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CHAPTER 1

Never to Be Duplicated

WHENEVER AN EVENT IS DEFINED by superlatives, it’s usually hyperbole from someone caught up in the moment. The biggest game or the best game might only stand up until tomorrow’s game, which could be bigger or better. That is not the case with the United States hockey team’s incredible gold-medal performance in the 1980 Winter Olympics at Lake Placid, New York.

When Team USA upset the seemingly invincible Soviet Union, 4–3, then came back two days later to rally for three goals in the third period to beat Finland, 4–2, the No. 7-seeded Team USA had won a gold medal that captivated the whole country and shocked the hockey-playing world.

It couldn’t happen, shouldn’t have happened, but it did happen because a visionary coach named Herb Brooks forced facts into his own private fantasy and nurtured it to reality. Team USA’s gold medal performance in 1980 also will remain the standard by which so-called “miracles” in all other sports are rendered trite by comparison.

It can never be duplicated in the real world, or at the next Winter Olympics, or in any future Winter Olympics.

This one remains so unique that 40 years after the storybook ending, people are still talking about it and agreeing with Sports Illustrated’s assessment that it ranks No. 1 as the single most spectacular sports story of the twentieth century. Might as well include the twenty-first century, as well.

Sports can be all-consuming and hugely entertaining in every season. The World Series, Super Bowl, NCAA basketball tournament, Indianapolis 500, Kentucky Derby, and Masters golf tournament are annual attractions that are almost always exciting and entertaining. But there is no chance that the next World Series or Super Bowl might topple from its pinnacle what happened in Lake Placid in 1980.

The ground rules, and the ground itself, have changed so much since that Olympic tournament, there is no possible way 20 eager young collegians, hand-selected and then driven to physical and mental extremes by Brooks, a visionary coach, could be trained to somehow roll undefeated through the best European professional hockey players on the world stage.

The great Russian, Swedish, Finnish, and Czech players earned a decent living playing hockey in their respective Elite leagues back then but were considered amateurs by the International Ice Hockey Federation, while the North American pros who signed National Hockey League contracts were considered professionals. Canada, in fact, didn’t participate in the 1972 or 1976 Olympics in protest of their pro players not being allowed to play. Canada returned with an amateur team not unlike the Team USA program for 1980.

In the years after 1980, the top European “amateurs” started migrating to North America, lured by multimillion-dollar contracts in the NHL. Then, in 1998, the circumstances did a 180 when the IIHF agreed to allow NHL pros to enter the Olympics, and the genie definitely escaped from the bottle.

The NHL and ABC Television’s huge influence convinced the International Olympic Committee and the IIHF to change its Olympic tournament ground rules too, leaving the intricate but intense round-robin format, where any loss could preclude a medal-round chance, to switch to brackets that played down from quarterfinals to semifinals to a gold-medal final that could be followed as easily as the NCAA basketball brackets. The NHL had so many players going back to represent their countries that the NHL pretty much took over running the hockey tournament in 2002.

If NHL pros were eliminated from the Olympics, and some sort of amateur purity could be reestablished, the tournament would still never be the same.

“You can’t ever duplicate it,” said forward David Christian, as the 40th anniversary of that magical year approached, and it was time again to look back to the wonders that transpired in the colorful little upstate New York village of Lake Placid.

Other players agreed that it could never be repeated, and they take some satisfaction in how it continues to prevail. When apprised of the project to recapture all of the facts and some of the legends of the drama of the 1980 Olympics in this book, in time for the 40th anniversary of the event, they agreed that my private archives of notes, quotes, and details from those games at the time they happened would be preferable to asking the players to search their varying memories 40 years later.

“The whole thing is pretty vague in all our minds,” laughed defenseman Billy Baker. “It all went by so fast, it was like a blur. When we get a few guys together, somebody will remember some little detail that happened in a game, and somebody else might argue it was from a different game. We all remember certain details, and when we get together, talking about it always brings back other memories.

“It was no big deal at the time, and if we’d realized how big it would become, maybe we’d have paid closer attention, or taken notes ourselves. A lot of fans don’t recall it very well, either. Rammer [Mike Ramsey] and I go fishing together, and we figure we’ve had 10,000 or 15,000 people tell us over the years that they remember being at our game against Russia—in an arena that holds 7,100.”

Ramsey suggested Baker was light on his fan count. “I’ve had at least 40,000 people tell me they were at that game in an arena that holds 8,100,” Ramsey said, 39 years after the game.

Saving all my notes from covering the hockey tournament at Lake Placid for the Minneapolis Tribune makes my “archives” a valuable asset—although my wife, Joan, knows it’s all part of being a packrat. In this case, however, I had the benefit of exclusive interviews with Brooks and his players after each game, which makes my packrat habit irreplaceable.

At the time, of course, I used some of those quotes to accent my game stories in the Minneapolis Tribune but was limited by that day’s space, and what was most pertinent to that game. Some other quotes appeared in a book I wrote chronicling Brooks’s coaching career titled Herb Brooks: The Inside Story of a Hockey Mastermind, which covered my relationship with him from before he started coaching right up through his NHL coaching days and until his untimely death at age 66 in a one-vehicle freeway rollover crash on August 11, 2003. Most of those exclusive comments from Brooks and 1980 team members, however, have never before been published. Until this book, the perfect opportunity to gather them all.

Baker and Christian, both defensemen on the 1980 US team, have a couple of indelible memories of plays that have stood up to the test of time, because they were vital parts of two of the most important goals in the US Olympic success—Baker in the first game tie against Sweden, and Christian with his contribution to the buzzer-beating tally at the end of the first period that helped stun the Soviet Union.

Of course, there were numerous other highlights, from Jim Craig’s great goaltending, to Mike Eruzione’s game-winning goal against the Soviet Union, to the prolific goal-scoring of Mark Johnson while playing with a separated shoulder taped so tightly through the last five games that it seemed unlikely he could shoot, to the intuitive playmaking of Mark Pavelich, and to the thumping body checks delivered by the youngest player on the team, defenseman Mike Ramsey, who was only 19.

The overriding fact, however, is that the many more subtle contributions by every player on the roster, combined with the plays that have lived in the spotlight of history, were all choreographed by the creative manipulating and strategic planning of Brooks. And it took frequent injections of good luck and maybe a little cosmic energy, shaken together into a blend that makes the term “miracle” appropriate for the unique story of what all went into the Miracle at Lake Placid.





CHAPTER 2

1980 Needed Big 1979

THERE ARE SURPRISES, BIG AND small, every year in international hockey, but the seven-game run of surprises strung together at Lake Placid make 1980 the unlikeliest gold medal in Olympic hockey history. In the process, United States hockey was thrust to an elite status that it is not likely to ever relinquish.

Coach Herb Brooks concocted an outrageous plan, then had enough self-discipline to keep his foot on the gas and his eye on the target as he inspired his charges each step of the way. Of course, the Olympics were completed by the last week of February 1980, meaning to get to that year took something of a storybook year in 1979 to set it all up.

Brooks was venturing into uncharted territory, but he was always driven by his passionate if idealistic belief that he could select the right players for an elite team and coordinate them into a unit that could perform in a totally flexible system, right out of his imagination. Nobody else on the planet has ever been capable of even imagining such a plan. A lot of teams are capable of changing from one attacking or defending system to another, even during a game. Brooks envisioned training his players to anticipate and respond to game situations in a manner predictable only to their teammates. He called it “sophisticated pond hockey,” and the beauty of his system was that it was no system and every system, all at once. Put simply, you never have to adjust if you’re always adjusting.

Brooks already knew he had been selected by a somewhat reluctant Amateur Hockey Association of the US—AHAUS, which later became USA Hockey—after Harvard’s Bill Cleary turned it down. That didn’t interrupt his task at hand, which was coaching the University of Minnesota for the 1978–79 season, the most talented and competitive season in the Western Collegiate Hockey Association’s rich history. Brooks led the Gophers through to a final-game runner-up league finish, then they went on to win their third NCAA championship in his seven years as coach. When Brooks took over the last-place Gophers, they had never won an NCAA title, and after one .500 season, he guided Minnesota to NCAA titles in 1974, 1976, and 1979.

Almost immediately after that, he assembled the 1979 US national team for what turned out to be a pretty dismal performance in the World Championships in Moscow. The US won only two games and was beaten twice by West Germany in the “B Pool” for a lowly seventh-place finish. Brooks immediately resumed what is surely the most comprehensive research and selection process ever attempted in picking a team, beginning with invitations carefully vetted by Brooks for the midsummer National Sports Festival at Colorado Springs.

After that, Brooks began installing a creative system of play that pushed his players into situations where they would be forced to use their own trained instincts to make plays in a total team concept, developed during a lengthy and competitive pre-Olympic exhibition tour of pro, college, and European opponents that went right up to the end of calendar year 1979.

Coaching at Minnesota, Brooks had a head start, because he had recruited key Olympic candidates from his own highly skilled Gophers, as well as closely observing others during multiple games against archrivals Wisconsin, North Dakota, and Minnesota-Duluth. Center Mark Johnson and defenseman Bob Suter played for Wisconsin; center Mark Pavelich and wing John Harrington played for Minnesota-Duluth; and David Christian was a star forward at North Dakota.

Brooks quite famously had been the last player cut from the 1960 US team that won its only previous gold medal in Squaw Valley, California. In the last game of the 1978–79 regular season, North Dakota beat Minnesota in the old Williams Arena in Minneapolis to win the WCHA championship when David Christian—the son of Billy Christian, Warroad, Minnesota’s star of the 1960 US gold medal team—scored a hat trick. When Brooks pulled his goaltender in the final minute, David Christian rubbed it in against the old family friend by skating in alone at full speed toward the empty net, then stopping abruptly at the crease in a spray of ice chips before blasting a slapshot in to complete his hat trick.

Several weeks later, at the Detroit Olympia, Minnesota got payback of the richest kind when freshman Neal Broten scored a highlight video goal, flying through the air as he scored what proved to be the winning goal as the Gophers defeated North Dakota, 4–3, in the NCAA championship game. From that championship team, Broten joined Gophers teammates Eric Strobel, Rob McClanahan, Steve Christoff, Phil Verchota, defensemen Billy Baker and Mike Ramsey, plus goaltender Steve Janaszak as Olympic selections. Another former Gopher, Buzzy Schneider, who had played on four earlier US national teams, was the oldest player selected for the 1980 Team USA squad at age 25.

Several of those players were also on the US national team Brooks coached at the 1979 World Championships in Moscow. The US went 2–2–2 to finish third, but that was third in Group B, the second tier, behind Finland and West Germany, ahead of only winless Poland. The Soviet Union, playing at home in Moscow, won the gold, Czechoslovakia the silver, and Sweden the bronze in Group A, with properly amateur Canada fourth.

Being in Group B was grating enough, but the US lost, 6–3, to West Germany in pool play and later lost again to West Germany, 5–2, in the fifth-place game, which placed West Germany at 3–2–1 as runner-up to Finland’s 4–1–1 atop Group B and dropped the US to seventh in the combined overall standings. Those standings also determined the seedings for the 1980 Winter Olympic tournament in Lake Placid, which were: 1. USSR, 2. Czechoslovakia, 3. Sweden, 4. Canada, 5. Finland, 6. West Germany, and then, 7. Team USA, followed by Poland, Holland, Romania, Norway, and Japan.

In Moscow, Brooks gained a little culture and provided a bit of lasting humor for Lou Vairo, who was a longtime coaching tactician after growing up on roller hockey in Brooklyn, became a devoted student of the Soviet tactical wizardry of Anatoli Tarasov, and later coached an Olympic team himself. Vairo hadn’t known Brooks well, or even liked him, until he was invited by Brooks to come along as a special adviser on the walkie-talkie from the press box at the World Championships—a role he also filled at Lake Placid. On one night off, Vairo said he borrowed a suit coat and he and Brooks went to the Bolshoi Ballet.

“We saw Swan Lake,” Vairo recalled. “I asked Herb if he was enjoying it, and he said, ‘The dancing doesn’t do much for me, but the band’s pretty good.’ A little while later, he fell asleep.”

Vairo needed some time to learn to appreciate Brooks, but after observing him up close, he was more than just impressed. “He was a brilliant man,” Vairo said. “One of the smartest people I’ve ever talked to. He could have been governor of Minnesota or president of the United States.”

Interestingly, back in Minnesota years later, representatives from both the Democratic and Republican parties tried to recruit Brooks to run for state office. “I think they both thought I was better suited to the other party,” Brooks said. “Maybe I’m a populist.”

Brooks may not have become a ballet fancier in Moscow, but he gained some important insight about some of his 1980 candidates from the 1979 World Championships. Players on that team who ultimately made the Olympic team included Jim Craig in goal, Baker and Jack O’Callahan on defense, and forwards Verchota, Strobel, McClanahan, Christoff, and Mark Johnson. Several more who were ultimately late cuts from the final Olympic roster were forwards Ralph Cox and Dave Delich, and defensemen Les Auge and Jack Hughes. Craig Patrick was another wing on that 1979 team, which led him to a whole new career.

As a player, Patrick, who had played at Denver University and on several pro teams, including the Minnesota Fighting Saints, said he appreciated Brooks’s free-skating offensive style. “It was refreshing to be able to move and weave like he wanted us to,” said Patrick. “It was a lot of fun—great.”

But partway through the tournament, Patrick’s playing days ended, gracefully, when Brooks pulled him aside and offered him the chance to become his assistant coach for the Olympic team. Patrick accepted. First off, Brooks told Patrick he planned to be a real jerk to the players sometimes, and that Patrick would have to be the soft-spoken, unifying factor and friend. Sort of a good cop-bad cop deal. The players from the East and West didn’t like each other, Brooks told him, “and the only way to keep them from hating each other is to make them all hate me.”

That technique worked pretty well in several instances over the next year, and it wasn’t until time passed afterward that the players appreciated him more with each passing year.

Every coach likes to make his team an underdog, but it didn’t take much effort for Team USA. After ranking seventh and being relegated to Group B in the 1979 World Championships, Team USA was assured of being the longest of Olympic long shots. That may have relieved any undue pressure, not that it mattered to Brooks, who was too busy acquiring more input on prospects for the preparation he had in mind. One beneficiary of Brooks’s talent for seeing beyond what was on the ice was Jack O’Callahan, a competitive, team-oriented defenseman from Boston University who grew up in the tough Boston suburb of Charlestown. He didn’t think he had played very well at the World Championships and was sure he had played himself out of consideration. He was surprised when Brooks called and told his agent he wanted O’Callahan to come to the National Sports Festival to try for a spot on the Olympic team. O’Callahan said he was impressed that Brooks saw beyond his marginal performance in Moscow and was more focused on character and team leadership.

An inside glimpse of depth of the preparation came from Dave Brooks, Herb’s younger brother, who used to identify himself as “HLB,” for “Herbie’s Little Brother.” Dave recalled going to a family gathering at Herb and Patti Brooks’s home on Turtle Lake in the Twin Cities suburb of Shoreview several months before the 1979 National Sports Festival and noting how everybody was there but Herb. Patti said Herb was down in his office, and when Dave walked in, he found Herb in the midst of making numerous phone calls to friends, coaches, teachers, and family members of the many players he was considering inviting to the festival. Mistakes can be made easily watching players in a short series, but Brooks figured that if all 70 candidates were of the highest character, then any mistakes in evaluations would still result in a quality selection.





CHAPTER 3

Fierce Festival

THE HOCKEY TOURNAMENT AT THE National Sports Festival at the Broadmoor World Arena in Colorado Springs in the summer of ’79 was hotly competitive, with the 70 hand-selected participants divided onto four somewhat regional rosters. In college hockey, the rivalry between Eastern and Western college teams was intense, bordering on hostile. Coach Herb Brooks and his players were well aware of that and, in fact, had played a role in heightening it when his Gophers and Boston University engaged in a bench-clearing brawl in the NCAA semifinals at Denver’s DU Arena in 1976. The Gophers went on to win the game and the championship. Some BU players reportedly were still incensed about that, so creating harmony with those factions was always high on Coach Brooks’s mind, from the evaluation process right on through the Olympic Games.

The movie Miracle played up that regional rivalry by having the Jack O’Callahan and Rob McClanahan characters engage in a practice fight, with O’Callahan saying it was because McClanahan was on the Minnesota team that had cost BU a possible NCAA title. In reality, that fight never happened. Others said the hassle was between O’Callahan and Steve Christoff, another Gopher. Either way, the revenge factor didn’t hold water, melted or frozen. As often happens, facts get in the way of a good story: neither McClanahan nor Christoff played on the 1976 championship Gophers team, because both were still in high school—McClanahan at Mounds View and Christoff at Richfield.

Sports festivals were held every year back then, and there had been a scrap at the 1978 edition. O’Callahan recalled he fought Christoff, but identities might be obscured. Billy Baker recalled it was between O’Callahan and Greg Woods, who played at Denver. “Denver had been ineligible to go the year BU won the tournament,” Baker said. “A little bad blood was left from that and came out at the 1978 Sports Festival.” With Woods not making the 1980 team, there would have been no relevance for that fight to make the screenplay, so the movie guys went for the Hollywood-esque account.

To evaluate the 70 prospects at their National Sports Festival tournament, Brooks invited some trusted hockey people and also welcomed input from every NHL, minor-league pro, college, and amateur coach, manager, and scout. He listened to all of them, throughout the week, and was a master politician, listening diplomatically to every suggestion and recommendation, keeping studious notes. But he also kept a private notebook in which he compiled his own personal observations and assessments. And he showed that to no one. The idea may have germinated from his old college coach, the colorful John Mariucci, Minnesota’s legendary “Godfather of Hockey,” who explained that as coach, he always had the players vote for their captain. “But I counted the ballots,” he’d add, with a familiar gleam in his eye.

Brooks groomed Patrick to make the transition from winger to assistant coach and assistant general manager, and from the start of the Sports Festival, Patrick saw the benefits of the organizational work Brooks had put into the process, including psychological evaluations to be filled out by each player and the physical training regimen designed by physiologist Jack Blatherwick and given to all candidates before the festival. Identified by Brooks as “Cardiac Jack,” Blatherwick was physical training’s version of a mad scientist. He studied every facet of physical exertion and created specialized quick-interval drills that enhanced quickness and stamina for hockey players at the University of Minnesota.

The games themselves among the four festival teams were fast-paced and very entertaining. The Broadmoor World Arena rink’s unusual shape was more square, wider, and shorter than standard North American or European hockey rinks, with most of the seats on one side and at one end. The press box, opposite the main grandstand, required some agility to reach, with boards nailed to the side beams, making a ladder that reached up to a small, square opening. Carrying a typewriter and a briefcase, with some sort of transmitting device in that pre-cell phone era gave any media member a proper challenge. Brooks watched every game from that press box, too, while scattered around the arena were his trusted friends and associates on his advisory group.

Gus Hendrickson from Minnesota-Duluth coached the Midwest team of all Minnesotans; Bill Selman from St. Louis University and formerly at Minnesota-Duluth coached the Great Lakes team of players from Michigan, Wisconsin, and points west; Jerry York, who was at Bowling Green at the time, directed the Central team, with players from Minnesota and North Dakota; and Charlie Holt from the University of New Hampshire coached the New England team, made up of players mainly from Eastern colleges. Minnesota had by far the most candidates, which made sense because most colleges still depended on Canadian players, and Minnesotans were the first Americans to break through the hockey hierarchy in meaningful numbers, followed by New England and then Michigan.

Teams would play through the week, starting with a full round of games against the other regional teams, after which they would pair up 1 vs. 4 and 2 vs. 3, with the losers playing for third place and the winners for the championship. After each session, Brooks gathered his advisory staff to discuss players in the games. All the team officials stayed at the Antlers Hotel in Colorado Springs, where I also stayed with my wife, Joan, and our two sons, Jack and Jeff. We had driven there to combine a family vacation with my coverage of the event for the Minneapolis Tribune. I had already been assigned to go to Lake Placid to cover the US hockey team and its anticipated heavy Minnesota influence, and covering the selection process was an exciting preamble.
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