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			This book is dedicated to my son, Matthew, who has taught me my love for hockey and given me a great appreciation for persistence and hard work, on and off the ice. I love you, Matt. This is for you.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			BRIMMING WITH OPTIMISM BUT CURSED by bad luck, Vern Hunter assumed the hole he was digging would be bone dry, as so many others he had dug had been. Instead of prospecting for crude deep beneath the soil on the outskirts of Edmonton in the 1940s, he might as well have been Ponce de Leon searching for the Fountain of Youth, or one of those crackpots trying to lasso the Loch Ness monster.

			Being on an expedition with the Spanish explorer would hardly have been any less comfortable. It was the middle of winter in Alberta, and so bitterly cold that a roughneck could freeze his ass off in those britches with a trap door in the rear.

			It had been nearly a century since North America’s first oil field was discovered by a fellow digging a water well near Sarnia in present-day Ontario. It was the first of many finds, the most significant of which had been in 1914 at Turner Valley, just southwest of Calgary in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains. For thirty years, Turner Valley had been the main source of oil for the British Empire, but now it was running dry. Companies were scrambling to find a new supply.

			It would be charitable to say that Vern had a spotty record at wildcatting. In the past several years, crews under his direction had drilled fifteen barren holes while looking for oil, earning him the nickname “Dry Hole.”

			During such a slump, even if black gold were trapped beneath the wheat fields, it was not a sure thing that Vern would find it. The team of sixteen men he was managing was one of five such crews that Imperial Oil had engaged in a high-stakes treasure hunt across the prairies. The company had spent $23 million—the equivalent of about $280 million today—bankrolling the wildcatters’ exploration efforts, and together they had drilled 133 holes without finding anything but dirt.

			After starting in the 1920s as a junior clerk with one of the first petroleum companies operating in Alberta, Vern worked as a truck driver and roughneck before being hired by Imperial in 1940 to oversee an Arctic drilling project. He later became the foreman of one of those wildcat teams and, after drilling in Saskatchewan proved fruitless, was directed in November 1946 to go to Leduc, a small town about twenty miles southwest of Edmonton. Seismic studies had identified two areas of interest there, but Vern was skeptical for a number of reasons—chief among them that few oil discoveries are made in a place so remarkably convenient to a major city. He was so certain the venture would prove a waste of time that he hauled his team’s heavy equipment through the landowner’s dooryard rather than construct a road for it. Vern figured that after a few unproductive days, the team would be instructed to pull up stakes and continue elsewhere.

			The hole that they drilled uncovered traces of oil and natural gas, however, so for two months they persevered, probing deeper and deeper into a formation geologists thought promising. They were ready to give up when, on February 3, 1947, Hunter persuaded his crew to drill a little longer, perhaps just another metre more. A short while later, the rig poked a hole in an ancient subtropical reef, similar to the Bahamas today, nearly one mile beneath the earth. A geyser of oil shot to the surface and blew halfway up the 145-foot-tall derrick, drenching one worker.

			Ten days later, on a chilly Thursday afternoon, a crowd of five hundred people, including company executives and Alberta government officials, were invited to the site for an unveiling ceremony. Shortly before four o’clock, after a delay of a few hours caused by an equipment malfunction, Nathan Eldon Tanner, the mines minister for Premier Ernest Manning’s Social Credit Party, opened a valve on the wellhead. At first, mud and water was coughed up, and then, after a sound similar to a train approaching, a mixture of crude and gas roared out of the pipe and burst into a streak of flames in the air. That night, Imperial held a party in Edmonton, which would soon be transformed into the oil capital of Canada.

			Given the name Leduc #1, the well produced 318,000 barrels of oil and 324 million cubic feet of natural gas before it was decommissioned by Imperial in 1974. More important, it held the geological key to Alberta’s petroleum reserves and changed its economy forever. Oil and gas supplanted farming as the primary industry and resulted in the province becoming one of the richest in the country. Nationally, the discovery allowed Canada to become self-sufficient within a decade and become a major exporter of oil.

			Today, pumpjacks dot Alberta’s landscape, bobbing like rocking horses each time they plumb the depths for oil and gas. A heritage site, museum and campground have been established near the spot where Vern Hunter’s crew made the province’s first significant find of oil. That oilfield itself remains active, with more than 300 million barrels extracted thus far. Leduc’s neighbouring communities of Devon and Nisku have flourished, and Edmonton’s population has grown from a little more than 118,000 in 1947 to nearly 900,000 today.

			For mostly better and occasionally worse, Alberta’s economy, and Canada’s with it, ebbs and flows with the price of oil. Several hundred miles north of Edmonton, the Athabasca Oil Sands contain the third-largest proven reserves of crude in the world. The thick, tarry bitumen extracted there is transported through a complex system of pipelines from Edmonton to Montreal, the U.S. Midwest and as far south as the Gulf of Mexico. More than 130,000 people are employed in Alberta’s energy industry and, as a result, the province has one of the highest standards of living in the world.

			Every day, tens of thousands of vehicles pass the derrick that Vern Hunter’s crew used to make the discovery that changed millions of lives and altered Alberta’s environmental landscape so dramatically that it has become a geopolitical powder keg. The retired piece of machinery rises like a beacon on a strip of land at an abandoned visitor centre in the middle of the Queen Elizabeth II Highway near the Edmonton airport.

			A short distance away, along the same stretch of road, a sign welcomes travellers as they enter Edmonton’s city limits. Put up in the 1980s to celebrate the city’s thriving civic pride, the sign originally included Edmonton’s motto, “City of Champions.” When it was unveiled, the self-assigned accolade spoke to Edmonton’s status as a provincial capital, a growing metropolis and an energy powerhouse. The title was also adopted by the city’s population as a means of trumpeting their pride and joy: the Edmonton Oilers.

			From 1983 to 1990, Edmonton’s pro hockey franchise won five Stanley Cups, a reign recognized by the Hockey Hall of Fame as the NHL’s last true dynasty. Wayne Gretzky, the skinny player upon whose back four of those five Stanley Cups were hoisted, changed the nature of the game with his otherworldly offensive skills and the team he led transformed the city of Edmonton, in turn.

			From sea to sea, hockey rekindles the spirit of Canadians. But only in Alberta is its identity connected to adventurous roughnecks and wildcatters who lived in converted chicken coops and ten-by-twenty-foot shacks in the dead of winter. There would be no Edmonton Oilers if not for Vern Hunter. Without him, there would no oil derrick under which players skate onto the ice during pregame festivities. There would be no new $480 million arena in the shape of an oil drop in downtown Edmonton. There would have been no Wayne Gretzky, at least as we know him.

			In early 2015, Edmonton City Council voted to remove the tagline “City of Champions” from the welcome signs in an effort to rebrand the city. In recent years, the city’s image has waned. Gone are the Oilers’ glory days and the years of profitable energy. Everything from global recessions to changing populations to the interminable rebuild of sports franchises has sapped many of their patience. From the outside, the City of Champions appears to be merely a memory.

			And yet, if you walk the streets of the city and cast your eye over the cranes that dot the downtown skyline, if you speak with the people who live, work and play there, if you listen to sports talk radio, there is a sense that things are about to change. You get a glimpse of the first thing that any team or individual needs if they are to begin again: Hope. In this case, hope comes in the form of a six-foot-one, 190-pound teenager. And his name is Connor McDavid.

		

	
		
			ONE

			CONNOR MCDAVID WAS NINE YEARS old in 2006, the last time the Edmonton Oilers reached the NHL playoffs. It was a season that lives on in memory for Edmonton’s long-suffering fans, one in which the Oilers became the first eighth-seeded team to reach the Stanley Cup Final. They began the playoffs with a stunning defeat of the Detroit Red Wings, the league’s most dominant team, in six games. The hockey gods continued to smile as the Oilers defeated San Jose and Anaheim in the next two series. They hadn’t won the Stanley Cup since 1990—seven years before Connor was born—and the city was delirious at the prospect of another championship. The good fortune continued through to Game 7 of the Final but, in the end, it wasn’t enough. The Carolina Hurricanes defeated the Oilers, ending an unlikely postseason run that few had foreseen.

			A slight kid who was so talented he had to play against boys several years older to feel challenged, McDavid was a hockey prodigy along the lines of Sidney Crosby, the NHL superstar who perfected his shooting as a kid by taking aim at the clothes drier in his family’s home in Cole Harbour, Nova Scotia.

			Even at nine years old, Connor was becoming a prodigy. Twenty-three inches long and ten and one-quarter pounds at birth, he was three years old when he skated on the rink his father flooded in their backyard in Newmarket, Ontario, an upper-middle-class community less than an hour north of Toronto. It is a tidy neighbourhood with well-manicured lawns, flowers that spill out of the window boxes and kids playing street hockey in culs-de-sac. Half as tall as a hockey stick, Connor spent hours on rollerblades in his basement, slapping pucks at nets at either end. He and his brother Cameron, who was nearly four years older, waged epic battles in their underground arena. Twice during their skirmishes, Connor incurred wounds that needed stitches, but he remained undeterred. He would hound Cameron until he was exhausted, then Connor’s mother, Kelly, would take over and play goal. When she grew tired, Connor’s grandmother would fill in, eventually to be followed by his dad, Brian.

			“It wasn’t long before Connor was elevating his shots, and it got to be too scary for us,” Kelly recalled. “Brian would take over, but he always put on lots of gear.”

			Connor’s parents registered him for organized hockey for the first time at age four. Technically, he was too young to play, so Kelly and Brian fibbed about his age, saying that he was a year older. By then, Connor was clamouring to join Cameron as his father taught his oldest son drills in the garage.

			“We’d all be in there together, and Connor would stare and insist he be allowed to play,” Brian remembered. “It was fun, a dad playing with his boys, but Connor took it very seriously. He knew what he wanted to do. He emulated his brother and understood everything we were doing.”

			At five, Connor started wearing a dress shirt and tie like the older boys when he attended Cameron’s hockey games, and would listen attentively to pregame speeches in the locker room. A year later, the hockey association in his hometown refused to allow Connor to play at a level above his age group, so his parents registered him in neighbouring Aurora, where he competed against nine-year-olds. After that, Connor joined the York Simcoe Express, a team that was coached by his father. They went on to win four straight Ontario Minor Hockey Association championships.

			By the time he was eight, Connor was sharpening his skills on an obstacle course that Brian set up along the length of the driveway outside the family home. The youngster would be out there for so many hours that neighbours began to fear for his welfare. Some thought that Brian was overbearing and forcing Connor to train too much, but that was never the case. Connor loved it, and, by then, was already talking about playing in the NHL.

			Connor was always single-minded. Once, when he was ten, his dad dragged him out of a dressing room to pose for a picture with Mario Lemieux during a peewee tournament in Quebec. Afterward, Connor complained, saying that the photo opportunity with the NHL Hall of Famer had interrupted his pregame routine.

			In his many hours of rollerblading on the driveway, Connor began to develop extraordinary stick-handling ability. First, he learned to control a puck while navigating around paint cans. Then, he created an obstacle for himself by attaching the ends of discarded hockey sticks to the paint cans, and pretended they were opposing players he needed to outmanoeuvre. When it became too easy for him, he taped the cans to a skateboard and used it to teach himself how to toe drag, deke and dangle beneath and around a moving object. As Connor practised, he timed himself, recorded the information and kept track of his improvement.

			“The neighbours thought we were nuts,” Brian said.

			When Connor was ten, he began training with Joe Quinn, a hockey skills instructor from southern Ontario who has fashioned a lucrative career out of teaching elite players to maintain possession of the puck while skating in close quarters at top speed.

			“I still remember him as a skinny, freckle-faced little boy,” said Quinn, who coached Connor when he attended the Premier Elite Athletes Collegiate School, a private sports academy in North York, Ontario, where the tuition is more than $20,000 per year. “He was the youngest of fifty-two kids in the school, playing against boys three and four years older, and he was better than all of them. He was young, but right away you could recognize he was special. He could stickhandle in a telephone booth.”

			After playing for his father’s team, Connor joined the Marlboros of the Greater Toronto Hockey League, where he excelled for three years at the bantam and minor midget levels. During the 2011–12 season, he scored seventy-nine goals and had 130 assists in eighty-eight games, receiving the award as the league’s top player.

			By the time Connor was thirteen, scouts were regularly showing up at his games. NHL agents, meanwhile, began predicting that he would become one of the sport’s biggest stars.

			Bobby Orr, a Hall of Fame defenceman and one of the greatest players of all time, remembers seeing Connor as a teenager at an invitation-only hockey camp in Toronto. Connor had not been invited, but Cameron had, and Connor tagged along and then joined his older sibling on the ice.

			“I arrived a bit late, and noticed this little guy out there and said, ‘Holy crap, who is that?’ ” Orr said. “It turned out that Connor was the one I was watching. My first thought was, ‘Wow, does that kid ever have great hands.’

			“Looking back at it now, I think I was a pretty good judge of talent.”

			Not long after that, Orr visited the McDavids at home on a Sunday morning. Beforehand, Connor was calm, but Kelly was a basket case. Eventually he told her, ‘Mom, you really have to calm down.’ ” After meeting with Orr, the family agreed to allow his sports agency, the Orr Hockey Group, to represent the young prospect. Specifically, he would be represented by Jeff Jackson, a former NHL player who once served as assistant general manager for the Maple Leafs.

			Jackson, who ran his own agency before he joined the Orr Group, first heard about Connor from one of his other clients, Sam Gagner. Then a centre for the Oilers, Gagner was training during the summer of 2011 at a rink in Oakville, Ontario, when McDavid approached and politely asked if he could join him on the ice. Gagner agreed, and was dazzled by what he saw.

			“Afterward, Sam called me,” Jackson recalled. “He said, ‘You have to find this kid. I’ve been in the NHL for five years, and he can already do things I can’t do. His name is David O’Connor.’ ”

			Although he transposed the name, Gagner remembered that the youth had told him he was about to begin playing for the Midget AAA Marlies. So, Jackson, who had just established his own agency, called the club and inquired about him.

			“I asked about the O’Connor kid and the guy chuckled,” Jackson said. “He said, ‘Oh, you must mean Connor McDavid.’ ”

			Jackson tracked the young talent down and told Brian he would like to represent the budding star. However, the McDavids had already agreed to sign with Orr. Later, Jackson was invited to join Orr’s firm, and by coincidence was appointed to be Connor’s agent. As Connor continued to develop, Jackson and Orr could only marvel at the young man’s potential.

			“Watching him is a joy for me,” Jackson said. “Connor will make a play, and Bobby will ask me, ‘What did he just do?’ I tell him, ‘I don’t know. I don’t know how he does the things he does out there.’ ”

			At fifteen, McDavid was granted exceptional player status by Hockey Canada, which allowed him to join the Ontario Hockey League one year earlier than the official entry age. At the time, he was only the third player ever granted permission to enter the league as a fifteen-year-old, after John Tavares, now with the New York Islanders, and Aaron Ekblad, of the Florida Panthers.

			The OHL teams were all desperate to land McDavid, and the Erie Otters wasted no time in choosing him as the first overall pick in the 2012 Priority Selection Draft. For the next three years, Connor would be playing in the hardscrabble city of one hundred thousand people in western Pennsylvania.

			Of course, as a teenager, Connor wasn’t going to live alone. He was billeted for all three years with Bob and Stephanie Catalde, living in their household alongside their daughters, Caisee and Camryn, and young son, Nico. The Cataldes had never billeted anyone, but they were good friends with Sherry Bassin, then the general manager of the Otters, and Sherry convinced them to take in their prized rookie.

			“I like to think we have a good home and a nice family, and I thought it would be a good environment for him,” Catalde, a lawyer and youth hockey coach, said. “It wasn’t long before things started to sink in and I knew how special he is.”

			At their first meeting, Catalde made it clear that he expected Connor to behave properly, especially around his daughters. At the time he moved in, Caisee was fifteen and Camryn, who was named after the former Boston Bruins right wing Cam Neely, was twelve.

			Connor quickly became a member of the family, an older brother to the girls and a mentor to Nico, then seven. McDavid would play knee hockey with Nico in the family room, skate with him and his teammates at practice and occasionally sit on the bench with them during their games. He even attended one game with his face swollen, a day after having his wisdom teeth removed.

			“The experience we had with him turned out to be everything we hoped it would be and more,” Catalde said. “Connor talks in terms of how he owes a debt of gratitude to myself and my wife, but I see it as the other way around.”

			On game days, Catalde cooked for Connor, always preparing the same meals. For breakfast, Connor would eat eight scrambled eggs, a large helping of organic berries and a whole-grain bagel. For dinner, he always asked for grilled chicken breast lightly brushed with olive oil, with brown rice and quinoa.

			After he was done eating, Connor would rise from the table and put his dishes in the dishwasher every time.

			“None of my own kids would do that,” Catalde said.

			McDavid kicked off his first season with the Erie Otters by putting together a fifteen-game scoring streak that began in just his second game. He won OHL Rookie of the Month honours for October and November, and eventually finished the year with twenty-five goals and forty-one assists in sixty-three games. That was good enough to earn the title of the league’s top rookie.

			All eyes were on McDavid from the outset that year. During the season, Wayne Gretzky called and told Connor he was rooting for him, and Lemieux invited him to watch a Penguins game with him in his suite in Pittsburgh, which is about 125 miles from Erie. The hockey world recognized the immense talent that was budding in Connor, and seemed to be opening its doors to him.

			In his second season with the Otters, McDavid was named a second-team OHL All-Star and, as he began his final year in Erie, the hysteria around him continued to grow. Every rink the Otters visited over the second half of the season was sold out, and fans waited for hours to meet him. As teammates climbed aboard the bus following games, McDavid would wade into the crush of people and sign autographs. Eventually, the team hired a retired police officer as a bodyguard.

			“It was beyond anything you could imagine,” said Sherry Bassin, who was involved in hockey for fifty years, including a stint as assistant general manager of the Quebec Nordiques. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Signing autographs could have been a full-time job for him.”

			McDavid couldn’t go to a restaurant in Erie without being mobbed. When he would arrive at the Cataldes’ home late at night, the dining room table was piled with photographs for him to sign.

			“There was one extremely cold night in Guelph where I suggested to Connor that he should go out a side door and hop on the bus instead of navigating through the crowd,” Bassin recalled. “He looked at me and said, ‘No, Bass, I was a little kid once, too,’ and went out into the cold and signed autographs for forty-five minutes. How many seventeen- or eighteen-year-olds, when given an out, would say, ‘No, I was a kid once, too’?

			“He’s an unselfish person both on and off the ice. He made a point to come to my wife and I’s fiftieth wedding anniversary party, and stayed to the end.”

			In Connor’s final year with the Otters, the team lost in the OHL finals, but McDavid shone throughout, accumulating forty-nine points in twenty playoff games. In one game in the second round, McDavid scored five goals against the London Knights: snapping in the first, tucking in the second, wrapping a third around the goalie for a natural hat trick, flipping the puck over the net minder for the fourth and tapping in a rebound from an impossible angle for the last. He was nearly unstoppable.

			“I’ll cherish the moments I was able to watch him and the fact that I was able to coach him,” Chris Knoblauch, his coach for two and a half seasons in Erie, said. “As you watch him, you realize at times that you have become a fan. He does remarkable things, but never acts like he’s different from anyone else. He’s almost embarrassed when he pulls something off.”

			That attitude extended beyond the ice, too. While setting records and building a reputation as the player of a generation, Connor was also excelling in school. In his final year of high school, on top of a grueling hockey schedule full of workouts, games and travel, he also held down a straight A average, studying everything from algebra to creative writing to digital design. Unwilling to be the stereotypical star athlete, Connor applied himself to his schoolwork with the same combination of diligence, integrity and hard work that he brought to the rink.

			Connor’s peers and coaches recognized that mixture of skill, intelligence and modesty, and he was rewarded for it. At the end of Connor’s final year in junior hockey, he was selected not just the Ontario Hockey League’s top player, but also the top player in the Canadian Hockey League, the umbrella organization that represents the three Canadian major junior hockey leagues across the country. He also won the CHL’s Student of the Year. Twice. In a row. By the time Connor was done in Erie, he had racked up ninety-seven goals and 285 points and had become the most decorated player in the history of the OHL.

			“There is a difference between being liked and respected, but he is respected and loved,” Bassin said. “I’ve been around hockey for a long time, but feel blessed to have spent three years with him. One of the ways I judge a person is by asking if I like who I am when I’m around them. I love who I am when I’m around Connor McDavid.”

			There was little doubt that Connor would be the first player selected in the 2015 NHL entry draft. The question was, by whom? Each year, a lottery is held to determine who gets the first overall pick, with the weakest teams having the greatest chance. Beleaguered fans in Toronto were overjoyed by the thought that Connor could land with the Maple Leafs. Some suspected that Arizona and Buffalo, the NHL’s worst teams, might have tanked near the end of the 2014–15 season to improve their chances of getting him. Whether or not there was any truth to that conjecture, it spoke volumes that people were rooting for their favourite team to give up a chance at success just for better odds at having McDavid on their team.

			In the analysis and speculation leading up to the draft, the Oilers were a possibility to win the lottery, but nobody was predicting that McDavid was on a collision course with the team. Once one of the most successful sports franchises in history, the Oilers hadn’t made the playoffs since 2006 and the team’s roster of young talent had yet to produce the results that the fans and front office expected. And, besides that, the Oilers had won the lottery in three of the last four years. Nobody thought that it could happen again.

			IN 2006, AT ABOUT THE same time that Brian McDavid began telling his wife that he thought their son’s hockey skills were supernatural, Daryl Katz began thinking about buying the Oilers.

			The shy son of a pharmacist, Katz had grown up in an upper-middle-class family in Edmonton and, like just about everyone else in the city, was a huge hockey fan. He was twenty-one in 1984 when the Oilers won their first Stanley Cup, and he came to socialize with Gretzky, Mark Messier, Kevin Lowe and other stars, which made the Oilers even more special to him.

			After graduating from law school at the University of Alberta in 1985, Katz articled for a local firm and was hired by another before setting up his own practice specializing in corporate and franchise law. In 1991, in a partnership with his father, Katz paid $300,000 for the Canadian rights to the U.S.-based Medicine Shoppe chain, and in 1992, the Katz Group of Companies—now one of Canada’s largest privately owned enterprises—was founded.

			In 1996, Katz purchased the fading Rexall pharmacy chain, which by then had only a few dozen stores in Canada, and the following year he acquired the 134-store Pharma Plus outlet for $100 million. By 1998, the Katz Group’s portfolio included eighty Rexall stores, thirty Medicine Shoppes, all of Pharma Plus’s holdings and a few smaller independent retailers.

			Over the next half-dozen years, Katz amassed billions through one acquisition after another and, by 2006, he began making a concerted effort to buy the Oilers. In May 2007, he made a $145 million bid that was rejected by the team’s ownership group of thirty-eight investors, and he was spurned again two months later when he increased his offer to $185 million. On January 28, 2008, Katz raised the ante to $200 million, an offer that was accepted, pending approval from the league. In June, Katz received permission from the NHL, and on July 2 he was officially introduced as the team’s owner during a news conference at Rexall Place.

			Katz hoped, of course, that the Oilers would return to their spot among the NHL’s elite, but his interest in the team was more than a heartfelt gamble and an attempt to revisit the fond memories of his youth. It was an investment in something much bigger: a vision he had for the city.

			Before he acquired the Oilers, Katz had quietly begun purchasing land in Edmonton’s downtown core. The city centre was suffering from the same urban blight as other major municipalities, but the demise of downtown had been exacerbated in 1981 by the opening of the West Edmonton Mall, the largest shopping complex in North America. Alberta’s top tourist attraction, the mall is home to more than eight hundred stores, as well as hotels, a giant waterpark, amusement park, a casino, a skating rink and an aquarium with penguins and sea lions. It was spectacular and, when it opened, it diverted shoppers from downtown and discouraged development in the city’s core.

			Recognizing the need to bring the Oilers and the city into a new era, Katz talked about the necessity of building an arena to replace Rexall Place. The rink opened in 1974, and ranked as the second oldest in the NHL behind Madison Square Garden, which underwent a $1 billion renovation in 2013. Located a few miles to the south of downtown, Rexall Place was once the jewel at the centre of a bustling shopping district. Over the years, however, the neighbourhood had faded, and Katz believed that a new team needed a new home if it were to rejuvenate the city.

			At the time that he bought the Oilers, Katz said he was prepared to spend $100 million exploring the possibility of building a modern arena, a process he had already begun by seeking property downtown that was suitable for development.

			“I didn’t have to be in the hockey business, but I saw it as the opportunity of a lifetime to do something for the city,” Katz said. “I would never have considered buying the team without the challenge and opportunity of building an arena and using it as the centrepiece for revitalization that would make us proud of our downtown again.”

			Upon taking over, Katz left the Oilers in the hands of managers he admired, including Kevin Lowe and Craig MacTavish, key members of those teams that had formed a dynasty. Leaving the business of hockey to his trusted lieutenants, Katz began pursuing in earnest his dream of building an arena. It was a protracted process that played out in public, requiring years of negotiations with the city and often heated debate. At one point, when talks were at a standstill, Katz even visited Seattle to meet with officials there who were anxious to acquire an NHL team. That move infuriated detractors who opposed using taxpayers’ dollars to help bankroll the billionaire’s building project.

			Slowly—and, at times, agonizingly so—snags were resolved. Finally, on May 15, 2013, Edmonton’s city council approved the final piece of funding for the arena, and construction on Rogers Place began the following March.

			As part of the deal that was brokered, the Katz Group agreed to provide $161 million in financing for the arena, with the city contributing $279 million. The rest of the money came from a variety of sources, including ticket surcharges and a community revitalization levy. The city also required Katz to spend $100 million to help stimulate development around the arena. Katz agreed, and didn’t stop there; in short order, he committed to spending more than $2 billion.

			As Katz had envisioned it, the arena would be only a small part of a much bigger project. As plans emerged and development spread, the arena became the anchor of a sports, entertainment, retail and residential corridor. Called the Ice District, the area would cover twelve million square feet—roughly the size of twenty football fields—and include Canada’s tallest office towers outside Toronto. The construction would take years and, at its height in 2015, it was the largest private real estate development in Canada and the second-largest in North America, behind only Hudson Yards, a commercial and residential district on the Lower West Side of Manhattan.

			“We did exactly what we said, and more,” Katz said. “It’s a public–private partnership, and because we have been so successful, I think it’s a model that other people will follow.”

			The centrepiece of the Ice District would be the new Rogers Place. Katz laboured over plans for the arena, which was complicated by his insistence that it be built in the shape of an oil drop in deference to the energy in­dustry.

			“That’s Alberta, and that’s Edmonton,” Katz said. “I wanted it to be iconic. This city deserves that.”

			By summer 2015, Katz’s plans for rebuilding Edmonton were well under way. Cranes dotted the skyline and construction in the downtown core was incessant. It seemed like Katz’s vision of a new heart of his city was coming together. His hockey team, meanwhile, remained a work in progress. From 2008 to 2014, the Oilers had finished twenty-eighth, twenty-eighth, twenty-fourth, twenty-ninth and last (twice) in the thirty-team league. Katz knew that something had to change; the product he put on the ice at the new Rogers Place had to match the quality of the facility they were building.

			“My biggest wish was that the hockey team would be beginning to make a turnaround when we moved into the building,” Katz said.

			And so, in June 2014, the team owner brought in Bob Nicholson, previously the president of Hockey Canada for sixteen years, as Vice-Chairman of the Oilers Entertainment Group. Nicholson’s first assignment was to examine operations on and off the ice and determine what was needed to take the team from a basement dweller to a playoff contender.

			It was clear that major changes had to be made, but at the time there seemed to be no reason to rush. The Oilers had rebuilt their roster with a handful of number-one draft picks during their tenure at the bottom of the league: Taylor Hall, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Nail Yakupov had each shown that they were highly skilled players, even if the team as a whole had been slow to improve around them.

			The Oilers finished the 2014–15 season with a disappointing 24–44–14 record; at one point, they only recorded two victories in a span of forty-nine days. They ended the year as the third-worst team in the league, leaving them with a slight chance of winning the NHL lottery and the right to pick McDavid. Few believed the Oilers could get that lucky.

			“I thought for sure that Toronto’s name would be called,” Katz said. “I thought it seemed like destiny.”

		

	
		
			TWO

			A MAN WITH A PAST as colourful as the Edmonton Oilers, Constantine Stavropoulos was only eleven years old when he set out by himself for Athens from his home in Kaltazia, a tiny village in Greece. After arriving in the Greek capital, Constantine was hired as a shoeshine boy, and spent the next few years working diligently until he saved enough money to buy a ticket on a passenger ship to Halifax when he was fifteen. His trip across the Atlantic Ocean aboard the New Halla in 1953 took two weeks, but his journey didn’t end there. After arriving on the east coast of Canada, he immediately continued westward, heading straight to Toronto. Drawing on his experience in Athens, Con opened a shoeshine stand on the bottom floor of an office tower on Bloor Street, charging fifteen cents to polish a pair. Customers loved how quickly Con worked, often giving a quarter for his efforts, which was big money for a teenager in the fifties.

			“I could shine as many as eighty in a day,” Con said. “I made enough money to live.”

			After a day of working on executives’ shoes, Con’s hands were a dirty mess. Desperate to clean them, Con went to the restaurant next door and offered to wash drinking glasses in exchange for a meal and access to soapy water. He got much more than that. Con landed a paying job at the restaurant and was quickly promoted to the position of soda jerk, making sundaes and milk shakes. He started waiting on customers at the counter shortly after that, learning skills that he then called upon when he went to work at a restaurant in Banff that summer.

			Con arrived in Banff at an opportune moment. Not long after that, Marilyn Monroe came into town to film a cowboy flick, River of No Return. The former Norma Jean Baker played a dance-hall singer, with Robert Mitchum starring as her love interest. The filming was an added bonus for Con, who earned a part in one scene as an Indian sitting on horseback at the top of a hill. It might not have been the most glamorous role, but Con cared more that the work as an extra paid the grand sum of ten dollars per day.

			“They asked me if I could ride a horse and I told them yes,” he said. “To be honest, I wasn’t a very good rider.”

			In the early 1960s, Stavropoulos settled in Edmonton, and became a server in a downtown steakhouse, earning sixty-five cents an hour. Eventually, he made enough working there to allow him and two partners to open a series of restaurants, Fireside Steak and Pizza among them. Part of the eatery’s success was thanks to its menu: Their deal of a steak and a baked potato for $4.95 led to lineups out the door. But what really mattered was that old real estate rule: location, location, location.

			Hearing that an arena was being built, Con bought the property across the street in 1973 from a pair of local hockey players, Doug MacAuley of the Edmonton Mercurys and Hugh Coflin, a defenceman who toiled briefly with the Chicago Blackhawks and spent eight seasons with the Edmonton Flyers, a Western Hockey League affiliate of the Detroit Red Wings. Building on the site where the hockey players had operated an old-fashioned drive-in restaurant, Con opened the Fireside in January 1974, just months before the Northlands Coliseum opened its doors.

			A founding member of the World Hockey Association, the Oilers had played their 1972 and 1973 seasons in Edmonton Gardens, a 5,200-seat rink that was built along 118th Avenue on the city’s fairground. The Gardens was famous, but for all the wrong things. It was known for its bad sight lines and girders that dripped water onto spectators and the playing surface. As a result, the team moved into the new $16 million Northlands Coliseum in the fall of 1974, with a league record 15,326 fans turning out for the home opener against the Cleveland Crusaders. The Crusaders started Gerry Cheevers, a former Stanley Cup hero with the Boston Bruins, in net. The Oilers were backstopped by Jacques Plante; it was the opening game of the final professional season for the forty-five-year-old former Montreal Canadien. The Oilers won, 4–1, and thus began their long tenure at Northlands Coliseum.

			The facility took on several different names over the years, from the Edmonton Coliseum to the Skyreach Centre to Rexall Place, the title it retained from 2003 through the end of the 2015–16 NHL season. Just like the Gardens, the Coliseum wasn’t without problems. There were few luxury boxes, the concourses were crammed, the lines to get into the bathrooms were so lengthy that the wait to get in often took longer than the intermissions and the press box was only accessible by stairs and a considerable jaunt over a rickety catwalk. But its presence generated an enthusiasm and reverence that spread into the surrounding community. Figures of hockey players and other athletes were erected on top of the lampposts along 118th Avenue near the arena, like statues of gods lining the route to the city temple, and murals of the Oilers and Canadian Football League Eskimos were painted on exterior walls of nearby businesses. One of the oldest streets in Edmonton, 118th Avenue was renamed the Avenue of Champions in 2001 as a deferential nod to the handful of Stanley Cups the Oilers won between 1983 and 1990.

			There were many businesses along 118th Avenue that benefitted from being in the backyard of the Oilers’ long-standing home rink. Some were so reliant on the old institution that they tied their names to it, like Coliseum Steak and Pizza, owned by Peter Varvis. Peter arrived in Edmonton in 1949 as a seventeen-year-old. Growing up in Greece, he had heard stories about Edmonton from his uncle, a fellow immigrant who had preceded him, and he wanted to experience it for himself. “It was a whole new world when I arrived,” Peter said. “I wore newspapers under my coat as insulation; it was so cold; I had put them there to keep the wind off my chest.”

			The frigid weather didn’t discourage him, and Peter built a life in his adopted country. He opened a diner in Jasper, where he, too, counted Marilyn Monroe among his customers. In 1957, he and his late brother, Chris, established a restaurant on 118th Avenue called the Nite-N-Day Café. It was open around the clock, but became locally famous for its luncheon special: a bowl of soup, veal cutlets and an enormous slab of pie for ninety-five cents.

			In the early seventies, when the Varvis brothers learned that a hockey rink would be built in their neighbourhood, they registered the name Coliseum Steak and Pizza and set up shop about a half-mile from the Northlands. The restaurant opened in 1976, and it was a family joint from day one: Chris’s wife, Barbara, cleaned stalls in the bathroom while Chris worked the dining room. The restaurant quickly became popular with Oilers’ fans and players, the latter of whom would sneak in through the back door and party late into the night following games.

			The first team allowed to take the Stanley Cup anywhere for visits, the Oilers brought it to Coliseum Steak and Pizza in the days after they won in 1984.

			“The first time the Oilers brought the Cup there, I was more excited than when Chris and I got married,” Barbara Varvis said.

			In the drawer behind the cash register there is a picture of the Cup, with Christopher Varvis being hoisted into it by his mother and aunt Helen. He was a baby then; now he helps run the family business.

			In the days after winning the first Stanley Cup, the Oilers also held a dinner party in the restaurant, where photos of each of Edmonton’s five winning teams hang in the lobby.

			“The Oilers loved this place,” Helen Varvis, whose late husband helped found the business, said. “They treated it as a second home.”

			In that era, the Oilers were often out in the neighbourhood. One time, Lord Stanley’s mug accompanied the team’s young stars to a topless bar in the Forum Inn, a hotel across the street from the coliseum.

			“We used to go there to see girls dance,” said Dave Lumley, a forward who was a member of the team that won the Stanley Cup in 1984. “One time, I think the Stanley Cup went with us. One of the girls might have danced with it.”

			The neighbourhood around 118th Avenue was given new life during the Coliseum’s tenure, but places like Coliseum Steak and Pizza owed part of their success to what had come before them, places like Tony Mazzotta’s Pizza Palace. Tony emigrated from Italy to Edmonton in 1959, and when he arrived, he worked in the kitchen at the sprawling Hotel MacDonald, built in the early 1900s by a Titanic survivor. He earned fifty-five dollars every two weeks and by the early 1960s, he had enough saved enough to open a pizza parlour on 118th Avenue. Tony’s success allowed him to later move to New York City, where he opened restaurants in the Bronx and neighbouring Westchester.

			But even from the Big Apple, Tony heard Edmonton calling. Seeing it as a better place to raise his kids, he and his family returned in 1980 and set up a small grocery and deli in a building on 111th Avenue, a little more than a mile from the Northlands Coliseum. Five years later, he turned the joint into Tony’s Pizza Palace. In the restaurant’s heyday, memorabilia covered every wall; sadly, much of it was stolen in a robbery in 1996. Signed hockey sticks and an autographed photo of Wayne Gretzky and Janet Jones walking out of the St. Joseph’s Basilica on their wedding day in 1988 were among the pieces taken. “To Tony, the pizza king,” read the Great One’s autograph on the picture.

			Both Tony Mazzotta and Con Stavropoulos were early Oilers season-ticket holders. Con bought his in 1979, the year that the Oilers, along with the WHA’s New England Whalers, Quebec Nordiques and Winnipeg Jets, all joined the NHL. The previous season, Glen Sather, now a Hall of Famer in the builders’ category, had taken over as head coach of the Oilers, and Wayne Gretzky, then only seventeen, had been purloined from the cash-starved Indianapolis Racers. That was the move that changed everything in Edmonton.

			As skinny as a whip, Gretzky had been identified in his youth as the next great player. Born and raised in Brantford, Ontario, Gretzky started skating before he was three years old, and was taught to play hockey by his father, Walter, on a rink behind the family’s home. Drills included skating around jugs of bleach and tin cans, and picking up pucks at top speed after flipping them over sticks scattered on the ice.

			As a seventy-pound ten-year-old, Gretzky scored 370 goals for the novice Brantford Nadrofsky Steelers and, by age thirteen, he had already scored more than one thousand. Three years later he was drafted in the third round by the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds, and played one season in the Ontario Hockey League before signing a contract with Indianapolis of the upstart WHA on June 12, 1978. It was only a matter of months before Gretzky was dealt to the Oilers and joined new teammates in Edmonton, who were bemused by his slight stature and age.

			“I remember my first practice there,” Gretzky said. “I was a baby. One of my teammates, Jim Neilson, had a daughter the same age. I used to take her to school.” With Gretzky leading the team in scoring and winning rookie-of-the-year honours, the Oilers reached the WHA finals for the only time in 1979. They lost to the Winnipeg Jets in six games, then jumped to the NHL. There, their fortunes would suddenly change.

			In short order, Edmonton put together one of the greatest teams in history, and won four Stanley Cups in five years, beginning in only their fifth season. It was during that run that Gretzky, who won eight consecutive Hart Memorial Trophies (most valuable player awards) and seven straight scoring titles, became known as the Great One.

			“I tell people that I don’t know if we were the best team ever, but I would match us against any team anybody says was the most exciting,” Gretzky said. “I remember showing up for training camp one year, and there were sixty-five guys in the locker room at the Northlands Coliseum. Glen (Sather) addressed everyone and said, ‘I’d like to tell you every job is available, but that’s not true. To be honest, one position is open. We’ll see who gets it.’

			“All of the new guys who hoped to make the team sat there in silence, completely stunned.”

			It was easy to love the Oilers in the 1980s, and Tony Mazzotta was no different from anyone else in Edmonton in the pride he took as they dominated the league. Tony kneaded dough and tossed pizzas while watching his beloved team on a television in a corner of the restaurant. As soon as the dinner rush was over, he would hurry to the Coliseum, watch the game for two periods, then head back to work for the late-night crowd. His hundred-year-old mother accompanied him to games, climbing slowly up the arena stairs and cursing at the referees in Italian. Mama Mazzotta died at 105, and she watched the Oilers on television in her nursing home until the end.

			Over the years, Tony’s Pizza Palace became wildly popular. Part of its success came thanks to an advertisement for the restaurant that was played at the Northlands with ten minutes remaining in the third period. The commercial featured lively Italian music and reminded spectators to visit the restaurant. It also served as Tony’s cue that it was time to go back to work.

			After the game, players came to the restaurant as well. When the Oilers were really rolling, the pizzeria was open until the wee hours, with players sometimes staying until three or four in the morning. Eventually, it became too difficult for Tony to handle, and he cut the hours back. Business continued to boom.
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