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  PROLOGUE

  There are a countless number of books written about the Montreal Canadiens, their glory and their greatness. In addition, there are about two dozen or more biographies and autobiographies, of and by players. I don’t know if it is a proud thing to boast of when stating that I have read a sizeable portion of them—but I have.

  Not all of these books, but many, are a recounting of stories Canadiens fans are well familiar with: the 24 Stanley Cups; the dynasties; the Rocket’s accomplishments and so on. I did not want to write a book that, for the most part, readers may already have read.

  Having researched Canadiens’ history extensively in my time, I have come to look at certain things differently. While I have great appreciation for the legend and the lore of the hockey club, I have often found that much is missing to complete a fuller story. I have also learned that much of the myth surrounding the team’s popular perception is misleading at best.

  When the opportunity to write this book came to me from the publishers, I was already three years deep working on another Canadiens-related project. During that span, I dug right back in time, to the old newspapers on microfilm dating as far as 1903. I’ve scoured them in both French and English, learning of the origins of the game of hockey in Montreal. I also learned that not everything regarding the Canadiens is as it appears to be. There are many perceptions which are inaccurate.

  This book delves into those inaccurate perceptions, the myths that confound as often as they impress. Removing rose-colored glasses, another picture emerges. The club best known for being hockey’s French-Canadian team is seen in a different light.

  I hope that you enjoy the read.

  Robert S. Lefebvre


  INTRODUCTION

  DECEPTIVE ORIGINS AND THE VERY FIRST GAME

  The Montreal Canadiens are the most distinct of all hockey teams in North America, and the 24 Stanley Cups they have won play only a part of that assessment.

  From the moment it announced its formation on December 4, 1909, the hockey club designated itself as being strictly French, seeking to fulfill what was then a longstanding local demand for a team representative of the language of the city’s majority population. The ideal was a noble initial gesture, and with that nod the Canadiens were henceforth identified as hockey’s French team. Such is how they have always been defined by the greater hockey community, and it is how they are forever to be envisioned. There is absolutely no getting away from it.

  Much of their unique branding stems from having won as many titles as they have. Winning 24 Stanley Cups tends to have that effect. The rich past combined with the fact that they are the oldest professional hockey club in existence furthers their distinctiveness. The Canadiens are renowned worldwide, though in certain parts equally despised. Winning has that effect as well.

  Further distinguishing the team, as well as helping contribute to the antipathy toward it, is the fact that their home base is situated in the lone Canadian province that has constitutionally declared itself as a distinct society. As the only hockey club on the continent to have been purposely created to satisfy a linguistic demand, the unique heritage is thereby translated into a restrictive definition, and with it comes specific expectations from a fanbase they must consistently cater to. They are condemned to forever attempt to remain as French as possible. They are cursed to win and damned if they fail. No other professional hockey club exists with such constraints. It is a skin impossible to shed.

  But their history, their distinct origins and the reasons behind their success are badly misunderstood. Over time, myth has clouded truth and legend has embellished fact.

  When it is stated that the Canadiens were created for the francophone population of Montreal, what that truly says is that they were originated to satisfy a specific demand from a large market.

  Up until 1909, despite the large French majority in the city, there had never once been a hockey club composed strictly of French elements. The best players in Montreal had always been English. The francophone newspapers had, for quite a long time, bemoaned this fact. Since the establishment of the Stanley Cup in 1893, English Montreal teams known as the Amateur Athletic Association, the Victorias, the Shamrocks and the Wanderers had won the Cup a combined thirteen times. The French, understandably, wanted their own.

  Hockey teams of the day consisted of seven players on the ice, plus a spare or two. The Montreal sports writers were in disbelief that finding seven quality French starters to compete against the English clubs could not be accomplished. There were countless French players available, and yet no team of strength had ever been put together as an official entry into any league or association. It had not come to be for a pair of reasons: Few figured they stood a chance; and the two best francophone talents spent their winters playing professionally in the International Hockey League, based in the Southern Ontario region and northern Michigan state.

  The local press was hot on the topic of the fact that there was no French team when fate intervened and their wish came true in the late winter of 1909. Three coincidences had conspired to create a unique and rare opportunity: Jack Laviolette and Didier Pitre, players on the two Sault Sainte Marie teams in the IHL, saw their clubs eliminated from championship contention earlier than usual; a prolonged cold spell in Montreal allowed for quality ice conditions later than had been the norm; and the defending Cup champion Wanderers just happened to be seeking challengers in order to remain in game form for a defense of their title.

  Within a matter of days, the press spearheaded the idea of an all-French club going up against the mighty Wanderers. The proposal was tendered in the papers and calls were made to players. The ice was quickly booked and the game announced for March 9. The historic match was highly anticipated, when fate took two more turns. The Wanderers lost a crucial game and were eliminated from Cup contention. They would play the game regardless. Several hours before the match, a winter storm hit the city, keeping all but 300 patrons and one newspaper reporter indoors. Not only would the Wanderers be a disinterested group for the game, but it would be attended only by the most ardent of francophone supporters.

  Due to the weather conditions, one Wanderers player failed to show. Another two members had called it quits after the season, returning home to Western Canada. They would face the French team with only half their starters—and a few spares. Their opponents, billed as the French-Canadians in ads leading up to the game, wore the blue uniforms of the Montreal National club in the city league. They were composed of Pitre and Laviolette, a goalie named Coutu, and three other locals of some repute named Jetté, Dostaler, and Robitaille. Their rover was Newsy Lalonde, from the Toronto Professionals club. Together, they had put in one practice session to get acquainted.

  The Wanderers had but one thing in mind for the contest, and that was to not lose and suffer humiliation at the hands of what was essentially a pickup team. It wasn’t like they were at all worried, even with a depleted roster. The game began at a fast pace, with little checking or spent effort from the former champions. They took an early 3-1 lead—and then sat back and let the French squad come at them for all they were worth. Laviolette, Pitre and Lalonde all measured up, competing stride for stride with the best of the Wanderers players. They rushed at the goal continuously, often firing wide in furious haste. The teams alternated goals, with the Wanderers scoring almost at will. The French-Canadiens would then storm back, working tirelessly to come from behind. The half ended at 6-5 for the Wanderers, who were admittedly impressed by the skill that Laviolette, Pitre and Lalonde had demonstrated.

  In the second frame, the Wanderers came out roaring, scoring four of the next six goals to put the game out of reach. They then sat back once more, allowing the French to make it close. In the end, Pitre scored four times and Lalonde added five, but the Wanderers emerged victorious by a score of 10-9. Intriguingly, the game featured not a single penalty call—a rarity for the time.

  The following day, La Patrie gave a fairly honest rundown of the game, submitting the Wanderers’ diminished desire as context. Over the next week, however, the other French Montreal dallies, who had no reporter in attendance, jumped aboard and spoke of a game for the ages. The Wanderers, it was then told, had barely escaped with the win, after the “National” team had given them all they could handle. The context then changed. The world champions were but one goal better than the French, and the dallies all agreed that with a little practice “we could take them.”

  Lo and behold, the excited exaggerations of the press worked marvelously. Soon, all of the French hockey community in Montreal was raving about a result few of them had seen in person. Furthermore, the euphoria maintained itself over the summer, and talk increased about the potential of having a French team in a newly created professional league.

  But the raves and euphoria about the French powers were baseless, and the team’s ascendance in the hockey world was hardly a testament to francophone hockey coming of age in Montreal. Laviolette was born in Belleville, Ontario, and had moved to Valleyfield, Quebec, as a young boy. There, he met Pitre, who was four years his junior. The pair became great friends, but then Pitre moved to Sault Ste. Marie in his early teens, where he would live year-round with his family, working and playing hockey. Lalonde, who scored five goals, was francophone in heritage only. He came from Cornwall, Ontario, and spoke not a word of French.

  Despite their loose ties to the Montreal market, these three players together formed the basis for the creation of what would become the Montreal Canadiens nine months later.

  On Saturday, December 2, 1909, in meetings at Montreal’s Windsor Hotel designed to lay out the landscape for the professional hockey scene around the city, two spurned applicants for the Canadian Hockey Association became acquainted in the building’s fabled hallways. They were Ambrose O’Brien, owner of the Renfrew hockey club, and Jimmy Gardner, the team captain and director for the Wanderers. Cast aside by the CHA core in their pursuit of both larger market teams with arenas of the biggest seating capacity, the men were in the process of plotting their own rival league when they realized they lacked one club to complete their plan. The CHA had admitted a French club to be known as Le National. Its creation was inspired by the March game in which Gardner had played, which had been greatly hyped ever since. After a meeting of the minds, O’Brien offered to bankroll a similar team for one season, to get their new league rolling.

  They would call their rival league the National Hockey Association, and the team envisioned for French Montreal would be called Le Canadien.


  1

  1910-1935: MISCONCEPTIONS OF THE CANADIENS “FRENCH PLAYER TERRITORIAL RIGHTS RULE”—PART 1

  Many Myths, Many Sides

  Perhaps the biggest and most long-standing misconception concerning the Montreal Canadiens has to do with why they were such a dominant team during the Original Six period and the years immediately following it. The usual answers point to the team having been granted the exclusive right of ownership of all the best French players out of Quebec for years on end. Such a fallacy has been perpetrated for so long that it has practically become hockey folklore. The so-called privilege even has its own name, having long ago been cemented into the vocabulary of hockey culture with terminology along the lines of the Canadiens “French Player Territorial Rights Rule.”

  The trouble with this blanket assumption is that during the era of Original Six hockey (1942-1967), Canadiens were never granted such an exclusive, specific and unique clause. They were simply allowed by rule, as were the five other NHL teams, to sign players under the age of twenty playing in nonprofessional junior and senior leagues within a fifty mile radius of their home base. The Toronto Maple Leafs owned the exact same backyard privileges in their region of Ontario, and this was also true as it applied to Boston, Chicago and New York in the United States and Detroit on both sides of the border. Of course, the other NHL franchises would have had virtually no French players within their respective radius limits, so it is only logical that the majority of francophone talent would be found within Montreal’s region.

  Were the best French hockey players around Montreal better than the best English-speaking talents from outside the province of Quebec? With the use of French players, the Canadiens won one more Stanley Cup than Toronto in the seasons between 1943 and 1967. The Maple Leafs’ nine titles, as well as Detroit’s five, were largely won with minimal contribution from Quebec-born players. Would either team have won more titles had they secured more French talent? Perhaps the Canadiens, whose rosters were every bit as English as French, would have won less often had they been forced to employ strictly French players. This is a valid theory, as up until the Original Six era, French players of substantial and equal skill were few and far between. The Canadiens had used them in bunches, and it never made them better.

  About the only logical conclusion that can be reached is that the Canadiens won because they were able to use both French and English players. And there was never a ruling stating that any other NHL club couldn’t employ the exact same tactic. Montreal’s fiftymile radius hardly encompassed all of Quebec’s vast six hundred square miles. Good hockey players were found aplenty outside that fifty-mile parameter and were available to all teams. Few went looking, because historically there had been so few French players of quality to be found. Furthermore, there was always the apprehension by the English clubs to cultivate French players due to the language barrier. That type of thinking still exists in today’s NHL. If such an aspect is still prominent today, it most certainly would have played into the thinking at the time.

  Implausible as it may seem, for these reasons and others, their five Original Six partners would have wholeheartedly agreed, in 1942, to allow the Canadiens to have access to all the French players it desired. The appealing and mythical “Flying Frenchmen” brand existed well before the club became perennial beast slayers and they had always proven to be a popular draw at the turnstiles, in Toronto and the United States. Most importantly for the League, its existing alliance could only be as strong as its weakest link in the chain. That term best described the Canadiens at the end of the 1942 hockey season. Upon considering the proposal of territorial rights for its teams at that point, the NHL clubs as a whole had much more than the fortification of the Canadiens in mind. They wished to place their league on solid ground. It should never be forgotten that the six NHL clubs who survived the Great Depression were not completely out of the woods. The League was then staring down the prospect of a second world war. Given this, it was an instinctive survival reaction by the League to return to its roots.

  The very notion of territorial player rights in sports is as old as sporting itself. Possibly every sporting league ever created began with homegrown players and residence rules. Just as team nicknames are often based on a region’s particular characteristics, much of the allure for fans of any game is to cheer athletes who are representative of their region. Be it a matter of birthplace, ancestry, heritage or culture, sporting fans like to identify with their idols. The more hometown heroes, the better. It is why Dallas calls their NFL franchise the Cowboys and why Boston is represented in the NBA by the Celtics. Baseball has branded the Brewers, Marlins, and Astros to reflect their respective city’s identities.

  In Montreal, the combined aspects of birthplace, ancestry, heritage and culture took on very different meanings, with language becoming the most distinct identifier. It was the prime motivation behind its creation. The French press felt there was a need for a French hockey club, and necessity has forever been the mother of invention.

  Given a deeper understanding, it can be seen that the Canadiens “French Player Territorial Rights Rule” is a pure myth that ought to have been debunked ages ago. That the Canadiens were unfairly advantaged is an opinion loaded with a pungent air of linguistic racial prejudice that has seemingly been passed down from generations of Canadiens-haters. Many journalists and authors have spoken of this rule as though it is an accepted fact, without ever investigating further into its background and improbability.

  This is very easily done. One simple question is all it takes to poke holes into the notion as to why the Canadiens would be so exclusively and distinctly privileged: Why would five other NHL franchises, with overwhelming veto power on every single ruling, allow for a legislated ruling that continuously advantaged the Canadiens in beating them?

  To properly explain and answer this question from every possible angle, it is first necessary to return to the exact moments of the Canadiens' creation in December of 1909.

  In With the French—Out With the French

  At the meeting that formed the NHL’s predecessor, the National Hockey Association, the newly formed Canadiens club inquired and was granted the privilege of filling out their lineup with the best French-Canadian players available. As there were so few French players of elite skill level at the time, the request was granted by NHA partners with barely a second thought. The Canadiens finished with a 2-10 record over twelve games that first season. The NHA in 1909 (and later, the NHL) never bothered to specifically define in its constitution exactly what qualified a player as being French-Canadian. Whether it is either the ability to speak the language, a player’s place of birth or his family heritage is not outlined in published NHA constitutions for the following season.

  No longer owned by Renfrew’s Ambrose O’Brien in their second season, the franchise now known as the Club Athletique Canadien had to pay their former owner for the rights to star Newsy Lalonde, who was considered as the first of the long lineage of Flying Frenchmen. During 1909-10, O’Brien owned four of the leagues’ seven clubs, and he had cunningly released Lalonde from his Canadiens contract in order to sign him to Renfrew. After close to two months of haggling and a high ransom fee, the Canadiens did get Lalonde back, but the NHA never clarified whether he was ruled as belonging to Renfrew due to a newly enacted reserve player clause in April 1910, or because he was French only in heritage and did not speak the language.

  By their third season, the Canadiens were openly signing English players to improve their standing, which upset other clubs who found the arrangement unfair. An agreement was thereby reached for the 1912-13 season allowing the Canadiens to dress two English players per game, while other NHA clubs could dress two French players. This then provided the other clubs with the option of signing French players ahead of the Canadiens should they choose to. Once more, this newest wrinkle was never specifically written into the constitution and remained little more than a gentleman’s agreement. It appeased, for all intents, the unfairness of a rule that in some opinions allowed the Canadiens to double-dip into two talent pools.

  With hindsight, the ruling was beyond inconsequential for the other NHA teams. For the most part, players of French language or heritage were practical nonentities on the rosters of the Wanderers and Senators. The Wanderers were Montreal’s English team of note, and the rivals of the French were not about to dress francophone players to the great displeasure of their fans. Ottawa, on the other hand, could easily have promoted French talent to their squad. A good size of their population was bilingual and their countless inner city league teams contained several quality francophone players. Still, for reasons unexplained, they shunned the French. The city of Toronto, new to the NHA at this time, swelled with quality English players, enough to fill two pro teams and several feeder leagues. They had no need for the French.

  The Stanley Cup champions of 1912 and 1913 were the Quebec Bulldogs. It could be assumed that they had the greatest interest in blocking the Canadiens exclusive right to French players, but they were largely indifferent to the issue. The roots of the Quebec club threaded back to 1880, and they existed in a government city that still had a large contingent of English residents by the 1910s. During their two-year championship run, their roster, filled with English surnames, reflected that fact. It included Harry Mummery and Joe Hall of Brandon, Manitoba; Ontario-born players such as Goldie Prodgers (London), Eddie Oatman (Springford), Tommy Smith (Ottawa) and Jack Marks (Brantford). Three local players, Joe Malone, Jack McDonald and Paddy Moran, were born in Quebec City.

  What the Quebec club had in common with the Toronto franchises, the Wanderers and Ottawa, was that they were English-owned and operated. Not only were they getting by dressing few French players, they were winning Stanley Cups. As far as they were concerned, the Canadiens could have all the Frenchmen they could find. There weren’t very many who were seen as being good enough, and teams were winning without them. The whole of the French question was a nonstarter for all professional NHA teams. It is of little wonder then, why the NHA and the NHL never bothered to have regulations concerning French players constitutionally defined or properly explained in local newspapers.

  Thus, it can be stated without much debate, that the Canadiens’ first brief period of exclusive French player rights resulted in little positive effect. Nonetheless, the Canadiens carried on, needing the French element less and less as they became more successful. Upon winning their first Stanley Cup in 1916, their roster of thirteen players was split almost down the middle between players of French and English heritage. A half-dozen French-speaking players on the championship team included: Georges Vézina of Chicoutimi, Quebec; Georges “Skinner” Poulin, born in Smiths Falls, Ontario; Jack Laviolette, born in Belleville, Ontario; Didier Pitre of Valleyfield, Quebec; Louis Berlinguette of Papineau, Quebec; and sub Jack Fournier, birthplace unknown. Six English Ontario-born players consisted of: Skene Ronan of Ottawa; Amos Arbour of Waubaushene; George “Goldie” Prodgers of London; Bert Corbeau of Penetanguishene; and brothers Harold and Howard McNamara of Randolph. Edouard “Newsy” Lalonde, of francophone heritage but born in Cornwall, led the group. The linguistic complexion of the Canadiens would change little for close to thirty seasons.

  As the NHA became the National Hockey League prior to the start of the 1917-18 professional hockey campaign, all that would change in terms of constitution for the moment would be the banner name topping all League documents. The newly named four-team league adopted the NHA constitution and rulebook in whole, and there were no updates or specially defined provisions for the Canadiens regarding their right to French players. With the NHL losing the Montreal Wanderers four games into the season due to a fire at their shared Westmount arena home, the Canadiens were left as the lone professional hockey club in the city. Though the heated rivalry between the Canadiens and Wanderers and their respective fans had never wavered, in recent seasons the Canadian Arena Company (CAC)-owned team’s stock had risen, while the English team’s standing skidded toward a free fall.

  After the fire, the Canadiens returned to play at the Jubilee Arena, their former home, but the Wanderers, already in financial straits, abandoned play and their players were dispersed among the remaining three teams. Although the Canadiens had veered away from the original mandate of an all-French club, players of francophone heritage such as Lalonde, Vézina, Laviolette and Pitre remained in their ranks, and that seemed to be all that the majority of the population required to continue supporting the team. Sweeping changes were on the horizon for hockey in general, but it would hardly affect how the Canadiens would go about their business.

  The American-Born Dandurand and the Flying Frenchmen Myth

  From 1910 on, the Canadiens had been owned by the Canadien Athletic Club. Prior to the 1917-18 season, the club incorporated itself and the change in name to the Canadien Hockey Club was reflected in the alteration of its logo on team sweaters. Their director, George Kennedy, was a bilingual Irishman who had gained his reputation as a promoter in the local wrestling medium. Despite being head of the CAC, Kennedy’s investment into the sporting realm and the hockey club itself were largely backed by dozens of local businessmen, including a pair of very prominent French newspaper magnates. These investors placed profit well ahead of other concerns, and the language spoken by its hockey players was never the highest priority as long as the team kept winning. From the time of its first Stanley Cup in 1916 to the team’s fourth crowning in 1931, the Canadiens made it to the League final eight times, winning six NHL championships and missing the playoffs on only four occasions. During this span, the issue of the Canadiens signing few French players was rarely of concern. Their English stars were top caliber, and as there were no superior French players to be found, fans were at least pleased to see a dash of locals scattered among the talent on a highly entertaining, quality hockey club.

  George Kennedy passed away in 1921, at which time his full ownership of the franchise was sold to Léo Dandurand and two business partners. Dandurand, an American-born francophone, was as well versed in sports promotion as Kennedy had been. Somewhat more worldly, Dandurand was perfectly prepared for the challenges that lie ahead for the Canadiens and the League as a whole. The NHL was about to move into the United States, and Dandurand’s promotional abilities deftly assisted this forward step. He helped brand the Canadiens as “Les Habitants” and the “Flying Frenchmen,” and though both terms were slight misnomers, Dandurand has been credited as the first person to bring a certain myth and French mystique to the greater perception of the Canadiens.

  Through his American newspaper connections, Dandurand began to expertly promote the Canadiens’ appeal as a group of distinct individuals playing a barnstorming brand of hockey. He was greatly aided in these endeavors by the exploits of two of the game’s fastest rising stars in Aurèle Joliat and Howie Morenz. He completely fabricated tales about his players, such as the one concerning the prowess of goalie Vézina fathering 22 children, including three sets of triplets in just nine short years. The press and fans alike ate it up and just had to see these Canadiens to believe the stories.

  As the NHL looked to set up shop in American cities, Dandurand brought the Canadiens to such places as Boston, New York and Chicago in order to promote both the team and the game itself. Exhibition matches were played with a host of varying adversaries, and Dandurand relished a share of the box office receipts. Encountering the U.S. press, the owner allowed only a few select French players to speak to journalists in broken English, so as to not dispel any myths. The jig would have been exposed had anyone spoken to Joliat or Morenz and discovered their perfect English tones. Boston was the first U.S. city to gain an NHL club in 1924 and when the Canadiens first visited, their sweaters were emblazoned with a globe logo, replacing the familiar CH crest. The signification for “World Champions” was hardly subtle, but the gesture, combined with the mythologizing of the team in the press beforehand, worked advantageously. Soon, the Canadiens had offers to make stopovers in other cities, where they would leave a lasting impression on those interested in the sport.

  But the Canadiens championship club of 1923-24 was hardly worthy of being declared “Flying Frenchmen.” Of the 13 players on the Canadiens that season, only three on the roster were truly francophone. Vézina of Chicoutimi remained from the 1916 champions. The goaltending great managed to speak broken English at best. Joe Malone, now in his second stint with the Canadiens, was (despite his English surname), a francophone born in Quebec City. Sylvio Mantha, a future captain and coach born in Montreal, was bilingual but spoke French as a first language. The remaining ten players defied pure francophone qualification. Brothers Billy and Bobby Boucher were from Ottawa and were English-speaking despite their French surnames. Joliat, a player of Swiss descent acquired in the trade for Newsy Lalonde, was also from Ottawa. Sounding equally exotic in name was Howie Morenz, of Stratford, Ontario. Of German ancestry, Morenz would come to typify the earliest personifications of the Flying Frenchmen brand, while never coming near to commanding the language as Joliat had in a butchered French tongue. Nevertheless, Morenz’s popularity was so grand that his opinions on hockey were translated into a weekly French print column, leading many to believe otherwise. Brothers Sprague and Odie Cleghorn were Montreal-born Anglophones. Billy Cameron was born in Timmins, Ontario. Bilingual Anglophone Billy Bell was from Lachine, Quebec, while Billy Coutu and spare Charles Fortier came from Sault Sainte Marie and Rockland, Ontario, respectively.

  Though multitudes of decent to good French junior and senior players would demonstrate their playing ability in various city leagues around Montreal, inside Quebec, and outside of the province at this time, Dandurand’s Canadiens found it difficult to unearth much valuable francophone talent of suitable skill level to play alongside the established NHL standard. Over the next five seasons, Montreal would dress eighteen players of francophone heritage from all parts. Only four would have any lasting impact.

  The French players making the grade were Albert “Battleship” Leduc, Alfred “Pit” Lépine, Wildor Larochelle and Armand Mondou. Though none of these contributors personified the Flying Frenchman brand per se, they would each leave their mark on team history. Defenseman Leduc joined the club in 1925-26 at age twenty-two. Born in Valleyfield, Quebec, he would play nine seasons for Montreal, winning a pair of Stanley Cups. Joining him as rookies that same year were Lépine and Larochelle. The former was born in Bellevue, Quebec, and would perform mostly as the Canadiens second center for the next thirteen seasons. Winger Larochelle, from Sorel, Quebec, joined the team at age 18, and would stick with the club, mostly in defensive roles, for eleven seasons. In 1928-29, left winger Armand Mondou was judged as being ready for the big club. A speedball skating blur, Mondou first toiled with the Providence Reds, an early Canadiens farm club. He then graduated to the Canadiens as a second-line offensive threat but had some trouble sticking with the Habs. Shuffled between the New Haven Eagles and the big leagues, Mondou would eventually leave his mark on NHL history as the first player to ever take a penalty shot.

  The remaining fourteen players of French origin that the Canadiens considered in these five seasons were but passengers in the grander scheme of things. Rene Lafleur and Robert Joliat, Aurèle’s brother from Ottawa, each played one game for the Canadiens in 1924-25. Hec Lepine, Alfred’s brother, played 33 games in 1925-26. Twenty-year-old winger Roger Cormier dressed for one game only. Rollie Paulhus a defenseman from Sorel, registered no points in 33 games with Montreal and was returned to the Reds. Joe Matte, a player acquired from Boston, lasted a mere six games.

  When goalie Vézina took ill during the first game of 1925-26 with a bout of tuberculosis that eventually claimed his life, Dandurand and the Canadiens thought they had properly prepared for his eventual succession. Looking ahead to the day when Vézina would retire, they signed 1924 U.S. Olympic team stopper Alphonse “Frenchy” Lacroix. Of francophone heritage, but born in Newton, Massachusetts, Lacroix was a bust on a team demoralized by Vézina’s illness. Herb Rheaume, a 25-year-old goalie from Mason, Quebec, was brought in for the final 26 games, faring no better for the rudderless Habitants.

  The 1926-27 team would see three more players of French origin join the club, two of them born in Ontario. Ottawa-born Art Gagné would score 41 goals in three seasons before moving on from Montreal to a career as a hockey journeyman. Art Gauthier, of Espanola, Ontario, would fill in at center for 13 games, and Léo Lafrance saw brief action in four contests. Neither player would return the following year. For 1927-28, the Canadiens would add two locals. Léo Gaudreault, a left winger from Chicoutimi would appear in 36 games. Charles Langlois did him one better, playing in 37 contests. Both were returned to Providence at season’s end. Aside from Mondou, the lone new arrival in 1928-29 was Fall River, Massachusetts, native Art Lesieur. His contribution lasted slightly longer than other players of French heritage. Lesieur would shuttle back and forth from Providence, appearing in 98 games with Montreal in four separate seasons over eight years.

  Part of the reason for the dearth of francophone talent on the club had to do with Dandurand’s many sporting business interests. Not only did he own and coach the Canadiens, but his pursuits also extended into the realms of baseball, football and his ever-growing horse racing empire. The racetracks were Dandurand’s most consuming passion. During his time behind the Canadiens’ bench from 1921 to 1926, his efforts were largely dedicated toward improving the hockey club. It was during this period that he found such talents as Lépine, Larochelle and Leduc. Having set the Canadiens on solid ground, he then concentrated on his horse racing interests. He and his partners would eventually own over a dozen tracks, many of them in New York, Illinois, Delaware, Ohio and Louisiana. His constant treks into the United States account for his discovery of hockey talent in odd places and the establishment of the Canadiens’ first affiliated farm club in Providence, Rhode Island. While the location proved convenient for the owner, it was far from an ideal area for displaced unilingual Quebec-born players to ply their trade.
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