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DEDICATION

Zach:

My first live NHL game was Islanders-Rangers, February 13, 1993. Perhaps that’s how hockey became my favorite sport. They say you only get one chance at a first impression, and what is more impressive than the Battle of New York?

I was eight and had no idea where I was going. All I knew was that the Rangers were playing. When we rolled into the Nassau Coliseum parking lot, I thought, Wow, that was quick. Who are these Islanders people, and how come they play so close to our house?

One of the most enchanting qualities of the old “barn” was the smell—a combination of hot pretzels, stale popcorn, wet cigarette, some Bacitracin, and steamed vinegar, if that’s a thing, which on second thought, I don’t believe it is. The pre-renovation Garden had a smell, too—boiled hot dogs and Budweiser.

I was captivated by the bigness of the event and by hockey culture—how the people screamed and cursed at one another and couldn’t agree on anything until intermission, when an Islanders fan proposed to his girlfriend on the ice, and the whole crowd pleaded, “Say No!”

I also picked up on hockey sweater demographics. Every woman had a Pierre Turgeon jersey. But young men, particularly long-haired grunge-types (it was 1993, remember), wore the tough guys’ jerseys—Mick Vukota, or Rich Pilon, or Tie Domi, or Ken Baumgartner. I found that hysterical. “Don’t mess with me. My favorite player can beat you up.”

Turgeon drew an empty-net breakaway to cap the night. The moment he touched the puck, the entire place jumped up at once and homemade confetti fluttered everywhere. I climbed my chair to catch a glimpse as he glided toward the goal without a drop of ostentation in his blood, gently laid the puck in flat along the ice, curled into the left-wing corner, head down, and skated away. It was so elegant and, in my opinion, taught nothing more about empty-net goals than it did about life: keep your eyes on the prize, do what you have to, be grateful, even prideful, but don’t ever show off, even for your biggest rivals.

This book is not dedicated to Pierre Turgeon, though he will be well reviewed down the pages. It is dedicated to my father, David Weinstock, and his buddy Alan Peyser, who drove me 15 short miles to Nassau Coliseum, which in turn drove me to the wonderful insanity known as hockey fandom.

Stan:

One of the most interesting “rivalries” that I know involves my younger son, Simon, and his son Ariel as well as older daughter Odel, who live in the Golan Heights area of Israel. All three are avid hockey fans. Simon and Odel are Islanders-rooters, and you would think that Ariel would follow suit. But such are the vagaries of NHL support. It turns out that my grandson is a Rangers fan. And thus, another intrafamily rivalry. What I like most about it is that when the teams are not playing each other, Simon and Odel root for the Rangers, and Ariel roots for the Islanders to do well—and that’s nice.

Continents away, my older son Ben and his sons, Ezra and Niko, take a more distant view of the ice wars but appreciate our intensity nonetheless. From my end of the rink, this book is dedicated to the families of Simon and Ben and their continued support and understanding of my hockey-mania.


ON RECORDS, POINTS, AND GAMES IN HAND

You might notice that National Hockey League standings are presented throughout this history book in a manner to which you may not be accustomed.

It will read like a baseball pennant race, with “games” and “half-games” as opposed to “points” and “games in hand.”

Do not be alarmed. Everything is fine.

Instead of points, we use a team’s record. Now, ready for the big secret?

Points and record are directly correlated.

They are the same thing, only record is accurately adjusted for discrepancies in the all-important—but constantly overlooked—“games played” column.

Whenever games played are equal, the team with the better record always has more points, at a rate of exactly one point per game over or under the .500 mark. We promise.

Try the math for yourself. We’ll wait …

…

Pretty cool, right?

So at the end of the season, when every team has played the same amount of games, NHL standings will always go in order of record. And what else could we possibly care about?

In fact, go check. Any year, any division …

…

Told you.


THE CHANTS

Islanders fans and Rangers fans like to get on each other’s nerves.

Broadway backers refer to their chief rival as the “Ice-landers,” and its late suburban arena as the “Nassau Mausoleum.”

Isles fans call the Rangers the “Strangers” and the “Rags.” In print, they add a dollar sign, as in “Rag$.”

Then there are the chants and the songs, sung over the years in both arenas at every game against every NHL team.

For those unfamiliar, a beginner’s guide:

Potvin Sucks

TUNE OF: “Let’s Go Band,” traditional.

LYRICS: Pot! Vin! Sucks!

WHEN APPLIED: As the closing three notes of the traditional marching band tune, “Let’s Go Band,” after anyone in the audience whistles the first four bars. Usually during a lull in play, such as line changes.

OR: Any time two or more Rangers fans are in the same place.

1940

TUNE OF: Chant.

LYRICS: Nine! Teen! For! Ty! Clap, clap—clap-clap-clap!

WHEN APPLIED: Every Rangers visit to Nassau Coliseum between 1981 and 1994.

OR: Any time an Islanders fan saw a Rangers fan anywhere during those years.

1940 was the one chant that spread outside New York. By the ’90s, the Rangers were hearing it in buildings all over the league.

The Chicken Dance

TUNE OF: “The Chicken Dance,” by Werner Thomas.

LYRICS: The Rangers Suck.

WHEN APPLIED: To close every verse of “The Chicken Dance,” when played by Coliseum organist Paul Cartier at games between November 8, 2001, and the 2010–11 season.

The Right Stuff

TUNE OF: “You Got It (The Right Stuff),” by New Kids on the Block.

LYRICS: Rangers Suck.

WHEN APPLIED: At Islanders home games in the late ’80s and early ’90s, when the Coliseum public address system would play the chorus of the New Kids on the Block hit, which in real life culminates with the boys chanting, “The Right Stuff.”

Heave-Ho! Rangers Blow!

TUNE OF: No tune.

LYRICS: Heave-ho, Rangers blow.

WHEN APPLIED: In the ’70s and ’80s, by Islanders fans. No one knows why.

—k the Rangers!

TUNE OF: Chant.

LYRICS: —the Rangers!

WHEN APPLIED: During the national anthem at Islanders games from the mid-late ’90s through the early 2000s, between “And the rockets’ red glare …” and “The bombs bursting in air.”

If You Hate the Rangers, Stand Up!

TUNE OF: No tune.

LYRICS: If you hate the Rangers, stand up …

WHEN APPLIED: At random times during random Islanders games, usually between whistles, over a frenetic, dub-step beat of speed-clapping, as the entire crowd stands up.

If You Know the Rangers Suck, Clap Your Hands

TUNE OF: “If You’re Happy and You Know It,” by Isaak Dunayevsky.

LYRICS: If you know the Rangers suck, clap your hands;

Clap. Clap.

If you know the Rangers suck, clap your hands;

Clap. Clap.

If you know the Rangers suck, and they never win the Cup

If you know the Rangers suck, clap your hands;

Clap. Clap.

WHEN APPLIED: Whenever Islanders fans congregate.

We Want Fishsticks!

TUNE OF: Chant.

LYRICS: We want fishsticks!

WHEN APPLIED: From 1995–1998, after the Islanders changed their classic Nassau County uniforms to some sort of toothpaste-looking, maritime-themed concoction with a logo featuring an older gentleman who bore resemblance to the mascot of the Gorton’s frozen seafood company.

We Want Hextall!

TUNE OF: Chant.

LYRICS: We want Hextall!

WHEN APPLIED: In the mid-’90s, by Rangers fans, after Islanders goalie Ron Hextall allowed the Blueshirts 16 goals in three games during the 1994 playoffs, mostly through his legs, and was ergo jettisoned off Long Island.

Oo, la-la, Sasson

TUNE OF: “Oo, la-la, Sasson,” Sasson Jeans commercial.

LYRICS: Oo la-la! Sasson.

WHEN APPLIED: In the early-’80s, by Islanders fans, making fun of a flamboyant ad campaign featuring several Rangers players.

Beat Your Wife, Potvin

TUNE: Here We Go

LYRICS: Beat your wife, Potvin, Beat your wife.

WHEN APPLIED: In the late ’70s and early ’80s, by Rangers fans, after Islanders captain Denis Potvin’s ex-wife accused him of domestic violence. The claims were found to be false.

Crackhead Theo!

TUNE OF: Chant.

LYRICS: Crack-head-Thee-o!

WHEN APPLIED: Any time Theo Fleury played at Nassau Coliseum after the star Rangers forward entered the NHL’s substance abuse program in 2001.

You Can’t Beat Us!

TUNE OF: Chant.

LYRICS: You can’t beat us.

WHEN APPLIED: During the 2003–04 season, by Rangers fans, as their 13th-place squad blew the playoff-bound Isles out in all six meetings.

And finally, this one has nothing to do with the Rangers, but it’s too good:

Honk, honk. Honk-honk-honk

TUNE OF: Chant.

LYRICS: Honk, honk. Honk-honk-honk!

WHEN APPLIED: When an Islanders fan gets in a car. If 16,000-plus voices of varying degrees of inebriation make the ideal instrument for a “Let’s Go Islanders” chant, then a parking lot full of car horns is surely a close second. R.I.P. Nassau Coliseum.


INTRODUCTION

What’s the best rivalry in major American pro sports?

“The best?” Why, that’s a matter of opinion, of course.

But is it really?

… Yes sillies, that’s what “best” means.

Fair enough.

But let’s at least admit this—in sports, certain things are quantifiable, for instance the Who, the What, the When and, most important, the Where.

Add it up, and what seemed like a subjective question yields one objective answer. There is a “best” rivalry in American pro sports, and it’s Islanders-Rangers.

Because, as they say in real estate, “Location, location, location.”

The Rangers and Islanders compete in the same market and in the same National Hockey League division. Sorry, pro baseball and football fanatics, but that setup simply does not exist in your sports.

Hockey has three other examples—Rangers-Devils, Isles-Devils, and Kings-Ducks—but none with the storied history of Islanders-Rangers.

In fact, Islanders-Rangers would be a first-class NHL rivalry even if the teams did not share a town. They fought eight playoff battles in a 20-year span, including four springs in a row and six within a decade. Three of those “Expressway Series” matchups—1975, 1979, and 1984—are certified-platinum NHL classics, while another—1990—is considered among the most bitter, brutal ice affairs of all time.

And that’s just the teams themselves. But enough about them.

Rivalries are for the fans, not the players. Today’s St. Louis Cardinal could be tomorrow’s Chicago Cub. But the fans? They aren’t going anywhere.

So if one fan base hardly ever butts heads with the other, well then, what kind of “rivalry” is that?

Islanders fans and Rangers fans mix regularly—too regularly, if you were to ask most of them. They split arenas when their beloved teams face off and split communities, workplaces, worship-places, and even families in between.

Which is why, unlike every other supposed rivalry in America, this one has not waned, and will not ever, and has proven as such many times.

There have been ample opportunities for subpar Islanders teams or subpar Rangers teams to drag the rivalry with them to irrelevancy. But instead, the passion in those eras burned just as white-hot as when both teams were good, if not hotter.

For example, you’ll notice that this history, while describing Islanders-Rangers games from over the years, rarely mentions attendance figures. It is because we don’t need to: they are all sellouts.

Now, who hasn’t heard the story of the fabled Yankees-Red Sox rivalry in baseball? But try selling those tickets the next time either team is out of the pennant race. And if, God forbid, one of those teams were bad two years in a row?

And how about Red Wings-Avalanche? It was the best rivalry in hockey, until nine years later, when it wasn’t one at all.

When it comes to rivalries, they each come and go. They each ebb and flow. Or, it’s Islanders-Rangers.

The strongest attestation to detestation is the notice each team gets in the other’s home arena, while not even present. Rangers fans at Madison Square Garden still whistle and shout, “Potvin Sucks” at every game, against every opponent—an ode to the longtime Islanders captain Denis Potvin.

Meanwhile, Islanders fans have more “Rangers Suck”-themed tunes than Elton John has “Candle in the Wind” remakes. There were years when the loudest cheer you heard at any Isles home game was when the Rangers score was flashed on the scoreboard, and they were behind. Think fans in Detroit still monitor Avalanche scores?

This is a tale of two franchises that really dislike each other, in hockey and in business, ever and always.

Actually, make it three franchises.


Chapter 1

THE ORIGINAL BROOKLYN-MANHATTAN HOCKEY RIVALRY

From a historical perspective, the most unusual aspect of Islanders-Rangers is that it is rooted in a previous rivalry between the Rangers and the long-forgotten New York Americans. One could say that the Americans were the earlier Islanders, but with a different name. A glance at that New York-New York rivalry will explain why.

It all goes back to the NHL’s desire to bring major US cities into the circuit.

The first two American clubs to be admitted were the Boston Bruins and Pittsburgh Pirates in 1924–25, but both were considered inadequate because they played in small arenas.

As NHL luck would have it, a palatial building was being constructed in Manhattan—Madison Square Garden III—on Eighth Avenue between 49th and 50th Streets.

It was built to boast more than 15,000 seats for a hockey game; that is, if only the Big Apple had a hockey team.

That team was eventually found in, of all places, Hamilton, Ontario.

A Canadian-born New York sportswriter named William McBeth believed that if hockey could be properly staged in the new Garden, it would be an instant hit. But the MSG backers, led by promoter Tex Rickard, were dubious about hockey’s potential. McBeth had to go elsewhere for money. His choice was “Big Bill” Dwyer, a character among characters in that era of wonderful nonsense.

A native New Yorker, the pot-bellied Dwyer grew up in the area around the new Garden, living the life of a quasi-Dead-End kid. He did a short stretch at Sing Sing Penitentiary and bounced around the West Side of Manhattan until Prohibition arrived. Dwyer’s big moment came precisely then.

While others warily wondered whether to plunge into the gold mine of rum-running and other “industries” created by the new law, Big Bill made his move fast, and the money rolled in even faster. By the mid-twenties Dwyer’s empire comprised a couple of night clubs, racetracks, a fleet of ships and trucks, as well as warehouses and a full-fledged gang appropriately stocked with the Jimmy Cagneys and Edward G. Robinsons of the day.

As far as McBeth was concerned, Dwyer was the perfect choice to back his team because Big Bill liked sports and wanted very much to improve his image by owning a hockey club. A little prestige never hurt any bootlegger, and owning the Americans promised a lot of it, possibly even the Stanley Cup, as well.

The next step was finding a team. This, too, was accomplished in a typically bizarre manner. During the 1924–25 NHL season the Hamilton Tigers went out on strike for more money, marking one of the few times in sports history that a team ever marched on a picket line.

The Hamilton players remained firm in their strike, and early in April 1925, league governors got wind of Dwyer’s desire to own a hockey team. They reasoned that the Hamilton problem could be simply resolved by selling the franchise to the Manhattan bootlegger, and on April 17, 1925, it was agreed at an NHL meeting that the Hamilton club would be transplanted to New York at the start of the 1925–26 season.

Dwyer obtained both the franchise and the suspended players (quite appropriately he bought them, even though their suspension had never been lifted) for $75,000. Thomas Patrick “Tommy” Gorman, one of Canada’s more ebullient personalities, was chosen as manager. The new team promptly was named the Americans and just as quickly nicknamed the Amerks by space-conscious headline writers.

The dream of bringing major league hockey to New York City was realized on December 15, 1925, when the Montreal Canadiens faced the Americans in the opening NHL game at Madison Square Garden.

Although the new Garden had already been open for business, the hockey premiere was greeted with the same respect and heraldry as the opening of the Metropolitan Opera House. Dignitaries from both countries decorated the arena, most wearing white ties and tails. Marching bands paraded impeccably across the ice, and then the Canadiens defeated the stars-and-stripes uniform-wearing Americans 3–1, a fact immediately forgotten in the waves of champagne poured by Big Bill Dwyer during his postgame party.

The Amerks played competitive if not championship hockey. Billy Burch scored 22 goals and finished seventh in the league; and the Green brothers (Shorty and Red), defensemen Leo Reise, Sr. and Alex McKinnon, and the peripatetic “Bullet” Joe Simpson gave New Yorkers plenty to cheer about.

The abundant distractions for the now adored Canadian boys kept them equally busy off-ice. Just a block away from the Garden sat the glittering White Way of Times Square with its wine, women, and song.

The New York Americans were usually drunk. As a pro hockey team, it was one of their biggest weaknesses.

Dwyer’s bootleg hooch would find its way into the Amerks’ dressing room, with amusing results. One time, Bullet Joe Simpson made a wrong turn in one of the hallways and walked straight into a room full of elephants and lions belonging to the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus, which was to take place at the Garden later that week. Simpson wheeled in his tracks, fled back to the locker room, and grabbed the team trainer by the collar.

“Where in hell did that bad hooch come from?” Joe demanded. “Christ! I could swear I saw a herd of wild elephants out there!”

Though there were plenty of laughs, the Americans had also managed to become a serious business proposition. In their first year they proved hockey could be a money-maker in Manhattan and underscored this with enough big crowds to inspire the Madison Square Garden Corporation to get into the act with a team of its own. This was easy to do because the Garden already was collecting a healthy rental from the Amerks (it also shared in their gate receipts), and the emergence of another New York team would create a stimulating rivalry, matching the Giants and Dodgers in baseball.

When Dwyer first decided to bring the team to New York, he had been assured that the Garden would never install a club of its own. But Dwyer did not have a lawyer read the fine print of his contract. Conspicuously absent from the agreement was a non-compete clause, so Tex Rickard and MSG president Colonel John Hammond were free to obtain a second franchise for their beautiful new sports palace.

It stood to reason that it could be even more profitable for MSG to have its own team.

Moreover, the new team—as yet unnamed—needed not worry about any of the negative baggage the bootlegger-owned club brought to the rink. With that in mind, Colonel Hammond obtained the second Gotham NHL franchise, and the new team became known in the press as “Tex’s Rangers” after Tex Rickard. The team then simply dropped the “Tex,” and that was that—the New York Rangers were born. They even mimicked the Amerks’ colors—some red, some white, and a great deal of blue.

With the demand for illegal booze at an all-time high and an income too big to even count, Big Bill was not overly concerned with his team’s newfound competition.

But on the ice, a bitter Americans-Rangers rivalry was cultivated without need of even one spirited game or fight. The awkward business relationship between the teams provided more than enough animosity.

What made this rivalry so keen was the fact that the Madison Square Garden crew, under the direction of manager Conn Smythe and Coach Lester Patrick, proved artistically superior to the Americans from the very start. In 1928, while the Amerks were floundering near the bottom of the league, Patrick’s Rangers won the Stanley Cup. This infuriated Amerks manager Tommy Gorman, who was determined to produce a winner.

Prior to the 1928–29 season, he began negotiating for Roy “Shrimp” Worters, a superb little goalie, and finally obtained him early in the season, thus giving the Americans the goalkeeping they needed. Gorman’s team finished second in the league’s Canadian Division—precisely where the Rangers finished in the American Division. That meant the intra-Garden enemies would meet in the first round of the playoffs, which was to be a two-game, total-goals series. The opener ended in a 0–0 tie, and the second match was 0–0 at the end of regulation time. True to form, the Rangers finally won when Butch Keeling beat Worters at 29:50 of overtime.

The Americans-Rangers rivalry took some peculiar turns. Once, Col. John Hammond, the Rangers’ president, summoned Gorman to his office to complain about the Amerks’ after-hours roistering. The Colonel went a step further and said at that very moment the Americans were cavorting around the corner at a big party.

Gorman wouldn’t put anything past his skaters, but something told him that the Colonel was, at the very least, in error. The Americans’ manager got hold of two Garden detectives and headed straight for the notorious address. “When we got there,” Gorman said, “we found a terrific party—drinking, singing, the works—and a helluva lot of hockey players. But they were all Rangers.”

Because of Dwyer’s associations with the underworld, it was not uncommon for the Americans’ rooting section to be graced with submachine guns, blackjacks, and cowbells. “There were dark accusations by rival coaches,” noted New York sportswriter Frank Graham, “that referees and goaltenders and goal judges were intimidated by gangsters who had bet on the Americans and wished to insure their bets.”

One night the Americans lost because of an especially poor call by the referee, who was then chased down 50th Street by a horde of Amerks fans threatening his life. Fortunately, he had better stamina than the irate rooters and sprinted away unharmed.

The fans had plenty to beef about in 1929–30. After the glorious playoff year, the Amerks sank back to the cellar and Gorman went to work, again hoping to mold a winner. He traded Lionel Conacher to the Montreal Maroons for Hap Emms and Mervyn “Red” Dutton in a deal that was to have enormous import for the New Yorkers in years to come.

Dutton, the tough son of a wealthy Canadian, had a red mane and the temper to go with it. That he was playing big-league hockey was tribute enough to his courage, since during World War I, he had served overseas with the Princess Pats and nearly lost both legs when an artillery shell exploded a few feet away from him. At first, doctors were prepared to amputate but decided against such a measure, and Dutton returned to Canada to recover and go on to star as a defenseman for Calgary and then Montreal before coming to New York. Right from the start, camaraderie developed between Dwyer and Dutton, at least partly inspired by Red’s love of a good time.

[image: images]

The face that haunted Rangers history for half a century. Mervyn “Red” Dutton was the legend of all Americans legends, as defenseman, coach, and manager. He was traded to the Amerks by the Montreal Maroons in 1930 and concluded his playing career in 1936, before taking over as boss. After a heated dispute in 1945, Dutton “hexed” the Blueshirts, promising they would not win the Stanley Cup again in his lifetime. Though seemingly unfathomable, his prediction ultimately came true. He passed away in 1987. (Steve Cohen, Brooklyn Historical Society, and Marcia Ely.)

“We knew what Bill was,” said Dutton, who eventually became NHL president and later a millionaire building contractor, “but we loved him. Dwyer’s policy was that nothing was too good for his players. Every time we won a game he’d throw us a big party. Worters used to say, ‘Join the Americans and laugh yourself to death.’”

Big Bill didn’t know it at the time—or maybe he did and wasn’t letting on—but the laughter was about to be over for him. The end of Prohibition loomed and friends began deserting him. He was convicted as a bootlegger and sentenced to two years in Atlanta, leaving the Amerks with many bills to pay.

Help was in sight when Dutton agreed to divert some of his family fortune to the Amerks. He, in turn, became playing coach of the club and continued helping Dwyer with grants-in-aid.

“Once I had to lend Bill $20,000 when he was down in Miami Beach,” Dutton recalled. “He blew it all in one night in a crap game.”

The other New York team, meanwhile, was a model of stability, with both their finances and their hockey sticks. Led by a line of Frank Boucher with Bill and Bun Cook—three Hall-of-Famers—the Rangers won the Stanley Cup in 1932–33 and returned to the Finals in 1936–37.

At this point, prohibition was just a memory, and Big Bill Dwyer was a poor man, unable to support a team. The NHL took over the Americans, naming Dutton overseer while the endless debts were paid.

Despite his problems, Dutton still managed to ice a competitive team. During the 1937–38 season, his Americans finished second in the Canadian Division and once again faced the Rangers in the playoffs—this time, in a best-of-three series.

Dutton’s sextet won the opener, 2–1, on Johnny Sorrell’s overtime goal. The Rangers rebounded, winning the second match, 4–3, and setting the stage for the climactic finale on March 27, 1938, at—where else—the Garden, home of both clubs.

The largest crowd of the season, 16,340 fans, jammed the arena and saw a pulsating contest. Paced by Alex Shibicky and Bryan Hextall, the Rangers jumped into a 2–0 lead, but Lorne Carr and Nels Stewart tied the game for the Amerks, sending it into overtime. Neither team could break the tie for three sudden-death periods before Carr finally scored the winner for Dutton and Company.

“That,” Dutton stated, “was the greatest thrill I ever got in hockey. The Rangers had a high-priced team then and beating them was like winning the Stanley Cup to us.”

Unfortunately, the Americans were knocked out of the playoffs by Chicago, two games to one, in the next round and were never able to achieve such lofty heights again, although their fans continued to root them on, just as Brooklyn’s “Faithful” supported the Dodgers. “We had fans mostly from Brooklyn,” said Dutton, “while the Rangers had the hotsy-totsy ones from New York.”

A year later, the Americans made the playoffs, only to be eliminated in the first round, two games to none, by Toronto. They slipped out of playoff contention in 1939–40, while the Rangers gave their fans Stanley Cup championship number three.

World War II broke out, and many Canadian-born players quit hockey to join the Armed Forces. By 1940–41 Dutton had lost 14 of 16 players to the Canadian Army and other branches of the services. The Amerks finished dead last.

When the 1941–42 season started, Dutton changed the club’s name to the Brooklyn Americans. This gesture was rooted in a long-simmering idea harbored by Dutton, who closely followed the Big Apple baseball scene, particularly the bitter battles between the New York Giants of Manhattan’s Polo Grounds, and the Brooklyn Dodgers of Ebbets Field in Flatbush.

Fed up with the second-class treatment accorded his team at the Garden, Dutton had decided as early as 1939 to build a new arena in Brooklyn that would not only compete with the Garden in the greater entertainment space, but would become home to his Brooklyn Americans.

[image: images]

The Amerks were re-christened the Brooklyn Americans for their final season, 1941–42—though the club continued to play in Madison Square Garden—because Red Dutton hoped to build a new arena housing the club in downtown Brooklyn. World War II intervened, and the arena was never built. (Steve Cohen, Brooklyn Historical Society, and Marcia Ely.)

In the meantime, Dutton moved his team’s practices to the ancient Brooklyn Ice Palace on Atlantic Avenue between Nostrand and Bedford Avenues in the Bedford-Stuyvesant community of Kings County.

Dutton and his wife, Phyllis, as well as several of his players, moved to Flatbush, and even the traditional star-spangled uniform gave way to new colors and a sweater with the letters B-R-O-O-K-L-Y-N running from right to left diagonally down the jersey.

But as war spread across Europe, it took the free world’s steel supply with it. With resources unavailable, the idea for a new arena in Brooklyn was put on hold. All Brooklyn Amerks home games were still played at the Garden in Manhattan, and Dutton’s war-ravaged group finished last again.

At the start of the 1942–43 season, Dutton was forced to fold the club just when he was starting to pull out from under the debris of the Dwyer days. “We had begun to pay off a lot of Bill’s debts,” said Dutton, “and it looked as though we were going to come out all right. A couple more years and we would have run the Rangers right out of the rink.”

Though the Amerks were indefinitely shelved, Dutton secured a promise from NHL owners in Montreal, Chicago, and Detroit that he could revive the franchise after the war and move it into his blueprinted Brooklyn Arena.

The promise seemed even more solid after Dutton agreed to step in as hockey’s chief executive after the death of NHL president Frank Calder in 1943. Likable as a player, coach, and manager, Red was just as beloved in the president’s chair, although the war years were not kind to him. His two oldest sons, Joe and Alex, were killed over Germany, flying for the Royal Canadian Air Force.

Dutton served as president through the war’s end in 1945, then resigned to make time for his businesses back in Calgary, as well as his beloved Brooklyn Americans franchise, which had been promised to him. Red had even secured a site for the new arena at the intersection of Atlantic and Flatbush Avenues.

At the annual NHL governors’ meeting at New York’s Commodore Hotel in 1946, Dutton handed the league presidency over to Lieutenant Colonel Clarence Campbell. The men applauded. Then Dutton raised another issue, “the franchise in Brooklyn.”

Silence. And that was the moment he knew.

As Red scanned the faces across the NHL table, he could tell that something wasn’t kosher. Yes, he once had the promises of Montreal, Chicago, and Detroit for his Brooklyn re-entry, but what about Toronto and Boston and, most of all, the New York Rangers, represented at the meeting by Madison Square Garden president, General John Reed Kilpatrick?

His answer was written all over Kilpatrick’s stony face.

Garden brass wanted New York hockey to itself. In fact, they were even considering the prospect of maybe fielding a second team of their own down the line.

“But I’ve talked to the people in Brooklyn,” Dutton snapped. “They’ve got a site and they’re ready to put up a $7 million building as soon as I get the word from here.”

More silence. A minute … now they couldn’t even look Red Dutton in the eye.

“Gentlemen,” Red finally spoke up. “You can stick your franchise up your ass.”

Then he declared that as long as he was alive, the Rangers would never win a Stanley Cup.

And so it was.

Dutton returned to Calgary to grow his construction business. Kilpatrick and the Rangers largely forgot about him—at first—but with every passing year, the legend of Red’s “Curse of the Cup” grew in credence, as an unprecedented string of bad luck seeped into the franchise.

In 1950, the Ringling Brothers Circus booted Frank Boucher’s Blueshirts out of the Garden, forcing the team to play all seven games of the Stanley Cup Finals on the road.

The Rangers would miss the playoffs in 12 of the following 16 seasons—even as part of a league where four out of six teams qualified.

And whenever they did make it, Dutton and his kin would watch confidently from back home in Canada, never sweating the inevitable result.

“Any time the Rangers made the playoffs,” recalled a member of the Dutton family in a 2015 interview, “our parents would say, ‘They are going to lose, don’t you know? Uncle Merv put a curse on them.’”

And sure enough, they lost—every year, through Dutton’s death in 1987.

In the late 1960s, the Rangers had a rebirth under Coach Emile “The Cat” Francis but could not get it done in the postseason. They were 42–11–10 late in 1971–72 when leading scorer Jean Ratelle broke his ankle. The Boston Bruins skated off the Madison Square Garden ice with the Cup.

The one thing the Manhattan-men had going for them was that, with the author of “the Curse” living in Calgary, there was nobody in New York to rub their noses in it.

But bad luck was coming on that front, too.

Unbeknownst to most Rangers fans at that time, the NHL owners were huddling on ways to counteract a potential rival major league called the World Hockey Association, especially since the WHA threatened to put a franchise into the spanking-new Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum in Uniondale, New York.

The lords of the NHL decided that the best way to detour the WHA from the New York Metropolitan area was to place their own expansion franchise in the Long Island arena.

On February 15, 1972, the New York Islanders were born. Were they good? Well, that was a different story.


Chapter 2

BIRTH OF THE RIVALRY

“People never heard of our team my first season here. I had to tell them that we play the Rangers; then they’d say, oh yeah, they heard of us.”

—Islanders forward Billy Harris

“A lot of them are from small towns and they were afraid of coming to New York, you know, after all the bad things that they read about. But we showed them that this was the suburbs. They never thought New York had suburbs.”

—Islanders Coach Al Arbour

“They’re New Yorkers. Islander fans are passionate. Ranger fans are as passionate. And whoever was winning had the bragging rights.”

—Rangers, Islanders forward/Islanders General Manager/Rangers Executive Don Maloney



The hapless Islanders.

In the early 1970s, general manager Bill Torrey heard and read the description “Hapless Islanders” so many times, he said he thought it was the official name of his team.

He was joking, of course.

But for Long Island’s brand-new National Hockey League franchise, earning a fan base worthy of the title “New York” proved less simple than just sewing the letters N and Y on its logo.

Hockey-wise, from 1941 to 1972, the New York Rangers owned the New York metropolitan area to themselves. The Blueshirts were the only major league club in town. They represented Big Apple hockey royalty—as much Long Island’s team as New York City’s—fresh off an exciting trip to the 1972 Stanley Cup Final.

The Rangers were loaded with brand names such as goalie Eddie Giacomin, the wonderful Goal-A-Game line of Vic Hadfield, Jean Ratelle, and Rod Gilbert, plus defenseman Brad Park (Norris Trophy runner-up the previous three seasons), to mention only a few.

Add head coach Emile “The Cat” Francis to the list of future Hall-of-Fame Rangers from that era.

The beloved Blueshirts practiced in Long Beach Arena on Long Island. Most of their players lived there. A sign at the city limits read “Welcome To Long Beach, The Home Of The New York Rangers.” Long Beach is a mere twelve miles south of Nassau Coliseum in Uniondale, New York, which would become the home of the Islanders.

So early on, one couldn’t blame the Isles for feeling like the team that nobody, except for a precious few, wanted in the first place.

Their customers were mostly Rangers fans. Their first two head coaches—Phil Goyette and Earl Ingarfield—were former Rangers.

Even the club’s conception was less about competing with the mighty Rangers than it was about competing with the upstart World Hockey Association. In 1971, the WHA granted a franchise to Long Island attorney Neil T. Shayne, so the NHL hastily leased the Coliseum to block him from using it, then conceived its own Long Island expansion team and charged that team’s owner, local businessman Roy Boe, a $4.8 million indemnification fee for invading the Rangers’ territory. The Isles would not otherwise exist.

They were like orphans. And they played like it.

The expansion Islanders of 1972–73 set NHL records for most losses (60), fewest victories (12), and most goals allowed (an appalling 347). The home crowd grew fond of chanting, “We’re Number Eight,” a nod to the team’s familiar position in the NHL’s eight-team East Division.

The performance against Big Brother was especially fruitless.

The “visiting” Rangers scored a 6–4 pre-season victory on September 27, 1972, before a crowd of 11,053—mostly Broadway backers—in the first hockey game at Nassau Coliseum and then swept their new neighbors in the inaugural regular season series.

Goals in the six-game set were 25–5 for the incumbents, with little pushback from the challengers.


BENCHMARK GAME

THE FIRST

October 21, 1972

Nassau Coliseum

Rangers 2 Islanders 1

(4–3–0) (1–4–0)

A standing-room crowd of more than 16,000 crammed themselves into the 14,665-seat Nassau Coliseum for the first regular season Islanders-Rangers game, the first hockey sellout in the arena’s history.

Another rarity: a Hall-of-Fame playmaker and a Hall-of-Fame goaltender tried to sock each other.

Less than a minute into the second period, Billy Smith and Rod Gilbert dropped their gloves. Unfortunately for Gilbert, gloves were all that Smith was interested in dropping. His face protector remained in place.

“How can I hit him in the mask?” begrudged the Blueshirts’ right winger after the game. “That’s all I need is to break my hand on his mask.”

Looking for a fair fight, fans yelled at “Battling Billy” to un-mask, but he could not be convinced. Later in the locker room, he employed the smug, dry sense of humor that would become his calling card.

“They don’t understand that if I stopped to take off my mask,” he calmly smirked, “the other guy could hit me.”

Smith was also involved in crease-side tussles with Rangers forwards Glen Sather and Pete Stemkowski.

In the following morning’s New York Times, Gerald Eskenazi called the mixed-allegiance atmosphere in the building “Theater of the Absurd.”

Indeed, this opening chapter of the Isles-Rangers anthology was a fitting prelude to the decades of mayhem ahead.

“It won’t be called a subway series [the Long Island Railroad one-way fare to Madison Square Garden is $1.85],” Eskenazi predicted. “But future games between the clubs, based on tonight’s performance, probably will turn into grudging, belting affairs.”



CHANGE IS GOOD (FOR SOME)

In fact, before one match at Madison Square Garden in February 1973, Isles defenseman Arnie Brown—himself a prior seven-year Rangers vet—told reporters, “I don’t see a lot to get excited about. The Rangers will probably beat us.”

They did, by a score of 6–0. After the match, Rangers defenseman Dale Rolfe spoke openly about it being tough for his side to “get up for games against these teams.”

That annoyed Coach Ingarfield big-time!

“Where would Rolfe be if not for expansion?” he replied. “Still in Springfield! Expansion gave him a chance…. Now it’s our turn. Everyone has got to give us a chance.”

Three nights later Rolfe’s team spanked the Isles at the sold-out Coliseum, 6–0, yet again. So much for that.

“6–0, 6–0,” cracked Rangers goalie Gilles Villemure. “Sounds like a tennis match.”

“The league is laughing at us,” summarized Brown. “The fans are laughing at us. But they created us, and they’re laughing at themselves.”

[image: images]

The Islanders’ first draft choice ever, Billy Harris, left, flanked by general manager Bill [Bowtie] Torrey. 1972. (Fischler Collection)

One man who was not laughing was Bill Torrey. The perpetually bow-tied Islanders boss set out to improve not only the talent level on Long Island, but the attitude, as well.

Enter Al Arbour, the first head coach in franchise history who had not been a longtime Ranger.

Also enter Denis Potvin, the first pick in the 1973 Amateur Draft. Potvin joined his older brother Jean Potvin, acquired in a March 1973 trade with the Philadelphia Flyers.

Add hardworking winger Bobby Nystrom, a late 1973 call-up; gritty defenseman Bert Marshall, unprotected by the Rangers in the 1973 intraleague draft; big Clark Gillies, the fourth overall pick in the 1974 amateur draft; and playmakers J.P. Parise and Jude Drouin, the spoils of two January 1975 trades with the Minnesota North Stars.

The new Islanders were hungry. They had nerve, swagger, and plenty of chutzpah. It caught the Rangers’ attention.

The forty-year-old Arbour, nicknamed “Radar” for the thick glasses he wore in his playing days, was a tough “defenseman’s defenseman” during his 14-year NHL career, and he coached that way, too. Radar immediately stoked the crosstown fire, telling reporters that for months he had refused to accept the Islanders coaching job until he visited Long Island and realized it was nothing like Manhattan. “I thought it would be like living on Seventh Avenue,” he disclosed. “Overcrowded and dirty.”

Others were not as critical of New York City but had plenty to say about its Blueshirts.

“Nothing would give me greater satisfaction than to beat the s—t out of those guys,” Marshall told the New York Times in March 1975. “Nothing.”

“After Denis drops his man,” Jean told Newsday before the teams’ first pre-season meeting in October 1973, “I’m going to skate up to the poor guy and say ‘You mean you let a nineteen-year-old kick the s—t out of you? Tsk, tsk.’”

“I know what you’re going to ask me,” snapped Brad Park after the game, a 6–6 tie at the Coliseum in which rookie Denis scored two goals.

Park, cranky with a black eye from fighting Bobby Nystrom, pulled out the evening’s program and showed reporters a note that said, “What do you think of Potvin?”

“See?” he said. “I wrote this before the game.”

“Okay,” answered Hugh Delano of the New York Post respectfully. “… So … what do you think of Potvin?”

Meanwhile, just one exhibition game into his coaching career, Al Arbour was already agitated with all things New York Rangers.

“I come behind our bench—it was our bench in our building—and the row behind me all have Rangers sweaters on. Am I in our building or are we in the Ranger building?

“And during the course of the game they kept hitting me in the back of the head. I said, ‘I guess I know what I’m in for now.’”

“The Rangers scored the first goal,” Clark Gillies later recalled, “and the place erupted … I said, ‘What the hell is this? We’re playing at the Coliseum.’ The place went crazy … 13,000 Ranger fans. And at that point I said, ‘That’s got to change.’”

But any change would have to come gradually. The Islanders were better in 1973–74, though still quite poor, with a record of 19–41–18—good for last place yet again—and 19 whole games behind the third-place Rangers, who went back to the semifinals, bowing out in seven games to the eventual Cup champion Flyers.

The following year, Arbour’s boys once again struggled to climb out of the cellar of the brand new four-team Patrick Division. It seemed like the same old story.

The city slickers moved to 12–1–1 all-time against the Nassau-men in regular season play, scoring 55 goals while surrendering but a measly 17 in the 14 games.

The Isles hated the Rangers, but with numbers like these, it was hard for the streaking Rangers and their fans to hate them back.

At least until the Islanders began a run of their own.

Between January 23, 1975, and their next meeting at the Garden on March 12, the Rangers won just 8 of 23 contests, while the Islanders—sparked by the new additions of Parise and Drouin—dropped only 6 of 22.

The Rangers were second in the Patrick Division, the Isles were now third, and the deficit was only 2 games!

“The ‘comedy’ has turned into serious drama,” wrote Parton Keese of the New York Times before the March 12 showdown. For the first time ever, the New York Rangers and New York Islanders were to battle in a game with major playoff implications for both teams.

And nothing changed.

Gilles Marotte, Nick Beverly, and Jean Ratelle beat Islanders goalie Billy Smith from 55, 45, and 35 feet out, respectively, before the contest was seven minutes old. Smith was quickly lifted in favor of backup Glenn “Chico” Resch, but it was too late. The final score was 5–3 as the Rangers moved to 13–1–1 against the Islanders.

But the Islanders stuck with it, going 3–0–3 over the next two weeks, and trailed the men from Midtown by only half a game heading into a Saturday matinee at the Coliseum on March 29, 1975.

“Animosity,” wrote Robin Herman of the New York Times, “not simple, professional competitiveness, describes the feelings held by the New York Islanders for the New York Rangers. The Islanders may talk big, but their hatred has not yet brought them a victory this season over their city neighbors.”

Predictably, the game was a sellout. Less predictably, most of the backers came for the home squad, something new for an Islanders-Rangers game.

Among the many homemade signs and banners:

“BEAT THE MANHATTAN MISFITS.”

“WE’VE GOT THE CAT BY HIS TAIL.”

“RANGERS CHOKE WILL NEVER DRINK FROM CUP.”

“CHICO IS THE MAN.”

And perhaps most tellingly, “LONG BEACH LOVES THE ISLANDERS.”

This time Chico Resch started and made 23 saves. It helped when the visitors formed a first-period conga line to the penalty box—Pete Stemkowski at 8:13, Park at 8:23, and Nick Beverley at 8:56, all minors. Clark Gillies punished the chippy Rangers with a pair of power play goals at 10:11 and 10:21, and the homesters moved out to a 5–1 second-period lead before holding on for the 6–4 win.

Instead of “We’re Number Eight!” cries of “We’re Number Two!” echoed through the crowd as the Islanders leapfrogged the Rangers in the Patrick Division standings.

“This meant a lot to us,” said Potvin. “We wanted our fans to drown the Ranger fans in our building. Now this is a hell of a boost to us. To hear them yelling ‘Good-bye Rangers,’ we knew finally the majority of fans were on our side.”

Ironically, when the Islanders clinched the first playoff berth of their young history on Friday, April 4, 1975, the New York team that was skating off the ice victorious was the Rangers, who defeated and eliminated the Flames in Atlanta, assuring their upstart neighbors a chance to finally play for the Cup. The following night the Isles returned the favor with a 4–1 home loss to the Flyers, assuring the Rangers second in the Patrick while locking themselves into third.

With the regular season finale between the Islanders and Rangers at Madison Square Garden less than 24 hours away, the teams had to decide how hard to push.

The Islanders franchise had still never won in Madison Square Garden. A breakthrough in the last game of the 1974–75 regular season would guarantee a first-round matchup with the Rangers—the team named “the bane of the Islanders’ short existence” by that morning’s New York Times. A Blueshirt win, however, would send the clubs their separate ways.

What to do?

“There’s a certain amount of pride involved,” said veteran Isles defenseman Gerry Hart. “We’ve got to show the Rangers that we can go out in the Garden and give them a good game.”

“You can’t go in there and waste 60 minutes,” begged Coach Arbour. “You can’t turn it on and turn it off. We gotta go out strong, and we will.”
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