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To my parents, Doug and Mary-Jean






PROLOGUE

Rain had fallen early that final day of March in 2004, but it was now a clear spring afternoon as I ducked into the back of the black Lincoln on Eighty-Fifth Street, headed for Madison Square Garden. The distinctive smell of the season’s arrival always made me feel like I should be getting ready for the playoffs. This year, though, I wouldn’t have the honor of competing for the game’s ultimate prize, and it colored everything just a little bit gray.

When I first moved to New York thirteen years earlier, Brian Leetch and I were the only Rangers players who lived in Manhattan. Our apartments were just a few blocks away from each other’s, so we would travel together to games and practices. We soon became like brothers. At the beginning we would take the subway, or hail a yellow cab. I laugh now thinking about the time our cab got stuck in traffic during a rainstorm. We jumped out and ran the last twenty blocks. When we got to the Garden, our suits and ties were soaking wet. What a sight. Anywhere else, that might have looked odd, but what New Yorker hasn’t gotten caught running through the streets in a downpour? Perhaps it was a rite of passage, or a welcome note to keep in mind: This place was not for the faint of heart.

But after we won the Stanley Cup in 1994—the first time the Rangers had won in fifty-four years—stepping onto a subway train headed to the Garden or standing on a Manhattan street corner looking for a ride became a much more “social” experience. Because when you achieve something big in New York—whether it’s in sports, arts, or politics—people are not afraid to share their appreciation.

I couldn’t even begin to count the number of people over the years who have wanted to congratulate and thank me for that electrifying run to the ’94 Cup. Every one of those encounters meant something to me.

Not long ago, I was in a cab, and when I went to pay the driver, he fell silent for a moment as he looked at me through the clouded Plexiglas security divider.

One of the great things about New York City is that everybody seems to have come here from somewhere else. I did. As he was sizing me up in the rearview mirror, I thought there might be some kind of problem. Then through a heavily accented voice, he said:

“Mess-yay! Your money’s no good with me. Mess-yay no pay!”

A moment like this was a reminder that our success on the ice wasn’t really about sport, but community. It was a piece of New York pride that two strangers could share.

Brian had been such an enormous part of that success, but as I made the fifty-block ride through Manhattan now, he wasn’t with me. To this day, it’s one of the most disappointing moments that I had as a Ranger. A month earlier, in a sad and surprising trade deadline deal, one of the franchise’s greatest players ever—who thought he was going to retire a Ranger—was dealt to Toronto, on his thirty-sixth birthday. So, as the carnival of New York City at rush hour unfolded outside the car window, I was alone with my thoughts. It was a crowded car.

That night was to be my 1,755th game. At the time, only the great Gordie Howe had suited up for more. I’d skated thousands of minutes. Had hundreds of teammates. I was forty-three. In a hockey sense, it was indisputable: I was old.

But I’d flourished over four decades in the NHL by remembering to live by the advice of the best coach I’d ever had—my father. He said: Trust your instincts and never waver in the belief in yourself. If you can live up to the expectations of the person who holds you to the highest standard—yourself—and if you can be honest with that person, then all you need to do is tune out the noise.

My honest assessment was that I had become an aging player. I could never carry a team alone—even in my prime—but I felt there was no way at this point I could play the kind of game you would need from your top-tier players. The problem wasn’t that my skills had eroded. I could still hit the corners with a shot, find a teammate with an effortless saucer pass over an opponent’s stick, or take someone into the boards. It wasn’t even that games took more out of me at that age.

It was something more insidious and cruel. The older I got, the more I was forced to live with a reality I never saw coming. I could still lift the weight and do the reps. The hard part was recovering. It was a vicious circle: I couldn’t go all out when I trained, and had to reserve my energy for games, which in turn meant I couldn’t get the maximum benefit from training.

No matter what you do for a living, a long night makes for a harder morning at forty-three than it does at twenty-three. Every day during the season, when I wasn’t on the ice, I was lying down, with the ice on me.

The black car continued south. It was the Rangers’ last home date, and second-to-last game of the season. We were up against the Buffalo Sabres, who were hanging on to their playoff hopes by a slender thread. For us, the thread had already snapped.

But there was something more going on as well. The players’ collective bargaining agreement with the league was set to expire at season’s end. With a potential lockout looming, the prospect for any season at all the following year was up in the air.

Seven months earlier, my wife, Kim, and I had our first baby, Douglas. So if the NHL season was going to be wiped out, heading over to play for a professional team in Europe—which was really the only viable alternative—wasn’t very appealing. My contract with the Rangers was up as well. If I wasn’t going to Europe, and there wasn’t going to be any hockey in North America, how realistic was it to think that I would sit out a year—at this age—and then resume my career?

With all these what-ifs hanging over a season waiting to be put out of its misery, I had become the story. Everyone seemed to be asking: Would this be my last game in New York? Would this be my last game anywhere?

I was uncomfortable that people would make this night about me and not the team, but I also understood that my career had been unusual.

Very unusual.

I’d scored 693 goals, the eighth most of all time, and assisted on 1,193 others, which was third best. I’d played on fifteen all-star teams, and was the league MVP twice. As proud as I was of the awards and honors, I was more satisfied by the unrelenting hard work that had produced it all over a quarter century. But there was something else that made my career even more atypical.

Since its founding in 1917, thousands of players had skated in pursuit of the NHL’s ultimate prize: winning the league championship and having their names inscribed on Lord Stanley’s Cup. I’d been a part of teams that had accomplished this incredible feat six times. And in almost a century, only nine names were engraved more times on the game’s holy chalice than mine. That, to me, was what it was all about.

We’re in this business to win, and I had always felt like the most important job I had was to make whatever organization I was part of successful; being part of the formula and, if I was in a position to influence others, making sure I did so effectively. I lived by a very simple ethic: Winning isn’t an accident, it’s a strategy, and you get out of it what you put in. I had learned that at a very early age.

Playing hockey started for me the way I’m guessing it does for most Canadian kids. Before I’d completely figured out walking, my dad strapped a pair of blades on my feet. At first it was nothing but fun, gliding over the ice and trying to stay upright.

As I got older, and took more interest in the game, I discovered my first hockey hero: Bobby Orr. In my neighborhood, my friends and I were riveted by the way the charismatic Bruins defenseman played the game. He was like no one else. We wanted to be like him.

When we played street hockey out in front of our houses, we even imitated the way he took a breather. Most players would rest by leaning on their stick as it lay across their thighs. But Orr did this thing where he grabbed the butt end of his stick with his right hand, turned the blade down toward the ice with his left hand, and then leaned on his kneepads. It was a signature move. We even tried to bow our legs like number 4 did.

But more than anything, I learned very early that playing was more fun if you’re doing it successfully, and sharing the effort with other people. Success ultimately meant getting behind my teammates, or out in front of them; finding a way to unlock their potential. Nudge them, push them, support them—lead them.

To me, helping people be their best was the game within the game. It was fascinating and frustrating, challenging, and most of all, rewarding. At the end of my career, I was the only person to have ever captained two different NHL teams to a championship.

As my car turned onto Thirty-Third Street, that last Stanley Cup—the magical one in 1994 that had electrified New York—was now a decade-distant image in the rearview mirror. It still lived vividly for me, but there was no denying time had passed. Everything was different now. Everything.

Before 9/11, we were able to drive right up the ramp into the Garden, but those security protocols had long since changed. So I got out of the car outside the building and walked to the elevator, taking a last few minutes of solitude and a chance to gather my thoughts before the familiar routine of a home game at this remarkable place.

Playing in New York is a rush that’s near impossible to describe: the manic energy and the limitless possibilities; the worship of excellence and intolerance of failure. The feeling that something fabulous was always happening in some corner of this outrageous town. And Madison Square Garden was the stage at its center—a place worthy of the biggest names.

Growing up, I’d been a big fan of the Rolling Stones and Muhammad Ali. They’d both done some pretty good work in this building.

Ali had been my sports hero. His posters were all over my bedroom walls. I’d followed his story, how he didn’t believe in the war, and they took away his title because he wouldn’t go fight. “I ain’t got no quarrel with them Viet Cong,” he said.

He stood for something and he never wavered. He showed that champions need to be committed, and that commitment comes with a price.

I remember listening to the famous fight he had against Joe Frazier in this building. I was ten years old, underneath the covers of my bed and listening on a transistor radio. I cried when he lost the decision.

And the Stones. Bands go through a similar process to sports teams. At the start, individuals have to interview to make the band. They have to find out if they’re talented enough, responsible enough, committed enough. Then they find out if they’re compatible with everybody else.

Eventually you make the team or the band and you have to fight through all the obstacles, the things that can tear groups apart: success, indiscretions, ego.

Through the years, how many times had the Rolling Stones thought about calling it quits? But they came out the other side and remained committed to one another because they had more music to make, more magic to create.

At this point, they’d been together for forty-two years. Was there a better “team” than the Rolling Stones?

The NHL has played in some unique and extraordinary places: Chicago Stadium, the Montreal Forum, Maple Leaf Gardens in Toronto. For me personally, Northlands Coliseum in my hometown of Edmonton will always be special. But there is no place like what the people of New York proudly call “The World’s Most Famous Arena.”

To me, it isn’t so much a building as a living, breathing organism, its DNA made of the people inside of it, like the obsessive outer-borough fans in Nick Fotiu and Eddie Giacomin jerseys, who poured off the trains under the Garden at Penn Station, and then up into the raucous section near the rafters, which would always be known as “the blue seats” even though they had been renovated and were no longer blue. And the scores of security and facilities people, who always made the place feel like I was walking into my own home, were just as much a part of it.

This night, though, as I made my way to the elevator, somewhere in the back of my mind I was trying to push aside a disquieting idea. This could be the last time I’d be doing something I’d never taken for granted and always loved so much: just coming to work.

I traded a smile with Mario Obando, who worked the players’ elevator. He’d come to the Garden in 1990, a year before I had. Game day for me always started with Mario sending me off with the encouraging shout, “We’re gonna win tonight!”

I got off at the fifth floor. I remembered when I was a rookie on the Edmonton Oilers in 1979 and played my first game against the Rangers, I was so amazed that the ice was on the fifth floor. How was that even possible? Someone had told me that when the circus came to town, they used the ramp and brought elephants up here. There was a bowling alley and a theater underneath the ice! I’d never seen anything like that before. Only in New York.

As I walked into the dressing room, I thought about all the people who had suited up in this room over the years, guys like Rod Gilbert, Brad Park, Vic Hadfield, and Harry Howell. The great Guy Lafleur played for the Rangers late in his Hall of Fame career as well.

Lafleur was supremely skilled. He played most of his career with the Canadiens, the game’s most famous franchise, and when he hung up his skates, he was their leading all-time scorer. But “The Flower” wasn’t only about the numbers. He leveraged his skills to win, and he was indomitable. In a period of seven years, he won five Cups with the Canadiens.

I idolized Orr, but after the Bruins played the Canadiens in the 1977 Stanley Cup final, it was Lafleur who captured my attention. I was sixteen years old, a hockey sponge, trying to absorb how the truly great players excelled in high-pressure situations. Montreal had won the first two games in the final series, and before game three at the Boston Garden, the Bruins provocateur John Wensink said that Lafleur—who’d had three points in the first two games—“wouldn’t get out of the Garden alive.”

These days, something like that might be dismissed as trash talk, but back then, when the league had a much different perspective on physical play, those words had an unambiguous interpretation, particularly in Boston: Lafleur had a bounty on his head.

Hockey arenas today are like football fields—they’re all the same—but back then, they were like baseball fields, all different. Boston Garden’s rink was smaller and had squared-off corners from which there was no easy exit. It was a perfect venue for the Bruins’ aggressive style of play, which sometimes bordered on mayhem. There were more than a few visiting players who, on the morning of games in Boston, came down with a mysterious case of “the flu.”

The story goes that Lafleur was so full of nervous energy, he got to the Boston Garden and got dressed four hours earlier than normal, then sat there in his dressing room stall, waiting for the game to start. This night had his attention. He scored two goals, and assisted on the Canadiens’ other two in a 4–2 win.

What made his performance that much more impressive was that he hadn’t allowed himself to become distracted. Attempting to bully skilled players is a tactic as old as the game itself. Lafleur took his hits, but he remained focused, with a steely resolve.

Montreal ended up sweeping the series and Lafleur won the Conn Smythe Trophy as the playoffs’ MVP. It was an early lesson for me, and one that I later tried to share as a leader: You play hockey with your mind, your body, and your spirit, and if you’re a real champion, you focus on your task, despite whatever obstacles others might throw in your path.

The Rangers’ locker room at Madison Square Garden was a cramped, unremarkable little chamber, which was joined to the New York Knicks’ dressing area by a shared bathroom and medical training space.

As we got ready to play the Sabres, I looked around the dressing room and it occurred to me that there were five guys on our team who hadn’t even been born when I made that first trip here in 1979.

I have a ritual that sets my pregame preparation in motion: sitting down to tape my sticks. It’s something every player does before each game, and every player does it differently. The process is as individualistic as a fingerprint, as idiosyncratic as the way you brush your teeth. For me, the entire blade had to be covered from heel to toe, the better to cushion the puck and grip it. I’d done it so many times, I could have taped my sticks blindfolded and completed each one in thirty seconds.

But taping had never been solely a physical task; it was a meditation, a time to get focused and flush out the toxin that could sabotage even the most successful teams: distraction.

It was something we’d faced in 1994, when we had been up 3–1 in our series against Vancouver and on the brink of winning the Stanley Cup. But as we came back to New York to play game five, the distractions were overwhelming.

We had an off day and everybody started reading the papers, which of course were just giddy, all but saying we’d already won the Cup. Guys were making arrangements to fly their families into town for the big celebration, and getting them tickets. The route for the parade had already been mapped out.

The difference between concentrating and being immersed in total concentration is subtle but critical. It can be hard to recognize. It can also be the difference between winning and losing, especially against a great team like the Canucks.

We lost game five, and then we lost game six. I’d like to say we were just making things dramatic. The truth is, the distractions got the better of us in game five, and then momentum swung against us in game six.

Ten years later, the Stanley Cup wasn’t on the line for us against Buffalo, but as I finished taping my sticks it was still hard to keep my thoughts where they needed to be. As much as I wanted this to be like any other game night, it clearly wasn’t.

I’d been honest with anyone who’d asked. I really hadn’t made up my mind about what I was going to do at the end of the season. But it seemed my friends and family had a better sense than I did, because they’d descended on the Garden en masse—my parents, Doug and Mary-Jean; my sisters, Mary-Kay and Jennifer; my brother, Paul; my older son, Lyon; my nieces and nephews; my close friend and former teammate Mike Richter and his wife, Veronica. Even Brian Leetch’s parents came. It was the first time they’d been back in the Garden since Brian had been unceremoniously sent away.

Normally I taped three sticks. On that night, I taped twelve. Deep down I suppose it was my grudging way of saying it without uttering a word: If this was to be my last home game, there should be something physical for me and my loved ones to hold, touch, and remember it by.

Mike Richter stopped by the locker room to share a few minutes with me before the game. He had been the greatest goaltender in Rangers history, but after a pair of concussions, he’d been forced to retire a year earlier. I remember how sad he was and what he later told me: “When you’re playing, it’s the greatest thing on earth and you’ll miss it. You’d do anything to get it back. Giving the game up is as close to death as you’re gonna get when you’re an athlete. These things have a fuse. And when you’re young and healthy and strong and winning championships, you never think there’s an end to it, but there is, and it’s tough to swallow.”

But all of that was left unsaid in the few, quiet pregame moments we shared. He didn’t want to intrude, and he was mindful of another painful recent lesson he’d learned. One minute you’re one of us. The next minute, you’re a guy in a suit who doesn’t play. You might have played once, but this isn’t what you do anymore. There’s a bigger wall there than you’d expect.

We went out for the pregame skate. The fans were wild, like it was the playoffs. There were fan-made signs in the Garden for me everywhere.

We came off the ice and our trainer Jim Ramsay walked over to me. There were twelve minutes before the puck dropped and he was holding out his phone.

“It’s Wayne,” he said.

There are plenty of sports where talk-radio callers argue endlessly about who might be the greatest player ever.

LeBron or Jordan?

Jack or Tiger?

Federer, Nadal, or Djokovic?

But that debate doesn’t exist in hockey.

By the time Wayne Gretzky finished his career, he’d accumulated more points (goals plus assists) than anyone in NHL history. But if you took away every single one of his 894 goals, his 1,963 assists alone would still be enough to make him the league’s all-time points leader. He was a nine-time league MVP. Nobody else had ever won the award more than six times. He was known far and wide as The Great One.

I knew him as that, but also as one of my best friends. We were born eight days apart. We started together as eighteen-year-old rookies—kids, really. Outside of my family, there weren’t many people who knew me as well as Wayne did, and really, in a way, we were family.

Wayne was calling from Phoenix, where he’d been spending time as a part owner of the Coyotes franchise. He understood what this night might mean. He told me I should be proud of my career. He said he knew how difficult it was going to be for me to move on, but when he’d retired five years earlier, it had changed his life in a positive way that he didn’t really see coming.

“You play on birthdays and New Year’s,” he said. “You play at Christmastime. There are all those things that you miss out on, but hockey is your priority, so you forgo them. Now you won’t have to anymore. You’re gonna get closer to your family than you could ever imagine.”

As usual, The Great One with the perfect setup. We exchanged a few thoughts the way brothers do, and then I gave the phone back to Jim and headed out to the ice.

After the anthem, I skated out to center ice to take the draw. The Buffalo center Chris Drury was waiting there.

Drury had grown up in Connecticut as a rabid Rangers fan. As a kid, he’d played on the team that won the Little League World Series, but he’d eventually given up baseball for hockey. When we won the Cup in ’94, he had just graduated from high school and was living with his brother in Boston. They watched every playoff game that spring. Drury later went on to win a Stanley Cup with the Colorado Avalanche, and then, after retiring from playing, started working for the Rangers. In May 2021, he became the Rangers’ president and general manager.

Before the referee Kerry Fraser moved into the circle to drop the puck, Drury skated up to the dot and looked at me. He was a mostly quiet guy and would later say he never talked to opponents on the ice. It just wasn’t his style. He didn’t say much, but what he did say meant a lot to me.

“Thanks a lot,” he said. “For everything.”

Then Kerry skated in and dropped the puck.

Thinking back on it now, the game is a bit of a blur. I remember feeling a little sluggish. I hadn’t skated very much in the previous week or so. I was nursing a swollen elbow and had it drained the day before. I scored the first goal, though.

“Of course Messier scored the first goal,” our PR guy John Rosasco joked later to a reporter. “Of course he did.”

Still, we lost 4–3. People cried: Kim, Veronica Richter, my mom, even my tough-guy dad. I think this kind of thing is especially difficult on moms and dads. As a player, you’ve already made your peace in a certain way, even if you haven’t made up your mind. But parents have watched you from the time you were five or six years old. My parents had been coming to my games for close to forty years at this point. It was something they loved.

Afterward, Rosasco, who’d come to work for the team as an eighteen-year-old intern who idolized the Rangers captain Barry Beck, came over to my locker. He put his foot up on the bench and started to say something, asking how I wanted to handle the large number of reporters who were gathering to talk to me. But he’d barely started before he was overcome with emotion.

I ended up going out and talking to the media, but truth be told, I barely remember any of that, either.

I know I was hurting, but I also know my desire had been no different than it was in the first game I played for the Oilers as a teenager. I had always lived a life in this sport fueled by an intense desire to perform, and an understanding that what we do is mostly influenced by how we look at things and the choices we make. As a kid, I’d been strongly influenced by Indigenous cultures and spiritual concepts. I’d once heard a story about choices that made a lasting impression on me.

One evening, an old Cherokee told his grandson about a battle that goes on inside people.

“The battle is between two wolves who live inside us all,” the grandfather said. “One wolf is evil. It is anger, envy, jealousy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, pride, superiority, and ego. The other is good. It is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion, and faith.”

The grandson thought about it for a minute and then asked his grandfather: “Which one wins?”

The old Cherokee told his grandson the answer was simple: “The one you feed.”

On paper, that story seems simple. In life, the choices aren’t always so obvious or easy—but they define us, and set the stage for what we can and can’t accomplish.

How did I get here? How did I become who I am? My head was swimming with thoughts.

As it turned out, this was indeed the end. And so it was hard not to think about the beginning.






CHAPTER ONE MY ORIGINAL TEAM


To understand me, you have to know that hockey is not the most important thing in my life—family is.

I know how that must sound—like a bunch of cookie-cutter autobiographical rhetoric. Obviously, I love the game. It’s been central to so much of what and how I’ve lived. But almost every experience I’ve had in hockey connects back to my family or its influence, right from the very beginning.

In some ways, for me, hockey is simply an extension of family. I mean that literally.

I’m like a lot of people. I grew up wanting to be like my dad, and although he earned a living most of my childhood as a teacher, my earliest memory of him is as a professional hockey player.

When I first put on skates, at the age of three, our family was living in Portland, Oregon, and Dad was playing for the Portland Buckaroos, one of six teams in the Western Hockey League. Some of the WHL teams were affiliated with NHL teams; others, like the Buckaroos, were unaffiliated. Until 1967, there were only six NHL teams and the farthest west was in Chicago, so professional hockey in vast swaths of North America was about elite, professional leagues like the WHL.

I was in grade school when my dad retired from playing hockey and became a full-time teacher, but over the years I’ve come to learn everything there is to know about his career. He was a hockey lifer. He would go anywhere to play and he often did. He was chasing a dream. He was a hard-nosed defenseman who had 265 points in eleven seasons. He was the tough guy on every one of his teams. In an era of physical hockey, he was not the type of player you turned your back on. As my brother, Paul, likes to say: He played for keeps.

He was exactly what you might expect, and also exactly what you wouldn’t. At home, he was an attentive father and a patient teacher, and to say he was a supportive husband is an understatement. On the other side of things, one year with the Buckaroos, he led the league in penalty minutes. A reporter came to our house to do a feature on him and the guy seemed genuinely baffled to find a soft-spoken man with his wife and a bunch of mannerly kids. This was the home life of the Buckaroos’ tough guy? As much as Doug lived for hockey, he always put family first, and he had interests in life that went beyond the sport. After he retired from hockey, he got a master’s degree in education and taught kids with special needs.



DAD GREW UP IN THE prairie towns of eastern Alberta, where his father, Edmond, was a driller on oil rigs. It was a big family (Dad had four brothers and a sister) and they moved around a lot, to wherever the fields were plentiful. By the time he was fifteen, the family had moved four times, eventually ending up in Edmonton. The oil company my grandpa worked for, Regent Drilling, was operated by Paul Bowlen, whose son Pat would go on to own the NFL’s Denver Broncos.

One summer, Doug worked as a roughneck on the rigs, too, muscling 500-pound pipes as they swung by chains into fittings. He was only seventeen years old. It was dangerous, dirty, and grueling work; eight-hour shifts, seven days a week, with a day off only every third week.

He and his dad bunked together that summer in a farmhouse, sleeping in a little top-floor bedroom where the storm windows had been left on from the winter. Sometimes they worked the overnight shift and had to sleep during the days, which was challenging and somewhat less than restful as the searing prairie heat turned the sealed little dorm into an oven.

In every new home, one thing was consistent: Doug was among the best hockey players in his youth programs. When he was between fifteen and seventeen years old, playing at what was called the Midget level at that time, he competed with and against players including Johnny Bucyk and Norm Ullman, both future Hall of Famers.

Doug loved hockey but the family’s move to Edmonton brought him to the true love of his life, my mother, Mary-Jean Dea. Mom grew up in Edmonton. She had a pretty good life there but was no stranger to hardship—she lost her father when she was eight, and an uncle had died in World War II. Her dad, John Lorne Dea, was actually a goalie for the Edmonton Eskimos, an elite local hockey team. She lived with her mother, Alice, and grandmother Jen Styles in the family home, but also spent time on a farm in Innisfail, to the south, owned by some relatives. Dad’s younger brother Larry knew Mary-Jean and set them up on a date. Once they met, he courted her quickly. It didn’t hurt that, at sixteen years old, Mom was Miss Teen Edmonton. When they married, she was seventeen, and Dad twenty-one.

Newly married, Dad was hoping for a chance to go to the NHL Red Wings training camp, but that opportunity didn’t materialize. Instead, he signed for fifty dollars a week and lodging to play for the Nottingham Panthers of the British National League.

One big reason for the move: Mom was pregnant with my older brother, Paul, and the timing was a little controversial. It was clear Paul was conceived before the wedding, so to obscure that fact, Mom and Dad quickly got married in Edmonton, got on a boat to England, and had Paul there. Maybe that doesn’t seem like such an issue today, but at the time, 1957, they felt this was best.

These days, hockey in Great Britain might seem to be a strange idea, but there was a time when the sport was a big deal there. Great Britain was a founding member of the International Ice Hockey Federation. Though it hasn’t had a team qualify for the Olympics since 1948, Britain won the gold medal at the 1936 games, dramatically beating Canada 2–1 in the semifinal.

In the postwar period, the British National League was a six-team operation that attracted thousands of fans to its games. Two of the players on each roster had to be from Britain, but the rest could come from anywhere, so a lot of North American players went over. In the late summer of 1957, Dad, along with a number of other “imports,” did just that, taking the Queen Mary from New York to London. He always liked to remind the four of us—my brother, Paul, and my sisters, Mary-Kay and Jennifer—that we might want to think twice about ever giving our mother a hard time. She had made that transatlantic passage on a ship without stabilizers, one that was skirting a hurricane, while she was pregnant! She was tough. She refused to take any medication on that heaving weeklong journey to ease the morning sickness, which ended up being a good thing since what she would have been prescribed was Thalidomide, later shown to cause horrific birth defects.

It wasn’t easy playing in Britain. The rosters in the BNL contained only ten players plus a goalie. NHL rosters are much bigger, and even in the games I played where it felt like I was constantly on the ice, I would end up logging around twenty-five minutes. In the BNL, Doug would have been on the ice for more than thirty, maybe even forty minutes a game, especially as a defenseman. That’s a big difference. As hard as it must have been, all that extra ice time helped his overall game improve.

Dad played for one year with the Nottingham Panthers. He and my mom spent most of that time in Britain. With the pregnancy and then a newborn, they didn’t get a lot of chances to travel. But the Panthers team did make some trips: once for ten days to Germany, and a memorable trip to Czechoslovakia.

The players had heard that in those days of the Iron Curtain, the Czechs had a healthy appetite for any consumer goods from the West. Apparently, nylon stockings were a particularly hot commodity, so Doug and his teammates stocked up on them at fifty cents a pair before they left Britain.

When the team got to Czechoslovakia, they saw what appeared to be nylons featured in several store windows, but were in fact knockoffs called “sylons,” definitely not as good as the real thing. The players set up one of their hotel rooms as a kind of trading post for locals. They had to be careful who they trusted, but Doug managed to trade his haul of nylons for a crystal decanter, a movie camera, and a set of glasses that he still has.

He also took a new heavy winter coat to sell, which one man wanted to acquire, but the buyer was nervous about the transaction. He told Doug to take the coat out with him to a park, where the man would be. If Doug saw the fellow flick his cigarette, then he should put the coat in the open back window of his car—which he did.

It turned out all the cloak-and-dagger caution was for naught. The buyer was the Czech security official who’d been assigned as their minder. He was just waiting for an opportunity to carefully make his own acquisition from the visiting team.

The time in Britain went by quickly. Paul was born in January, in London, with the help of a midwife. Then they came back to North America to continue the hockey odyssey.

They started in Grand Forks, where Dad played for the University of North Dakota and took college courses. He also worked three jobs to make ends meet: cleaning a shop where the university’s newspaper was printed, pumping gas, and driving a semitruck loaded with ice cream on an eight-hour round-trip run between Grand Forks and Minot.

Mom and Dad wanted to get home, though, so after a year in North Dakota, they moved to Edmonton, and my sister Jenny was born. Dad enrolled at the University of Alberta and played two seasons of hockey for both the school and the Lacombe Rockets, a senior team in the Central Alberta Hockey League. He also signed a deal to teach in the Lacombe school system in his “spare time.” Doug never really lectured me about hard work, and he didn’t have to. Growing up and listening to his stories of those times, I understood viscerally about the cost of getting to where you wanted to go and never complaining about what it took to get there. It was hard to make excuses about not having enough time to get things done to a man whose days seemed to be twenty-five hours long.

During his second year playing with the Rockets, Dad pivoted again, this time to take advantage of what looked like his big break. One night, the Rockets played an exhibition game against the Detroit Red Wings’ top farm club, the Edmonton Flyers, and although Lacombe lost 3–2, Doug had a pretty good game. The Flyers’ coaching staff noticed and invited him to their September 1961 training camp in Detroit.

This was too good an opportunity to pass up. As important as finishing his education and getting the training for a teaching career was, he was still determined to pursue hockey as far as he could—something my mother fully supported, even though it was tough on her. It wasn’t just about chasing a dream, though: Hockey provided income for the growing family, and that was always the top priority.

Before heading off to the Wings’ training camp, he went up to my uncle Mike Dea’s cabin on Wabamun Lake for a few days of relaxation. My uncle Mike was an amazing guy. A schoolteacher with a kind soul, he’d spend hours a day showing kids how to water-ski. Doug was a pretty good water-skier, but my uncle introduced him to something new: letting the boat pull him along on a three-foot disk rather than skis. He figured it out, but in doing so, badly pulled a groin muscle.

Back then, training camps were long and designed to get players in shape for the season. Most players worked different jobs over the off-season and didn’t have the luxury of training and conditioning year-round. It was a time for players to get stronger, so it was unfortunate when a couple days into training camp the injury got worse. It didn’t help that, back then, teams worked out twice a day. The pain he endured just to play was excruciating. Still, in spite of it, he was performing well, and in the inter-squad matchups scored a few game-winning goals. The Red Wings had missed the playoffs the year before, and Gordie Howe noticed Doug’s play.

“Keep going, kid,” Howe told him. “We need some new players here.”

Eventually, he could barely skate due to his worsening injury and was forced to sit out three weeks. He endured a number of painful injections in some pretty indelicate spots. But he managed to get back on the ice, and he made the Flyers. He was officially a member of the Red Wings’ top minor league club.

He took a year off from his studies, and in his first season with the Flyers, played 63 games and had 34 points and the highest penalty minutes on his team by far. He then scored 7 goals in the playoffs to help Edmonton win the 1962 championship.

It was nearly the same story during his second season, except that he struck an unusual deal in which the team agreed he would play only home games, plus those in Calgary—which was just three hours away—so he could get back to finishing his degree at the University of Alberta. However, the aroma of competition proved irresistible, luring him to play more than he had planned, so he ended up playing 56 games and scoring 37 points, while still notching by far the most penalty minutes on the team.

Though it took him longer than he wanted, he got his degree. It’s amazing he did it at all. I had been born during his first season with the Flyers, meaning he now had three kids. On top of helping my mom out with us, playing hockey, and finishing school, he was working multiple jobs to support the family. My sister Mary-Kay was born in fall 1963, bringing the count to four.

The 1963–64 season was a challenging one for Doug, and the family. Dad was away a lot. Within Detroit’s system, he was moved from the Flyers to the Indianapolis Capitals. The team then became the Cincinnati Wings midway through the season, so he moved again. Finally, he was transferred to the Pittsburgh Hornets. All of this happened in quick succession. In the fall of 1963, Mom flew the family two thousand miles from Edmonton to meet him in Pittsburgh, but arrived just as Doug was heading out on a road trip and spent the next few days alone in a hotel room, with four kids—all of whom had the measles. There’s no question the sacrifices they both made were massive. It came down to their commitment to make it work, and the love and respect they had for each other.

Later that year, in early 1964, he was lent to the Portland Buckaroos of the Western Hockey League, and we moved with him. That’s where the hockey life started for me.



I REMEMBER GOING TO PRACTICE with Doug, sometimes at the Buckaroos’ home stadium, the Portland Memorial Coliseum, and sometimes at a rink in a shopping mall called Silver Skate, where the team practiced when they couldn’t get time in the arena.

Portland loved the Buckaroos. Long before the NBA’s Trail Blazers arrived and hours from the big college sports towns of Corvallis and Eugene, the Buckaroos were literally the only game in town. It wasn’t unusual for ten thousand people to fill the Coliseum to watch a game. Although the Portland fans were passionate, at the time there wasn’t much participatory youth hockey culture, so Doug started a summer program for kids at Silver Skate, which I joined at the age of three.

The program was open to almost anyone, and everybody who came was a beginner, but they weren’t all as little as me. Dad tells stories about the college football players at Portland State who came out wearing their big football shoulder pads.

Two years later, when I was five, I was playing on my first organized team, which was sponsored by a local roofing company. Mom used to drive me to the games because Dad was often on the road with the Buckaroos. But I remember a game we played when Dad came to watch, which was a treat, as was the discussion we had after—the first real discussion I ever had with Doug about hockey. We were in the car on the way home and he said: “Mark, you know, you’re a pretty good skater. When the puck goes down into the other team’s zone and into the corner, if you’re the first guy down there, you should go get it.”

“Uh-uh,” I told him, disagreeing. “The coach says I should go in front of the net.” I was respecting authority, in this case my coach’s, as Doug had taught me.

At that age, it was totally lost on me that I might be best served listening to my father—a professional hockey player—rather than my volunteer youth league coach, C. J. Lindsay, who was a very nice man, but whose primary hockey credential was that he sang the national anthem before Buckaroos games. Of course, there’s no point going to the net if your team doesn’t have the puck, and Dad must have been laughing inside. Doug’s hockey class began for me that day, and never stopped.



THOSE PORTLAND YEARS WERE WHERE the bond was formed with my original team: my siblings. The four of us—my brother, Paul; my older sister, Jenny; me; and my younger sister, Mary-Kay—are separated by a little more than five years.

We did everything together, and we were always outside. Our house was in the southwest part of town, out toward Beaverton, on four acres. We had horses, which were a passion of my dad’s dating back to his childhood. There was a barn out back and some bridle trails running through part of the property. It was no accident that we’d ended up on that sort of land.

When Doug was twelve, his family was living in Lloydminster on the Saskatchewan-Alberta border, and he would walk into town every day and ask just about anyone he encountered if they had a horse for sale. All my dad had was fifty cents in his pocket, so even if the response was yes, the eventual answer was bound to be no.

One day, though, he approached an old guy in a wagon hitched to a few old nags, and posed his usual question.

“How much you got?” the guy asked.

“Fifty cents,” Doug told him, expecting the usual rejection.

My dad got his first horse that day, an old black gelding he named Midnight. What he didn’t learn until later was that the horse wasn’t the man’s to sell. It had wandered onto his property. Luckily, no one ever claimed it. Doug owned it lovingly for the three years he lived in Lloydminster. He once rode fifty-five miles on Midnight to visit an uncle on his farm in Heath. The trip took three days.

Around the same time, he became friendly with a man named Fred Howard, who tended horses on a big dairy farm. Doug would go and help him out, and became a skilled horseman, eventually getting good enough in the saddle to compete in local fairs on Howard’s horses. The deal was that Doug kept whatever he won riding English style, and Howard kept the money he won riding western style.

My first memory of chores was shoveling the stalls and working around the barns of our house in Portland. I loved caring for the animals. We had a Shetland pony and an Anglo-Arabian mare. My brother and sisters and I used to play this game with the horses that gave me my first real taste of teamwork and strategy. Paul and Jenny were one team, and Mary-Kay and I were the other. I was on the Shetland and Paul was on the Anglo-Arabian. We’d line up a hundred or so yards away from where our sisters were waiting, and then would gallop on our horses straight toward them. The point of the game was to collect your partner and race back to the start. The Anglo-Arabian was bigger and faster, so Paul usually beat me in the race to reach our sisters. But because the Shetland was closer to the ground, it was easier for me to collect Mary-Kay. We won our fair share. The game showed me there can be different systems or visions of winning, and you have to believe in yours. The race isn’t always to the swift, nor the battle to the strong. Or put another way, as I like to say, there are many ways to the one way.

A decade or so later, I would have the best seat in the house to witness confirmation of the theory. In a physical game, a skinny kid from Brantford, Ontario, Wayne Gretzky, proved that skill and hockey IQ can be just as effective as brute force.

In the summers, our family would go to a small vacation cabin we had near the base of Oregon’s Mount Hood, in the town of Rhododendron. It had three bedrooms and was made out of logs.

We hiked and fished and rode bikes. We played kick the can and every card and board game you could imagine. We stayed up late talking and laughing. We got up early raring to go and do it all again. The only other entertainment we had was a record player. We had a total of two choices: Abbey Road by the Beatles or Here I Am by Dionne Warwick. We wore them both out.

When Doug stopped playing for the Buckaroos and our family moved back to Edmonton, these summer trips to the cabin would bring us even closer together—literally.

It would be the six of us, my grandmother Alice, and our 80-pound Old English sheepdog, Tootie, packed into our red Oldsmobile Vista Cruiser station wagon. We looked like the opening scene from that TV show The Beverly Hillbillies with all our stuff lashed to the top of the car and hanging out in every direction. It was a two-day adventure over a thousand miles. And sometimes, a couple weeks after we got to the cabin and set up camp, or maybe later in the summer, we’d jump back in the car and go another thousand miles to visit friends from our Portland days, Jack and Mavis Robinson, who lived in Malibu.

On the way down from Edmonton to Oregon, every year we’d stop in Deep Creek, Montana, and stay at the same little motel, all seven of us—and Tootie—piled into one room. The place didn’t allow dogs, so sneaking our canine family member in was just another team-building exercise.

By that point, Doug was a schoolteacher with a modest salary, so we had to watch what we spent. One year, Mom and Dad came down to breakfast late to find we’d all ordered freshly squeezed orange juice. It nearly blew the budget for the entire trip. Needless to say, Doug was not happy.

Something we all learned early on was that when you’re close to people—especially when you’re physically that close, and for many hours at a time—conflict is inevitable. Actually, the companion to closeness is conflict. It’s unavoidable. Can you imagine how many disagreements seven people in one station wagon had on a seventeen-hour trip, about the radio alone?

But when it came to conflict, we had an ironclad rule: Get over it. You have a choice to either resolve your differences and live together productively, or you can ignore them and allow the toxin of resentment and anger to infect your relationships. When it comes down to it, these are the only two options.

That car was a rolling test tube that distilled patience, tolerance, understanding, and respect for other people’s space and points of view. We all know people who are unaware of the way they affect others, who are too loud, too demanding, too uncompromising. My parents wouldn’t let that happen with us. If they had, the windows might have exploded out of that Oldsmobile. Ultimately someone had to be in charge and that was always my parents. And one thing was certain: Once either Mom or Dad settled a disagreement, that was it. We knew not to argue, and they never contradicted each other.

I didn’t know it at the time, but dealing with those dynamics prepared me to be part of a team, where you travel and live with the same people for months on end. Long before I skated around with the Stanley Cup, I learned valuable lessons about getting along with others.

In a family, like any team, there are always going to be different personality types. Not everyone looks at a piece of art and has the same response. Not everyone hears the same message in a speech. Each person is a unique combination of their genetic wiring and life experiences. As a leader, you learn to accept and appreciate that each of your teammates might react differently to the same situation. With that knowledge, you can resolve any conflicts that arise from a place of understanding.



DURING THOSE SUMMERS IN THE cabin, Doug would drive on the weekends to the University of Portland, where he was working on his master’s. On Mondays, he’d come back to his own little laboratory at home, where he would test his coursework out on the four of us, and teach us at the same time. It all felt like fun and games, but there were lessons being learned.

One time, he took two wide glasses of water, both filled to exactly the same point. Then he emptied one of them into a new glass that was taller and skinnier. Then he asked us each to tell him which glass contained more water.

Of course, the correct and obvious answer is that they both had the same amount of water. But a seven-year-old might look at that second, taller glass, with a higher water level, and not be entirely sure, while a nine-year-old may understand what’s really going on immediately. The concept he was testing was called the “transfer of learning.” He was both teaching us and also getting a picture for himself of how children’s minds develop at different ages when it comes to abstract learning. He recognized a valuable corollary as well along the way: If you try to teach a person something before they are ready, it could not only be futile, but frustrating, and possibly diminish their self-image.

Dad thought very carefully about the way I developed. Although he steered me toward hockey from a young age, he also made sure my life was filled with all sorts of experiences—each with its own lessons to teach. Growing up, I didn’t only play hockey, I played soccer, baseball, lacrosse, and a lot of the time I just played outside the structure of organized sports. The balance in my life made me love hockey even more. When the season came and it was time to play the game, I would be ready to go and run toward it.

Those days in Portland and summers in the shadow of Mount Hood were in many ways laying the foundation of who I would become. It might surprise some people that so little of it had to do with hockey. But my obsession with the sport wasn’t far off. Just as every dwelling is more than simply a foundation, I was about to add some essential building blocks to what I had learned, and so much of it would happen on the ice.






CHAPTER TWO PLAYING UP


When Doug retired from his professional playing career in 1969 to take a job teaching junior high in Edmonton, it was a big change for our family. We moved away from the horses and bridle trails and four acres of land, to my grandmother’s three-bedroom, one-bathroom house in Edmonton—the same family home my mother lived in when she met my father. There were eight of us, altogether. Paul and I slept in the unfinished basement down by the furnace. Our parents and two sisters, along with my mom’s mother, Alice, and her mother, Jen, had the bedrooms upstairs. It sounds like a lot, and it was, but I am tremendously fortunate to have had this time with my grandmother and great-grandmother. I had close relationships with them all.

The move to Edmonton was also a turning point in my relationship with hockey. Just as Doug seemed to be stepping away from playing, I started to take it more seriously. In Portland, hockey wasn’t a sport that many people cared about, and I was interested mostly because of my dad. But in Canada, it wasn’t an oddity, it was religion. This was the land of outdoor rinks and entire communities organized around the game. Kids skated after school on lakes. There were even little differences in the lingo to be learned—athletes wore sweaters, not jerseys, as we said in the United States. The bottom line was that in Canada, hockey was what you did. Period.

The idea that my dad was going to leave hockey behind and embark on a completely new phase of life was fine in theory, but back in his hometown, steeped in this atmosphere, it didn’t take long for him to get drawn back to the sport. The $4,600 he made for teaching sixth-graders reading and math at the St. James School was considerably less than he’d earned playing for the Buckaroos. The solution, no great surprise, was hockey. For $2,500, Dad took a job coaching the Edmonton Monarchs, an amateur team that practiced three times a week and played on weekends in the Alberta Senior Hockey League (ASHL). On top of that, he was intent on making time to coach my brother, Paul, and me as well.

As a seven-year-old, I should have started youth hockey at the Mite level. Instead, that first year in Canada, I joined Paul on a team in the Pee Wee division of Edmonton’s Knights of Columbus league. Pee Wees are supposed to be eleven and twelve years old.

Physically, I probably wasn’t ready, but the choice was a necessity for our family, and one that would set the course of my journey through the sport. With all my dad had going on, there wasn’t time for him to coach both me and Paul on different teams, or even if he wasn’t coaching, to take us to separate games and practices. Recognizing my size and age disadvantage, he protected me by putting me in games against the other teams’ lesser lines.

“Playing up” above your age, size, or skill level can be challenging. If you’re always playing against competition that is bigger, stronger, and faster, it’s hard to get involved in the game. That’s no fun. It can kill your confidence and squash your potential. And if you don’t have the strength to compete against older kids, there’s even risk of getting injured.

But if managed properly, the benefits of playing up can be tremendous. I was practicing twice a week with kids whose skills were certainly more developed, and who were probably skating slower on line rushes just so I could keep up. But at the same time, they were not so far advanced that I couldn’t compete. Since I couldn’t rely on size, strength, or speed, I was forced to bust my ass and pay attention to the fundamentals of shooting, passing, stickhandling, and skating, building up those skills to match the level of play of the older kids around me. Growing up with Paul, I was used to playing with someone bigger and stronger than me, and I didn’t worry about it. I was just happy to play with him on the team. I was never scared, and I slowly started to make real progress.

Once we were doing a shooting drill and I let loose a slap shot that hit my uncle John Dea, my mom’s youngest brother, who was coaching with Dad, square in the shin. He went down like a sack of potatoes and yelled, “Holy cripes, your shot’s getting really hard!”

I thought he might just be trying to make me feel good. Then again, he was saying this while lying on the ice howling and holding his leg. If it was an act, it was a convincing one. I remember thinking, “Really? I’ve got a hard shot?”

There were two youth leagues in Edmonton, the Federation league for the public school kids, and the Knights of Columbus (known as the K of C) league for those of us who went to Catholic school. There were a lot more kids who played in the Federation league, so their teams were deeper and often more talented. The K of C was a ragtag collection where Doug needed to do some creative coaching to work with what we had and get the most out of our team.

Traditionally, coaches keep line mates together and play all four lines in consecutive order, usually with the top forwards on the first two lines. Instead, Dad numbered his best forwards one through five, and then constantly juggled the lines so that at least one of those forwards would be on the ice at all times. Paul was the best player on the team, but by the end of that first year, I had improved enough to be taking a regular shift. And our team won the league.

As if teaching school and coaching both an adult and a youth hockey team weren’t enough, Dad started playing hockey again the next year, too. He became not only a coach for the Edmonton Monarchs, but a player as well. With four kids at home, the family needed extra income. It may sound odd now, but at the time it wasn’t unusual for coaches to also play on the team. Budgets weren’t as high back then, and a player-coach might not skate every game but fill spots as needed. Coincidentally, Glen Sather, who would later become a huge part of my life in Edmonton as coach of the Oilers, may have been the last first-tier professional player-coach during the Oilers’ 1976–77 season in the World Hockey Association (WHA).

There were only three clubs in the ASHL that season, so to fill out their schedule, the Monarchs played teams from similar leagues in other provinces, such as in Trail, British Columbia, 560 miles from Edmonton. One night that season they played a game against the local team there—the Smoke Eaters—and then jumped on the bus for the ten-hour ride back home. Doug got back just in time the next morning to put on a fresh shirt and get to school to take attendance in his homeroom.

It was hardly a glamorous existence, but senior amateur hockey in Canada had a distinguished history. In 1955, a team from British Columbia, the Penticton Vees, not only represented the country in the Ice Hockey World Championships, but won the gold medal by beating the defending champion, the Soviet Union, 5–0 in the final game. A decade and a half after the Vees had been Canada’s darlings, the senior amateur game in western Canada still had good talent, but didn’t draw many fans—unless the Edmonton Monarchs were playing the Calgary Stampeders, as happened in the playoffs that first year when Doug was coaching and playing. That was a whole different story. The two cities could have faced each other in tiddlywinks and still generated the partisanship and passion of a Yankees–Red Sox game.

The intense Monarchs-Stampeders ASHL playoff series turned out to provide one of my most memorable lessons in team dynamics. It was a five-game series, and the morning after the fourth game, I got up and walked upstairs into the house’s one bathroom. Dad was standing there with his buzz cut, looking into the mirror and shaving, like it was any other day. But in addition to the lather on his face, he had lumps all over his head, and his eyes were both black. That’ll make an impression on an eight-year-old first thing in the morning. He looked like a creature from a horror movie.

As we stood there, Doug told me that in the third game of the series, he had run roughshod over the Stampeders and taken out a few of their players. The Monarchs had won that game to go up 2–1 in the series. So, when the two teams met for the potentially decisive fourth game, as he said, “they were waiting for me.” A couple of Stampeders jumped him during the game. The beating that he took was bad, but it wasn’t the worst part. Almost none of the guys who he’d been fighting for all year long—his teammates—got in there to help. Only the goalie came to his assistance, while other big, strong players stayed put on the bench. The Monarchs lost that game.

He then told me something like that had happened to him only once before. It was his rookie year with the Edmonton Flyers, and he’d been kicked out of a game after a couple of guys ambushed him and he’d fought back. No one jumped in to help that time, either. So he sat in the dressing room until the game was over. When the first guy from his team came through the door, he coldcocked him.

The guy looked up from the floor, dumbfounded. Doug was standing over him and said, “If we’re not going to fight together on the ice, you’re going to fight me in the dressing room.”

The point, Dad explained, as he talked to me with shaving cream framing his two shiners, was you’ve got to stick together. If a team doesn’t have true solidarity, that’s a deep vulnerability. He didn’t punch out any of his Monarchs teammates in the locker room this time around, since they still had another game to play, but he was “disappointed as hell” in his guys. “Divide and conquer” is one of the oldest competitive strategies there is. You can never let that happen and you have to trust that your teammates won’t leave you exposed. There’s nothing worse than lying in bed at night knowing you didn’t take a punch in the nose to help your teammates.

Teams are like a symphony: If someone plays the wrong notes, it doesn’t matter how good everybody else is. The music isn’t going to sound right. That’s the kind of mentality I grew up with: all in. It’s no surprise that the Monarchs lost game five in their ASHL series against Calgary. They weren’t playing for one another.

When it’s done right in hockey, it looks like the Philadelphia Flyers “Broad Street Bullies” teams of the mid-1970s. They were an expansion club, trying to get respect, but they were losing. And there’s nothing worse than losing and getting beaten up. That can tear a team apart. They decided to carve out an identity.

In 1975, Dave Schultz set the all-time record for most penalty minutes in a season with 472. But a lot of other teams had tough players. What made the Flyers different was the way they all stuck together. They became the perfect example of a team where everyone supported one another. The Flyers’ coach, Fred Shero, instilled that “all for one, one for all” mentality. If Bobby Clarke was getting hassled on the ice, there wasn’t one guy you had to deal with, it was the whole team. They rode that mentality to two Stanley Cups.



IN MY SECOND SEASON AS a Pee Wee, I was still playing up and learning how to shoot and skate, but I was also learning just as much about how to be part of a team, and how to win.

I ended up sticking around and playing at the Pee Wee level for four years. Doug likes to say I was the only kid who played Pee Wee long enough to collect a pension. But by those last couple of years, when I was eleven and twelve, and actually playing against kids my own age, I had grown really comfortable and was putting up some respectable numbers.

It was around this time I started to sense I had a chance to be pretty good at this game. Paul was fifteen—three years older than me—and he started playing on a team called the Mets. My dad was the coach. This was tier-two junior hockey, one step below the top rung on the elite amateur ladder that served as a portal to the NHL. The players on this team were anywhere from fifteen to twenty years old.

In addition to playing in my last year for my Pee Wee team as a twelve-year-old, I also got to be the “stick boy” for the Mets—meaning a kind of coach’s and equipment assistant, like a bat boy in baseball—as well as skate with the team in practice. It was an opportunity for me to witness success and absorb how it happened—riding the bus, sitting on the bench, my eyes and ears were wide open.

It was great being with Paul again. He was so much further along in terms of skills and physical development at this point. Because of our age difference there had never been much hockey rivalry between us, and now he was just someone to look up to. I had a long way to look up. Paul scored 101 points in his first season on the Mets. I remember doing drills in practice one day, and Doug was yelling at me, “Move your feet! Move your feet!” In my head I was thinking, “What the heck? I am moving my feet. I am skating hard.” In retrospect, I realize that I just didn’t have the strength to generate the power to keep up with these much older and bigger guys—yet.

After graduating from Pee Wee hockey the next year, I kind of treaded water when it came to my development. I played at the Bantam level and didn’t have as good a season. I think we only won a single game. I wasn’t playing at the level that I expected of myself, but wasn’t too discouraged, either. I still loved just playing. But I was learning a ton in my second year tagging along as a stick boy for the Mets. They moved from Edmonton to Spruce Grove that year (teams often relocated for better facilities or similar reasons). There was one experience in particular that gave me a good lesson in the importance of communication.
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