker. “He was an early Bobby Orr, except he did it in semi-slow motion. You always knew what was coming—you could see it happening—but you couldn’t do anything about it. He was so good that he played mind games with the opposition.”
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